SOCIAL IMPACT REPORT 2020-2021
About Platform for Life
We're a Chester based charity offering counselling and play therapy support to families; adults, children and young
people living in relative poverty and experiencing mental health issues.
Our focus is on strengthening family relationships and creating more stable and nurturing environments for
children. Our aim is to stop the cycle of poor mental health being passed down from one generation to the next and
through early intervention, to stop poor mental health becoming a life-long disability.

Introduction

The challenges our families face

This social impact report tells the story of our charity
over 2020-21 financial year, the families we have
supported and the impact this has had on their lives.

We work in Lache and Blacon, 2 areas of Chester that
fall within the bottom 10% on the Index of Multiple
Deprivation. A significant number of families living in
these communities have a parent or child and
sometimes both, experiencing mental health issues.
These issues are often amplified by their social
deprivation.

The last year has been like no other, a roller coaster of
lockdowns and restrictions that have negatively affected
the nation’s physical and mental health. This has
particularly been the case in high deprivation areas like
Blacon and Lache where we work. Our clients have been
disproportionately affected by the Covid-19 pandemic
and for many our service has been a life line.

Counselling has been especially
important during this time. It has been
one hour for me, when I have little
else, no other means of escape. It has
been key to my sanity.

Adult

We are very proud to have remained open throughout
the pandemic, significantly increasing the number of
clients we’ve worked with and delivering more
counselling sessions than ever before.

CHILDREN FROM THE LOWEST INCOME
FAMILIES ARE
MORE LIKELY TO
EXPERIENCE PSYCHOLOGICAL PROBLEMS
THAN CHILDREN FROM RICHEST FAMILIES

4X

National Child Development Study

Families we work with live with multiple challenges and
their poor mental health is often the result of past
traumas, abuse and other adversities (typically in
childhood and sometimes multigenerational). These
include difficult family relationships, domestic violence,
substance and other forms of abuse, poverty, debt,
bereavement, special educational needs and for some,
family members in prison.
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It's the chance for pupils to
make sense of their world and find
ways to overcome the barriers to
learning that exist as a result of
their experiences.

School

As a result, many people who are living with a
combination of poverty and poor mental health, fail to
access any help. Their mental health problems go
untreated, negatively affecting not only their own life
chances, but when they go on to have children, those of
the next generation.

The children who have received

1IN3

counselling have thoroughly enjoyed

DIAGNOSED MENTAL HEALTH
CONDITIONS IN ADULTHOOD ARE
KNOWN TO DIRECTLY RELATE TO
ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES

the input. The children feel secure in

Young Minds Addressing adversity report 2018

the sessions and have benefited from
school and can therefore discuss their
feelings in a safe place.

School

Sammy's story
Sammy is a 6 year old boy who was referred into our
service by school as they were concerned about him
feeling sad. He was 4 years old when he started to live
full time with his grandma. His parents had separated
and both had a history of addiction. Recently, Sammy had
found out that dad’s new partner was having a baby.

Clients we work with often find it difficult to engage
with NHS mental health services. These have been
under pressure for some time and only see the most
serious of cases and then only after a long period of
waiting (12 months or more is not uncommon).
Provision can be inflexible, requiring clients to travel
some distance to appointments, penalising them if they
fail to attend every appointment and not properly
accommodating any special needs they may have.
Support also tends to be short-term symptomfocussed, providing a limited number of counselling
sessions (typically around 6).

IN 2020, JUST 20% OF
CHILDREN REFERRED TO
SERVICES STARTED
TREATMENT WITHIN 4
WEEKS.

Children’s Commissioner: State of
children’s mental health services
2020/21 report

Our counsellor initially met with his grandma (who had
previously accessed our service) and then grandma and
Sammy together. It was clear they had a good
relationship and this meeting was important in helping
Sammy feel safe when he met the counsellor alone for
the first time. Sammy used his time in counselling to
explore experiences using creative and playful methods.
By the end of counselling, he shared his ‘once upon a
time’ story about how he was feeling happier but still
sad sometimes. The counsellor helped remind grandma
about the importance of having realistic expectations
about Sammy’s feelings given all he’d been through.
Given the complexity of Sammy’s adverse childhood
experiences, we anticipate him re-accessing our service
again at a later date. Early intervention and trust in the
service are an important part of working well with this
family unit.

All client stories are anonymised to protect individual identities.
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Our focus
We are family focused and take a holistic approach,
recognising that parental trauma and adversity can
have a significant impact on children. We focus on
strengthening family relationships and creating more
stable and nurturing environments for children.

Fills a gap in the support for
families that’s not always easy to
manage. Provides that safe space to be
heard, away from the noise of family
life and stresses.

Health visitor

Making our service accessible
Has made a remarkable impact
in supporting some of our most
vulnerable children and families both
in and outside of school.

School

Our goal
We want to break the cycle of poor mental health being
passed down from one generation to the next and
through early intervention, stop poor mental health
becoming a life-long disability.

When parents have been at
crisis point, overwhelmed and lost

Our aim is to contact clients within 4 weeks of them being
referred and we normally offer them an appointment
within the following 4 weeks. If we have a waiting list we
will check in with them regularly so they do not feel
forgotten and update them on their wait time.
We are community based meaning clients do not have to
travel far to attend counselling sessions. We offer
flexibility in terms of where and when to meet and at
what pace therapy takes place. Clients are not penalised if
they do not attend every session and therapy is not time
limited, meaning we can work to achieve real healing
rather than just short-term symptom reduction. Our door
is always open and clients who have struggled to engage
or need our help again, can easily re-access our service at
any time in the future.

It's really helpful that you are

hope, counselling has given them an

able to see students in school. That the

outlet and the support that they need

service is for as long as needed rather

to make changes.

than an allotted 3/4 weeks.

School

School

Our approach
We offer counselling and play therapy for adults
(parents/carers), children and young people. Sometimes
the issues and mental health difficulties a child/young
person is experiencing, are caused or exacerbated by
parental behaviour and their own experiences of trauma
and adversity. It’s only by helping the parent(s) that we
can make a real difference for the child/young person. In
other situations, it makes most sense to work solely with
the child/young person. Our aim is always to help make a
positive change for each client and by association their
family.
www.platformforlife.org.uk
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Where we work

We work in multiple locations around Blacon and Lache
and also have an office and counselling space at the
Parade Enterprise Centre in Blacon. These two areas fall
within the bottom 10% on the England Index of
Multiple Deprivation.

Our clients

We help low-income families who have no prospect of
paying for private therapy themselves when state
provision is unavailable, deemed unsuitable or difficult
for them to access. The families we work with have often
fallen through the net of mainstream mental health
services.
Clients access our service with a broad range of mild to
complex mental health issues and we do not restrict
referrals being made to only the most severely affected.
Our aim is to work with clients as early as possible when
they experience poor mental health to avoid it becoming
a long-term issue that negatively impacts their life
chances.

Expert experienced counsellors
who can give therapy to many complex
areas without the need to constantly
refer to other agencies, keep triaging
Blacon is lucky to have this

and doing a 'counselling by numbers'

service. Many areas have nothing like

type of approach. Very client and

this to tap into. Talking therapies via

solution focused.

Medical Centre

the GP or other avenues can take a
long time to access whereas your

Rick's story

support is very quick.

Rick is in his mid 40s and was referred into
our service with challenges in his relationship and
feelings of frustration, anger and sadness. He has a
history of abusive relationships. Through counselling Rick
was able to begin to look at his past for the first time and
identify how traumatic experiences as a child had
impacted his behaviour and expectations in
relationships. He began to understand the pain and
trauma associated with his past and to develop some
compassion for himself. Rick became increasingly selfaware and developed self-understanding, and with that a
different perspective.

Health

visitor

Our team
Our counselling team is led by a Clinical Director with
nearly 30 years experience as a counsellor and play
therapist. All our therapists are qualified to Degree or
Masters level in counselling and/or play therapy and
have experience of working successfully with clients
living with multiple challenges. We believe this level of
qualification and experience is essential as the clients
we work with are often living with multiple challenges
and have suffered significant trauma.

Reliable, friendly and
very supportive to both parents
and pupils.

School

Rick’s partner also received counselling through Platform
for Life and subsequently their relationship improved.
This has had a positive impact on their children. Rick has
also become more tolerant and understanding of others,
which is helping him better navigate the ongoing
challenges in his life.
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Impact of Covid-19 on clients

Our service during Covid-19

Our clients and their families have found the pandemic
really challenging both practically and emotionally; this
is on top of other issues they already live with. Many
live in cramped accommodation often with no outside
space and have been reliant on emergency food boxes.
They have been under increased financial strain and
had children at home for nearly 6 months, some of
whom were unable to access online learning due to
lack of technology. All of this, together with the social
isolation, means many low income families have one
or more members struggling with poor mental health.

We have remained open throughout the pandemic and
adapted during the first and most recent (January 2021)
lockdowns to provide a remote counselling service via
telephone, WhatsApp video conferencing and regular
text exchanges. We have also offered a virtual drop in if
clients have additional stressors or for those clients who
have chosen to pause counselling whilst we could not
meet them face to face.
At other times, when schools have been fully open and
restrictions reduced, we have been able to offer face to
face sessions in community and school settings, with
additional precautions and safety measures in place.

Counselling has made a lot of

Children who have received

difference to me during the pandemic.

counselling have thoroughly enjoyed

It helped me lots. Otherwise, without

the sessions and have benefited from

it, I would be in a really bad place

the input. The children feel secure in

mentally.

school and can therefore discuss their

Young person

Clients have found the regular counsellor contact they
had throughout the lockdowns has helped them
through the uncertainty and additional stressors
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. It has provided
much needed stability/security and given them an
outlet to express opinions / talk / explore thoughts
and feelings away from the people in their house.

feelings in a safe place.

School

I‘ve learned I can rely on my
counsellor to be there every week. The
consistency is beyond perfect. I feel a
great sense of genuine trust being built
up with every session.

Adult

A small number of clients confided having suicidal
thoughts during the pandemic but felt having a
therapist to speak to regularly helped them manage
these feelings.

If I hadn't had the sessions with
you, I don't think I'd be here today.
Adult
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Rebecca's story
Rebecca is 40 years old and was referred into our
service by her children’s school. She lives with her
partner and children, 3 of whom are from a previous
relationship. 2 of her children have ongoing health
conditions.
Rebecca started counselling prior to Covid-19 at the
medical centre and transferred to telephone sessions
once the first lock down came into effect. During
sessions she explored the challenges and difficulties she
was facing and the impact these were having on her and
her family. She gained a deeper understanding of the
body’s response to stress and recognised the signs and
symptoms and the need to develop coping strategies.
Rebecca was making good progress managing her stress
and working through problems. She was making time for
herself and feeling less on edge. This had helped
improve relationships within the family.

I can now lift my head up high
again and face life's tough challenges

Covid-19 created new issues and sources of stress for
Rebecca and her family; home schooling; husband at
home and furloughed; an already cramped house feeling
even more unbearable; pressure on relationships;
health concerns for her children intensifying as medical
appointments were not available; financial struggles and
the worry of an uncertain future. During one session
Rebecca told her counsellor that she didn’t have money
for food and the baby was growing out of his things.
With her consent, the counsellor connected her to the
social prescriber and arrangements were made for the
family to receive food parcels and a ‘baby pack’ each
week. This practical support felt like a 'godsend' to
Rebecca.
Over time Rebecca’s husband was able to return to work
and Covid-19 restrictions began to lift. Through
counselling Rebecca’s developed her abilities to reduce
stress levels and manage anxiety. She’s very pleased to
have started counselling sessions before Covid-19 as she
believes it gave her the foundations to cope better
during the pandemic. The reduction in Rebecca’s stress
levels have positively impacted the family and helped
improve relationships.

without falling apart, knowing that
you're still there if I do.

Adult

I started believing that I will
drown in this situation and no one will
ever come to rescue me. Platform for
Life acted like a lifeline for me. It is
really a life saving engine where
somebody can feed their problem and
worries and in return get solution to
move ahead.

Adult
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Source of referrals 2020-21

We accept referrals from a wide range of professional
agencies such as schools, GPs and health visitors. With
many referrers having less visibility of families who
were struggling during the pandemic, we sought other
ways to reach them more directly. This included
distributing self-referral leaflets to foodbanks and
other local charities for them to include in their
food/resource boxes and posting in online local
community groups. This proved very effective and
self-referrals accounted for nearly 25% of all new
referrals between April 2020 and March 2021.
The other big change this financial year was a
significant reduction in the proportion of referrals
coming from medical centres. We attribute this to the
restricted access to surgeries and increased triaging
via the phone, meaning vulnerable families were
physically less visible to medical centre staff.

Delivery during Covid-19
Both referrals and delivered sessions fell during the
first quarter of 2020-21. This was the result of some
clients deciding to pause counselling until we could
resume face to face contact and referrers having less
visibility of vulnerable families. Both recovered
strongly in the second quarter as more clients decided
to work remotely and schools began to re-open. This
upward trend continued during quarters three and
four, despite the re-imposition of new restrictions and
lockdowns.
The majority of new referrals received during the last
two quarters were for children and young people,
highlighting the negative impact the pandemic has
had on their mental health.

Growth in referrals and sessions

Total number referrals

25%

214

increase on 2019-20

1736

Total number delivered sessions

53%

increase on 2019-20

Age Range of Referrals
For once in my life I am able to
face the things that would normally
have weakened me.

Adult

54%

24%
Young
person

Adult

22%

Child

I'm happy I've got someone to
talk to about what's going on in my life.
I'd like to keep coming all through
year 6.

Child
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Speaking to my counsellor
helps me to unwind and let
everything I feel out. After I have
spoken I start to feel a bit better. I
really struggled with lots of panic
attacks when I first started
counselling. I still have them now

Eleanor’s story
Eleanor is a secondary school pupil who was referred
to Platform for Life as she was experiencing difficulties
at home which were impacting on her ability to cope at
school. These had resulted in anger outbursts and low
mood. She has a diagnosis of ADHD and is mum to a
young child. Eleanor reluctantly agreed to attend
counselling. Her view was that it would not work. She
had accessed a service previously but had not found
this helpful.

from time to time but I can manage
them better than I used to. I have
learned lots of strategies to help
me cope with these feelings. I
understand what's happening.
Young person

Eleanor identified feelings of anger and distress at the
judgement of others; the impact of family conflict and
peer relationships. She also explored her strength as a
mum and engaged with ideas about the neuroscience
of attachment. In total she attended six sessions,
including two impromptu ‘drop in’ sessions, before
deciding that she was ready to end. The impromptu
‘drop in’ sessions were identified as ‘valuable and ‘just
what was needed’ by a staff member supporting
Eleanor.
Eleanor fed back at the end of her last session that she
may consider re-accessing the service again in the
future. Subsequently, Eleanor did choose to re-access
counselling and is now working with Platform for Life
for a second time.

Counselling is a good thing to
let all of your feelings out. I would
highly recommend counselling to
others.
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Measuring our impact

83% of young

We capture both quantitative and qualitative
information to assess the impact we have on clients at
an individual, family and wider community level.
During 2020-21 we implemented a new online data
management system Lamplight, which has simplified
the capture and analysis of impact data.

person clients
recorded an
improvement in
wellbeing

Changes in Wellbeing
Clinical Outcomes in Routine Evaluation
(CORE)
Standardised assessment tool used to measure risk
and wellbeing of client at the beginning, middle and
end of therapy. Different versions are used for adults
and young people

It's helped me to be in a
better place than I was a few
months ago or a few years ago. I
used to bottle my feelings up and
just push them down and pretend

90% of adult

as if everything was okay and as if I

clients recorded
an improvement
in wellbeing
I didn't think counselling
would work for me but once I let
down my hard exterior, I Iearned to

was okay every day when actually I
was really really struggling but
people didn't know it.
Young person
Strengths and difficulties questionnaire (SDQ)
Completed by parent/ carer and teachers. Assesses
before, middle and after therapy emotional health
needs in children.

grow. I used to be explosive, but
now I feel stable and have realised
there are other feelings in life. I
can't change the past, but I can
impact the future. I've learned to
control my anger and
communication has opened up my
relationship with my partner.
Adult

78% of parents observed improvement
in their child's wellbeing
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I really enjoy my session with
A (my counsellor.) I love playing
games and explaining Minecraft to
her I felt better after my sessions. I
knew I could talk to A about my
feelings and she would help me
understand them.

Child

100% teachers observed
improvements in
children's wellbeing

Jacob’s story
Jacob is a 14 year old boy who was referred because
of low mood and self-harm. He had been struggling in
school with peers and relationships. He has a
diagnosis of autism. Jacob began sessions during
lockdown and chose to access via zoom call. He
engaged well in the process and spoke openly about

It gives me a chance to get

his situation and his feelings. He had really struggled
six months earlier and through counselling has been

away from everything. I look

able to find ways to deal with issues by talking to his

forward to getting away from class.

family and being more open.

It makes me feel less stressed.

Jacob used the counselling sessions to explore and

Child

reflect on what had happened and talk through his
anxieties around similar situations and feelings

Wellbeing Wheel
Internally developed wheel that captures improvements
in key areas and relationships, including how clients feel
about themselves.

arising in his life again. He continued with face to
face sessions once schools re-opened and talked
through more current events in his life. The use of
reflection and consideration enabled him to see
where he was at present with his emotional wellbeing and coping strategies.
The sessions came to a natural end when Jacob
reached a point where his self-awareness and
resilience had grown and he was able to find ways to
cope with things he faced in everyday life. His
emotional health and general well-being had
improved and he felt ready to finish counselling.
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Client feedback about
our service

It really helps to have someone

Clients are asked to compete a feedback form at the
end of counselling to rate different aspects of our
service and any changes they've noticed.

In counselling I've spoken about

outside of the family to talk to and
that I can trust with my thoughts. I
used to meet my counsellor every
week but now things are getting better

lots of things that bother me. I've

we meet every two weeks. I know I can

talked about my self-harming thoughts;

have drop-in sessions if things get hard

these are really scary to deal with.

for me.

Young person

Talking helps me deal with this.
Young person

I have hope and for the first

This support has made a massive

time ever I don't feel stupid. I can and

difference to my confidence, my self-

will do things, life is going to be good

worth and my self-belief. People used

for me and my boys; we are getting

to say I made a difference, I did not

on so much better now, we actually

believe

have a laugh. Me doing my courses is

counselling is that I BELIEVE I make a

making my lads think how important

difference, I BELIEVE in ME, I BELIEVE I

school is too.

am worth it.

Adult

them.

The

difference

after

Adult
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Longer term impacts

I just wanted to share with you

Counselling has led to significant changes in clients'
lives. These include:

that I’ve had a promotion at work and
am now the office manager. Last year I
was loath to accept that title but now
I’m embracing it as I feel I’ve earned it
over the last year. I’ve also been given
a nice pay rise to go with it and I feel
really proud. I’ve had a few ups and
downs but I’m finding my way through
them. Without your help I wouldn’t be
in this position. Thank you.

Adult

Sarah’s story

Longer term feedback
from clients
As well as giving all clients the opportunity to re-access
our service in the future should they need to, we also
encourage them to 'pass it on' when they have good news
to share. This allows us to celebrate their achievements
and encourage them in their journey post counselling.

I’m currently enrolled on a swim
teacher
induction

course
to

and

work

also
at

have

Tesco

an
over

Christmas. The kids are both in school
and doing well. I just wanted to thank
you as even though I still have episodes
and still self doubt and lack confidence,
if it weren’t for all the help you have

Sarah is a 12 year old girl living with her mum and
older sister. She has had difficulties with school
peers. Mum has an illness that affects her wellbeing and Sarah had witnessed domestic violence
between her parents before they separated. Sarah
was referred to Platform for Life at the beginning
of the first lockdown but did not engage initially.
Sarah began sessions face to face when schools reopened and attended these regularly. She used
the sessions to explore her identity and how she
feels within her peers as well as working through
difficulties she has faced from racism towards her.
She feels the sessions help her to offload which
means things don’t escalate; they help ‘to get
things out of my head’.
Sarah has also used the time to explore family
relationships and the difficulties around being a
young carer. She’s benefitted from having the
space to talk through things that are on her mind
and the counselling sessions have allowed her to
feel safe and comfortable opening up.

given me I don’t think I’d be doing any
of these things.

Adult

Copyright 2021

June 2021

www.platformforlife.org.uk
Registered Charity No. 1176429 Company No. 10729008

12

