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Please tell me a bit about your background and how you came to be involved with PAN? 

It starts where my kids went into care. There were many, many social workers. Many social workers over my life who found it very difficult to work with me. I don’t blame them. I weren’t in the best of places. I had this one social worker, Manja. It was a totally different experience, and she said, “Look, with everything else going on, I’m not afraid of you. I’m not intimidated”. She told me straight – “You're a very passionate woman that comes across a bit gobby, and I think what you've experienced will help a lot of people”. And I'm thinking, have you seen my record? Have you seen what I do and why people can’t work me, and now you're going to make me help people? And it turned out to be the best thing ever. I went to PAN. And yeah, nearly three years now, it can't be that long, surely?  Yeah, three years and this changed my life.

Thinking back over the last 12 months, what good or bad changes have come about as a result of your involvement with PAN? 

The bad change is that I'm quiet - take that as it is.  But on the positive side - seeing other parents like I was - in pain, needing help, screaming, acting differently, acting like – “I don't need your help (social worker). You're just here to do this, that or the other”. I'm actually changing my perspective. Before, I would want to go up to them (parents), and say, “You’re right, they (social workers) can't be trusted. You’re right!” But now, I'm saying the complete opposite. And not through forcing myself. I'm genuinely honest 110% of the time and I say “If you work with them, it will get better”. And it does.

Being involved with PAN uplifts me and it puts a knot in my stomach at the same time, because all of the years I have proper put into my head and promised myself that, I'm never going to let social workers hurt people again. I'm never going to do it. I’m never going to do that. And now, I’m helping families, which is kind of the same thing, but the results is just - there is no word there is to describe how fantastic it is seeing these parents shine. 

Of all the changes you've identified, which is the most significant to you, and why?

My patience and thinking before I open my gob! Definitely. Definitely. It serves me a lot better than being defensive and stroppy. 

Regarding the most significant change you've spoken of, please can you tell me a bit about what it was like before, what it is like now and what caused the change? 

I was angry. I was hurt, I was confused. I was blaming everyone, not taking any kind of acknowledgment of… you know, stuff that I could have changed, what I could have done.
And it was just everybody else's fault and being stuck and it was horrible. 

But now, I'm starting to see me for me, not Gemma just the name, just me as a whole human and a person. I can come up to Anna or Fiona and go, look, what you’re saying is great, but I just want to hit you right now because you're still a social worker and I'm still having these feelings of “oh, she's not going to listen to me”.

What is the point? Just give up? And it's not the case. It's not the case. I can actually go, “Look, it’s not you darlin’, but sometimes I do see you as your job”. And I'm going to have trauma triggers off, right then, I’m going to go to that Fiona instead of that Fiona when it shouldn't be the case.

And that's what's changing for me now, it’s actually learning to trust, no matter what. And yeah, it's getting there. And what I think about now, is just I'm not being scared anymore. I'm accepting my flaws. I'm accepting me as me. And I'm not scared to tell people. I can go home and relax my own kind of way or do this with my kids, and parent them my way without being judged. 

I'm getting support through PAN. Nothing, none of this happened before PAN, ever, in all the years I’ve had experience of social services or whatever. This is changing and it’s changing me. I know full well it's going to change everyone else and it’s a story to be continued.
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