P4 Interview 
INTERVIEWER:
Okay, so thanks for agreeing to be interviewed today [PARTICIPANT NAME]. Um.
P4:
No problem.
INTERVIEWER:
So the purpose of this study is to investigate the different ways, um, that participation in community support and mutual aid during emergencies might affect the health and wellbeing of participants. Um, your identity and your answers will be confidential and anonymous. Uh, recording of this interview can be stored securely, and password protected. You can withdraw from the study at any time, uh, in which case your recording will be disposed of digitally. Uh, so depending on your answers, the interview lasts between 30 minutes and an hour. Um, you can leave the interview at any time if you would like, does that makes sense?
P4:
Yeah, that's all great.
INTERVIEWER:
Okay, cool. Um, so before we go into the kind of proper interview, just got some backgrounds questions really, so have you been involved in any previous like mutual AID or kind of community support groups?
P4:
Yeah, so I haven't really been involved in much mutual aid as such, but I have been involved in sort of community organizing with ACORN prior to sort of COVID-19 - various bits of community organizing when I was at university.
INTERVIEWER:
Okay. Um, so you've, you've, I guess you've participated in, like, what would you describe as political? Uh, you've been, you've been part of political participation for quite a long time.
P4:
Yeah, yeah. For a few years.
INTERVIEWER:
For a few years, okay. And when did you first become involved with ACORN then?
P4:
So I first became involved in ACORN in about 2017. Um, so yeah, not long after they got started up in [CITY NAME].
INTERVIEWER:
Yeah. Um, and why did you get involved at first?
P4:
Um, yeah, so I basically knew a fair amount of people that I'd sort of been organizing with, sort of, at [UNIVERSITY NAME] and I saw that they were sort of setting up this new thing, and I was, yeah, renting in [CITY NAME], um, which I'm sure you know, is quite horrendous and I think that I just sort of, I dunno, I guess, you know, I'd sort of moved out of my parents home from the first time when I was a student and sort of got put in this like really gross bad conditioned accommodation, found the same thing, sort of, when I moved house next time - was basically, you know, quite fed up with how much rent I was paying and how shit the housing quality was. Didn't feel like you could really get anywhere with letting agents and I suppose I just sort of accepted it, never really questioned it. And so when ACORN came along, I thought, oh you know, well, that's great. We really need that. So I suppose being a pissed off renter was sort of my primary aim. But, uh, yeah. As I said, I sort of knew people, that I'd organized with in other things starting up ACORN. And I also thought just sort of as somebody on the left, that it seemed like a really promising way to sort of build something lasting and meaningful rather than quick campaigns that happen on campus that they sort of dissipate, it seemed like a really good, like positive chance to build something, so I suppose, yeah, those were my two motivations really.
INTERVIEWER:
Oh, really good, really good answer. And sort of, what kind of things were you doing for ACORN before? Were you very involved or were you taking more of a back seat? What were the things you were doing? And to what extent do you think you were involved?
P4:
Yeah, so for the first, yeah, at first, I guess I was like, kind of involved. I went to a lot of meetings, but I was often a bit sort of shy to do a huge amount, but I sort of did bits of outreach really. So sort of street stalls or bits of door knocking, trying to sort of publicize the union. And then more recently I've been involved in, um, sort of running member defences. So you're aware that that's sort of um, what [inaudible] does, which is defending their members having a problem with their landlord. So that sort of involves planning a longterm campaign, planning actions, strategy, leverage, all that stuff. And so I've been doing a bit of that prior to er, COVID.
INTERVIEWER:
Okay. Uh, and so before you were getting involved with that and then the coronavirus campaign started and you naturally shifted into that, is that right?
P4:
Yeah. Yeah. That's right. That seemed like sort of the best way to keep involved as obviously the usual sort of things that we'd do stopped.
INTERVIEWER:
Mm, mm. Is there a reason you kind of, um, participated in the coronavirus community support through ACORN rather than any other organization - or, or you might be involved with other ones?
P4:
No, I'm actually not. Um, so yeah, obviously you'd see sort of, um, when, when everything started, I saw loads of sort of community organization groups popping up around [AREA NAME] and I thought it was really good, but I sort of didn't get involved with any of them because during the first weeks of the crisis, I was just so anxious and scared and just sort of getting through your day to day was really hard. So the idea of like try to help somebody else at the time didn't really seem like something I could manage. So then when I did sort of start wanting to get involved, I guess, sort of it being an organization that I'd already been involved with that I sort of knew people there that I trusted, sort of their process and procedures, it was sort of just like the natural way for me to go really.
INTERVIEWER:
Makes sense. Um, and, and your last answer to that kind of leads me on to the next question, which is, um, you said you were, you felt quite anxious, you know, about your own safety, before you participated in the community support. So before, um you did participate, what kind of, what, what was your life like day to day? Um, how were you feeling in terms of your mental health? You know, you've already kind of said you experienced anxiety. Were there any other things that you experienced?
P4:
Yeah, so I think, yeah, especially those first few weeks of, sort of, the lockdown, so like luckily I've able to work from home, so, which is good, but I think my day to day life was just suddenly really disrupted sort of my usual routine had gone. So I was sort of, I guess I was kind of working, but actually mostly just sitting at my desk, like freaking out, I think I was sort of um, yeah, I guess on two fronts, like on one hand, I was just like really scared of this virus. But then on the other hand, I was really sort of not very happy with our government's approach to it. Like I actually think the sort of short term influencing factor that made me start doing some of the coronavirus support with ACORN was when they sort of announced that landlords were going to get a mortgage. But they sort of said that their policy for renters was sort of like, oh, it's between them and their landlords to sort out and we expect that landlords will have their conversations with their tenants, and I just like, you know, got really angry, felt really worried. And I thought, you know, fuck I've got to do something about this basically.
INTERVIEWER:	
Hmm, hmm. Yeah, definitely. And did you feel any kind of isolation during lockdown?
P4:
Mm! Definitely. Definitely. I mean, you know, I'm lucky enough to live with my partner, so I'm sort of not all by myself, but I think a big part of the anxiety that I was experiencing was sort of being separated from my usual sort of support network and my local community really, suddenly your world just shrinks doesn't it. And um, yeah, it wasn't good for my mental health at all.
INTERVIEWER:
Yeah. You feel like I had a kind of negative impact on your mood, and - yeah.
P4:	
Oh yes, a hundred percent. Yeah. Yeah.
INTERVIEWER:
Um, and so once you did start becoming involved with, like, ACORN, um, what sorts of activities did you get involved in?
P4:
So yeah, I've been doing sort of fairly remote hands off stuff with ACORN I'm helping on sort of the admin side. So once or twice a week, um, as you know, I'll be sort of checking a spreadsheet of tasks that are going on at the moment and calling up any of our sort of volunteers, that, um, have tasks that are in progress and checking on them and basically checking in, seeing how it's going, making sure everything's up to date.
INTERVIEWER:
Mm hm. Um, and how much time do you think a week you've committed to these activities?
P4:
Doesn't take too long. I'd say like an hour or an hour and a half maybe.
INTERVIEWER:
Every week or every day?
P4:
Ermm, every week.
INTERVIEWER:
Yeah. Okay.
P4:
Yeah.
INTERVIEWER:
And you've been doing that for, did you say for the last four or five weeks?
P4:
Yeah. Oh my God. It is like that long. Yeah.
INTERVIEWER:
Yeah, yeah. I know time's passing really quickly, isn't it? Yeah, it's really weird.
P4:
It's insane.
P4:
Yeah. And do you think that those activities, the ones you've been engaging in have been effective and do you think ACORN in general has been effective in organizing its response?
P4:
Definitely, definitely. Um, I know one of the really nice things to hear has been when I have talked to volunteers, a lot of them have fed back - like all this is working really well. This is really easy to use. It's really organized. I know one person at least sort of said, yeah, I've been involved at a bunch of other mutual aid organizations and this is by far the best organized. So that was really nice to hear. Cause I think that there might have been a bit of tension between sort of some of these really grassroots like street level mutual aid groups popping and then having maybe somebody from ACORN in the chat, and maybe people feeling like, oh, we're sort of stepping on types of what other people are doing, but I think it just shows the sort of, you know, if you want to keep something going on for months and months and months, I think it helps to have that sort of organization that can really, like, you know, make things very organized. So yeah, I think ACORN's did a great job. I just see every time I log on, you know, oh, I can just see that this person's got their medicine and this person's had, you know, a call to check in and this person's had some clothes ordered, you know, I spoke to somebody the other day who, the person that they were helping had sort of got really, really anxious and had chucked out all their clothes because they were worried that it was infected in the virus. So this volunteer ha sort of been spending a few weeks getting them everything they wanted, making sure everything fit and stuff like that. And it's just like, oh wow. You can just see that this is having like an immediate positive impact.
INTERVIEWER:
Yeah. Amazing. And do you think seeing that, I mean, what, during this kind of your participation in the helpline - how, how have you felt during it? I mean, this thing that you just described sounds like a really quite positive thing that you've seen. Do you think it kind of had a beneficial effect or a negative effect in terms of how you felt?
P4:
Definitely beneficial. So at first, and actually maybe even now, I do get a little bit anxious when I'm like logging on and I have to sort of call people, and I don't know them, and they don't know who I am, and sometimes it can just be a bit like, oh, I've just finished work and I'd rather just chill, but every time I'm like glad that I've done it and feel, you know, cheered up from it because everybody that I speak to is really lovely, like they're all volunteering to help out. So it's just nice to get to chat to some wonderful people, as you said, while our worlds have sort of collapsed and got so small and you maybe only see one or two other people. It's just like actually quite nice to have a little chat with a stranger. Cause that's the sort of thing that would happen in everyday life. Um, yeah, really cheering to see that people are getting help and that it's sort of not all doom and gloom that this can bring out some of the really good things in our society. And I hope that that gets continued, but then I think just on a personal level, even if I'm not doing, you know, a huge amount of work, I just think it makes me feel less like I'm sort of passive - like, Oh God, I don't know what's going to happen, and sort of my health or my wellbeing really depends on what this virus and what the government decides. I think that that contributed to quite a lot of anxiety at the beginning of the pandemic - was just feeling like I didn't have any control. So I think doing small things like this it feels like, you know, I'm doing something to help those sorts of problems that can make me feel so worried. And I think that that's maybe sort of the biggest boost in a selfish way often from activism is just it gives you a bit more power and control, and lets you do some good things in the world. So that's really helped.
INTERVIEWER:	
Absolutely. Absolutely. So, um, just, just to rerun you, I mean, you said a lot of really interesting things there, um, uh, I guess you identified a bunch of reasons why you kind of felt, um, positively about your participation. Um, one was that you felt a sense of camaraderie, would you say from other volunteers, um, or positive responses from people that you were working with, um, you felt that you were being effective in being able to help other people, um, you felt that you were kind of part of something else, like a kind of organization. Um, and also you kind of felt that you were kind of modeling, uh, kind of more a society that was more in line with kind of what you want. You saw that society kind of beginning to emerge and you felt kind of personally be able to contribute towards it and you felt more kind of, um, I guess, empowered or you felt more agency, is that right?.
P4:
Definitely very well put.
INTERVIEWER:
Okay, brilliant. Um, and is there any particular occasion that you can think of that made you kind of feel this way? Or is it just kind of general?
P4:
Yeah, I suppose I think like, yeah, I think back to making my first set of calls and it was like a Saturday and the weekends can be a bit difficult at the moment because I think it's, you know, you're very aware of sort of I've worked all week, but I get no leisure time and don't do the usual things that I quite like to do. Um, yeah. Which often would involve sort of doing things with ACORN or what have you, my mental health, wasn't amazing, you know, sort of feeling a bit anxious, a bit low, a bit down and so sort of sat down, did these calls. And as I said, I have to like, you know, build myself a bit up to do it. I'm a bit nervous, but then literally just speaking to the first person, you know, we just had a really nice chat. They were sort of telling me about all the things that they've been doing to help this person and thanked me and said, that, you know, like, that ACORN was doing a good job, and it just like, you know, yeah, really lifted my mood. I think by the time I was done with that, I felt a lot more normal, and like yeah, abit happier.
INTERVIEWER:
And how long did that kind of last for, do you think?
P4:
I think it probably, you know, infected how I felt like, yeah, all day, all weekend. I think broadly, sort of, maybe not that one particular instance, but I think just doing this makes me feel better every day because it's sort of a bit of a return to normality doing the sorts of things that I liked to do before COVID and be, yeah, it just lets me feel like I'm doing something, even if it's very small, I still know that I'm sort of contributed, you know, if I hear some politicians say something dumb that makes me angry, I can sort of channel - be like, it's okay, we're doing something about it, you know?.
INTERVIEWER:	
Yeah, yeah, absolutely. Yeah, exactly. And in that kind of more general way of thinking since you started participating in community support, um, have you kind of noticed any impacts, um, positive or negative to your mood day to day? It sounds like it's positive, is that right?
P4:
Yeah, positive. I mean, you know, I don't want to overstate these things. It's not like it's changed my whole life and taken away any anxieties that I'm having, but I think it contributes to a sense of, like, routine, of normality, of even though I'm stuck inside and physically distanced from my community, that that community still exists and that I can make a positive impact on it. You know, I think all those things are pretty important to have in your head, even if it is only an hour or so a week in practice.
INTERVIEWER:
Hmm. Has it made you feel more, um, how - what has it done to your energy levels? Is it, cause you said obviously, you work a full time job as well. Um, has it given you like more or less energy, you know? Cause I can imagine it could be quite tiring as well having to do stuff, you know?
P4:
Noo - I think actually in the short term it gives me a bit more energy. I think that, you know, I get a bit of adrenaline cause I'm like ooh, you know, are they gonna answer the phone, who am I gonna speak to, and then, like genuine, like the general good feelings of speaking to nice people. So I think, you know, actually I probably end up feeling a lot more energized than I did before.
INTERVIEWER:
Yeah. Uh, has it had any impact on your self-esteem, do you think?
P4:
I think a little bit, you know? A little bit to - it sort of makes you feel good about yourself, that you're doing something, in fact maybe it's got quite an outsized, sort of, impact on that, cause you can sort of think, you know? Yeah. I'm still a good person. And when my grandkids are like, oh grandma, what were you doing during the crisis? I won't be like, oh I was sat on my arse playing animal crossing, panicking, I'll be like I was organizing with my union [laughs]. So that makes you feel quite good.
INTERVIEWER:
[Laughs] Yeah, absolutely, absolutely. Um, and you said that you made a, you said something earlier, which was interesting to me, which is that you felt more of a sense of community, is that right - did you feel kind of closer to other people, is that right to say?
P4:
Yeah, definitely. Cause I mean, I think usually the way that you'd experience, sort of your community in [CITY NAME] would be all the things that we can't do anymore, wouldn't it, whether it's sort of sitting on the beach or going to a demo or an action with ACORN or just seeing my friends or going down to my local pub, all those sort of things which sort of keep you rooted in where you live have kind of been taken away from you. So it's like, nice to em, you know, speak to other people that live locally and know that they're sort of helping other people. Like just when you look at the spreadsheet, [laughs] it's just like, not to get too deep about a spreadsheet, but you know, all these names, all the people editing it, you know, you can still see that that is a community in and of itself. So I do think it's a way of sort of staying connected to the people around you and, erm, yeah, the place that you live.
INTERVIEWER:	
Yeah. Amazing. Um, and earlier you made a point that the thing that kind of sparked you to take part in community support, was seeing the government response to coronavirus and being very unhappy. Um, do you think, um, participating has led to any further change in your beliefs about how the government should be responding to it, you know?
P4:
Yeah. I mean, I suppose it's sort of affirmed what I was thinking already, you know, um, sort of, yeah, seeing the various ways that people are struggling, you know, you see that, oh, this person is unable to get their groceries. I dunno between, like, there's all these different stories in there, sort of maybe even a bit between the lines of just people that are suffering and that have been let down. And it's great that people with ACORN have gotten together to help, and I think that that's really good, but you know, at the end of the day, people shouldn't be sort of left without any means to feed themselves or clothe themselves or, you know, with nobody to check in on them. I think it does sort of bring home the really negative impacts of what's going on and sort of the failings of some of the government's response.
INTERVIEWER:	
Yeah. So it's kind of compounded your existing view in a way.
P4:
Yeah.
INTERVIEWER:
Yeah. And kind of confirmed it, because you've been able to see for yourself what, the kind of consequences of, um, their failures, I guess.
P4:
Yeah, definitely.
INTERVIEWER:
Have you seen any changes to society during coronavirus which you think should remain even after the virus is over?
P4:
Yeah, definitely. Um, I think sort of the reduction in sort of road traffic, I live on a busy road and it's sort of amazing to just be able to cross over without waiting 10 minutes, seeing all the cars. And I think that that's contributed to a better, like, air quality, um, like, yeah, happy with, like, a fair amount of sort of flights and things have stopped. I dunno. I guess more generally I think it is interesting to see the sort of society as we know it can stop and it can change and it can change to be more orientated around health and care. And um, you know, I don't think that that's gone anywhere near far enough the UK, um, but like, yeah, in my optimistic moments I wonder whether that could be an opportunity to build on some of the things that have stopped and some of the things that have changed to sort of create something better, I think it's that it's that opening up? Isn't it? Cause if you'd said a year ago, oh we need to ground 80% of flights or whatever you've have been told "oh it couldn't possibly happen" or we need to house all homeless people, you know, that that was something that would be told "that's impossible"!. And I think that we've seen that actually all that is very possible. That it's always been a choice, and um, yeah, that opens up some opportunities, hopefully.
INTERVIEWER:
Yeah. And, and, do you think that of those kinds of opportunities that you kind of talk about, um, uh, do you think they will influence your lifestyle? Do you plan to become involved, in kind, of actually fighting for that change? Do you think?
P4:
I really hope so. Um, yeah, I do plan to be, you know, I think like ACORN is well placed to make some big demands around housing and stuff. You know, like since I've been joining ACORN, we've been thinking, you know, one day we'll push for sort of, you know, some sort of rent control or stopping eviction or we'll organize a rent strike. And all of that seem like very much like pie in the sky. You know, this is a decade in the future where we've grown and were huge. And now you're saying like, oh actually we can call for a rent cancellation right now, and we can call for, you know, something like a rent cap might make a lot more political sense in six months when a lot of people are in rent arrears and just can see that it's not, you know, that paying that level of rent isn't feasible. So I do hope that, and plan to try and be politically involved and take advantage of these changes. But obviously it's quite hard to know how to do that, cause we're used to being political in person. So it's all quite new doing it sort of remotely.
INTERVIEWER:
Hmm, interesting. Um, yeah, could you say a little bit more about that, about how, what, what challenges you think it will pose doing it remotely than, rather than in person.
P4:
Well, you know, if we take sort of, ACORN as an example, I met up with some members that have had really bad damp problems in their house for like five years, their landlord isn't doing anything about it. And so usually in these cases, sort of our go to tactic will be direct action. It will be standing outside letting agents and making a bunch of noise and piss them off, and, like it's direct action, and we can't do any of that. So you've suddenly got to totally change up your tactics and new ways of doing it. You know what I mean? Like usually the sort of thing would be like, oh, you'll cool a massive demo in [AREA NAME], but now that's absolutely off the cards. Isn't it? So, um, yeah, it would be interesting to sort of, see how we can work around that.
INTERVIEWER:
Absolutely. I saw a branch in [CITY NAME] the other day, um, because my friend's the member defense coordinator up there and, um, they did one that was kind of purely online where they just left in an hour, like 60 bad reviews on an estate agent's, their website. And the next day, they literally, that member got the call from the, from the agency, they got compensation and, you know, it was very, very effective. So I think, you know -
P4:
Oh, amazing.
INTERVIEWER:
Yeah, it is, you know, cause to be optimistic, isn't it, that, you know, there are kind of methods that are possible. But anyway - yeah. I thought that was really cool.
P4:
Oh, that's just great. Warms your heart, doesn't it?
INTERVIEWER:
It does, it does, yeah. And do you think this kind of new way of kind of seeing, or of seeing the possibilities that society can hold, has that made you feel kind of more optimistic or more empowered or kind of purposeful in any way?
P4:
It's really difficult to say because yeah, sometimes I feel very optimistic and I think, you know, this is good. This is, like, presenting possibilities. But I also think that like, just cause you've got this possibility or this opportunity doesn't mean that it's going to happen. And I think I sort of become a lot more - a lot less - optimistic over the past few years, with sort of - I dunno, especially with the general election this winter. I think that I was thinking like, oh, you know, it's great, we've got this great leader and socialist policies and all these people that are really engaged in it. And then just so obviously that that didn't reflect reality at all, I don't know, I suppose that I think I'm quite aware that things could get better or they could also get a lot worse. And I do sometimes wonder about sort of the organizational capacity of the left in England. I think ACORN, is one of the few things that does leave me quite hopeful, cause I think it is well organized and it's growing and it's positive and it, you know, I see them win all the time. So sometimes I feel optimistic, sometimes I just feel quite scared.
INTERVIEWER:	
Definitely. Definitely. Um, and finally, are there any other changes that you can think of as a result of kind of becoming involved in community support? Yeah, I think,
P4:
Yeah, I think we've probably talked about quite a lot of them really, to be honest, I do think it sort of ups my confidence as well. Sort of, you know, getting used to chatting to people remotely, it makes it abit easier to sort of do my job if I've got to call up somebody I'm like, oh, you know, whatever, I did five of these calls last night, so I can do it, I suppose, that sort of like small scale like learning a few skills, but yeah, I think I've covered it. I didn't realize that it had had so many different impacts, but when you start thinking about it, it's all there.
INTERVIEWER:
Absolutely fantastic. I mean, well, that's the last question in the interview. Um, so I'll just debrief you, um, thank -
P4:
Definitely, thank you.

[Debriefing]

[End of transcript]

