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A group of people with lived experience of mental health problems explored the
archived records of a defunct ‘Lunatic Asylum’ and reported on their findings. This was
a participant-led project with researchers supported by a tutor and a member of the
archive staff. Participants controlled the whole project, choosing their own areas of
investigation and how they would study these. They also designed and delivered a
presentation of their findings to the public. A focus group, held to evaluate the project,
found that the ‘group’, as an entity, was vital to the success of the project, which has
uncovered much information about the lives of mentally ill ‘patients’ in the nineteenth
century. It has also given the participants valuable research experience. Their control
over the study led to increased confidence and empowered participant-researchers to
consider routes for progression and increased aspirations for the future which can
include recovery.

Keywords: Participant-led research, archives, confidence, aspiration, recovery.

Introduction

Participant-led research into the records of the former Joint Counties Lunatic Asylum

(Founded in 1851) at the Gwent Archive was initiated by the Archivist who, having

acquired these records, approached the Centre for Community Learning (CCL) at the

University of South Wales (USW). He was aware of their specialist additional focus which

worked exclusively with mental health service users and contributed to an initiative known

as ‘Widening Access, Research and Mentoring’ (W.A.R.M.). Through W.A.R.M.,

individuals with mental health problems engage, with support from each other and a tutor,

in community-based learning activity. Research on the historic records of the Asylum by

people from this group would, it was thought, provide specific and interesting insights into

the ways in which ‘madness’ was endured and treated in the nineteenth century. From the

educational perspective, the work offered a unique opportunity for people with mental

health problems to gain useful experience by taking control of a major piece of research.

The project started in mid-2013 and a focus group was held with participants to evaluate

its progress in February 2014. A presentation of the outcomes from what has become the

first phase of the project was held at the Archive in September 2014.

This paper presents some background information about both the W.A.R.M. group

and, more specifically, the Archive Group before explaining how the invitation from the

Gwent Archives was instrumental in initiating the research. It examines the ethical

implications of the study before it explores the concept of participant-led research and

reports some of the findings from the researcher-initiated focus group. This studied the
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nature of the involvement of the Archive Group, examined its educational dimension and

probed the links between student researchers experiencing mental health issues and their

study of the archived records. The meaning of ‘recovery’ for those living with mental

health problems is considered before an assessment is made of possible connections

between this research, education and recovery.

Background

The CCL at the USW had a remit to engage disadvantaged communities in higher level

learning. From the year 2007, it developed an additional area of concern working

exclusively with people experiencing mental health issues, from which the initiative

entitled W.A.R.M. developed. The W.A.R.M. group offers support to small groups of

people with diagnosed or recognised mental health problems to participate in community-

based, participant-led research on topics which they consider important within their

personal circumstances or in the wider community.

The County Archivist for the Gwent Archives, being aware of this work, approached

staff working with the W.A.R.M. group and invited them to initiate a participant-led

research project to explore the historical records from the now defunct Pen y Fal Joint

Counties Lunatic Asylum. This institution opened in 1851 and, in its early years, housed

patients from Monmouthshire, Herefordshire, Radnorshire and Breconshire. As part of

their collection, Gwent Archives have acquired case books, patient records and detailed

texts recounting the role of the Asylum from its opening until it closed in the 1990s.

Five students from the W.A.R.M. group accepted the opportunity to work on the Pen y

Fal project and were joined by one member of another active ‘service user’ research

group. The study team thus consisted of seven individuals including the project lead, six of

whom had lived experience of mental health problems. These participant researchers,

supported, but not led, by their tutor and a member of the Archive staff, were dominant in

the whole process from the design of the study through the information collection, and

reporting on the research. They also designed and led the presentation of the findings at the

conclusion of what is now recognised as the first phase of this ongoing project.

Faulkner (2004), writing from the perspective of people with lived experience of

mental health issues involved in conducting their own research, proposes that this practice

can empower participants, raising their confidence and encouraging them to build

aspirations. Richardson (2013) agrees and points out that it also provides personal

opportunities for participant researchers involved in projects such as this to recognise

aspects of their condition which they can begin to control. The W.A.R.M. approach to

participant-led research acknowledges these points of view. It is based on adult learning

principles which recognise the multiple ‘life skills’ that each individual brings to the

process. It addresses situations in which the ‘non-initiated’ are unable to take part in

research due to their lack of the ‘specialized language of argumentation’ (Park, 1993) and

enables participant researchers to move away from the ‘instrumental knowledge’

produced by conventional research towards a ‘more interactive knowledge’ (Park, 1993).

Ethics

Three different strands of ethics were relevant to the Archive Project. The first related to

the personal and medical records of ‘patients’ who had been resident at Pen y Fal Lunatic

Asylum for periods of time between its inception and its closure; the second related to the

researchers, who were currently experiencing or had experienced mental health issues.
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The third strand related to the focus group, during which the participant researchers

evaluated the Archive Project.

The lead Archivist at the Gwent Archive set the ethical parameters relating to the

records from the Lunatic asylum. The project must comply with the Data Protection Act

(1998) and the Code of Practice for Archivists and Records Managers under section 51(4)

of the Act. Records were available for examination between the dates of 1851, when the

Asylum opened, and 1913, meaning that it is unlikely that any of the patients under

investigation were still alive. The project followed the specific conditions set out in the

Code of Practice:

(1) Assume a lifespan of 100 years for individuals within the collection.

(2) Where the age of an adult data subject is not known, assume the ‘patient’ was 16 at

the time of the records.

(3) If the age of a child data subject is not known, assume (s)he was less than 1 year

old at the time of the records.

Ethical considerations relating to the researcher participants were more complex and

evolved after discussion by the group. They included issues around:

(1) confidentiality,

(2) aims and objectives of the research,

(3) flexibility of attendance,

(4) distribution of workload and project planning,

(5) leadership of the project,

(6) authorship and dissemination.

Reflecting a core principle of participant-led research, participants agreed that all

discussions within the project team should remain confidential. The parameters of the

research had been broadly established but the aims and objectives continued to emerge

over time, as personal interests and lived experience of mental health issues combined

with content analysis and familiarisation with the Archive collection. The direction of the

project had a gradual but progressive approach, but a time frame for presentation of the

results was set at an early meeting of the team. This kept the participants focused on a

specific date for completion, but acknowledged that flexibility of attendance was essential,

as ongoing mental health issues might sometimes disrupt an individual’s activity.

Members of the team agreed that the tutor/project lead should remain responsible for

ensuring that the integrity of the research was supported in all contexts relating to work

load and support. Overall accountability for the project rested with the tutor, but the

requirements of the team were acknowledged as being paramount. These included

independence for learning, project ownership and development of the research protocols.

Finally, regarding authorship, the team agreed that all participant researchers should be

acknowledged as contributing to the final outcomes of the research.

Ethical considerations regarding the focus group, which was set up to explore the

experience of the participant researchers, were straightforward. The group was initiated by

a participant researcher active in the Archive group and facilitated by a senior member of

the university staff. All the researchers were keen to take part. It was agreed that, when the

findings of the group were written up, participants should have personal anonymity,

although this could not be absolutely guaranteed as the W.A.R.M. group and the Archive

would be named within any published material. All participants would have the chance to

comment and approve or make changes to any reports resulting from the research. The

eagerness of all the participant researchers to both give their consent and to take part in the

P. Llewellyn et al.36
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focus group meant that it was not considered necessary to apply for formal ethical

approval.

Participant-led research

Hunter (2013) provides a description of participant-led research which is relevant to the

work at the Archive:

Participant-led [ . . . ] research is typically bottom up in nature as opposed to top down,
researcher driven, designed and led. It is related to participatory research, where the research
participants become researchers as part of the project, but is . . . more radical, since
participatory research is still typically researcher [and therefore academically] driven.
(Hunter, 2013, p. 50)

The research at the Archive was led by the participant researchers with the tutor taking

a ‘back seat’ while coordinating the work, and participants following their own specific

interests. Members of the team first met in May 2013 and, after a comprehensive guided

tour of the Archive and a short introductory talk by the archivist, were encouraged to

explore the mass of available records from the Asylum which had been brought out for

them. They delved into the casebooks, reports and other archived material to find areas of

interest which, individually or as a group, they might pursue. One group member described

the process:

The beginning of the project was particularly good when we were working on our own
looking at the records. We were deciding where we were going to take this project.
(Participant researcher, 2014)

Over the following few weeks, having spent some hours of unstructured time

examining, discovering and discussing the extensive records, the participants decided on

five key areas on which to concentrate in this phase of the research:

(1) A comprehensive glossary of terms used in the records which could be developed

and published internally (and externally if there was sufficient demand).

(2) A detailed collection of personal case studies, extrapolated from the hospital

records.

(3) A study of the treatment methods used in the Asylum in the 10 years 1865–1875.

(4) An analysis of employment, educational and entertainment opportunities available

to the patients at the hospital in the mid-nineteenth century.

(5) A demographic database locating key statistics, in an effort to find a ‘typical

patient’ of the mid-nineteenth century.

In addition to supporting each other, members of the Group also received support from

the archivist and from their tutor. All members accepted the need for this. The archivist

because ‘she is always there and knows the archive like the back of her hand’ (Participant

researcher, 2014) and the tutor because he was not only the facilitator, organising meetings

and transport to the Archive, but also because he:

. . . is good at helping with technical things, and we need him so that we don’t float away, and
if we do, he is there to bring us back together again! (Participant researcher, 2014)

The participant researchers acknowledged that through this support and their

familiarity with each other, they gained confidence which enabled them to pull back if

necessary during difficult periods relating to their mental health issues and then rejoin

the Group when their situation re-stabilised. One group member used himself as an

example:

International Journal of Mental Health Promotion 37
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I had to back off from the group for a little bit, cos I had stuff going on in my life, and [the tutor]
encouraged me and kept me in the loop and kept telling me what was going on, but didn’t push
me to rejoin and do something I wasn’t quite ready for. (Participant researcher, 2014)

The Archive Group offered a new stratum for learning and research. Community

Learning, in which W.A.R.M. members had previously been and are still involved, takes

place in small classes, led by a tutor and, some years ago, ‘Archive Therapy’ was offered

to ‘mentally ill’ people in West Wales (Beckley, 1983). These are examples of proscribed

activity, the former quite informal, but the latter being run on rigid lines. Archival records,

selected by an archivist, were brought to clinics for groups of ‘disadvantaged’ people,

including the ‘mentally ill’, who then conducted supervised local history research. Unlike

this non-participatory ‘Therapy’ model (Arnstein, 1969), or even the less formal teaching

experienced by members of the W.A.R.M. group; work at the Gwent Archive evolved

around a partnership/citizen control model (Arnstein, 1969) where the:

Redistribution of power enables the [traditionally] have-not citizens . . . to be deliberately
included. (Arnstein, 1969, p. 216)

Tew et al. (2012) suggest that empowerment, personal control and connectedness are

vital to the recovery process for people with mental health issues. At the archive group,

members quickly identified their strengths and inner resources, becoming ever more

confident as the work progressed. This enabled them to work individually to establish both

their particular interests and their goals for the study; and, as equal partners with each

other, the tutor and the archivist, to achieve these. This both increased the personal control

of each member, established a sense of connectedness and reduced or even eliminated

power differentials between the tutor, the archivist and the group. Through participation in

this new field of educational activity the project empowered the participant researchers

and increased every member’s opportunity for a ‘life beyond mental illness’ (Shepherd,

Boardman, & Slade, 2008).

The archive project

The researcher-participants met at the Archive monthly, enabling several objectives to be

achieved:

(1) It enabled the researchers to meet up regularly to study the archived material and

to discuss the work with each other and with the tutor and archive staff.

(2) It allowed time between meetings for individual members of the team to engage in

additional research, e.g. Internet searches and reviews of literature, and to keep

abreast of their findings by writing personal reports.

(3) It maintained a level of flexibility, where time was made for further discussion on

the scope and possible outcomes of the project.

(4) It allowed time for researcher-participants to reflect on their own personal

discoveries, and, if they wished, to ‘write up’ reflective diaries which were, for

some members, an important element of the project.

The group, as a collective, was, arguably, the main factor in the archival research,

being vital for support and confidence building amongst members and crucial to the

ownership and structure of the study. For most members of the W.A.R.M. group, the

educational element had not been the initial attraction. As one member explained:

. . . the group thing was what I came for, and the engagement with the group, and that was
why I came originally . . . . (Participant researcher, February 2014)

P. Llewellyn et al.38
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The W.A.R.M. group provides an arena where members can chat and can also discuss

any issues surrounding their mental health openly and in a non-judgemental atmosphere.

The educational element provides focus as well as interest and routes for progression in

ways which members may not previously have considered. Despite initial

misgivings surrounding learning, for many members, success in the group research

module, which they had previously completed, was the first step to a realisation that there

was more to life than struggling with their mental health. The progression to the Archive

Group provided the opportunity to realise that further achievements were both possible

and likely.

The focus group

As participants approached the culmination of the ‘discovery’ aspect of the project and

began considering how their findings should be written up and disseminated to a wider

audience, it was suggested by one of the participant researchers that a focus group should

be conducted with a remit of consolidating the findings, discussing their future

dissemination and evaluating the experience for the researchers. In addition, the Focus

Group would consider lessons learned from the conduct of the study, which could

influence a further, possibly expanded, wave of the research and could also be passed on to

other groups The idea was met with enthusiasm by all the participant researchers.

The Focus Group was facilitated by a senior member of University staff and all the

participant researchers took part. Within the original remit, there were two main issues for

exploration:

(1) the nature of the involvement of the Archive Group, and the links between

participant researchers experiencing mental health issues and their study of the

archived records of a former ‘Lunatic Asylum’,

(2) the educational dimension of this involvement and its meaning for the participants.

The Focus Group produced some very lively and animated discussions. With the

agreement of all the participants, the proceedings were recorded and transcribed in their

entirety. The transcript was analysed using a version of conversational analysis in which

there are assumptions that:

. Identities are negotiated in discourse (so in focus groups, we look at how they set up

and work out roles).

. Talk is organised moment by moment by participants (so we look for ways they

define sections, rather than defining sections as analysts).

. Talk is sequenced, one thing after another (so we must consider each utterance in

terms of what came before and after). (Myers & Macnaghten, 1999, p. 173)

The most important findings are discussed in the following section.

Findings from the focus group

The nature of the involvement

All the group members agreed that the initial involvement with research at the archive

depended on the readiness of participants to move forward from socialising and

participating on a personal level in small-scale educational assignments, to a more

professional identity. This entailed working outside the ‘safety’ of the Group’s usual

meeting place and conducting research in a place which most participants initially saw as
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intimidating. Only one researcher was familiar with working in Archives, the others

echoed the view that:

I thought [working at the Archive] was something you had to be academic for. I wouldn’t have
dared work there before I’d got behind the scenes with the Group and I knew they were
friendly. Now I know it’s a resource I can use . . . . (Participant researcher, 2014)

This new confidence not only entailed working together in the Archive with a common

aim, but also extending researchers’ study of the archived records by using books, the

Internet and other available relevant sources on information.

The initially unstructured nature of the project had been appreciated by all the

participants who, during their first visit, enjoyed the chance to;

. . . just pick up anything. We were just picking things up and putting them down. It wasn’t
like a research project, but suddenly it just came alive! (Participant researcher, 2014)

During this exploration, participants chose their areas of interest to study in greater

depth. These were sometimes influenced by the personal and professional backgrounds of

the researchers. One participant, with a background in statistics, chose to look for:

. . . a typical mental health patient. People who haven’t suffered mental health issues have a
vision of what a mental health patient looks like. I was looking to see if that was there. All I’ve
done so far is prove that it isn’t! (Participant researcher, 2014)

This researcher and her partner were building a statistical database, from which they

aimed to produce graphs and other information relating to gender, age, occupation and

diagnosis of the patients in the Asylum. Having started after the other participants, they

intend to continue this work in a possible second wave of the research or:

. . . if we decide to back off from this next year, and do something else, we can give the
database to someone else and they can keep adding to it. (Participant researcher, 2014)

This sense of progression and aspiration was novel for most of the researchers after

long periods of concentrating almost exclusively on their mental health issues, and was

acknowledged to have started with membership of the group:

I wasn’t [planning for the future] two years ago and I wouldn’t have made the changes on my
own, it’s come from the confidence I’ve gained through the group. (Participant researcher,
2014)

Another researcher used his background in mental health nursing to explore the

treatments used in the Asylum in the mid-eighteenth century, and the work of others was

influenced by their mental health issues and their previous history. The participant who

worked on a glossary of terms acknowledged that:

I’ve been dealing with the wording rather than with individual patients. I might have gone for
that because I was a bit nervous that it might bring [her mental health issues] to the fore.
(Participant researcher, 2014)

The interest of another was aroused through stories in historic Welsh newspapers,

which he followed up in the archive before writing them up as case studies, while incidents

in the life of another, much older, researcher influenced her study. This compared life in

the Asylum in the nineteenth century with her experience of working in a ‘mental hospital’

in the late 1950s and being a detained patient in the same hospital for various periods in the

1980s.

The nature of the research at the Archive was thus influenced in various ways by

the mental health backgrounds of the participant researchers. Only one participant

acknowledged an emotional connection between her long background of involvement

P. Llewellyn et al.40
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with mental health services and her particular interest in the work. She did not find this

upsetting, accepting that:

. . . it’s about knowing all this was a long time ago, and I’ve come a long way and changed a
lot. (Participant researcher, 2014)

The other participants felt that although the association between themselves and the

Asylum was relevant and made the research meaningful and fascinating, it did not involve

any special emotional connection. Instead it was seen as a unique opportunity to provide

routes to progress in research-related projects and aspirations for the future.

Despite this positivity not everyone has been happy with the idea of people with

mental health problems researching similar issues which led to mental health ‘patients’

being incarcerated in a Lunatic Asylum in the nineteenth century. One reviewer of a

proposal concerning the work suggested that the project could ‘bring on all sorts of mental

health issues’ for the participant researchers. Being informed of this concern, one group

member suggested that:

. . . that person did not have an understanding of mental health. If we had issues, we wouldn’t
put ourselves in that position, we wouldn’t be doing it. What exactly [did the reviewer think]
we are going to do? Start ripping the books up and setting fire to them? (Participant researcher,
2014)

Another member saw this as an opportunity to move from a personal to a professional

focus by suggesting that it was:

. . . kind of like an opportunity, not a stumbling block. It’s an opportunity to educate someone
else. (Participant researcher, 2014)

To even suggest the possibility of group members educating others demonstrates how

involvement in both the W.A.R.M. group and the Archive group has led to increased

confidence and aspirations for the future. One member suggested that ‘recovery’ may be a

‘by-product’ of being involved in education and ‘changing our feelings of self-worth’. She

found it:

Hard to explain how it all works, but all I know is that, three years ago, I was this person that
was on the floor crying every morning in the shower, and afraid to leave the house for six
months at a time; and now I’m this person. Whatever it was progressed me to here is to do with
this group and the progression that happens . . . . (Participant researcher, 2014)

The educational element of the research

Progression and aspirations depend, at least in part, on education, and all the researchers

acknowledged that this was an important element in the work at the Archive. They agreed

that timing, in terms of interest developed by previous small research projects conducted

within the W.A.R.M. Group; and reasonably stable mental health, was crucial; as was

motivation to engage and to progress. This motivation came, at least in part from

participants taking the lead in the research and choosing their own areas of study. All the

participants had some, usually very limited, previous research experience, but the work at

the archive was a definite and exciting progression towards conducting research which

would be potentially publishable and of national and even international interest. The

participants expressed surprise by what they were achieving. They were adamant that if

their results had been set as ‘learning targets’ by the tutor at the start of the work, they

would have been discouraged and would probably not have embarked on the project. They

all agreed that choosing their own areas of interest and working in their own ways and to

their own timescales fostered aspiration and empowered them to succeed.
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All participants recognised that their research skills had improved and most

acknowledged that their confidence had taken a giant leap forward. They were all happy to

question the tutor’s use of academic language, which, with growing familiarity, they

understood increasingly well. Confidence to question the archivist, the tutor and other

group members, soon progressed to willingness to explore other avenues of information

and confidence engendered by the project has led to some of the researchers making plans

for their future. One has moved from ‘having no aspirations at all’, to tentatively

considering a future involving research. Others are looking at mainstream education and

one is now engaged in paid work. All the researchers agreed that the W.A.R.M. group and

the archive project have led them to move away from the personal challenges of their

mental health towards taking responsibility for shaping their own future.

Discussion

For people who experience issues with their mental health, taking control of their own

future may be seen as recovery. Unlike recovery from physical illness, which usually

involves cessation or ‘cure’ of symptoms of a named disease and is obvious to both the

person experiencing the problem and their immediate circle of family, friends and

acquaintances, recovery from mental illness is not clear cut and may not involve a ‘cure’ in

the conventionally understood sense. Deegan (1988), discussing her personal battle with

schizophrenia, suggests that:

Recovery is not the same thing as being cured. Recovery is a process not an end point or a
destination. Recovery is an attitude, a way of approaching the day and facing the challenges.
(Deegan, 1988, p. 91)

Glover (2012) proposes five ‘processes’ which reflect the stages through which people

with mental health conditions might pass on their journeys towards recovery:

(1) from passive to active sense of self,

(2) from hopelessness and despair to hope,

(3) from others’ control to personal control and responsibility,

(4) from alienation to discovery,

(5) from disconnection to connectedness.

The Archive project has enabled participants to experience all these processes. The

‘active sense of self’ emerged when participants chose and achieved their own outcomes.

This enhanced their self-direction and perseverance and gave them confidence to risk

working outside their ‘normal’ comfort zone. Hope has been displayed through the process

of ‘doing’ archival research which has presented those involved with previously

unimagined aspirations and ambitions and has encouraged each participant researcher to

take personal control and responsibility for their own aspect of the project, independently

seeking out advice from the archivist and following up leads.

The journey from alienation to discovery has many aspects. Former patients of the

Lunatic Asylum, alienated from society in the mid-nineteenth century, are achieving

belated recognition through this project and their discovery has become a source of pride

to the researchers. They, in turn have discovered new found skills both in research and in

their own self-management. They have also found out more about themselves and, by

participating in this project in an academic setting where other research is also undertaken,

they have gained connectedness with others outside the group. The participants are rapidly

becoming confident, ambitious researchers, ready to connect with other opportunities

which will unfold before them.
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The Implementing Recovery Through Organisational Change (ImROC) programme,

at workshops attended by mental health professionals, users of mental health services and

carers, identified 10 key challenges aimed at re-focussing services around principles of

recovery (ImROC, 2009). Several of these can be seen in the regular activities of the W.A.

R.M. Group and the Archive Group and are worthy of some comment:

. Changing the nature of day-to-day interactions and the quality of experience.

With the focus on research and education, interactions between participants and their

tutor were no longer centred around mental health issues and the quality of their

experience moved from an ‘I can’t do that’ attitude to increasing confidence and a ‘can do’

mentality.

. Delivering comprehensive user-led education and training programmes.

The participants asked for and received advice, suggested ideas and took the lead in all

the activities in the archive. When asked, the education officer at the archive made

suggestions based on her knowledge of the records, so training was ‘tailor made’ for every

participant and even included an element of detective work around particular areas of

research which were of interest to the researchers.

. Ensuring organisational commitment, creating ‘the culture’.

The culture in both the W.A.R.M. group and the Archive is of equality and

commitment to succeed. Staff at the Archive expect users of the records to have their own

ideas as to what they wish to achieve and are able and willing to help them achieve their

aims. The research participants were treated in the same way as any other users with the

possible exception that the archivists, having initiated the project, had a great interest in

what the participants discovered about the former Asylum and were keen to assist in

creating opportunities for their work to appear in the public arena.

. Redefining user involvement.

Not only has ‘user involvement’ been redefined in the group, the term ‘user’ has been

entirely superseded. Members of W.A.R.M. are students undertaking educational projects

chosen by the group, while participant researchers in the Archive Group organised and led

the work at the Archive. Members of both groups supported each other as well as receiving

support from the professionals involved, but the participants were definitely in charge and

neither group would be possible without them.

. Increasing personalisation and choice.

Every member of the Archive Group chose his or her own area of study. Many, but not

all, of these interests stemmed from personal experiences. Some had an element of risk in

the manner of ‘what if I can’t do justice to this?’ but in all cases the results have justified

the choices and for some participants a wealth of previously undiscovered talent has been

unearthed. To demonstrate this, the first stage of the research culminated in a very

successful public presentation of the research which took place at the Archive. This was

planned and executed by the participants and attended by an invited audience of

University and Health officials and interested members of the public. Group members who

would not, at the start of the project, even express an opinion to their fellow participants,

spoke to the audience both collectively and individually with confidence and great

keenness to explain their research. Positive publicity from this has engendered confidence
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and aspirations to go even further with the research and has thus resulted in:

. Increasing opportunities for building a life beyond illness.

Which is being taken up by all the participant researchers with enthusiasm.

Conclusion

There are important elements to be considered before embarking on a project of this

nature. Of primary relevance is that the group involved should consist of like-minded

people who know and trust each other and who are prepared to be open and honest, to

question each other and to offer mutual support. Support from others, who may be

professionals and who may not necessarily be otherwise associated with the group, is

essential, but it is vital that these people understand their role as facilitators rather than

leaders of the project. Timing is also an issue; the researchers acknowledged that

reasonable stability of their mental health was essential along with understanding and

support from the tutor and other members of the group if participants experienced

difficulties during the period of the research. Previous, even if very limited, experience of

educational projects, especially around group and community research, provided a useful

stepping stone to success, while interest, and possibly a sense of connection with the wide

research area, along with willingness to progress, guaranteed continuing interest towards

the goals decided by the group.

This research has added a new dimension to the activities of the W.A.R.M. group

which could be translated into work by similar groups on projects of national and

international interest. Historic records of many institutions, e.g. hospitals, prisons and

schools, are held by archives all over the world, and each ‘case’ presents a microcosm of

that particular institution during the period for which the records are held. This makes

them ideal for participant-led research, giving researchers the opportunity to choose the

aspects of the records which appeal to them, to investigate their chosen field and to take

control over their own work. Control breeds confidence, especially in people whose lives

have previously been defined by their mental health and controlled by others. Confidence

in turn leads to aspirations for a future which can include recovery and a return to

meaningful life.
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