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Heads On's Living Histories 
Celebrating the strength, courage and resilience of people living with mental health problems, and those caring for them, through oral histories.
What is Living Histories?
Living Histories is a collaboration between Heads On and Sussex Partnership NHS Foundation Trust, sharing the unheard oral histories of people who have used or worked in NHS mental health services in Sussex. Through a series of podcasts and exhibitions we explore what life was like following the closure of the old asylums in the 1980s up to and including the Covid-19 pandemic and its aftermath.
By listening to people tell us, in their own words, about their experiences we explore the complex interplay between mental health and a life well lived. 
Living Histories is a testament to the bravery and resilience of people living with mental health conditions, whose voices can be seldom heard. Our huge thanks to everyone who told their story.

What did we do?
Heads On recruited and trained 15 volunteers who, over the course of a year, recorded 35 in-depth oral history interviews across Sussex, opening up new ways to reflect on the past, present and future impact of mental health on people's lives. 
From these interviews we have curated 7 podcasts which, with the permission of the interviewees, present some of their memories, experiences and reflections for the first time:
· The Safety of Being Nursed
· Believed and Understood
· [image: ]Support and Friendship
· A Different Kind of Life
· Covid-19 "Good Days and Bad Days"
· The Unseen Condition
· "Safer, Weller, Happier"
The episodes can be listened to in full at www.headsoncharity.org/histories or via the QR code:

All the clips used in the podcasts are taken directly from the interviewees' oral histories revealing, through the lens of their memories, the complex reality of life with mental health problems and caring for those in distress. 
You might find some of the stories you hear challenging, as participants talk openly about the difficulties of living with mental ill health. Please be aware that topics including mental health crisis, suicide, abuse and neglect are covered in these episodes. If you are affected by what you hear, help is available at www.sussexpartnership.nhs.uk/getting-help  

Exhibition and archive
We have partnered with the Mass Observation Archive to record and share Living Histories. The Mass Observation Archive is the archive of everyday life, thought and feeling in Britain.
The digital recordings of the Living Histories oral history interviews will be stored securely and made available after 80 years in order to protect the anonymity of participants.
The anonymised transcripts of the Living Histories oral history interviews will be held within the Mass Observation Archive and will be publicly available at The Keep.
Through the podcasts and this series of exhibitions we shine a light on the mental health community and the impact of the last 40 years of NHS mental health care. 
Exhibitions include:
De La Warr Pavilion, Bexhill: 21 February - 3 March 2026
Crawley Community Library: 4 May - 15 May 2026
West Buildings Shelter, Worthing Seafront: 16 March - 30 May 2026
Colonnade House, Worthing: 27 March - 1 May 2026

Why now?
Heritage in the first person, from people who used and/or worked in NHS mental health services during the closure of the old asylums in the 1980s and subsequent transition to "care in the community", is at risk because this is a generation of people who are now dying or, in the case of staff, retiring.  
Whilst there is growing understanding of mental health problems, the voices of people living with more complex challenges such as Severe Mental Illness (SMI) are seldom heard in public historical records. 
Within mental health services, there is important and ongoing work that moves services away from doing things "to" people and instead seeks to work "with" those using services. An essential part of this is for those working in services to understand how people's mental health needs affect other areas of their lives.
The Covid-19 pandemic transformed daily life of those using and working in NHS mental health services, in many ways forever. Living Histories documents the pandemic from the perspective of those living with, or caring for someone, with a severe mental illness during this period.  
By capturing whole life stories of people using and/or working in NHS mental health services we can learn the lessons of how the last 40 years of NHS mental health care have impacted a generation, whilst improving for the future. 

[image: ]Tell us what you think
Living Histories is being independently evaluated so that we can learn about the impact of the project on both participants and audiences. We would be grateful if you could tell us what you think about what you have heard and seen by completing our short evaluation questions via: https://forms.gle/iUcEdNwZ1UneZnbe8 or use the QR code to the right:

Thank you
We’re deeply grateful to all the participants who shared their stories, and to the many staff, volunteers, and project partners who have made Living Histories possible.
Living Histories was funded by the National Lottery Heritage Fund, NHS Charities Together and Heads On; our thanks to them for their generous support. 
Sussex Partnership NHS Foundation Trust is the first NHS mental health trust in the country to work alongside its NHS charity partner to capture this period of history from the 19080s up until the present day, pushing the boundaries of how an NHS trust invites feedback. Thank you to the many staff whose support and passionate commitment to improve have made this possible.
Living Histories was supported by De La Warr Pavilion, Mass Observation Archive, West Sussex County Council, West Sussex Records Office and Worthing Borough Council.
Thank you to Charlotte Petts and Michael Umney for podcast production.
Thank you to Dave Bain for illustration and design.
Thank you to KGK Genix our creative design partner.
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