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Background 

The Scottish Recovery Network organised a series of twelve online conversation cafés to 

bring people together to learn about and share their experiences of staying well during the 

COVID-19 lockdown. 

We wanted to tap into the knowledge, skills and lived experience of people across Scotland; 

particularly those living with mental health challenges. It is important that their experiences 

and voices influence thinking around how we support good mental health and wellbeing as 

we move through and out from the lockdown. 

Our work is grounded in bringing people together through connection and collaboration to 

effect change. The COVID-19 lockdown affected everyone and we all had to adapt. As an 

organisation, we had to think creatively about how we could continue our work during a 

period of restrictions, both for us and for the people we work alongside.  

 

What we did 

We decided to plan and deliver a programme of online conversation cafés. To do this, we 

explored opportunities to connect remotely to where people were - more often than not 

their homes. A variety of online platforms were reviewed and ZOOM® chosen as it enables 

both video and telephone connection, provides security measures and was one of the more 

readily accessible resources available to all.  

Each online conversation café followed a similar format; starting with a connecting exercise 

focused on personal wellbeing and then moving onto consider three questions: 

 What are you doing to stay well at the moment? 

 What is helping you to stay well? 

 How can recovery thinking help us plan for the future? 

This short report provides some information about the design and delivery of the 

conversation cafés and shares the common themes emerging from the discussions. There is 

also an accompanying Staying connected animation and podcast. 

Why was this opportunity different? 

We recognise that many organisations have embraced digital technology to deliver their 

services and provide support to people during this period. We wanted to offer something 

different by bringing a range of people together to share their experiences so that we could 

learn from them and share this more widely. 

We adapted our existing conversation café approach to create a safe online space. To retain 

the informal participative nature of a conversation café we limited the number of 

participants in each café to eight. This recreated that feeling of sitting around a table and 

https://youtu.be/ggcizad_Ddo
https://anchor.fm/scottish-recovery-network/episodes/Staying-connected-egib8j
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helped to ensure that participants were able to fully engage in the discussions and feel 

listened to and heard. 

“This has been about more than just getting people together to 

talk.. I have learnt a lot from the experience and it’s been great to 

hear about your experience, talk about my experience and 

properly connect with people” (Participant) 

Each conversation café used our approach of ‘designed informality’ 

that combines a friendly, relaxed, conversational feel with a clear 

structure and facilitation. This puts people at ease and creates a 

safe space for discussion that results in a rich sharing of 

experiences and insights.  

We were clear that the conversation cafés were for anyone and 

not targeted at specific groups or roles. All we asked was that 

people contribute from their own experience. This, along with the 

safe space created, was valued by participants and enabled a 

mutual sharing that is not often experienced in traditional engagement opportunities.  

“I found it very relaxed, friendly and informative. I also felt that my opinions were listened 

to and respected.” (Participant)  

To ensure as many people as possible were able to participate and to encourage and 

support them to do so we created a Welcome Pack that outlined what to expect at the 

online conversation café and the steps we were taking to ensure it was a safe and secure 

space. We also provided telephone and email support to help some participants to get 

familiar with the technology and allay any concerns.  

“I liked being sent the leaflet / information on what to expect ahead of the event” 

(Participant) 

 

Key themes 

The discussions highlighted that recovery knowledge and experience was a key factor in 

how participants were navigating this unprecedented time of change and unknowns. 

Connections – to people, to pets, to work roles, to nature, to wellbeing activities - and how 

these are maintained underpinned much of the discussion. This section of the report 

outlines key themes emerging from the discussions. 

Recovery, CHIME and COVID-19 

While recovery is a personal journey some common factors or themes emerge when we 

look at what people say helped or helps their recovery. The CHIME (Connections, Hope and 
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Optimism, Identity, Meaning, Empowerment) framework is widely recognised and 

commonly used here in the UK and internationally.  

Conversation café participants reflected on their knowledge and understanding of recovery 

and how this had helped them make sense of their experiences during COVID-19.  

 

CHIME What conversation café participants shared 

 

Connections The ability to connect and maintain relationships through digital 

means was incredibly important. This could be family, friends, 

colleagues, peer groups, interest groups… 

 

Hope & optimism Belief that we would come through this period made it more possible 

to do what we could to make life easier and more manageable for 

ourselves, family, friends and the wider community. 

 

Identity Our roles in life may have changed but it is possible to adapt and draw 

on our wide range of skills and abilities to retain a positive sense of 

self through this period. Many of us have been able to identify new 

strengths and abilities as well as build on others to support ourselves, 

family, friends and the wider community. 

 

Meaning There are many different ways that we are finding meaning and 

purpose within our physically restricted lives and this includes 

valuable ways of contributing to the lives of our families, community 

and society. 

 

Empowerment Focusing on our strengths helps us to respond to the COVID-19 

situation in a way that allows us to maintain control over our lives. 

 

 

For more information about recovery and the CHIME framework go to Let’s talk about 

recovery on the Scottish Recovery Network website 

 

 

  

https://www.scottishrecovery.net/lets-talk-recovery/
https://www.scottishrecovery.net/lets-talk-recovery/
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Recovery is a journey 

Throughout the conversations, participants shared insights into their own experiences of 

challenges and mental health recovery and how these have influenced their interpretation 

of lockdown. 

We know that recovery is a journey and participants 

understanding of this is supporting them to manage through the 

uncertainty of the pandemic. We heard this metaphor being 

used on a number of occasions. Whether the experience is 

individual or global this metaphor provides a way of framing 

experiences as a process. This helped participants to 

contextualise the uncertainty of COVID-19 and its impact on 

individual life and society.  

Participants shared their own learned sense of adaptability and 

ability to change in uncertain times. This resulted in a feeling of 

hope as even although we don’t know what lies ahead it is 

possible to keep moving forward.  

 “And look where we are now and how quickly we have adapted to it. People can adapt 

and change there’s no doubt about it” (Participant) 

 

Self-care and self-management 

The experience of lockdown has been challenging with much of the evolving situation 

outwith our individual control. However, participants talked about the ways in which they 

were taking back control of aspects of their lives by the use of self-care and self-

management tools. Many described using the time to focus on activities that enhanced the 

different ways they cared for themselves emotionally, physically, socially and spiritually 

from the basics of eating well to noticing and celebrating the beauty of nature. 

For many self-management tools were ones that they were familiar with, already had in 

their ‘tool box’ and were able to put into practice easily. There was a wide range of tools 

discussed with mindfulness and meditation approaches featuring alongside different ways 

of living with and managing stress including Emotional Freedom Techniques. Participants 

discussed how drawing on tools and utilising Apps has empowered them through this time 

when life as we know it has changed. The discussions within the cafés acted as catalysts for 

others who were inspired to try out different things for themselves. A number of tools were 

mentioned as a way of supporting people to sit with the feelings they were experiencing 

while recognising these as a normal response. 



  

6 
 

“I have been spending time in nature and doing a bit of meditation and mindfulness. I’ve 

found it really helpful to be able to stay with my emotions instead of trying to change or 

fix the way I feel because there is nothing to fix.” (Participant) 

Some people reflected that their experience of living with mental health challenges meant 

that they felt prepared in some ways for the COVID-19 situation. They had a good idea of 

what they needed in terms of self-care and self-management in order to support 

themselves through this extraordinary period. 

 

Structure and routine  

In order to stay well during lockdown, structure and routine played a significant role for 

participants. A lot of what we do day to day contributes to our sense of self. Participants 

described this period as an opportunity to question and unpick how we see ourselves and 

the roles we take on. The artificial barriers of ‘them and us’ have been challenged as we 

have all had to deal with and find ways to manage our anxieties and stress during this time. 

For some, living a restricted life is something they have experienced at times of mental ill 

health. However, there was an acknowledgement that everyone, to some extent, is going 

through the same experience.  

“It has been a great leveller and opens the way for thinking about more ways to develop 

opportunities for peer support.” (Participant) 

It was evident that individuals are trying to proactively fill their time and/or manage their 

time in ways that best suited their lifestyles and individual situations. Importance was 

placed on creating structure and routines when the ones we had relied on previously have 

been disrupted.  

“It’s all about taking one hat off and putting another one on…. I try and make sure I have 

structure to my day and my week. I make sure I do different things at the weekend to 

break the week up otherwise each day feels the same.” (Participant) 

 

Peer support  

The discussions at the conversation cafés highlighted that participants were able to use their 

lived experience not only to support their own wellbeing but also to enable them to support 

others through their experience of lockdown and beyond. 

“How those of us who have been through dark times and embraced skills and tools to 

support / manage could be of great support to others during / following this period.” 

(Participant) 
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Many participants were both providing and participating in peer support groups but also 

connecting within communities and informally with neighbours and friends as peers. A 

strong sense of community connection came out through the discussions; both in relation to 

communities of place and interest.  

Groups and activities are being delivered using online platforms and over the phone. There 

was a wealth of community based activity that individuals were tapping into as well as 

condition specific support groups and mental health specific activity groups. Online groups 

are evidently providing an opportunity to create new and lasting friendships. 

 

Digital technology and platforms  

The use of technology as a means of connection, both formally and informally, featured 

heavily throughout the conversations. Digital platforms have been used to enable people to 

access services, groups and courses. They have been used informally for meet ups with 

family and friends. Within workplaces they are used as delivery tool and as a way to host 

meetings.  

Not everyone came into lockdown technically able but 

people have been learning the skills they need to access 

the opportunities they have wanted to. Barriers remain 

for some yet there has been a willingness to try it out. 

This has been coupled with organisations and services 

responding to lockdown by trying out new ways of 

delivering their services. They have challenged their own 

reservations around a reluctance to embrace online 

delivery of services.  

“By using Zoom quite a lot of people who couldn’t afford to travel to attend courses and 

opportunities are finding it much easier to attend by turning up online” (Participant) 

Online opportunities have provided greater access for some and have enabled people to 

continue to access support, take advantage of learning and development opportunities as 

well engage in new activities.  

For service providers, working remotely has enabled team members to connect more 

closely with each other around their work. They have more time to connect with each other 

as well as participate in online training opportunities as they aren’t rushing from one 

appointment to another. 

“The benefits of the digital way is enabling us to establish a better way of communicating 

with one another...we are talking about and learning from one another and how we want 

to shape the service going forward.” (Participant) 
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Participants were positive about the benefits of using digital technology and platforms but 

also expressed some concerns that services may replace face-to-face engagement with 

online. The discussions highlighted interest in the development of a hybrid approach where 

we think about how we can maintain the positive use of digital technology and platforms as 

a complement to more traditional face-to-face connections in life and work. Relationships 

are what matters to people and while technology can be positive it is just one tool and 

cannot replace those vital face-to-face connections and communications. 

 ‘…very concerned that we don’t become call centres for mental health….it’s part of the 

solution but not the whole thing.’ (Participant) 

We were reminded that digital poverty does play a role in the lives of many people both in 

terms of the resources they have available to them and the skills they have to utilise 

opportunities. We have seen funding opportunities arise to support this. The Third Sector 

have been especially nimble in their response to deliver innovation. 

 “Using tech in the future… it’s a useful tool for sure but I think we need to be careful not 

to use it as a barrier to getting people back into society.” (Participant) 

 

Work life 

It became evident that for those who were in employment the ability to continue working 

throughout lockdown had been of significant value. 

The impact on people’s working life was figural as participants discussed ways that they had 

to adapt and how they were supported by their employers. We explored the different ways 

that services had responded to ensure that people’s needs were being met and many of 

these relate back to the theme of digital technology.  

People thought about ways in which new work arrangements could be implemented post 

lockdown.  

“Working from home provides private space for confidential work that is hard to find in 

the office.” (Participant)  

A key benefit for participants was the ability to benefit from a greater work/life balance. 

“…it is good to be able to work from home as it does take some of the pressures off and 

does give me a lot of time back….” (Participant) 

For many, the silver lining to this lockdown period and was the opportunity to spend time 

with families who were living in the same household. That would not have happened with 

life continuing as it was. Participants valued more time together and the positives it brought 

to their relationships. 
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Looking to the future 

COVID-19 and its impact has changed our way of life – in Scotland and across the world. 

Many people have faced significant challenges in their day-to-day lives and all of us have 

been affected by a situation full of unknowns. Quite rightly, there are concerns about how 

the COVID-19 situation will affect people’s mental health and wellbeing over time and how 

already stretched mental health services can meet new demands. Yet, our discussions in the 

conversation cafés highlighted that many people have been able to draw on their 

experiences of mental health crisis and recovery to support their wellbeing during this 

challenging time. This emphasises the need to draw on all expertise, including lived 

experience in our communities as we consider how best to support good mental health and 

wellbeing across our society. 

The conversation cafés provided a space for people to 

connect, share and learn from each other. People who 

work in and people who receive support from services 

discussed their experiences without the formal barriers 

that services can create. The opportunity to connect 

human to human was highly valued and provided a 

normalising of experience where people could learn from 

and with each other. Feedback from participants is that 

this is something that they would like to see more of in 

their communities and workplaces. 

Community based mental health and wellbeing organisations and services are reporting a 

high take up and enthusiasm for opportunities to connect with other people during this 

period. At the same time, many services have had to adapt their approaches to ensure that 

staff have opportunities to connect with each other and support to manage their wellbeing. 

Our conversation cafés have demonstrated the benefit of bringing a range of people 

together around mental health and wellbeing.  

Now is the time to think about the learning we can take from COVID-19 and how we as 

individuals, services and communities have responded. This includes the importance of 

human-to-human connections and safe spaces where people can share their experiences 

and learn with and from each other. It also means that we should not lose sight of the pace 

at which we have adapted and changed to cope and to support others.  

Conversation café participants were unanimous in describing the COVID-19 lockdown as a 

challenging period, but one where there had also been positives to hold onto. They were 

also keen that this experience will result in change and a better society, particularly one 

where good mental health and wellbeing is a priority for all. To make this a reality we will 

need to draw on all the expertise we have available; including lived experience. We will 

continue to bring people together to discuss their experiences as the lockdown eases and to 

share their reflections and learning more widely to influence policy and practice. 
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Accompanying resources 

A Staying connected podcast and animation have been created to accompany this report 

and prompt mental health, wellbeing and recovery conversations around the key themes.  

 Staying connected podcast  

 Staying connected animation  

 

Visit the Scottish Recovery Network website to download a whole range of free recovery 

conversation, story sharing and peer support resources. 

If you need information or resources in a different format please get in touch. 

 

Get involved 

info@scottishrecovery.net  | 0141 240 7790| www.scottishrecovery.net  

or join us on social media                  

 
  

 
 

 

 

 

https://anchor.fm/scottish-recovery-network/episodes/Staying-connected-egib8j
https://youtu.be/ggcizad_Ddo
http://www.scottishrecovery.net/
file:///C:/Users/christine.muir/Desktop/info@scottishrecovery.net
file:///C:/Users/christine.muir/Desktop/www.scottishrecovery.net
https://www.facebook.com/ScottishRecoveryNetwork
https://twitter.com/ScotRecoveryNet
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCyeca8K60CRbhfb-MkySjRQ
https://anchor.fm/scottish-recovery-network/episodes/Staying-connected-egib8j

