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SPIRIT Advocacy /HUG – record of activities – October - December 2017 

 
Prepared for the attention of Helen Sikora and Lynda Thomson, NHS Highland, in advance of 
monitoring meeting, Wednesday 14th February 2018. 

Introduction / background 

This report covers the period October to December 2017, as well as recording some potential plans 

in the pipeline for January and February 2018. 

Slightly less structured than usual, it reflects the fact that SPIRIT, at date, continues to operate under 

a great deal of uncertainty about its future core funding, and we have been very wary of making 

longer-term commitments in that respect. It has also been a time when Christmas and New Year 

holidays and, in some places, adverse weather conditions, placed restraints on some of our activity. 

Internal, staffing and board issues 

The SPIRIT board had its Annual General Meeting – 18th October 2017 on Friday 6th October, and its 

Annual Report and Accounts published. (See: http://www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk/assets/SA-FINAL-

Accounts-31-March-2017-Signed.pdf) Board meetings were held monthly during this period and two 

joint meetings of Board and staff took place, in October and December 2017 – to review our current 

situation, consider downsizing options, and to seek ideas for strengthening our Board membership. 

Consultation for redundancy, and actual redundancy notices, were issued to all relevant staff in 

December. 

Our Development Worker (Volunteering) p/t, Heather Gordon, resigned and finished work with us in 

early December – and our HUG Development Worker p/t (Lochaber and west coast), Chris Evans, 

gave notice of her retirement from April 2018. 

Two of our staff undertook training in the new data protection arrangements and in human rights 

awareness. 

People First Highland 

The PFH Advisory Group undertook a two-day intensive business-planning exercise, on 7th 

and 8th November, at Dores, Loch Ness. SPIRIT’s chairman and manager attended both days. 

Details to follow. 

 

 

People First Highland 

http://www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk/assets/SA-FINAL-Accounts-31-March-2017-Signed.pdf
http://www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk/assets/SA-FINAL-Accounts-31-March-2017-Signed.pdf
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HUG Action for Mental Health update 

Thursday ‘think-ins’ 

HUG members meet fortnightly to discuss relevant issues and respond to MH-related presentations 

and research.  Six think-ins were held during the period, with twelve or more members attending. In 

most cases, short reports noting feedback are written-up and retained, or collated into more 

detailed specialist reports.  (See appendix 1 later) 

 19th October – Open Forum + UHI film student seeking on-camera testimony (followed by 

interviewing two HUG members on Skye). 

 2nd November – UHI student support toolkit ideas. 

 16th November – Advocacy Plan responses and NHS out-of-hours crisis responses. 

 30th November – Open Forum. 

 14th December – Taking part in public life – VOX and Glasgow Uni research. 

 16th January – Helen Neville of CMHR (Bruce Gdns) on the concept of a ‘Recovery College’. 

 A planned think-in for 5 October was cancelled, conflicting with the launch day for the 

Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film Festival (SMHAFF). 

 Other subjects discussed and reported-on included: Lyme’s disease awareness, Albyn 

Housing and their rent arrears policy; feedback on our new website, and a Mental Welfare 

Commission 'Rights in Mind' pathway consultation. 

Newsletters, web and social media 

A Christmas edition of our regular Bulletin was published and distributed to our 350+-strong 

membership, to other interested parties, libraries and doctors’ surgeries during the period. (See: 

http://www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk/assets/HUG-bulletin_decjanfeb1718_digital.pdf). It included a 

message from the SPIRIT Board outlining our current funding uncertainty and asking for members’ 

support. 

Our popular Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/HUGActionforMentalHealth/ saw more 

than two hundred short articles and promotions being published – primarily by member-editors – 

generating more than 1,100 likes and ‘reaches’ around 2,000 regular readers. The pages are often 

used by members to discuss issues and have questions answered too.  

     

http://www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk/assets/HUG-bulletin_decjanfeb1718_digital.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/HUGActionforMentalHealth/
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SPIRIT Advocacy’s website  www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk, replacing the old HUG-only site, went online 

in Summer 2017. Two staff members are trained in its editorial administration and began populating 

the site with regular news items and uploaded reports and other key documents. 

http://www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk/resources/key-documents-and-reports  We hope to develop this 

resource more, and encourage more member participation in article-writing and online forums from 

early in 2018. 

Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival (SMHAF) – October 2017 

This national annual mental health-focused cultural festival’s launch took place on 5 October 2017. 

HUG and PFH were involved with five events, including: opening night; film night and the finale 

‘grand gathering’. Our members did paintings; exhibited photography; gave poetry readings; group 

singing, and supported hosting at events. The  Serenity group spoke at their film night;  and HUG 

attended and supported other agencies’ film nights. We launched our printed anthology ‘Reclaim‘ a 

book of our writings created for SMHAFF at our regular HUG writing group. A number of our 

members now go regularly to a Recovery Choir based in Inverness, and plans are underway for the 

next SMHAF in May 2018. 

HUG’s wider activities and engagements 

HUG’s manager and/or development workers, and sometimes with HUG members, sit on the 

monthly Operations Group committee at New Craigs hospital, to add to day-to-day discussions 

about the hospital’s running. We also have a strong presence on this forum’s sub-groups, such as the 

Scottish Patient Safety Programme (SPSP) and health and safety sub-groups. This allows us to both 

have a say in decision-making and offer feedback to managers, but also offers us an ‘in’ to important 

policy development. For example, in late October 2017, one of our members took part in a one-

week Rapid Process Improvement Workshop, looking at the redesign of Psychological Services and 

Admin. Her input was valued very much by managers and clinical staff alike and, while ‘stretching’, 

our member felt privileged to have taken part. We have now committed another member to 

attending a similar exercise, in late February 2018, looking at the hospital’s Discharge Planning 

procedures. We have also arranged a Think-in to gauge our members’ views on this subject, which 

will be led by NHS staff. 

In October, we met with Dr Sara Bradley, a UHI researcher looking at the effects of outdoor 

activities on wellbeing. We brought the Scottish Waterways Trust Heritage Officer (and SPIRIT Board 

Member) Stephen Wiseman into the conversation. We hope to work closely with Stephen and 

others in coming months to develop more formalised outdoor advocacy and therapeutic activities 

based on nature and the outdoors. 

Late in October, after a think-in on the subject, we took a UHI film student, making a film about 

rurality and wellbeing in the Highlands, to interview two HUG members in Skye about their lives with 

a mental ill health condition. This was followed-up by interviews of two other members, from 

Inverness and from Golspie. The film should be ready for viewing in early March 2018. 

 

http://www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk/
http://www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk/resources/key-documents-and-reports
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We arranged a briefing meeting with Helena Macleod, who had been appointed by the National 

Rural Mental Health Forum to set up a Highland branch. This briefing led towards a major 

conference on ‘resilience’, in Strathpeffer, towards the end of January. Four HUG members attended 

and HUG’s founder Graham Morgan gave the opening address. The Scottish Govt’s ministers for 

mental health and young people attended, and engaged the audience. Rural Wellbeing: Building 

Resilience Together Conference and Exhibition . 

We ran two sessions relating to helping train Student Mental Health Officers in ‘Detention-related 

skills’ at Robert Gordon’s University in Aberdeen. The first session in mid-November, at Eden Court 

Theatre, involved briefing ten actors who would be playing the roles of people in crisis, doctors, 

social workers etc – and offering a realistic scenario for the students to engage with. Four HUG 

members were involved. The following day, three further HUG members travelled to Aberdeen to 

give testimony on the theme of ‘Recovery in a mental health context’ to the (x15) students and 

staff. Recorded feedback was hugely positive and our session was considered one of the most 

influential modules on their course. 

Further MH awareness training sessions, involving HUG members, included with JobCentre 

managers in Invergordon, and sessions with GP surgery teams in Strathpeffer. 

In early February, we took part in in initial discussions with UHI’s School of Nursing and Midwifery – 

to have HUG members play a role in recruitment and retention of student nurses and to assist with 

ongoing MH awareness training. 

We also worked closely with the Centre for Mental Health Recovery team, engaging early and 

regularly in the concept and planning of a proposed pilot ‘Recovery College’ for the Inverness area. 

And we ran a one-off think-in to gather members’ ideas. We plan to have a good HUG presence at 

the main planning event which will take place on 26th February at the Centre for Health Science. The 

concept of a recovery college is based on the sound principle of co-production of courses, created 

and led by a mix of mental health service users and clinical teams. 

We attended the AGM of the Scottish Independent Advocacy Alliance (SIAA) in November 2017 and 

engaged in workshops to refresh their professional code of practice.  Our input will ensure that 

collective advocacy is better integrated into their policies. 

We also joined the SIAA team in Inverness, with advocacy agencies from Highland, the Northern and 

Western Isles, Moray and Aberdeenshire, to discuss the current commissioning and funding 

predicament and look to a joint approach to challenging and dealing with this very serious issue on a 

pan-national basis. 

In September, we supported two HUG members and volunteers to participate in the Scottish 

Government’s ‘Experience Panel’ meetings to have an important say in planning for new Social 

Security process in Scotland (See appendix 3). And we promoted SPEAK, HUG and PFH ‘voice’ at the 

Youth Highland Network conference. 
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While not normally undertaking issue-based 1:1 advocacy, in October 2017, we signposted three 

people who made contact from New Craigs as patients desperate for advocacy while in hospital.   

Signposting involved support to get people to PASS, Advocacy Highland and/or Connecting Carers.  

We worked with the Mental Welfare Commission, through Graham Morgan, to facilitate 

consultation with three families for MWC work regarding treatment and services for people 

diagnosed with BPD.  Carers and service user perspectives gathered. 

Two HUG members attended, with our support, a Health and Environment Conference and at a 

Choose Life strategy meeting. HUG facilitated a Suicide Prevention Strategy focus group workshop 

for NHS Health Scotland. (See appendix 2.) 

We took HUG's collective voice to the Mid-Ross Planning Partnership and to the HIghland Third 

Sector Interface (HTSI). HTSI has opportunities to build in mental health issues and 'voice' to their 

disability work. 

We took part in the National Standards for Community Engagement/Inclusion Scotland workshop 

which provided useful networking opportunities. It also looked at feedback from Inclusion Scotland 

on its work in Lochaber - observing that some organisations are not networking/working together as 

well as they might do. NHS Highland’s Helen Sikora was among those present, together with various 

community and organisations’ reps. Presentations/information circulated afterwards to HUG staff. 

We were represented at a Self Directed Support (SDS) training event in November, and more 

recently at a Scottish Government-led meeting to establish an SDS Stakeholder/Steering Group to 

work more closely with NHSH and Highland Council . A meeting is planned for mid-March 2018 - to 

raise the issue of poor take-up of SDS by people with mental health conditions. 

Mental Health Scottish Patient Safety Programme – HUG development workers attended leadership 

meetings at New Craigs with members. Chaired by Dr Boyd Peters, meetings focused upon 

Observation Practice Review and an Authors Group for a ‘Climate Tool’ survey – undertaken with 

VOX. 

Public Health Learning Event in Inverness (Jan 31st) HUG staff and member participated. Dr Jenny 

Wares (Public Health) referred to survey which HUG helped to produce couple of years back – 20 

commitments. This is being linked-to from 40 Action Point in Scottish Government’s  10-year MH 

strategy. Awaiting report. 

Our Lochaber-based development worker Chris Evans, due to retire in March 2018, continued as 

chair of the Lochaber ‘LIG’ – a mental health and wellbeing network. At its January meeting, a 

presentation from Stephen Wiseman on outdoor activity and mental wellbeing was well received. 

Three local Community Mental Health Team staff; Advocacy Highland, SIM Lochaber ; Ewen’s Room; 

ACUMEN; and Lochaber Hope participated. We also hope to repeat the successful ‘Market Place 

event held last April. 

Chris is also on the Steering Group for planning the New Belford general hospital in Lochaber, 

focusing on its need to be a Place of Safety as defined by the Mental Health Act. We have been 

gathering data from hospital managers and others to support this thrust.  
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We have also been invited to talk about HUG at the next Lochaber JobCentre team meeting – date 

to be arranged. 

We participated in a bi-annual forum re the Scottish Government’s ten-year MH strategy and made 

contact with the NHS 24 ‘author’ of ‘menu’ who had used HUG’s report on telecare from 2104. 

Minister for MH, Maureen Watt attended the full event and we participated in all six discussion 

groups.  

At the event, we also spoke to Colin Mackay CEO of the Mental Welfare Commission - re funding for 

Advocacy as stated in 2015 MH Act – all Health Boards had been contacted to report back on their 

plans. Attending MWC Advisory Committee later in February. 

We attended and input to North and West Operations Group – with HUG members from Skye and 

Lochaber. Some difficulties highlighted  re provision –  Inverness/Inner Moray Firth vis-a-vis rest of 

North Highland. 

We once again worked and contributed to Highland’s Psychiatric Emergency Plan – a very long term 

involvement (over 15years). It seems to be making progress, albeit extremely slowly. And we 

continue to be a secondary partner in the design and development of the national Distress Brief 

Intervention initiative being piloted in Highland by Support in Mind, in conjunction with all frontline 

emergency services. 

In early December, we attended and lent support to the establishment and launch of a new Mikey’s 

Line mental health crisis drop-in – ‘The Hive’ – in Inverness. We hope to become more involved in 

engaging the people who use this centre later in 2018. 

And, just recently, HUG became involved in a BBC Scotland proposal to create a programme 

recording experience of 30 years of community care in Scotland for people who live with mental 

health problems. To date, six HUG members are involved in the project which will begin early in 

2018. Our founder and special adviser, Graham Morgan, agreed to be interviewed by BBC Scotland 

for this documentary, and helped in recruitment of other interviewees. 

Graham also mentioned his role in HUG, and explained HUG’s mission, as part of presentation he 

gave to the United Nations Committee Against Torture; and gave a joint HUG/MWC welcoming 

address at the rural wellbeing conference attended by two Scottish Government ministers. (Noted 

earlier) He will also address a National Innovation Network event to be attended by 25 key Scottish 

policy makers in April. 

 

Note: While the above-noted activities do not fully describe all HUG and PFH activities undertaken 

during the period, we believe they reflect both the breadth and depth of the work undertaken, and 

well-illustrate all of the most important work which we have delivered.  

(See also appendices 1, 2 and 3 attached). 

Ken Porter, 8 February 2018 
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Appendix 1 – Report from recent HUG Think-in 26/1/18 Vox consultation on Empathy and Kindness 

7 people in attendance Development Workers – Sue and Joanna 

Vox had asked HUG to contribute to the work they are doing about Empathy and Kindness. We did 

this through our regular Think In sessions and these are the comments we collected. 

  

 

1. What do people mean by empathy and kindness 

Empathy is about getting alongside other people and understanding  

Hearing things from their point of view 

Being heard and being validated 

Getting on someone else’s hilltop 

We all have preconceived ideas and empathy is getting on with them all and not judging.  

Keeping your judgements to yourself 

Looking beyond preconceived ideas  

Accepting that person is a person and having their own crap 

Not your place to judge 

Trying to help 

Where a person is real to them 

Kindness is an action – may be material things  

Kindness is a conscious decision 

Empathy is part of communication 

Empathy allows people to be where they are and not try to drag them out of it.  

Kindness can be monetary – buying coffee or flowers.  

Kindness is not condescending and it doesn’t make you feel beholden to someone.  

Kindness and empathy are not the same and you can still be kind even if you lack empathy. 

Kindness is sometimes NOT acting or NOT doing something but even then, it is a conscious decision. 
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They need to be in the moment with you not relating your experiences back to them. Empathy is 

about you and not their experiences. 

Planning things properly for a patient can be a way of showing empathy  

 

2. How important is empathy and kindness for people with a mental health problem 

When someone is hypermanic showing empathy can mean restraining or giving people medication 

they didn’t really want.  

It’s being empathic with the whole person and not simply their illness 

I feel dismissed when not shown empathy and kindness and that can lead to me becoming 

confrontational 

Sometimes a patient doesn’t understand where they are and professionals need to empathise with 

the whole person and not the person that’s being ill.  

Meeting the Personality Disorder service and telling them about my journey before and after 

diagnosis – my testimony – was really useful to them. Even my own psychiatrist was in the audience 

and he came to tell me he thought it was a brave thing to do. Someone else said they were humbled 

by what I had said 

Testimony can encourage empathy and kindness when heard by professionals 

HUG has been involved with training MHOs. They are blown away by our experiences and this means 

they realise how much they need to learn and it helps them empathise more with us. 

I have walked out of the Doctors in tears because they were not listening to me. When I am not 

shown empathy I find it stigmatising and my self-esteem suffers. Empathy and compassion make me 

feel valued so if I don’t get that over time I will devalue myself and go into suicidal thoughts. It is 

extremely important to me that people show me that I have value or I might think that I might as 

well not be here.  

If there is no empathy then we will not be able to recover 

If we aren’t valued then we can’t even START to recover 

My psychiatrist really knew me, I had him for a long time and he showed me kindness and empathy 

and it made me feel I was getting better care. 

Without an empathic response, I would not be able to tell people about what has happened to me.  

I would self harm and become suicidal 

I wouldn’t be able to tell the professionals the things they REALLY need to hear – my pain and the 

trauma that has led to PTSD. I can’t tell anyone else and I wouldn’t have been able to tell them. 
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3. Examples of when empathy and kindness were demonstrated members of staff and clinicians 

and what difference did this make  

When I was in hospital I was very unwell and I had Horlicks every night as part of my routine. The 

ward ran out of Horlicks because no one had ordered any more. One of the nurses went around all 

the other wards until she found me some and she didn’t need to do that. It was really kind. 

When I was in hospital and had visitors the cleaning lady always brought me a hot drink for them. 

She was really kind 

Difficult time when I had been brought back to the hospital by the police. I was suicidal and very ill 

and two of the nurses were awful. Another nurse came in and sat next to me on the floor. She didn’t 

say anything she just nudged me with her shoulder and then sat quietly on the floor without saying 

anything.  

I got a bunch of flowers from my care provider after all the trauma of the last few weeks and it was 

really kind. It really cheered me up. 

I have gone through the Personality Disorder service and worked through the collaborative approach 

as on an equal footing. Within that, staff who are facilitating show huge empathy and kindness. They 

have time to talk to you in a way that GPs and other doctors don’t have  

 

4. Examples of when you weren’t shown empathy and kindness and what impact did this have 

Social workers are not always able to be empathic because they have no time – they are busy and 

overworked. The profession seems to have got rid of the important things like how to connect to 

people. You should never let people know you are rushed and never show people that you don’t 

have time. 

It takes time to be empathic and often people don’t have time. 

I received no empathy and no kindness at all during disciplinary procedures to do with my work and 

it made me really unwell. 

It’s almost like some professionals are trained NOT to show empathy like during the removal of 

children from their parents.  

Some professionals ridiculed me, antagonised me so much just to make me angry and it triggered 

my self harm 

Social workers don’t show empathy because that’s how they cope. 

Where people are in the middle of catastrophe it can be hard not to over empathise so they stick to 

the facts and not show empathy 
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You can feel empathy for everyone and lose yourself 

Empathy needs to be managed 

Counsellors sometimes say they leave a session not knowing if they are themselves or the other 

person.  

Professionals don’t always show empathy 

Empathy can be damaging and can become too much where there is little support and supervision 

where there are horrible situations and you want to help but you can’t.  

When I don’t receive an empathic response 

I feel very invalidated as though I’m not important 

Not being shown empathy can have a huge impact on your recovery.  

It can be catastrophic, leaving me isolated and alone 

It makes me think that no one thinks I am any good and therefore I feel like I’m useless 

I become increasingly emotional and this shows 

I disengage with services and become angry 

Situations can escalate and my emptions can get out of hand and this can lead to self harm or 

suicidal behaviours. 

There are sometimes policies and procedures which override empathy 

 

5. Do you think services like GPs and others  consider empathy and kindness as part of their jobs 

Why/why not 

Professional boundaries which restrict empathy can be for self protection. 

There is no empathy in the Jobcentre at all 

NHS business plan doesn’t include empathy and kindness because they don’t think it’s important 

Those with power over decisions about services don’t use empathy and kindness to inform those 

decisions 

Empathy can be damaging if you take it all to heart it can destroy you. 

Empathy and Kindness can overstep boundaries like in the Samaritans- people aren’t supposed to 

offer advice or get personally involved  
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In order to be effective professionals have to have the time and space to build supportive 

relationships and they don’t have that. 

Empathy needs to be ingrained within the system and if it was then the service would not be so 

fragmented and broken.  

In complex cases there may be a mix of agencies and this can mean different experiences of 

empathy. 

In the third Sector and charities, some jobs require kindness and empathy to be shown without 

damage to staff or volunteers 

In the public sector it is not considered to be affordable and it should be considered at a strategy 

level 

Targets and objectives should never be a reason not to show empathy. 

Kindness should be part of your job. 

IT should be considered during training through group work and teaching and if someone doesn’t 

‘get it’ then they should not be allowed to progress 

It is crucial that professionals meet with people with lived experience to be able to understand 

where someone is at on their journey and how important empathy is.  

Personality Disorder services showed a distinct lack of empathy to me and eventually denied me a 

service because of the effect my attending might have on another person – they showed empathy to 

that other person but not to me.  

Showing empathy to one person might exclude others 

I’ve had bad experiences with professionals – they don’t have time. Appointments just mean them 

looking at their watch 

Appointments don’t last long enough 

You usually only get a locum who has no time to know what you are about and leaves you feeling 

like you aren’t valued as a human being. 

I plan my appointments with my professional. Before the appointment I send a letter telling them 

what I want from the appointment, what I need to talk about, what has been happening and this 

helps me to get what I want from the service.  He knows this works well for me and I think it helps 

him too.  I know I have half an hour and so I am prepared for that and I keep to time. This helps to 

keep me in the moment and presses the switch which means I can help myself and that I feel valued 

I think the NHS Dignity at Work policy is very important. Through this policy, my boss was more 

aware of me and it helped to save my life 
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6. Is society becoming less kind  why/why not 

Society is less kind than it was – in the old days no one starved, we knew our neighbours, family 

breakups were less, now people are moving about more we have busy lives and no one has any time 

for others 

They do have time – people spend hours watching television. We think we are busy but we are not.  

There is little interaction between people especially if you don’t have children and are not doing the 

school gate thing 

I don’t speak to any of my neighbours 

 

7. Is there anything else you would like to say about empathy and kindness 

Can people learn empathy?  

I think empathy is nurtured rather than learnt but people have to have innate ability 

Empathy is blocked when people don’t hear it or receive it as children 

People can be taught how to use empathy – how to walk in someone else’s shoes whilst still being 

aware of your own. 

Being empathic is different to showing empathy 

You can teach people the skills of listening and how to use empathy but you can’t teach empathy 

itself 

People can’t learn how to be empathic but can learn to use empathic skills 

People recognise they can use skills and this can unlock empathy as if there is a catalyst 

It is impossible to teach empathy if there are no base skills 

I often worry about everything like I am excessively empathic           
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Appendix 2 – Suicide Strategy – pre-engagement event 

Suicide Strategy – 8th January 2017 

On 8th January, HUG helped to facilitate an event run by the NHS Health Scotland, Samaritans and 

the Health and Social Care Academy. The Scottish Government had asked these organisations to run 

a ‘pre engagement event’ around a Suicide Prevention strategy.  SG want to develop the next Suicide 

Prevention Strategy  by starting from the experiences of those closely affected  This was an 

important event  but we had to lobby hard to have held in Inverness. Initially, when the invitations 

came out there were no events being held in Highland. The nearest was in Inverurie. This was no use 

to our members and meant that the remote and rural voice would not be heard as part of this 

consultation. I spoke to the organisers and after several phone calls and explaining some of the 

issues that our members have raised over many years around services and support, they agreed that 

they would hold an event here.  

The event was scheduled for before Christmas but we had such snow that it had to be cancelled and 

rearranged for the 8th January.   

The purpose of the event was to engage those close to or affected by suicide and those providers of 
services to capture the views and experience of those who have the closest connection to suicide. 
Whilst there were five questions for the tables to prompt the discussions, the intention was to 
capture as much of the opinions of those involved as possible.  

HUG’s role was as table facilitators. Joanna, Sue and Noreen Grant – a PhD student from Kingussie 
and a HUG member, each took a group. Those attending included a member of the Fire Service, NHS 
staff, a Mental Health First Aid Trainer, and several people affected by suicide.  

The conversations flowed quite well and everyone got a chance to contribute. Some of the key 
issues that were discussed included  

Medication 

Crisis Support or lack of  

Poor communication between service providers 

The need for a community response to suicide 

The role of employers in identifying people at risk of suicide 

The importance of building trusting, respectful relationships with professionals 

The need for GPs to have mental health training as part of the CPD 

A and E responses to people at risk of suicide 

The approach of statutory services to the role of parents and carers 

The need to understand that one thing does not fit everyone 

Helplines are not always enough and don’t suit everyone 

Work needs to be done to reduce the stigma of talking about suicide 

 



HUG (Action for Mental Health) and People First Highland are part of SPIRIT Advocacy 

SPIRIT Advocacy is a Company limited by guarantee.  Registered in Scotland no. 404409 

Scottish Charity no. SCO42513 

Registered Office: Cromwell Villa, 23 Lotland Street, Inverness, IV1 1ST Tel: 01463 719366 

 

The role of digital platforms in helping people at risk of suicide 

The lack of understanding from professionals around repeated suicide attempts 

 

Following this event, the notes will be anonymised, collated and incorporated into a larger report by 
the organisers which we will share as soon as it is available.  

 

Sue Lyons 

January 2018 
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Appendix 3 – HUG’s Social Security work 

HUG Social Security Work 

Introduction 

Over the last two years HUG has been involved in several areas of work around Welfare Reform and 

the new Scottish Social Security Service. These have been key pieces of work which have led to the 

voices of people with lived experience of mental illness in the Highlands being heard at the planning 

stages, being involved in the design and development of new services, sharing their experiences of 

being in receipt of benefits, and supporting campaigns against poverty and inequality.  We thought it 

might be useful to collect together a report which outlined some of the things we have been 

involved in and how we are helping to shape the future of Scotland’s Social Security Agency by 

ensuring that the voices of experience are heard on as wide a stage as possible.  

Welfare Reform 

This is a difficult area to tackle from the point of view of collective advocacy. Many of our members 

have been involved in discussing Welfare Reform since 2010 and before. The Coalition government 

in 2010 began a series of changes made under the title of “Welfare Reform” which came into law 

through the Welfare Reform Act (2012).   This made provision for a range of changes to the UK Social 

Security System which included changes to benefits most likely to impact on our members – like the 

change from Disability Living Allowance (DLA) to Personal Independence Payments (PIP)  and those 

less likely to impact on our members – like the removal of Child Benefit for higher rate tax payers. In 

addition to Welfare Reform there has been some work done around Benefit Sanctions which are also 

more likely to affect people with lived experience of Mental Illness.   

The reason for this aspect of our work being more challenging is that there is no evidence that the 

UK Government is listening to those people affected by Welfare Reform. It therefore creates a sense 

of despondency to repeatedly focus on the issues facing our members.  

Despite this, HUG has held a number of Think Ins around the changes to DLA and PIP. We have 

discussed Welfare Reform at HUG branch meetings and through Café conversations. Where there 

have been Government consultations we have encouraged our members to complete individual 

responses and we have also submitted collective responses.  

We have consulted our members on:  

DLA/PIP reforms 

Sanctions 

Universal Credit many times 

Employment Support Allowance 

Welfare to Work Programme 
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JobcentrePlus Services 

We have worked closely with the Poverty Alliance through their Community Activist Action Group, 

with the ALLIANCE, with the Scottish Independent Advocacy Alliance and with other groups and 

individuals. This work has also informed the work we have done on Poverty more generally.  

We have also ensured that our members have the opportunity to discuss these issues through 

creative work, through the Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film Festival and through our writers 

group. We facilitated several showings of I, Daniel Blake, working with other organisations to 

highlight not only the impact of Welfare reform on people living with mental illness but also on the 

mental health of those caught up in the system. This raised awareness, challenged stigma and 

encouraged discussion between our own members and those who were not members of HUG. This 

work is particularly important. As there is little evidence that challenging Welfare Reform makes any 

sort of practical difference, creativity is a way in which our members can feel that they are making a 

difference in the wider understanding of the issues, challenging stigma and  creating something 

tangible which ensures that their voices are heard.  

We have also consulted our members on the cuts to local services which they rely on in order to 

support them in dealing with JobcentrePlus and in accessing benefits to which they might be 

entitled. We challenged the decisions by the Highland Council to reduce the Citizens Advice Scotland 

services available locally for people with mental illness. Through work with the Skye and Lochalsh 

Mental Health group we supported the local community to examine what they needed in order to 

develop a voluntary service after their CAB service was stopped. This led to one of our board 

members and volunteers offering a voluntary advice service to people in Skye through RagTag and 

Textiles in Broadford.   

Most recently we have been involved in discussions around Universal Credit. A Development Worker 

and a HUG member attended the Universal Credit summit which Drew Hendry MP held in Inverness 

at the end of 2017. We were able to raise a number of issues around Universal Credit and its roll out 

in the Highlands. We also highlighted the activity of a Housing Provider who had sent letters out to 

their tenants about the potential for arrears arising for those clients in receipt of Universal Credit. 

These letters were alarming and  had seriously affected some of our members leading to suicidal 

thoughts and self harming behaviour. Following the discussion with the Housing Association the 

phone calls associated with the letter were suspended.   

We also collected the experience of our members of Universal Credit and passed that to Drew 

Hendry MP.  

Inevitably, this work has meant that several of our members have brought cases to us which are 

needing individual advocacy to resolve. In these cases we have worked with other organisations 

locally – Advocacy Highland, Carers Advocacy, Highland Council and Citizens Advice Scotland to 

ensure that individuals receive the help they need to access the financial support that they are 

entitled to. 

The impact of the work we do on the roll out of the UK Governments Welfare Reform has been 

small. However, the impact of the work that we have done on the wellbeing of our members and 
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others has been significant. Members feel that they have a way of making sure their voices are 

heard, their thoughts and concerns are fed directly to MPs and the collective approach gives support 

to the members when discussing these issues. It is much easier for those who are struggling with the 

system to share their experiences with others who have had similar issues. It makes people feel less 

alone, less isolated and it often turns up suggestions from others about what has worked for them. 

Our work gives people confidence that they are entitled to express an opinion and it challenges 

stigma and self stigma in a supportive way.  

Scottish Social Security Agency 

This work has taken place over the last two years in response to the devolution of several benefits to 

the Scottish Government. This change will affect many of our members as disability benefits – DLA 

and PIP and some Universal credit flexibilities are being devolved. 

The Scottish Government has consulted widely on the new system they want to roll out in Scotland. 

HUG has been heavily involved in this from the start. We have collected responses to consultations 

on all the devolved benefits and on the systems needed to ensure that our members are able to 

have the best support possible.  We also were able to encourage and support our members to make 

individual responses to the consultations.  

HUG was also a significant partner in the work done by the ALLIANCE to look at the assessment 

process of the new Disability Benefits. The NHS and Social Care Alliance had been tasked by the 

Scottish Government to collect the views of seldom heard groups throughout Scotland. This included 

people with lived experience of mental illness and HUG volunteered to facilitate three events in 

Highland. These events enabled our members to contribute to a report which informed the design of 

the new Disability Benefits and many of the issues raised by our members have already been 

incorporated into the plans for the benefits and the way in which they will be delivered.  

HUG also supported several of our members to apply to be part of the Experience panels. The 

Scottish Government is using these experience panels with their 2000 members to shape the new 

Scottish Security Agency and we are very pleased that some of our members have been selected to 

participate.  

HUG is also involved in the Scottish Rural Mental Health forum and as part of that group we have an 

opportunity to influence the roll out of the new Social Security Service. Later this month we have 

been invited to a meeting to examine what physical environment would enable people with lived 

experience of mental illness to have a good experience when accessing the new services. This is 

particularly important as often the impact of the physical environment is overlooked for people with 

mental illness. This will also be an opportunity to talk about the needs of members in Rural Scotland 

in accessing the new services.  The Scottish Government has committed to hearing from people with 

experience and, as many of our members are isolated – socially and geographically – they may not  

be able to participate in this work without the collective approach that HUG takes. 
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Summary  

The two strands of this work are quite different and require different skills from our facilitators and 

different ways of engaging with our members. The work on the UK government’s welfare reform is 

challenging from the point of view of continuing to engage people with a process when it doesn’t 

actually see much in the way of change. It is however, important work in that it challenges stigma, 

raises awareness and supports campaigns for change.  

The work we are doing around the new Scottish Social Security service is much more responsive and 

we are seeing our contributions actually making a difference in building a system which removes 

many of the negative impacts of the UK system and which will lead ultimately to a healthier, fairer 

society.   

There is still a long way to go as the Social Security Agency is not expected to take control of 

Disability Benefits before 2020. There will be a need for HUG to continue to work in this area for 

some time to come.  

Susan Lyons 

January 2018 


