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[Hello and welcome to the BACP Therapy Today podcast]
Hello and welcome to the Therapy Today podcast. My name is Sally Brown and today I'm delighted to be talking to Alexis Powell-Howard, who is a psychotherapist, an accredited BACP member and also the founder of an award Way winning therapy service, Fortis, so she's here today to talk about how she went about setting up her service, which is based in the Lincolnshire and Humberside area that provides training and therapy for both organisations and individuals. So, Fortis really stands out for me as a service for a number of reasons. Firstly, it has some really imaginative offerings such as the Westerly Club, which is a support group for men facilitated by a counsellor, and also has a wide range of therapies that includes LEGO - more of that later - and as well as offering therapy for individuals, Fortis offers training, supervision, coaching and well-being support for businesses and schools, but what's also noteworthy is that rather than relying on mainly unpaid trainees, the bulk of Fortis' associates are qualified counsellors and they are paid. Welcome, Alexis.

Hi, thanks for having me.

You're very welcome, so let's start with you, Alexis, tell us a bit about your journey to become a psychotherapist.

My journey started probably when I was about 19. I had quite a bad car accident, and I was left with Post Traumatic Stress Order and I was quite mentally unwell, I was struggling quite badly, and I went for support from two different therapists. The first one was a man who was really inappropriate, and the second one was a lady who fell asleep during a session, fully asleep, not just nodding off.

Wow!

So, at that point, yes, probably in my early 20s I actually thought I really need to talk to somebody, but is it what I'm expecting it to be? Are my expectations too high? So, eventually I enrolled quite a few years later just on one of those eight-week introductory courses just to see if it was something that I wanted to learn more about. It wasn't my intention really to become a therapist. It was always just more about understanding and learning about myself really, and really got the bug from the first couple of weeks and then just kept going over the next few years to do all the training I've done. I know they'll be a lot of people listening who have got that kind of experience of something that's happened that led them down this path, which I think it's not an unfamiliar story, but I just know the experiences I've had how harmful they were when it wasn't done well, so that's kind of where my drive comes from, I think.
Yes, to do it better, yes.

Absolutely, that's my passion really.

So, I'm curious because often therapy is a second career for a lot of us, it's something we come to, were you working elsewhere while you were training?

Yes, I have quite a varied background. I've worked in hospitality. I was a director in the family business growing up, which was all about catering and hospitality. I've worked for companies like Marks & Spencer as a manager, as a regional manager for them. I've worked in higher education as a lecturer and a manager as well, head of programmes. I've worked in the NHS. I've had private practice. So, whilst I was training I was doing these other roles, and going to do my courses at night and at the weekend on top of full-time jobs, which I know a lot of people do as well. All of those different roles, and all of those different experiences really help me now. That's given me that understanding from a leadership and a business acumen perspective helps me in the practice.

Okay, so tell me how you came about, so actually setting up the service, coming to set up the service because it's been running for over eight years now, I believe. It's four locations. That's Grimsby, Hull, Scunthorpe and Louth in Lincolnshire, and you are also providing services online like many of us, so that's quite a substantial operation, so how did that come about?

So, I worked in the NHS. I've always had a private practice from qualifying, and decided that I could see the restructures that were coming in the NHS, and I wanted to have something ready to step into really that was something that I was really connected to because the changes that were coming in really I felt compromised by in terms of how they wanted to approach the work, and the way we were being asked [signal breaks up 0:05:18.5] with the impact and everything else, so when the restructure started I decided that I'd set up and just expand the practice really. If you'd asked me eight/nine years ago if we would have been in all those locations, and providing services all over the UK, I would have just laughed and thought that was ridiculous, but it's just grown. I've gone with the process really, which is what we ask clients to do.

Yes.

And I've developed and grown the business as we've gone through over the last few years, and if I've seen an opportunity, or if I've seen a different way of doing things I've taken it on, so the initial vision, if you like, was about having a practice that would grow with me really. Actually, it got to a point where I thought either I bring other people in because I was at capacity, and actually let this go a little bit and see where we can go with it, or I keep it small and I keep it just being me, and I made a decision to see how it went with bringing in other therapists. Taking that risk really was key at that point, and so the business has grown and grown from that point. So, we've got these offices and therapy rooms that we have in those different locations and then we provide services within people's services and businesses and organisations as well, so it's really grown massively, and it's still doing that year-on-year.

So, you brought in other therapists. How did you go about finding those therapists?

It's quite hard. It's quite tricky to find people because, as I said at the beginning, my passion is having the right people and I've taught counsellors and therapists as well over the years, and I know that there are some people who naturally are very empathic and very passionate about what we do, but there's also people who don't have those passions, so I'm really keen on making sure that the people we bring in fit with what Fortis is about. We have an application process. We have interviews. We have two or three of us who interview people and there was a presentation, so all of that is about trying to find where people are coming from, what's their passion, what's brought them down this route, and if they can fit and offer a service with Fortis that is second to none, I want it, it's a gold standard, that's what I'm looking for. So, we interview a lot of people and there is a lot of people we don't take on. That's not necessarily because they're a practitioner that doesn't operate well, it's just that it doesn't fit for what I want. I'm quite hot on that.
Yes, and what do they get from joining you? What's in it for them?

There's quite a lot really. We have a real sense of community. We operate very much as a community and we're very collaborative, so people have ideas or just a flavour of an idea, then we talk about it and we develop it, and we take it forward. We support each other. We have a lot of peer support meetings that we do on a monthly basis. We actually have to have two groups now because they're too big, there's too many people, but we're doing that online at the moment, so we can get people together and talk about the practice. There isn't any hierarchical approach. The hierarchy, in terms of the organisation, is there to support people, so we have escalation from a safeguarding perspective and there are practice elements, and things like that, but we're very respectful of the fact that everyone has trained, and they are all professionals, so we share ideas. We share resources. 
There aren't any egos, and there isn't any kind of hierarchy in terms of how people practice, whether they're a certain type of therapist or not, so they get the sense of community, a lot of support. We generate work so that people have as much as they can take on. They might be part-time, or they might just offer us a day a week or they might be with us four days a week, but what we do is we make sure that the work that we offer fits their skill base and their areas of interest as well.

Wow, okay. That sounds like that takes a lot of thinking through, a good structure and a good kind of business head, and so you, as well as being a therapist, you are very much a business woman, but I think many of us do struggle in our profession with that duality, so what do you think we're missing out on as a profession, and also as individuals if we don't take the small business-like approach?

It depends on what you want. It depends on what you want from your practice. If you are happy with a handful of clients, or a couple of days a week and that's what you want, then that's great, and you can generate that quite easily by having a social media platform that you use and generating from there, but if you want to grow something bigger than that, you've got to set about it as a business. It is a business at the end of the day. I've had to work on myself to not make decisions for the business in my therapy head because the decisions I would make could be very different, a bit of two chair technique in terms of what I would do in this place and what I do when I'm in my business head because they're different. They are different, and I think my experiences of working in businesses and services over the years means I have that because I grew up in a family business. As a family, we talked about business and almost by osmosis really I picked up a lot from that, but when you're setting up a practice, or you're in a business, the work doesn't come to you, you have to have a strategy.
Yes.

You've got to take risks. We ask clients to take risks, and we ask them to step out of their comfort zone and sometimes, I think, for therapists actually stepping out of their comfort zone can be quite difficult when you're talking about it's something other than therapy, so having that duality, I think, is important because it feeds your practice in a different way to the way that you would approach it as a therapist.

Yes, okay.

I think a lot of people set up something and they put up a website, and they set up a Facebook page, or something like that, but actually what's the strategy behind that and how were you actually going to generate referrals? It's being out there, isn't it?

Absolutely, and I know that you say that networking has been key, getting out there in the community, listening to people in business/organisations, finding out what they need and a way to meet that need, so can you give us some examples of the kind of success stories you've had through that kind of networking and listening and understanding approach?

Yes, so the networking side of it, which it can be the most uncomfortable thing to go and stand with a group of people you've never met before and try and talk about what we do for a living, but it is relationship building, that's all it is. We are experts at creating relationships because we do it every day, so going to networking, building relationships with people, listening to the areas they find difficult. That might be about how they manage their people. It might be about someone they're worried about. It might be their leadership. It could be their family. Actually, the difficulty really, in terms of this being a business, is that we are able to work with anyone, so actually anybody has potential to come and ask us for support, which is a great thing in one hand, but quite tricky on another. 
How do you market yourself to that vast audience? So, the networking side of it, I think, it gives you the pathway in creating those relationships, people getting to know you on a professional level, but also a bit more on a personal level because now in Fortis, if I meet somebody, it's not going to be me necessarily that does that work, it will be somebody within Fortis, so I can be a bit more personal in those kinds of relationships, listening to where are the areas that they struggle with for their people or for their families, and then deciding and thinking about how can we meet that need? So, we're quite innovative about how we do that.
So, that sounds a very wide scope. You say that basically you can meet the need for anybody, so here's a business question, what's your USP then if you had to describe it?

I think we are innovative; I would say is our unique selling point. We aren't constrained by the fact that we are therapists. We work ethically, and we work within our ethical framework, so we do everything we need to do from that perspective, but actually, in terms of meeting demand and meeting need, we can evolve what we need and offer a range of services to support people in a wide variety of ways. Innovation, I think, is one of the things that sets us apart. If somebody has got an idea, or they've got a problem, we'll find a way of helping with that without putting in lots of barriers as to why we can't deliver it or why it's not going to work. It's actually, 'Okay, so what does it look like?' If we're working for an organisation and they're looking at say, for example, well-being on their strategy, then I've done lots of reading about well-being strategy and helping them to understand how they can develop that. 
We've got a process now about how we help people do that, and all of that is about people. It's all about that relationship. It's all about a therapeutic approach. For me, I would say that's the main part that, I guess, stands as, not apart from different businesses and services, but we are creative and innovative, and we can do that. We're not an NHS service. We're not restricted by all of those things. If I have an idea, or someone in Fortis has an idea, we pick it up, we play around with it, we run with it and that means that we can then meet a wide variety of needs.

Okay, it kind of strikes me, I get a sense of how gutsy you are in your services because you're dealing in areas where there are some sort of big corporate EAPs, for instance, and there is also a lot of corporate organisations that are in the well-being sector at the moment, aren't there, and they're very established and yet you've kind of had the guts to get yourself in there, and not pitch yourself up against them, it's just say, 'Look, we're here as well and we can do this'?
Yes, absolutely. I think it doesn't occur to me not to, which is probably a problem, but it doesn't occur to me not to put ourselves forward for things because I really value what we do, and I believe in it, so yes, there are absolutely big players out there and we're not that size, and probably never will be, but I'm not really interested in being that. I'm not interested in being something that's a big online service that doesn't, it doesn't add the value in the same way as we can on a more personal level. That's the bit that I'm passionate about. For me, I feel like I have to put myself out there. There are times when I'm speaking to people high up in organisations or services, the police we do a lot of work for, different sectors, and sometimes I'm flying by the seat of my pants. 

I love that feeling, and I like working with people to find out what the issue is, and if we're not the right service, and if we're not the right people to deliver it, then I'm happy to say that as well. I don't put us in risky positions where we won't be able to deliver. We have to be able to deliver it. I think it does take guts, but to actually step forward and sell the idea of the value of what we offer, it's the value of what we do. We change lives. All of us across the country every day are changing lives, but we don't really shout about that, I don't think, as much as we could. People don't really understand that impact.

It sounds like that's something that you're doing on a personal level, so not all of your services are paid for, is that right, so the Westerly Club, which I mentioned in the introduction, the support group for men, that's a free service that you set up and provided for the community?

Yes.

So, tell me about the motivation to set that up.

We work obviously with a lot of different sectors, so we see the issues for men's mental health, which is what the Westerly Club is focused on, and I wanted to be able to find a way of being able to engage men in a therapeutic way without it being therapy because I think there's a barrier around that, but to start a conversation. We came up with the idea earlier this year, and, unfortunately, were thwarted by lockdown because the idea was to get people together physically. So, what we've done is the Westerly is something that's a fishing term - come from Grimsby - so the idea is that you 'have your Westerly', and the terminology means that it's someone you lean on and supports you, so if you're on a fishing boat that has a bad three-week trip you'd come home and rely on your Westerly, you know who would maybe buy you a pint and help you out.

Yes.

So, that was the idea behind it, and the guys in the group call themselves Westerlies, that's what they call themselves, so the idea behind it was to create a forum. We've got eight ambassadors now. The manager of Grimsby Town Football Club has just come on board this week, so we get to announce that.
Great.

But we've got eight ambassadors. Yes, very exciting. He came into the group last week to talk to me, but we've got eight ambassadors who are all men, who are all from different sectors and they all promote it as well. I didn't want it to be a woman pushing that. I wanted to have this kind of teamwork around it. So, we offer that for free. That's a private Facebook group open to any man over the age of 16, and it's been great because they're all very supportive of each other. All our services are paid for. The only ones that aren't are trainees, and we have four of those, and the Westerly Club, and that's just because it's something that I'm passionate about, and we're now in a position where I can do something like that; fund the marketing, fund the therapists who are helping because I think it's important.

And the Westerly Club is facilitated by a counsellor, I believe, is that right?

Yes. Well, I'm in there.

You're there.

And another counsellor. Yes, we have an art therapist in there as well who's one of my leads, and we have an events organiser in there as well, so between us we are there just to kind of check those boundaries, keep people safe. We step in if we have to, which hasn't happened much because the guys have been brilliant, and the ambassadors are all in there as well, so they're all helping, so it's a real team effort in supporting people.

And I guess it's also the networking as well, isn't it?

Yes, it is. It's a network, yes.

It's a way of demonstrating to people what you do and the value of it.

Yes, and I haven't sold anything about Fortis in the group at all. I haven't even spoken about it, but other people who have accessed Fortis are talking about Fortis in the group, and what benefit they've had from having the therapy or the training they've been on, or the mediation they've engaged in, all of those different services, so it's the people talking about the impact rather than me talking about the impact. That's really powerful because that's the clients discussing, and we're not breaking any confidence, that's their choice, so the whole networking idea and actually the fact that you've got people to lean on, and for me as well I've got eight ambassadors I can lean on who can say, 'This is a great idea', or, 'No, I don't think you should do that', and they have. They've said, 'Um, what's that about?' Then we talk about it, and we decide what's the right way of doing things, so it's great, I love it.

Great, and you just touched on there about payment, and many services that are providing like much needed support in our community at the moment say they couldn't survive if they paid their therapists, and they rely on trainees and you'd be able to qualify, but most of your therapists, I believe, are qualified and they are also paid. You said that's very important to you. Tell me how you've made that work financially.
It hasn't occurred to me not to make it work financially. I haven't gone into it. I would do this for free because I love it, I would absolutely, but I've got a mortgage to pay, I've got three children, unfortunately none of us are in the position to be able to do these things for free. There are 35 of us now and we're recruiting more, and all of those 35 are paid, and then the other four that are trainees aren't, they're obviously doing their hours, which enables us to be able to offer a free service to the right clients who are appropriate. We need to value what we're offering. For me, as long as we're being realistic about what we charge and we are generating income for those therapists because they are amazing at what they do, they have taken many years to qualify to the standard they're at, and so I feel like actually, that's just the way it should be. 
I absolutely respect the fact that there will be people who volunteer and absolutely love that, and that's part of what they do, and services who offer that voluntary role, which, again, I'm respectful of that, and I can choose, if I want to do something pro bona then I will because that's my choice, but as a service we offer a really good, high standard of service and there are cost implications. I've got buildings to pay for, people to pay for, so that needs to be part of the agreement with the client or the business, or whoever we're working for.
Absolutely, so let's talk a bit about the wide range of therapies that you offer. LEGO we mentioned. Drama therapy is another. Many services do tend to focus on one modality quite often, but you have chosen to do exactly the opposite, so tell me about that. 

There's a theme running here.
Yes! I think there is, isn't there?

Yes, so okay, so I think that there are all these amazing and different ways of working and engaging with people, and my way of working, which is more integrative, is not always the best way of supporting somebody whereas a drama therapist or an art therapist, or a CBT therapist, their way might be better than another person's way. And I just think we've got all these different options out there for training, and we've got all this variety of people we can support, and when we just focus on one way of working there's potential to preclude, or exclude all of those other clients who might benefit from a different way of working. Part of our process is we want to match the client with the right therapists, the right modality, the right person, the person who's got the expertise, and the age of the clients, so yes, all of that takes time. It's not about who's got space, that's not the priority. The priority is, who is the right therapist? By increasing the number of different therapies we have, it's such a richness. It's a richness for clients, but it's also a richness for us because we all share ideas. 
I set up a network of therapists - oh, that's not true, I didn't set it up, I took it over from some other therapists who decided they were going on to other things - and it was actually really difficult because there was a real sense of people being quite protective about what they know, not sharing ideas, not wanting to collaborate really, and I didn't continue with it because I thought it doesn't actually fit for my way of thinking and I know that, and I know that my way of thinking is probably a bit different, but that's what I provide at Fortis. Again, it's another network. We have WhatsApp groups where we share content, ideas, exercises, all sorts of things, different articles, things that we've found that may not fit with your way of working, but actually give you some really good ideas about how you might integrate that thought into your way of working, so yes, so that's why we've got a big variety. 
Because we work with all ages as well, so our youngest client, I think at the minute, is four years old sadly, and we work all the way through, so you can't work with a child of that age using CBT or a psychoanalytical way of working, it needs to be something that's more creative and play-based, or drama-based, so that works really well so that's what we do. Yes, so it's depending on the client, but the richness that it brings is the bit for me, and it gives us all these options.

Absolutely, and is the clinical director role, is that a role that yourself, that you're doing at the moment? Are you part of the assessment process that decides which of these therapists is best for a client?

Yes, so we have a process set up, because we do a lot of work with different services like looked-after children and post-adoption support and all those as well, so we have a process, and there are people with me who have been with me since, I don't know, probably five/six years now who know this process around looking at what the client needs, looking at who we have, what they can offer and who is the right person. We make those decisions, and then we trust the professional to be able to pick that client up and work in our way. But we have a lot of systems and checks along the way to make sure that we're all working in a Fortis way, if you like, so we're using the right assessment forms and we're feeding back, and we're reviewing regularly and we're making sure we're getting feedback, all of that to make sure the quality checks and due diligence are in place.
Okay, great, so you've also talked about, thinking laterally, about ways to use the skills of therapists outside of traditional kind of two people in a room setting, and yes, one of our themes that's coming through is how can we do this differently? For instance, one of the services you offer to schools and local businesses is reflective practice. I'm really curious about that. Can you tell us what that involves, and the type of client who's taken you up on that service?

Yes, so reflective practice. Well, a few years ago, when we tried to go to businesses and different services and said, 'We'd like to do clinical supervision for people in your organisation who actually deal with people every day', whether that's a HR professional or someone in a school, or whatever, if I'd said supervision they just did not understand it. That's changed quite a lot in the last few years, because it was almost like their perception of that was that somebody was going to be watching over them and making sure they were doing things correctly, and obviously, yes, there is an element of making sure people are working well, but it isn't about that kind of authoritarian standing over, like you would on a production line, it's not about that, so we changed the language around it to reflective practice and that really helped to break down that barrier. We provide that for all sorts of professionals, and it's a space on a monthly basis, like we would access supervision, to reflect, two heads are better than one, so we can reflect, we can talk about things, we can share good practice, but also that personal resonance that happens for everyone, not just us, not just therapists, it's happening for everybody in their roles, and it's proven to be really effective.
We do that on a one-to-one, but we also do that in groups, so group teams that might need some space to think because often that's what missing is that people just don't really have any time to think. We're doing a lot, but not necessarily reflecting a lot, so we can do that as groups. We've done creative reflective practice for groups as well for adults using different tools to help expression. We've also provided it for mental health first aiders, because I think things like mental health first aiders coming in seemed quite threatening at one point, and realistically these people have had a couple of days training and they've probably gone down the route of training for similar reasons to the reasons we did, in that they've got a personal interest. They can find themselves actually talking with people who are in a really difficult place, and probably quite suicidal, so providing, again, the reflective practice space to support them, to help them. It's applying what we do in a way that is acceptable, and other people can engage with that idea to support them, and that's what we do.
There are things like, we do therapeutic coaching, which is using our therapeutic skills, but being able to help people in a more of a coaching way in terms of looking at where people want to be and what their goals might be, and helping them to do that and, again, meeting on a monthly basis, so it's a supportive mechanism. It's not a therapy relationship. It's set up as a coaching conversation that helps leaders and managers to be able to support their people and their teams, and also recognise what's going on for them, set their goals and work towards them. It's a very progressive way of working. Again, it's using what we know about people and using it in a way that means it's adaptable through different organisations, different roles.

And I believe as well as that you also host your own podcast called Keeping the Peace. Keeping the Peace, is that right for the National Police Wellbeing Service?

Yes, that's right.

Yes, and the first series is the Humberside police, I believe, so how did that come about?

Well, I wanted to do a podcast for ages, and I thought about it over the first lockdown, and I decided that I would speak to the police, Oscar Kilo, and just see if there was any interest, because we do a lot with police officers and I'm really interested in that area of work, and we've done a lot of training. We have a training that's called Keeping the Peace, which we do for police officers, which is a four-day training, and it had gone down really well. We've had really good feedback, but there was a lot of themes coming through the therapy that we provide, but also the training that we've done. Based on that, and that understanding, I approached Oscar Kilo and my contacts at Humberside and said, 'What do you think about doing a podcast along the same lines as the training that people can listen to that's more intimate?', because I think sometimes with police officers, stepping forward and saying, 'Actually, I'm really struggling', is really hard whereas if you've got a mechanism for something like this, where they can listen to it at any time and no one knows, then you're probably going to reach more people. 
Yes, so we developed the ideas. We invited people to take part. We've done our first series, which has gone out and had some really lovely feedback about it. We are just working on the second series of podcasts now, and they'll be on different roles within policing probably from different forces across the country, so it's exciting, but it's also about people again. It's just coming back to having a forum and a place to be able to talk about some of the things that maybe are avoided, or we know are having an impact on officers, but maybe isn't spoken about that readily.
Well, that sounds amazing, and you've also done a TEDx talk, so at this point I'm wondering if you've actually got extra hours in your day compared to the rest of us.
Yes, I haven't. I wish I did.

Tell me, how do you manage to keep on top of all of this by not burning out and, also, as you mentioned earlier, having three children how can it be possible?

How are you still standing is the question, isn't it? I burnt out years ago. I had burnout years ago working for someone else because there were a lot of things I was trying to influence that I couldn't control, and we all know that that's like being on a hamster wheel, you don't make any progress. I had a lot going on at home, I had a husband waiting for spinal surgery, three young children at the time, so I have experienced burnout. I have experienced [signal breaks up 0:35:09.8] fatigue. I know what that feels like. So, I suppose I love what I do, that's a massive part of it. I love working with the people I work with. Don't get wrong, there have been stressful times. There's been times when, like, at the moment, we're absolutely full on, there's lots of work coming in and I have to look after myself, so I do work a lot, but I don't overload myself with too many client hours and that kind of work. I used to do a lot more clinical work than I do now. I still have some because I want to keep my hand in, and it's important to me, but it's not the same level as it used to be. I tend to support clinicians in a different way, but I do love it.

I love the variety of it, that keeps me going. I make sure that I eat well. I drink plenty of water. I exercise. I spend time with my family. We watch Bake Off a lot. We have time out. I have to have time out. My husband is brilliant because he will say. He'll see signs probably before I do that actually I'm running at full pelt, and so it's important to have that support network around you, I think. That's one of the main things for me is that I've got people around me. My team at Fortis, I can say to them, 'You don't know this, but I've got all of this going on. This is my To Do list, which is getting longer and longer. I just need you to know', and then they'll step in and say, 'Right, well, what do we need to do? Do we need to recruit? Do we need to help?' Asking for help is a big part of it.
The TEDx I did a couple of years ago, and it was a real process. I applied. I didn't know this at the time, but there was only place, which I got, and I'd written it around my experiences of therapy and my take on mental health, and I had to know it off by heart. I do a lot of professional speaking, which I don't learn like that because I don't need to, but I had to learn this script, which was really hard going, but what was hard was telling my story, but it really helped because it took me a month of kind of practising in between working. I delivered the TEDx, which was quite a nerve-racking thing because it was about me whereas normally, if I'm training people, it's about their mental health or strategies that they can help themselves with, but it was great because what it actually did was it helped me to do some of that self-disclosure stuff that we talk about as therapists, and is it appropriate or is it not? A lot of things I'd never spoken about outside of therapy really, so yes, so that was really helpful because it means I don't have to do that again. It's there. If people want to listen to it, they can, but, you know.
Absolutely, yes, it's like a kind of living 3D CV for you in a way.

Yes.

It's a 'This is me. This is my approach'.

Yes, absolutely.

Yes, does it fit you?

Yes.

So, we're just coming towards the end of 2020, it's been a challenging year - understatement I guess of the year for all of us - what about 2021? What are your hopes and your plans for next year?

It's a difficult question for me because I'm quite reactive, so if an idea comes I'll run with it. I do plan. We plan as a business, but I think I want to reach more people, and that's where doing the podcasts and the Westerly Club, and things like that, they create platforms and opportunities to be able to get the message out to more people about how to help themselves, and who can help. I want to do another podcast which is not connected to policing, which I'm just working on at the minute, so that will be something that we'll put out next year. I want us to continue to grow in all the different sectors that we're in. I find that really exciting because it keeps us on our toes, and it means that we're always pushing and seeing what we can do and how we can help, so I think for me it's that development and growth.
The other side to it is me, as a person who's not a business owner, and hopefully being able to not have to be locked down all the time, and being able to plan some things personally because I think that's been really tough this year. At the beginning of this year, I was out and about travelling all over the place and working everywhere, and obviously that travel has changed, so the way I work has changed. In some ways, we're more productive and we're more effective, and I'm more productive, and that's good if you've got the balance of having a holiday or being able to go to the gym, all those things that help us keep that balance, and I'm looking forward to being able to have a bit of that I hope at some point where we can have that balance back and be able to not either be in our houses, or in our therapy rooms or wherever we're working.
Yes, I'm with you on that one.

Yes, it's a real issue, isn't it? I think, as well, at the minute, if we're working from home, for example, our clients are in our houses.

Exactly.

And we always tell people, 'There are boundaries to separate', so that's quite tough.

Absolutely, there is that sort of natural transition that we used to have, so finally, Alexis, what advice or encouragement would you give for listeners who are listening, who are interested in listening today, interested in setting up their own service or making a business out of therapy, and just don't know where to start, so is there one piece of advice you'd give to them?

I would say write a business plan, and they're all going to go, 'Oh no, that sounds a bit dry', and it is, but you can get templates for business plans and it makes you think about where you're heading. It makes you think about where you want to be in a year/three years/five years. It might not be where you are in five years, it might be totally different, but it's getting your head in the game of running a business because you've proved you can do the client work, you've done that, you've qualified, you've practised, you've done your placement hours or whatever, you might be quite a few years in doing voluntary work, or whatever situation you're in, it's about how about you set your stall out to actually be help people, and it representing you as well as it possibly can? 
It's a bit like doing a risk assessment for something, you start to see things differently, so writing a business plan and considering what does your business look like? What's the structure going to be? What's your market? Who are you marketing to? You need to market differently depending on what markets you're going to. Your language is different depending on which market you're going for. It's this way of thinking that is so different to sitting in a room with a client and offering what you offer, and what you've learnt to do. A lot of courses don't really give you the tools to be able to go and think right, so what does my service look like?
Absolutely. No, I agree.

So, anything you can do where you are thinking about your setting, what does it look like? When I did mine probably, I don't know, I think at the time, it was eight/nine years ago now, but it was five pages long and it really helped me to kind of clarify my thinking, and then it's like right, okay, so actually how am I going to network? Who do I do that with? Who do you know who can help you to get your ideas starting to come to life? I think sometimes - and this, again, a sweeping generalisation - is that as a therapist we focus on helping other people, but we don't necessarily focus on helping ourselves when it comes to setting up a practice, but there are lots of people who you can ask advice from. There are a lot of people who can help you.
Yes, such as?

Such as, okay, so there are business advisers, there are websites you can read. There are other business owners. If you are networking, there are other business owners you can meet with. There is a business near us that's called E-Factor and they do a lot of networking events, which they're all online at the moment, and I joined that years ago. I think, I don't know, it's £30 a month, something like that, but the relationships that I've gained there and the other businesses I come into contact with have been massively helpful, and you learn a lot. It's being open to putting yourself in that risky place, not knowing and having a go.
Yes, we're back to being brave, being a bit brave.

Yes.

Getting out of that comfort zone.

Get in your stretch zone.

Okay, great, okay, so that is really inspirational, Alexis. I'm sure it's given lots of people food for thought, maybe some ideas to put into practice, so I'd just like to say thank you so much. A really big thank you for sharing your time today because we know you're busy, and just giving us so much to think about. Yes, wish you the best of luck with Fortis.
Thank you.

And I hope it continues to thrive and grow, and I will watch with curiosity to see what you do next.

Thank you. Thanks for having me. It's been lovely to talk to you.

You are very welcome. Bye-bye.

[Thank you for listening to the BACP Therapy Today podcast. We hope that you enjoyed it, and remember, if you've got an ideas or suggestions on what we might include in future editions, please do not hesitate to get in touch. Thanks again]

[END OF TRANSCRIPT]
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