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Meeting title: Voices for Choices Steering Group 

Venue: Group Room 1, Living Life Time and Date: 2pm – 3.30pm 30th June 2015 

Attended: Catherine Haigh, Fraser Lightbody, Sheena Foster, Alan Williams, 

Christine Walker, Lee Wright, Kevin Wall 

Apologies:  Lauren Wilson, Frances Foggin, Rukhsana Rauf, Marion 

Anderson, Alan Barry, Karen Vilinskis, Sandra Bell, Vanessa Wildon 

Minutes 

Item 1: Introduction to the Voices for Choices Project 

Health service providers and commissioners want to hear about the experience and needs of local 

people in order to provide the best quality and value in care. Voices for Choices is a project to 

develop an independent organisation that will enable people with lived experience of mental health 

conditions to contribute to the improvement of mental health services on Teesside and to have a 

voice that is independent of service providers. 

A self-employed project officer has been contacted to work 3 days a week to look at ways in which a 

‘voice’ could be delivered. The post is funded for 1 year by an innovation grant from South Tees CCG 

and is hosted by Middlesbrough and Stockton Mind. 

Item 2: Getting to know each other and the skills and knowledge we bring to the project 

The group talked about the skills, knowledge and qualities they could bring to the steering group 

using the super hero badges exercise from the Mind Service Development Toolkit. It was agreed to 

carry out this exercise at a larger group event for service users and carers. 

Empathy Ninja I have a big ear, a big heart, and I can easily put myself into other 
people’s shoes 

Minister of Trustworthiness 
& Integrity 

I definitely walk the talk 

The Inventor I am constantly creative, and can make something out of nothing 

Super Connector I believe in partnership and collaboration 

The Storyteller I find and share the stories that get people excited 

Captain Can Do I am a natural-born problem-solver and professional opportunist 

The Visionary I see a better future and keep us focused on our radical vision 

Professor Eagle Eye I have a strategic mind. I can make sense of complexity, and bring 
clarity to the table 

 

Item 3: What kind of ‘voice’ do we want? 

The group put forward some key ideas for developing a group or organisation that represented and 

met the needs of people with lived experience of mental health conditions. These include the 

following themes and are expanded upon below. 
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 Empowerment of people with lived experience of mental health conditions 

 A shared vision for and by those involved 

 Support for involvement 

 Structure for involvement 

 What would a service user and carer ‘voice’ do 

Empowerment 

The development of the project and any future organisation or group regarding itself as a ‘voice’ for 

people who have experienced mental health conditions should empower and be led by those 

people, particularly those who have used mental health services and the people who care for them. 

Involvement in the group should enable people to advocate for themselves by giving them skills, 

knowledge and confidence as part of the recovery process. 

Representatives of the group who work with commissioners and providers should be seen as 

legitimate members of the team on an even footing with professionals. 

Recovery in mental health is a process of empowerment for an individual by which every person sets 

their own goals that are meaningful to them towards which they work with the help of their friends, 

family and mental health and other services. 
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Shared vision 

We should develop a shared understanding of the purpose of a ‘voice’, its aims and objectives. The 

group should be open and honest and work for win/win outcomes for everyone. People should be 

treated as individuals and not as labels. The group should use plain language and concepts and 

terms used by the group should be explained clearly as needed.  

Support 

The group will support each other as peers while maintaining responsibility for their own mental 

wellbeing. 

Everyone is an expert about their own experience of mental health and mental health services. A 

‘voice’ will help people access training and support so that they can develop their expertise to help 

them carry out the work of the group. 

 

Structure 

Organisations, for example the NHS, Local Authorities and Charities like Mind have clear structures 

so that their workforces are supported to deliver mental health services. They have unions and 

professional bodies which also support them. People who use these services often have very little 

support if they want to make changes to their care.  
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Voices for Choices needs to develop a structure and governance systems for a future organisation 

that will support individuals and promote the value and authenticity of its voice. A clear protocol is 

required to make recommendations to service providers and commissioners.  The group should 

work in partnership with other organisations without compromising its independence or its local 

voice. 

There should be a recognition of what already exists to support service user involvement in the form 

of independent organisations like North East together (NEt – the regional network for people with 

lived experience of mental health conditions) and other local service user and carer groups and in 

provider led initiatives such as TEWV Experts by Experience. 

The group should be a safe place for its members whether it meets face to face, on social media or in 

communication by any other means. All members should take an appropriate responsibility for their 

own wellbeing and any roles they agree to take on. 
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Service 

The group should gather the views of people who use services and evidence to influence the 

provision of services and monitor the results of the services then provided. Forums should be 

developed where the voices of service users and carers can be heard. This should include service 

user and carer forums where people with lived experience can share views and experiences and 

reach consensus about shared experience and access to forums where people with lived experience 

can talk to service providers and commissioners on equal terms. 

The group or organisation that is developed by Voices for Choices should raise the profile of mental 

health and promote the value of service user and carer involvement within the local health economy 

and within the community as there is ‘No Health without Mental Health’ and there should be 

‘nothing about me without me’ (from the government strategy for mental health).  

Next steps 

It was agreed by the group that an event to involve more people with lived experience of mental 

health conditions should be held in September 2015. The programme for the event will be discussed 

at the next steering group meeting which will be held on Monday 27th July, 2-3.30pm at the Living 

Life Centre, Middlesbrough and Stockton Mind, 90-92 Lothian Road, Middlesbrough, TS2 4QX 

 

NSUN – National 

Survivor User 

Network 

NEt – North East 

together 

NTWSUC – 

Northumbria Tyne 

and Wear Service 

User and Carer 

network 


