
Let's TALK - Episode 3 

Hello and welcome to Let's TALK, the podcast from the TALK Centre. I'm Imogen. 

And I'm Holly. 

Today we're talking to Andrea, who runs the Participate group with Norfolk and Suffolk 
Foundation Trust. Andrea is also joined by one of her young participants and will also be 
sharing the words of another young person involved in the group. In this episode, we'll 
be talking about the work of the group Participate and the different ways that young 
people can get involved. 

Hi everybody, I'm Andrea bland. I'm a people participation coordinator with Norfolk and 
Suffolk NHS Foundation Trust and I support the children and families and young people 
services there across Norfolk and Suffolk. 

I am a young participant who has been part of participation in Norfolk and Suffolk 
Foundation Trust for about four or five years now and I absolutely love it, and also I've 
got the voice of another young participant who is also part of Norfolk and Suffolk 
Foundation Trust, who I will be their voice for them because they can't make it today. 

My role really is to promote young people's participation with our staff that work with 
children and families and young people. I promote what we do at NSFT in terms of 
young people's participation in the wider community. I support young people and 
parents and carers to get involved with participation. I source participation 
opportunities both within the trust and with partnership agencies for our young 
participants. And I coordinate, our participation group Participate.  

Participation can come in many forms, it can be from young people sitting on our 
interview panels to help us choose our staff who are joining our participation group, 
being involved in projects and also helping to redesign our services. I'm just wondering 
what participation means to the young participant who's joining us. 

When I was a lot younger than I am now, I was a service user and it was, let's just say a 
very complicated journey because I have a physical disability as well as mental health 
conditions. And so, it was very challenging. I was seen under lots of different services, 
but it was all very muddly and very, very stressful when actually kind of underneath that, 
you're dealing with a crisis situation. And so, when I got a bit better and I started to do 
things again, and then a friend suggested that I join Participate and I have to say it 
changed my life.  

I've learned so, so much how to communicate with people. How to advocate for people 
with disabilities and mental health conditions and making sure that you know both are 
treated equally and you know one is not ignored, you know they're both seen as 
important. And I've done lots of other things too. It has just been the most amazing 



journey. And when it started, I remember being really, really nervous and not thinking 
“Oh, where's this gonna go?” and now it's a privilege really.  

I am very aware that not everyone is able to advocate for other people, but I'm very 
fortunate that I am able to and so I feel that kind of being part of Participate, we can 
speak up for the next generation. So hopefully people in my situations with complex 
needs won't be in that situation where they can't access the right mental health 
services. It's a bit utopian and I know, but that is really what participation is there for. 
And if it works properly, then that's what it should do.  

And the other young participant who sadly can't be here today, joined Participate in 
2024, but before this young participant joined, they felt driven to improve local mental 
services and spoke to Andrea, and the young participant had one to one sessions and 
then in spring 2024 this participant joined Participate and the rest is history. 

Might be a bit utopian, but I think we should be striving for that and young people like 
yourself are making such a big impact. 

00:04:25 – What is Participate 

We've spoken about Participate a lot, but I've not really explained what it is, so I know 
that participation exists in lots of organisations that work with young people, but I think 
one of the things that makes us unique is our Participate group. So, it’s an online young 
people's participation group and it brings together young people across both Norfolk 
and Suffolk, who have a personal interest in mental health and have a passion for 
improving mental health services. Meetings are held, as I said online, on Microsoft 
Teams, and we do that between 7:00 and 8:00 in the evening. We have several of those 
online meetings throughout the month and we have several different types of meetings 
as well, which is great because people can dip in and out of what they're interested in.  

Once a month, we have an updates meeting an opportunity for everybody who wants to 
and can make it, to come together. And I give some updates and talk about what's 
coming up for the rest of the month. The young people who come along get to spend 
some time together, give me any feedback that they'd like me to pass on to the relevant 
people, but they also can share their ideas with us for any projects that they'd like to 
start working on. And that's worked really well so far.  

Then we have our project meetings, their co produce projects and then we also have the 
other kinds of meetings and that's where we invite clinical teams from our trust or other 
organisations to come in and join, participate and get feedback from the group of young 
people. 

One of the reasons I really love Participate is that it's very flexible, particularly if you 
have fluctuating conditions so you can attend the meetings or you can do one to ones 
with Andrea and some individuals are involved only through WhatsApp, but it's that 



flexibility of having Teams and in person events as well occasionally. That, you know, 
makes it what it is, and it's brilliant. It just means that. You know, if people are well 
enough then they can come in person, but if they're not, there's still a way of being 
involved and they're not cut off and isolated. And I think when I was first unwell, I 
attended the virtual meetings only using the chat function and kind of eventually over 
time I got more and more confident. And I think if it wasn't for Participate, I wouldn't be 
where I am today and it's that flexibility that has made the difference and you know, I 
know that Participate will always work because it is so flexible and that is really, really 
special. I've never come across it in other groups that I'm part of. And so hats off to 
participate really. 

00:07:06 – Participate projects 

The other ways that I've communicated with young participants, they've sent feedback 
through emails, text messages. The one to ones that were mentioned, they can be video 
call, telephone call, if I am able to meet someone in person. Participate does have a 
WhatsApp group, that's a place where I can post opportunities as well as sending them 
out by e-mail. And then we've also got separate chats for each of our projects. So, the 
summaries of the meeting and all the documents are posted in there as well to keep 
everything together.  

We offer something called values-based recruitment training, and that's some training 
that enables people who use our services, they’re carers, families and supporters to 
have the chance to sign up for some training, to be involved in recruiting new staff, so, 
sitting on our interview panels. So, this is open to anyone across the trust who 
participates, you know, with different teams and parts of the trust, but this is something 
going back to being accessible that I can deliver to a small group of young people. Also 
delivered several sessions on one-to-one basis, just so it can be adapted in a way that's 
suitable to the young person. The training usually lasts for about 3 hours, but we can 
break that down and have several shorter sessions. 

I was wondering if our young participant could tell us a bit about some of the projects 
that you've been involved in. 

Because of my lived experience with my family and my disability, I am very passionate 
about young carers and young adult carers and making sure that they've got the support 
that they need and so, I was asked whether I'd like to be involved in planning outreach 
day for young carers about mental health. And, it was brilliant and I was involved from 
the very start so it was fully co-produced so we had meetings about what we wanted to 
look like, and we came up with this idea that it would be an activity day and kind of in 
between the physical activities would have talks or activities about addressing mental 
health for young carers. So, coping strategies and what is mental health and also 
making sure that they have time to socialise with each other.  



And so we did this over a series of months and then we got together in person kind of 
flesh out the final bits, and then we had a few trips to the place where it took place to 
check that it was OK and plan and then kind of a few months later we went to the place 
where it happened. And it was just a brilliant day and a lots was talked about and it was 
very interesting actually, because a few of the young people there weren't aware of 
mental health issues. And so that was really, really special moment, when actually they 
all kind, all the young people there, recognise that actually, it's really important to talk 
about mental health and it shouldn't be stigmatised. And actually, that's what I'm going 
to take away.  

And then as a consequence of kind of this outreach trip, we realised that, you know, 
there's not enough resources for young carers, you know about coping strategies, about 
their mental health, as well as being a young carer. So now kind of we're in the process 
of slowly, slowly writing kind of, an information pack and, possibly cards and to think 
you know there's one idea, note board, really. And it's kind of, really, really special and it 
was a special day which, as someone who helped organise it, I will remember forever 
and so I hope that the young participants who attended it enjoyed it as much as we did 
as the organisers, but yeah, it was, it was brilliant.  

So, the young participant who couldn't be with us today, their favourite participation 
project that they've been involved in was our young people's participation newsletter. 
Sadly, it's not running anymore, but it was a project that we had in Norfolk and Waveney 
it ran for about a year. It was a monthly newsletter that we co-produced, and it featured 
participation opportunities that were available for people to get involved in. And we also 
popped some updates in there of maybe events that we've been to so that young 
person they were mainly in charge of the design which was which was fantastic and 
going back to how we promote our opportunities. That newsletter was sent out to all the 
NSFT, children, families and young people's teams. I sent it out to organisations that 
work with other young people. It was sent out to all our young participants, our parent 
carer participants and it was also included in our CYFP staff newsletter so that that was 
a great way that we could reach everybody. 

I was invited to talk at Crisis Intervention Conference about how mental health crisis 
aren't all the same. And I remember sharing my experience with neurodiversity and 
obsessional imagery in that conference. And little by little, I then shared my experience 
with my friends and my family. And it was just, this massive weight off my shoulders. I 
remember people after the conference saying like I hadn't really thought about, you 
know, that kind of side of things where the presentation is slightly different and it's 
really important that we do. And then I was like, hang on a sec, I'm talking to 
professionals here, won't it be the same if I talk to my friends and family about kind of 
how it's impacting me?  



And I think that journey has been a long one, but I think you know that conference really 
did help with my confidence not only just generally in life, but kind of talking about my 
mental health condition and it's really, really important. And I think if you do have a 
typical presentation, it's harder. Because it's harder for people to understand and they 
haven't been exposed to it. But I think that conference made me realise that actually, 
it's even more important if we're able to talk about it, because then it will become 
normalised. 

00:12:42 – Getting young people involved  

Being involved has been really helpful for your confidence and also being able to get 
involved with all these different activities, but it sounds like it's also been really useful in 
terms of connecting with other young people who experience things similar to yourself. 
Would you agree with that? 

Yeah, definitely. Because before I joined Participate, I didn't really. Obviously, I have, 
you know, people that I talked to and I'm friends with, but I didn't really know other 
people with mental health conditions and whilst at Participate, we don't necessarily 
share what conditions we've got. It's just knowing that you know. That. That kind of 
connection is there and we kind of are there for each other, even if it's a long distance 
away. We're kind of always encouraging each other to. To you know, do the best that 
they can be, whatever that looks like for that person. And I think that's really special and 
I certainly believe that we wouldn't have as rich conversations you know in that group, 
and so open conversations, if Participate wasn't what it is. So yeah, that's it's really, 
really special. 

I know the people that will be listening to this podcast work in all sorts of places and all 
sorts of services, and I'm sure they will be feeling really motivated and inspired to do 
their own participation projects after listening to your ideas and your experiences. But I 
noticed when you were describing the young carers day and speaking at the 
conference, you said you were asked to lead the young carers day and you were invited 
to speak at the conference and I think sometimes there's this idea of if young people 
have got something to say, they'll come to us and tell us. But actually, I think it's really 
important that services are going out and asking young people to get involved rather 
than just waiting for young people to come to them. Do you think that that's important 
as well that services are going out and asking young people to get involved rather than 
waiting for them to come to them? 

Absolutely. And I think people tend to only speak up if they've had not so good 
experiences or really positive experiences and, that's brilliant, but we need to get the 
ones in between. But you know, if people aren't willing or aren't well enough, then it can 
be really difficult. So, I think kind of there's national ways to capture feedback. But I 
think if no one asks, then young people, certainly in my case, if no one asks or I didn't 



have that friend who, you know, said come to Participate, you'll love it. I probably 
wouldn't have found it. So, I think it's really important that you know these things are out 
there and you know, available.  

And particularly in today's society, there isn't the opportunities for young people or it 
seems like there are less opportunities for young people unless you know about them. 
And so, I think it's really, really important that things like this are talked about because 
actually, like in my case and the other participants case that voice is being captured 
today, you know. It's life changing and you know, and I think that's really, really 
important. But also, kind of, Participate, it's what, participation rather, is what you 
make it. So, if you want to be involved a little bit, you can be and if you want to be 
involved lots you can also be involved lots as well. So, I think it's just kind of making that 
really clear as well. 

Yeah, for sure. That's certainly come through from listening about the Participate 
projects all the different ways that young people can get involved. And again, in the 
back of my mind, I'm just thinking of our listeners who might be thinking, well, you 
know, young people need to come to shareholder meetings or to the executive 
management board and absolutely young people can do those things. But 
understanding that participation means different things for different people and it can 
be done in lots of different ways so that has certainly come through from listening to 
you both. So, thank you for that. 

00:18:12 – What participation means to young people 

The participant that sadly can't be with us today. They say participation gives you the 
chance to try new things. Participation also helps to boost confidence. Participation 
makes you feel proud of what you have done. Participation shows you that your voice 
matters. Participation means that you get to be around other young people, and you 
feel part of something. 

00:18:43 – Wrapping up 

A huge thank you to Andrea and the young participants for their inspiring stories of their 
work on participation projects and for letting us know about how young people across 
Norfolk and Suffolk can get involved with the Participate group. 

Please do check the description box of this episode. We've included a link to the 
participate website where you can check out all the projects mentioned today and keep 
up to date with the work of the group. 

Some updates from the TALK centre. As always, we have plenty of free training offers 
available for TALK members. You can see the full range of our training on our TALK 
website, but I just wanted to mention our new mental health champion training for 
senior leaders in education taking place online in October. This mental health 



champion training looks at implementing a whole school approach to emotional 
wellbeing. So, if you are a head teacher, an executive head teacher, a senko, or perhaps 
somebody else that has responsibility for whole school improvement or development, 
this may well be of interest to you. So, head over to the TALK website, take a look at our 
mental health champion page where you'll find more details about our senior leader in 
education training that's coming up at the start of October. 

 

As always, we love to hear from you. So, if you have any ideas of topics we could 
discuss or if you would like to be a guest, please do get in touch with us. All our details 
are in the description of this episode and on the TALK Centre website. Thanks for 
listening.  

Thanks! 

 


