P8 Interview

INTERVIEWER
All right, hi [PARTICIPANT NAME].

P8
Hi.

INTERVIEWER
Um, thanks for being interviewed today. So the purpose of this study is to investigate the different ways, uh, that participation in community support and mutual aid during emergencies might affect, um, the health and wellbeing of participants. Uh, your identity and your answers will be kept fully confidential and anonymous, the recording of this interview will be stored securely and password protected. You can withdraw from the study at any time, in which case your recording will be digitally disposed of. Um, depending on your answers, this interview will last between 30 minutes and an hour, you can leave the interview at any time. Uh, does that all make sense?

P8
Yep, sounds good.

INTERVIEWER
Cool. Nice one. So before we get into the sort of main questions, I just got some background to ask. Um, so firstly, have you been involved in any previous, uh, community support groups?

P8
Yes, I have. Um, I used to work at [inaudible], uh, which is a mobile soup kitchen. Uh, it goes, uh, along the [CITY AREA] in [CITY NAME 1]. Uh, so I did that for a while, uh, but then I couldn't do it with my job. I also did some volunteering with [ORGANISATION NAME 1] which, uh, was aiming to, uh, cut down on plastic use in the city. I guess that's less community support and more kind of campaigning. Uh, so yeah, I have done bits and bobs in the past. 

INTERVIEWER
Absolutely. And have you ever done any other kind of political campaigning?

P8
Uh, no.

INTERVIEWER
No. Okay, so that latter one was your only kind of piece of political campaigning?

P8
Yeah, exactly. I'm a [OCCUPATION]. So I am not permitted to kind of take part in like party political stuff but environmental stuff is OK.

INTERVIEWER
Okay, sure. Yeah, I used to be a [OCCUPATION] as well so I know your, I know your pain. 

P8
Yeah [laughs].

INTERVIEWER
Yeah. Um, so when did you first become involved with ACORN?

P8
Um, it was right at the beginning of lockdown and we [inaudible]. Uh, I can't remember the exact date, probably mid-March, wasn't it, when it all kind of kicked off?

INTERVIEWER
Yeah, OK. And why did you want to get involved?

P8
Um, well, I think, um, everybody at that point was feeling a bit helpless. And it also looked like our movements were going to be really restricted. Um, I usually have a very large commute home to do every day. And I wasn't going to be able, I wasn't gonna be doing that. So I thought I have a bit more time and it will make me feel kind of more grounded in the community rather than just commuting every day. Uh, that's why I signed up.
	
INTERVIEWER
Amazing. Yeah. So do you commute into [CITY NAME 2] normally I'm guessing?

P8
I do. Yeah. 

INTERVIEWER
Yeah. Of course. Um, so this interview is gonna be about your thoughts and feelings during those actions, those community support activities, but also kind of before those activities. So before you participated in the community support what kind of things were you doing day to day? You said you had a commute -were you doing that or did Coronavirus stop that?

P8
Yeah, so I was the last time I went into work was the 13th of March. 

INTERVIEWER
Mm-hm.

P8
Which is a long time ago now. Uh, so yeah, every day, I had a very busy job, would often not come home, uh, until like nine or 10 in the evening.

INTERVIEWER
Wow.

P8
Yes, I felt like I was barely here. And then the weekend felt busy as well. And was, like, seeing friends and family and stuff, so everything felt just really hectic and I sometimes felt, I kind of felt like my feet didn't really touch the ground. I live [inaudible] place but I didn't really live here because was, well, not here, I guess.

INTERVIEWER
Yeah, of course. And how did that make you feel in terms of your mental health? I mean, were you experiencing any kind of exhaustion or isolation?

P8
Yeah, I'd say that it, it was affecting my mental health, especially because the combination of the commute plus a long winter, um, which always makes me feel a bit more kind of down and lethargic than I would normally. Felt, very, yeah, by March, I was feeling quite burned out probably, um, stressed, a bit depressed. Um, yeah, and I think that had kind of been building for a while, but I had just kind of just been like, powering through it just to get from one end of the week to, to the other. 

INTERVIEWER
Mmm. Yeah. Absolutely. Uh, and in terms of your community support, what kind of activities have you personally been involved in since you've started?

P8
Um, so I found via ACORN the, um, [ORGANISATION NAME 2], um, based in [AREA NAME], uh, they've set up a food bank, and a, uh, kitchens, so it does hot meals as well, basically from scratch – 

INTERVIEWER
Wow -

P8
- In a community centre, yeah, so pretty cool and I started off, um, because I had to make the shifts fit around my work, so I volunteered for late sort of later afternoon and the main job for the later afternoon is cleaning. So, going to the hub twice a week, uh, to clean after the chefs have been in, obviously to make sure that everything's sanitised and the virus can't spread in the hub because obviously there is a [inaudible], with the people coming and going. And then, recently, I also took over the volunteer coordination, so I'm in charge of finding volunteers, inducting them, and making sure they're happy.

INTERVIEWER
So those, um, just to get it, check that I got it right you've been doing two tasks. The first is sort of cleaning after the cook's finished and the second was –

P8
Yeah –

INTERVIEWER
Coordinating volunteers to make sure that they're happy, is that right? That was more recent.

P8
Yeah.

INTERVIEWER
Um, cool. And how much time a week do you think you've been committing to these activities?

P8
Um, so I'm doing 6 hours a week cleaning, uh so two shifts for three hours, and then my volunteering coordinating, um, there's probably another five or six hours a week. I tend to dip in and out. So I like check email once a day, spend some time replying to them, sometimes [inaudible] couple of days I do less. Um, yeah probably about 10 to 12 hours in total.

INTERVIEWER
Mmm. And do you feel that your, kind of, activities overall been effective in achieving what you've been trying to do? 

P8
Yeah, I think so. Something that I've really enjoyed about volunteering is that it's very, um, uh tangible. So, in my job as a [OCCUPATION], it's not always easy to see how you're having a positive impact? Uh, the, it's a very big system and you're just one cog, and it's very bureaucratic, and sometimes you wonder where it's all going. Whereas a thing as straightforward as grubbing an oven –
	
INTERVIEWER
- Yeah – 

P8
you, like, get it done, and then you're feeling, like, yeah, I've really helped because nothing can happen if, if, the hub isn't clean. Uh, so yeah, I do feel like I have made an impact. I guess I'm not on the frontline, so I'm not delivering parcels to people. So I don't get that kind of instant gratification I guess of people, uh, you know, being very grateful for the help or anything. Um, but I know that, I know that that is happening. So I'm quite happy to be kind of more behind the scenes.

INTERVIEWER
Yeah, yeah. Um, and how else has it kind of made you feel immediately during your participation? Um, I guess we've already touched on.. hello, uh hello?

P8
Hi!

INTERVIEWER
Sorry it just cut out there for a bit. Um, so you already said that you felt, um, I guess good that you were kind of doing something and it was tangible. Um, you felt it was effective, but maybe you didn't get this other thing which some people get, which is kind of immediate, you know, the kind of positive response from the people that you're helping. Um, have you felt any other kind of positive or negative emotion during your participation?

P8
Yeah, I mean, I think the fact that it's a physical task is also, um, quite helpful because I spend a lot of time in front of screens. It feels good to do something practical - I feel as though I'm able to, like, have space away from thinking about the virus because I could just listen to something interesting whilst cleaning. Um, and also it's been nice to get to know people, I've met some really nice people, volunteers. 

INTERVIEWER
Yeah. 

P8
Just to feel like you're part of a community I think really helps, and my, guess mental map of [CITY NAME 1] has kind of expanded because I know more places, like I wasn't really familiar with [AREA NAME], but I know that area now and I know the people, it's just quite nice.

INTERVIEWER
Yeah, it is nice. Uh, is there any particular occasion you can think of which gave you that sense of community? Or just general?

P8
Er, so I think, just yesterday, even yesterday, um, I went to the hub and met two of the other volunteers for the first time and we had a, like, a sort of catch up and just shared, like, compared notes because it's strange that we were working together but obviously we can't see each other. Um, so yeah, I think, I think that was really nice. Um, one of them was like local [CITY NAME 1] born and bred and then another lady is from Spain and she ended up, she, she's actually at [UNIVERSITY NAME] as well doing a PhD. Um, so it's just kind of a nice feeling that people are from many different walks of life, I guess and getting involved in the community.

INTERVIEWER
Great, and the positive feeling that you'd get from kind of, um, um, participating in this. How long do you think that lasts for after the fact - would you kind of, would it last throughout the day, do you think?

P8
Yeah so usually, when I finish my shift at six, I will feel, like, really positive for the rest of the evening. Like, I feel like I've done something productive. I feel justified in relaxing, I'm someone that finds it hard to switch off and I always feel like I have to be doing something else. But after I feel, yeah, I think I just feel calm. I've done my bit for the day and now I can just relax and watch TV without feeling guilty. 

INTERVIEWER
[laughs] Feeling guilty, absolutely, yeah. Fantastic. So now I want to ask some more questions maybe over a longer period of time. So more generally since participating in community support, um, have you noticed any impact generally to your mood day-to-day, do you think?

P8
Um, yeah, I mean, I think, when I did the - when I did the soup run. That also, this gave me a feeling of connection to the city. And I also felt like I got to know the homeless population quite well. [inaudible] few years now and it's quite a transient population, so I've kind of lost that now. At the time, it was quite nice because I would walk around and recognise people, and it also helped to restore a sense of humanity, I suppose, to the homeless population, because often, it's so easy to like walk past and not really, if you've had a chat with them, because you gave them a cup of tea, last week, then, you know, you have that human connection. So I definitely really benefited from that. I think the challenge is though, because the flipside is, um, if you're someone that also has a busy job and other commitments to juggle, then you can end up feeling, like, the volunteering is just another thing.

INTERVIEWER
Yeah. 

P8
And, so I did used to sometimes feel stressed that I had to do after work, but the nice thing about this period is that things have slowed down. So I don't get that sense of stress of having too many things on the go, because it feels manageable.

INTERVIEWER
Yeah, of course, because you know, you've already said that you have a stressful job. I guess one worry could have been by adding more stuff on you could have felt more stressed. But you seem to think that actually it's balanced out nicely. Is that right?

P8
Yeah, so. I think it's, it depends on the type of stuff that you do as well, I just think. Especially the cleaning, it just complements my job, which is sitting in front of a screen all day, um, quite nicely. Um, the volunteer coordinating, probably less because that's more emails and sometimes I'm like, why did I sign up for managing another inbox? Um, but again, I think it feels more apparent you're making an impact than a deskjob. So, you know, I sign up a new volunteer that feels like a win. And that happens pretty often. So it's good.

INTERVIEWER
Yeah, and I thought what you said, um, about kind of chatting to homeless people was interesting and that most people kind of don't do that, I guess they just walk past them.

P8
Yeah.

INTERVIEWER
Do you feel that any part of what you've been doing, I guess, is in some way modelling what like a, maybe a kinder, more caring society might look like in your actions, not just through that but through the soup kitchen and other things?

P8
Yeah, I think so. I think I, I'm kind of torn by this because obviously, I believe in kinder and more caring societies, but there's also, with a lot of the work that I'm doing, that it shouldn't, the work shouldn't be necessary in the first place.

INTERVIEWER
Yeah –

P8
And because I think that government should be taking on those roles and not be allowing people to fall through the cracks in the first place, so I'm torn. I don't want to romanticise and idealise the kind of work that I've been doing because I think it shouldn't be necessary in the first place. And it's sad that it is. Um, but at the same time, of course being kind to each other is, is important.

INTERVIEWER
Absolutely. So you think that it's important, but maybe it should be informed by some underlying political considerations. You know, people shouldn't be happy to do it voluntarily.

P8
Yeah. I think it's too easy to just slip into that becoming the norm. Um, and yeah, I worry about the kind of, um, some of the narratives around foodbanks being like marvellous things. It's like well, yes they are, but it's people trying to make the best out of a bad situation that shouldn't exist in one of the wealthiest countries in the world.

INTERVIEWER
Absolutely, absolutely. Um, and do you think participating has helped your self-esteem at all?

P8
Um, yeah, I think it probably has actually. It's quite nice because I think if you have been in a job for a while, um, it becomes less of a mirror because you've done it so long with the same people - well I've been in my job for a year but it's got to that point, you know, where, um, but, but being in a new environment, meeting new people means that you find out and like taking on new roles means that you find out different things about yourself, um, which I think can benefit your self-esteem, you think "oh actually I can just kind of pick up something new and do well at it." Um, and I think it does help me to feel like I really did something when it when it mattered. You know, these a lot of people spend time kind of saying how helpless and awful the situation is, but surely better to have tried to do something about it even if it's a small thing.

INTERVIEWER
Yeah, so it's kind of also made you feel a bit more empowered or a bit less helpless in general, you think? 

P8
Yea [inaudible]

INTERVIEWER
Mm, definitely. And also because you've met new people, did you say - you said earlier that you felt more connected? So do you feel kind of more close to people as a result?

P8
Yeah, I think so. It's always just nice, I've lived in this city for such a long time. And sometimes, like, my, my network is fairly small, um, or it's you know in pockets which is to do with places I've worked or people I studied with, so it's nice to meet people who I would never have met otherwise. So yeah, it has made me feel more connected. And it's just nice when you're walking around, you know, and you recognise people and it's like, Hi. 

INTERVIEWER
Yeah. 

P8
Good neighbourly feeling.

INTERVIEWER
Yeah, absolutely. Um, so it was int- I thought it was interesting what you said earlier about um, how, kind of, needs to be informed by kind of political consideration. Um, do you think participating in community support has led to any change in your beliefs about how the government should be responding to the Coronavirus?

P8
Um, I think it, um, I think it's highlighted the gap and how vulnerable some people are. So yeah, and it also made me think that the government was extremely slow in taking action. And that something like this could have been avoided had there been proper cooperation earlier on. Um, but it's also quite hard to know how - you know, what else, I know that the government is sending, uh, food parcels out but they're clearly not meeting everybody because we wouldn't have such high demand otherwise. 

INTERVIEWER
Yeah. 

P8
It always highlights to me, uh, the problems whenever I work - I've actually also, I forgot to say, um, I worked, uh, at Citizen's Advice, volunteered at Citizen's Advice for a while. So whenever I've done any work, it always highlights to me the injustice of the benefits system in particular.

INTERVIEWER
Absolutely.

P8
And the stress that the Universal Credit system creates and the really unfair and unjust outcomes that it creates. So it always does make me more aware, because otherwise, you sort of just live in your own bubble and you might read a newspaper article that's not really real. So, like, completely desperate and isn't going to get food otherwise, it really brings it home. And also it challenges this narrative that, uh, people are responsible for the situations that they find themselves in, which I, is so rarely the case, it's more often, you know, just bad luck or poor mental health or poor physical health, a combination of things that means that people find themselves in really difficult circumstances through no fault of their own, and the government should do more to look after those people, rather than blame them for the, um the situation they found themselves. Sorry that was a bit of a ramble.

INTERVIEWER
No, no, no. That was really good. Um, and has it had any change to, has it kind of sparked any change in your beliefs about how society in general should be organised after the Coronavirus?

P8
Um, I think it's made me think more about the, like, hyperlocal. So I've become more interested in wanting to [inaudible] around my own community and I hope that [inaudible] some might help to ground that because places will no longer be, like, commuter belts outside the environs because commuting will continue to be difficult and office working will continue to be difficult so if people stay put where they are, they might feel more inclined to give back into their own community. Um, and I think that would really help not only, um, people but also environment stuff, you know, like if people can start to feel, um, part of the fabric of the, like, local landscape as well and feel responsible for it then maybe they'll look after it better. So yes, it has, it's inspired to hope that people turn to behaving more locally, and maybe getting their food more locally and not going on long trips and big holidays as much but finding happiness where they are. 

INTERVIEWER
Mm. Mm. And do you think that you'll incorporate that into your own lifestyle in anyway after the coronavirus is over?

P8
I hope so. My job is already saying that, um things won't return to normal, um, I should expect to, kind of, work from home for the foreseeable future. So take that opportunity up for sure. And I also think it will inspire me to just try and slow down a bit, so spend at home, spend time, and by home I mean like in my home city, um, not always be feeling pressured to go up to [CITY NAME 2] to like meet friends or whatever, or to dash, dash around the country or even outside of the country. Um, so yeah, I hope so.

INTERVIEWER
Uh, do you intend to be continued with the same organisations like ACORN, or the food bank, or any of those?

P8
I think if I can, um, I will continue to do a bit, um I don't know what the future of the foodbank is gonna look like because it's already come under a bit of, um, pressure from people who have returned to work. So we've lost some volunteers, we might see a little bit of dip in demand, um, as people work or are allowed to, you know, have a bit more freedom so they can go shopping themselves. That hasn't happened yet, but I think there'll be some sort of, um, if not a phasing out, they'll definitely be a change in how the food hub operates. Um, but yeah, if I can, I'd love to continue to be involved. Um, but if not in that organisation, I'll probably find something else to do.

INTERVIEWER
Um, and have you seen any changes to society during Coronavirus that you think should actually remain even after the virus is over? 

P8
Uh, yeah, I mean, obviously the home working is an obvious one, people, less cars on the road, which is great, uh, no planes in the sky, which is amazing. It'd be great if we could cut down on air travel. Um, yeah, and I think I've also really bonded with my own neighbours here, um, have a little garden but there's hardly - there's no privacy. So it's like, if everyone's in the garden, then you're, you're in everyone's conversation, kind of thing, like even chatting. So that's been really nice as well. Um, so yeah, I guess it's the hyperlocal thing, which has already been happening and I hope will continue. 

INTERVIEWER
Hmm. Um, do you plan to become involved personally in bringing that kind of change about, do you think?

P8
Um, yeah, I mean, if I continue volunteering, I guess I'll be playing my part in doing that. Um, I think I'll probably try and model that behaviour myself rather than telling other people to take it on. I might quietly try and nudge some people, but, uh, I think you have to choose it for yourself. 

INTERVIEWER
Yeah, makes sense. And finally, are there any other changes personally you can think of, um, as a result of your involvement in community support?

P8
Um, no, I don't think so. I think we've probably covered everything, yeah, I guess it's like, [inaudible] outlook, feeling more grounded, hyperlocal thing. It's definite mood booster, I definitely feel calmer after I've done a stint, and more connected. Yeah. 

INTERVIEWER
Fantastic. Um, well, that's it. Um, so I'm just gonna debrief you quickly. 

[Debriefing]

[End of transcript]
