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Introduction
Cygnus Support is a vibrant charity with a strong reputation as a professional emotional
wellbeing service, offering talking therapies, education and support to individuals across the
county. I have had the privilege of being its Chief Executive for seven months and in that short
space of time I have gained a real sense of commitment and ambition from my staff team and
Board of Trustees to empower the people of Northumberland through the services we offer.
Cygnus Support has had a presence in Northumberland for 30 years and we are very aware
of the increase in the number of individuals who are struggling to maintain a good enough
level of mental health. Mental health has become more common place and as an organisation
we are working hard to consolidate our experience in order to improve and expand our
services and be more responsive to local need in this area.
As the Chief Executive I see my role as leading the service through a transformational process
that strengthens our standing alongside our partners; demonstrating to funders, supporters
and stakeholders the breadth of our knowledge and expertise, validated by the consistent
measurable outcomes being achieved. Now is the time to push forward and reinvest in
partnerships and align our work to more strategic objectives being led by Northumberland
County Council, Northumberland Clinical Commissioning Group and Northumbria Healthcare
Trust.

Claudia Venosa-Hepworth
CEO

Highlights and Developments 2016-2017
The charity is now poised for growth and is looking forward to increasing its portfolio and
expanding into new markets over the coming years. However, our readiness to do this must
be credited to our investment in service review and redesign, sustained financial support from
funders and a refreshed organisational structure that has allowed us to be engaged in
meaningful partnerships and networks.
The highlights and development this year have been made possible by the continued support
from Big Lottery, Northumberland County Council and the Police and Crime Commissioner.
The compliment of these invaluable funding streams has meant that we have been able to
continue the delivery of our high quality counselling and education programme, whilst
affording us the opportunity to expand.
A significant change for Cygnus Support was our increased presence across the county.
Historically we focused our delivery in the South East and whilst this correlated with local
need and demand for our services, we took the decision to deploy our resources differently
and begun the process of establishing ourselves in the North and West of the county. This
foresight meant that we were able to reach out into more rural areas and enable access to
the most isolated in society. We continue to be committed to working in partnerships and
collaborations, focussing on marrying our specialist expertise with other value based
organisations.
Organisational change necessitates human resource and as such another noteworthy
strategic decision was the recruitment of a Development Counsellor. This additional capacity
within the team has enabled a number of advancements for the organisation; considerable
investment in marketing and consultation have strengthened our profile, increased our
knowledge of the county and diversified our potential collaborations.
We are proud to say that our clinical reputation has continued to attract trainee counsellors
and psychotherapists to the organisation. The provision of a clinical placement comes with a
meld of rewards and challenges. However we are dedicated to improving the experience of
individuals who have mental ill health and what better way of taking on the shared
responsibility, alongside educational providers than appraising and shaping clinicians of the
future. We offer a rich and robust learning environment and pride ourselves on being a
responsible organisation.

Chair’s Report
The last year has seen a significant change in the way Cygnus Support operates and delivers its
services. With the restructuring of the organisation and the appointment of Claudia Venosa-Hepworth
as Chief Executive we have become a dynamic, forward thinking charity with a clear vision for the
future. Continuing as we were was not an option. We need to compete in an ever shrinking market of
funding and we want to be seen as the ‘go-to’ organisation for counselling and wellbeing services in
Northumberland. We are more business-focussed with an eye to the future. Identifying trends in the
world of mental health and wellbeing and developing our services to meet these needs is core to our
future survival. We have had to build relationships with a range of partners which may have become
fractured in the past. I am confident that we are now seen as a professional organisation and one that
partner organisations are keen to work with to deliver their own strategic objectives.
We need to have less reliance on grant funding and our successful bid to the Fresh Ideas Fund means
we have employed a Business Development Manager to identify business opportunities that will
provide us with another income stream. Our aim is for Cygnus Support to offer services to small and
medium sized businesses in Northumberland with the aim of reducing sickness absence, improving
the mental wellbeing of the workforce and increasing productivity. We recognise that young people
are a significant group of our community who are subject to a range of stress factors: education
attainment, family problems, impact of social media and poor self-esteem all of which impact on their
social and emotional mental health. We already provide counselling for young people but we want to
work with schools to improve the mental wellbeing of young people and their families through a
costed service.
Northumberland is a large geographical county with areas of rural isolation and poor access to
services. Part of our lottery bid was to identify areas in the county which would benefit from our
services and work is continuing on this with the aim of setting up regular sessions in these areas.
There is a continual increase in people accessing our services and we would not be able to see so many
people without the volunteer counsellors and psychotherapists who provide us with their time and
clinical expertise. We are still a volunteer organisation with 27 volunteers including the Board
Members. This commitment is valued by the Board and although we may not always get the chance
to meet our volunteers they are recognised as an integral part of the organisation.
We know that we still have a lot to do to promote our services across Northumberland and this is
work the Board and the Chief Executive will be focussed on over the coming months. Our website
needs to meet the demands of future clients, partners and businesses and be more interactive with
links to social media. This is an on-going project. Our overall profile in the communities of
Northumberland needs to be raised and we need to pro-actively manage the media through targeted
campaigns to support mental health and fundraising activities.
I feel privileged to be part of this organisation which has been in existence for over 30 years. The work
of the staff, volunteers and Board Members is greatly appreciated and the last 12 months has been
difficult with the prospect of job losses if we were unable to secure funding. We are now in a position
of strength to meet new challenges and become a charity that is well known but still respected for the
caring and quality services it provides.
Jill Scarr
Chair of Trustees

Counselling Service
2016-2017 was a year of uncertainty and change here at Cygnus Support, our new name and
brand were in its infancy whilst sitting alongside the concern that comes with waiting to hear
the results of our Big Lottery application. Throughout this time, we remained committed to
service delivery for our clients and the counselling service in particular was as busy as ever,
with staff and volunteers continuing to provide a stable and dedicated service for those in
need. Despite this period of uncertainty our counselling staff team flourished thanks to
successful funding applications.

We just got bigger! (thanks to our incredible funders)
The continuation of support and funding from the office of the Police and Crime
Commissioner grew this year to a larger grant which has allowed us to employ our Domestic
Abuse Counsellor Victoria Chan. Victoria’s arrival has hugely increased our provision to
support one of our largest client groups, victims of Domestic abuse and sexual violence.
Having a dedicated counsellor has meant we have been able to place her in outreach venues
with two of our partners, NDAS and the refuge ensuring clients who are already face obstacles
are able to access support easier. We look forward to developing this role going forward.
Northumberland County Council awarded us a grant to fund a peripatetic counsellor, Nicola
Madill. The focus of this work was around prevention of homelessness by tackling common
mental health issues in particular experienced by those in some of the more rural areas of
Northumberland where access to services can be problematic. Nicola has been able to
provide a consistent presence in a GP surgery in Berwick upon Tweed and has seen clients in
outreach in a range of areas including Alnwick, Amble, Cramlington, Hadston, Blyth and Felton
as well as seeing some young people in schools. This work has resulted in an increase in male
clients accessing the service as well as young people and we hope to continue to develop and
grow this area of our work.
Cygnus became partners of the Bridge Project which is funded by the Big Lottery Fund and
European Social Fund as part of the Building Better Opportunities Programme. This is an
employability project aimed at helping people access support and tools required to move
them closer to employment in the future. Sue Holdsworth has been employed as our Bridge
Counsellor and has been seeing clients in Hexham, Prudhoe, Ashington and Blyth. This project
will continue for a further two years and we plan to increase the provision Cygnus provides
to this project.
And finally, we got the Big Lottery Funding for a further three years!!!! What fantastic news
to end the year on a real high knowing we would be able to continue to provide this invaluable
service to the people of Northumberland whilst developing our plans for long term

Counselling Service
sustainability. Under this funding we appointed a Counselling Manager, Lucy Greensmith and
a Development Counsellor, Angela Hara.
Our Development Counsellor will be driving forward part of our strategic plan to establish
permanent hubs across the county ensuring that clients facing multiple barriers including
social and rural isolation, economic challenges as well as poor mental health are not further
hindered by difficulties in accessing services.
As part of this work we will be extending our drop in service beyond Ashington where it has
run for the past 12 months. The drop in serves to provide a safe space for clients to feel
welcome and supported and certainly the clients who attend have called it a life saver.
So, it’s with real excitement that our counselling service ended 2016-2017 and with hope for
our future and its place here in Northumberland.
Watch this space as we continue to grow!
Development day
As a leading emotional and well being service, Cygnus Support has been providing quality
clinical placement and volunteering opportunities for counsellors and psychotherapists for
over 15 years. We pride ourselves in offering a rich placement where our volunteers feel
supported and developed through the exposure of working with a range of clients and
presenting issues as well as having the opportunity to access Continuous Professional
Development.
We held a development day in October 2016 with the purpose of getting as many of our
volunteer counsellors together to work on ideas for developing the service in terms of their
clinical placements and also to provide them with quality continuous professional
development. The Village Hotel played host and we had a great day working together, sharing
ideas and gathering as much information as possible.
We also enjoyed a fantastic training session entitled Endings delivered by Claudia Venosa.
100% of respondents stated that the content, pace and delivery of the training had been very
good or excellent.
Our evaluation forms showed that 100% of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that:
• The day was a good opportunity to get to know each other
•

They felt part of the Counselling Team

•

They had a strong sense of connection to Cygnus Support

Taking on board all the feedback received on the day we are planning to hold four of these
events annually from now on.

Counselling Service
Recovery Toolkit
The Recovery Toolkit is a psycho educational course designed for any individual who has
experienced domestic abuse. Aimed at building confidence and self-esteem the course helps
individuals understand the impact of the trauma they have experienced, thinking patterns
that may have emerged and helps them to identify thoughts and behaviours which may be
holding them back in life.
In partnership with NDAS and Bedlington Children’s Centre we ran a Recovery Toolkit. The
course ran for 6 weeks and was attended by 8 women who had all experienced domestic
abuse. The feedback from the course was excellent with the women reporting that their self
esteem and confidence had increased and they benefitted from the social interaction and
support received also. Moving forward we are working in collaboration with partners to
devise a co-ordinated approach to delivering the Recovery Toolkit to increase the provision
for this course across Northumberland.

Case Study

Client H is a female aged 55-60 who was referred by Victims First. She attended 7
sessions and had 3 telephone appointments with the counsellor. Her presenting issues
were anxiety, depression, panic attacks, disrupted sleep, low energy and self-esteem,
changes in appetite, feeling unable to leave the house and increased pain in pre-existing
medical conditions following a traumatic incident a few months prior to her referral. In
sessions Client H processed some of the past trauma and was given space to talk about
the impact of events on her life now. During the sessions she learnt relaxation
techniques to enable her to fall asleep quicker and stay asleep longer; which she found
more effective than medication. Client H also began to leave the house more, making
a couple of trips into town. She decided to finish her current job as it was exacerbating
health problems which was a positive move which enabled her to do some online
training courses and explore new areas of work. Client H’s WEMWBS showed
improvement when she completed counselling.

Statistics

This graph reflects both counselling hours provided and those lost during 2016-2017.
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There has been a significant increase in referrals received during the last year with the
number of male client referrals almost doubling from 16 to 30.

Statistics
AGE GROUPS 2016-17
60+
9%

U18
8%

18-25
8%

41-60
31%

26-40
44%

Breakdown of referrals into age categories.

Increase in Young people

18-25

U18

0

10

20
Projected 2017-18

30
2016-17

40

50

2015-16

There has been an increase in referrals of young people, using current data for 2017-18 this
is expected to continue, especially in the 18-25 age group.
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Statistics
Issues Presented by 179 clients during 2016
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Physical Health Problems
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Enduring Mental Health Problems
Mental Health e.g. Stress Depression
Crisis
Bereavement/ Loss
Relationship Problems e.g. Sexual issues/family/relationship breakdown.
Bullying
Caring responsibilities
Rape/sexual assault including harassment
Child Sexual Abuse
Domestic Violence – Physical violence/bullying
Self Harm
Confidence/Self esteem/body image
Referral to other agencies (MARAC Safeguarding)
Suicidal Intent
Financial
Housing
Life Stages/Choices
Criminal Offences

This graph demonstrates the issues that are presented at assessment. The majority of our
clients present with common mental health problems. However, most clients are
experiencing multiple issues which our counsellors and therapists are highly trained to deal
with. We also frequently work with partner agencies to offer a holistic service to the clients
where therapeutic work is not required.

Feedback

Education Programme
The educational programme has continued to be well received. We have provided a number
of opportunities that have focussed on preventing the recurrence of mental ill health and
supported the maintenance of good enough emotional wellbeing. The programmes have
aimed to reduce social isolation and increase a sense of self-efficacy and personal resilience.
Cygnus Support are reviewing this element of the service consulting with the local community
to ensure we are having the greatest impact.
Courses during the year have included
•
•
•

Tai Chi attended by 35 people over 4 courses
Yoga attended by 22 people over 3 courses
Mindfulness attended by 5 people

A series of ‘I made it’ workshops took place during the summer of 2016. These were practical
workshops where attendees had the opportunity to make planters and candleholders, try
their hand at picture framing and producing pictures in felt. There were all well attended and
some clients attended all 3.

“I really enjoyed the session and can’t wait for
the next one, loved it” – I Made It Workshop

Financial Summary
Thanks to a successful bid to Big Lottery Reaching Communities Fund Cygnus Support had
secured its position in the community until February 2020. This funding is further supported
by annual grants from Northumbria Police and Crime Commissioner Victims of Crime Fund
and Northumberland County Council Homelessness Section. These grants allow us to employ
dedicated counsellors to support victims of crime and those at risk of becoming homeless.
Cygnus Support is part of the Bridge Project, funded by The Big Lottery Fund and ESF Building
Better Opportunities Grant. The project, led by VoiCes Northumberland, is an employability
support project operating throughout Northumberland. For our part, we employ a counsellor
to work with those furthest from the employment market to support them into being workready.
Other income is generated by course fees and donations.
The Board, staff and volunteers extend their thanks to all for their continued support.
Audited Accounts are available as a separate document.
For the coming financial year support is also received from the Community Foundation Fresh
Ideas Fund enabling us to employ a Business Development Manager who will source selfgenerated income from local businesses and community groups.

Meet the Team
Employed Staff
Claudia Venosa- Hepworth

Chief Executive Officer

Lucy Greensmith

Counselling Manager

Judith Pleasance

Office Manager

Lisa Noble

Administrator

Angela Hara

Development Counsellor

Nicola Madill

Counsellor

Victoria Chan

Counsellor

Sue Holdsworth

Counsellor

Claudia
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Lisa

Lucy

Nicola

Angela

Cath Hale and Mandy Robinson left the organisation during 2016-17.
In June 2017 we welcomed Michelle Brannigan as our Business Development Manager.

Meet the Team
Board of Trustees
Chair
Vice Chair
Treasurer
Secretary

Jill Scarr
Gill Fraser
Darienne Law
Sarah Abernethy
General Board Members
Hilarie Tucknott

Volunteers
Jen Anderson^
Marie Clark
Sarah Clarke
Rachel Coffey
Alison Donaldson
Lucy Gilbert
Gemma Graham
Helen Graham
Pru Heathcote
Sue Holdsworth^
Kim Hopkins
* Joined since last AGM
^ Left since last AGM

Marie Jones
June Kinsley-Smith
Deborah Marshall
Brenda Potts
Marie Stirzaker
Julie Sturgess
Christine Thompson
Claudia Venosa^
John Wilson
Andrew White

Looking Forward
Mental ill health is non-discriminatory, affecting individuals, families and communities across
Northumberland. Whilst the mission that drives Cygnus Support is fundamental to our
delivery model, we want to remain open and creative about our approach across a diverse
county. Above and beyond the continued delivery of our quality core services, we are keen
to translate our growing knowledge into useable intelligence to drive the organisation. We
want to evolve into an organisation that is better able to describe and demonstrate the
impact of our interventions and places ourselves in a position that commissioners, funders,
donors are confident to champion and invest in our vision going forward.
Cygnus Support not only wants to be recognised as a credible service provider, we have set
ourselves the task of embracing our social responsibility to challenge the discrimination and
prejudice faced by individuals experiencing mental ill health. We want to better use our
influence to give a voice to the community of Northumberland and bring about change that
has a legacy far into the future.
Gone are the days when charities can remain modest about their expertise and knowledge
and with the support of Fresh Ideas funding Cygnus Support we remain excited by the
prospect of entering into the commercial market. Based upon sound research and
development, the next year will determine new routes into the market place and see the
initiation of new ventures. Cygnus Support has 30 years of experience and this gives us
confidence to transfer our knowledge into new areas of work.
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