
COMMUNITY CAFÉS  
that help groups of 
like-minded people to 

connect are on the rise. But one, 
in particular, is embracing the 
simple notion that talking can 
reduce stress. We’ve all felt the 
cathartic effects of meeting a 
friend for a cuppa and a chat. 
Between catching up on each 
other’s lives, you might use the 
time to share your worries – 
maybe it’s stress at work, 
relationships or money problems 
that call for a listening ear and 
some much needed advice.

But what if you’re 
dealing with a general 
feeling of anxiety or you’re 
just having a bad week? 
What if friends or family 
are the source of your 
worries? Or if ‘it’ is nothing 
in particular, or everything 
all at once, and you don’t 
want to be a burden? Or 
maybe you just feel you 
have no one to turn to.

This is where Frazzled Café, a 
charity founded by mental health 
campaigner and comedian Ruby 
Wax, could help. Set up in 2017, 
Frazzled Café is a free peer 
support group that meets after 
hours in Marks & Spencer cafés 
around the country – and, more 
recently, branches of Le Pain 
Quotidien. It offers anyone who’s 
feeling ‘frazzled’ to come and talk 
(or sit and listen), anonymously. 
Whatever you talk about is 
completely free from judgement.

Who uses it?
Ruby, the charity’s patron, defines 
being frazzled as a ‘contemporary 
illness’ of modern life that leaves 
us not just feeling stressed, but 
‘stressed about being stressed’. 

‘This is a safe place for people 

just to be honest with each other, 
where it’s OK to not be OK, and 
with others who get it,’ says Ruby. 
‘I’ve always thought half the cure 
is talking, and Frazzled Café is a 
great place to find your mental 
balance – with the bonus of tea 
and biscuits or other treats, thanks 
to M&S and Le Pain Quotidien.’

Elizabeth Morrison, director of 
Frazzled Café, adds, ‘We’re for 
people who don’t necessarily 
know what they need, but know 
something would be helpful. 
We’re not just for the one in four 

who will experience 
mental health issues; 
we’re for the four in four 
that will experience stress 
or feeling overwhelmed.’

Don’t expect magic 
solutions to your 
problems, however.  
This is more about 
connecting with others. 
It’s anonymous, free from 
giving advice and built on 

the very bedrock of what it is to 
look after our mental wellbeing: 
that it’s good to talk. 

What happens there?
Each fortnightly session is led by a 
facilitator who, with a light touch, 
makes sure the 1–11/2 hr session is 
a safe space and that the group 
sticks to the guidelines, one of 
which is to keep talk centred on 
personal experiences. 

Every session opens and  
closes with a short mindfulness 
exercise – not because Frazzled 
advocates mindfulness 
particularly, but because this has 
been found to help ‘ground’ 
people into the room. And, of 
course, there’s a short tea and 
coffee break midway through, 
before the session resumes.

Why ‘frazzled?’ Elizabeth 

Imagine a place 
you can take your 
stress – and leave 
it behind. The rise 
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of special  

after-hours 
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mainstream  

cafés is  
proving how 
good it feels  
to talk, says  
Laura Day  
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THERE ARE MANY WAYS TO STAY CONNECTED
There’s a growing number of other local and nationwide initiatives aimed at helping us talk more and link up with  

others, if only for a brief moment in our day. Here are a few of our favourites...

winter, and when I feel really 

anxious or isolated.’

She says sharing her feelings 

with a group of strangers makes 

her feel understood. ‘If I tell the 

group I feel really anxious, 

everyone knows what that feels 

like. But if I say that to a friend, 

they’ll probably suggest having a 

nice tea and cake, and tell me not 

to worry about it. It’s very hard to 

listen completely unconditionally 

to someone you know. After a 

session at Frazzled I feel heard, 

understood and comforted, 

because there are no barriers.’

Anna says she also finds it a lot 

easier to talk to strangers about 

her feelings and has shared 

things she’d never dream of 

telling her family and friends. 

‘After you’ve shared, someone 

might say, “That happened  

to me and this is how I dealt  

with it.” Looking into the eyes  

of someone who’s been to the 

same place as you feels better 

than anything.’

Michael adds, ‘A great part of 

feeling overwhelmed or poor 

mental health is a sense of 

isolation. Places like these set up 

a context and individuals get a 

sense of a shared experience, 

common humanity and common 

suffering. People can say, “I’m not 

alone and actually I’m like you, 

you’re like me and we have a 

shared experience.” That can 

have profound effects on how 

someone feels about themselves 

and whether or not they’re coping.’

For Dana, 50, Frazzled Café 

provides a relaxing atmosphere 

in which she can escape from the 

daily grind. ‘I first heard about it 

when I saw The Ruby Wax Show  

a couple of years ago. After that,  

I bought her book and loved it, 

but I didn’t go to a meeting for a 

long time.’ Dana says she found it 

hard to pluck up the courage to 

go to a session, but last year 

decided to give it a try.

‘I work in a call centre and it’s 

very stressful,’ she says. ‘A lot of 

the stress comes from the fact 

that I’m transgender but I’m 

constantly called Mr or Sir on the 

phone. It’s upsetting because 

that’s all I hear every day. But I 

look forward to going to Frazzled 

– I haven’t missed a session since 

I started going last year. I still 

have my problems, but it’s made 

things a lot better for me.’

The secret ingredient 
Frazzled Café makes it clear that 

it isn’t there to solve problems, 

but it gives you permission to 

open up if you choose to, get 

things off your chest and give 

others the space to talk just by 

showing up. Above all, it can help 

you gain perspective.

‘Talking about problems one  

to one or in groups is really 

powerful because we start  

to see and take on different 

perspectives,’ says Michael. 

‘Just voicing something 

means it’s a problem shared 

because suddenly you’re 

not the only one suffering 

with this – it’s out there. The 

secret is to give openness, 

acceptance, validation  

and acknowledgement  

to those overwhelmed  

feelings instead of trying to fix 

or control them.’

Anna agrees, and finds it works 

both ways. ‘It may sound awful, 

BE MORE US

It’s estimated there are 9 million 

lonely people in the UK. The Be 

More Us scheme by The 

Campaign to End Loneliness 

promotes the idea that we can 

tackle loneliness by talking to 

strangers and building small 

moments of connection. 

l Find tips for conversation 

starters at bemoreus.org.uk

explains the word works well to 

describe the feelings they’re 

trying to help. ‘It’s when you’re 

feeling that high level of stress or 

being overwhelmed that might 

be driven by depression or 

anxiety,’ she says.

‘Some say it’s made a huge 

difference in their lives; others 

may not have spoken, but go 

away feeling clearer on their own 

thoughts and feelings. It’s almost 

a place to practise saying some 

of that stuff to the people who 

are close to you, without having 

to pretend everything is OK.’

Why talk to 
strangers?
Sharing our innermost feelings 

with strangers may seem 

daunting, but it can help us in 

ways that talking to a family 

member or friend can’t. 

‘When we’re feeling stressed or 

overwhelmed, we want validation 

and acceptance of our suffering. 

We want people to say, “That 

sounds really awful; that sounds 

difficult for you,”’ says Dr Michael 

Sinclair, consultant psychologist 

and clinical director of City 

Psychology Group. ‘That’s a really 

difficult thing for a loved one to 

do for someone who’s suffering, 

because when we hear 

there’s a problem, we want 

to take the pain away.’ 

This is true for Anna*, 

28, who started going to 

Frazzled Café two years 

ago. Anna has a history of 

depression and anxiety, for 

which she was referred to 

group therapy sessions in 

2010. ‘I decided to take myself 

along to the Frazzled Café as  

a way of maintaining some 

support. I tend to go more in 

THE CHATTY CAFÉ SCHEME

Hundreds of cafés have already 

designated a ‘chatter and natter’ 

table as part of this nationwide 

scheme. Sitting at the table means 

you’re happy to talk. Founder Alex 

Hoskyn says it’s about simple 

interactions that can have an 

impact on someone’s day.  

l Look for the ‘Chatty Café 

Scheme’ notice, or find a table near 

you at thechattycafescheme.co.uk

THE BIG LUNCH

This year marked the 10th 

anniversary of The Big Lunch, a 

wellbeing initiative led by The Eden 

Project and National Lottery that 

aims to bring neighbours and 

communities together over food. 

l Find out how to  

host your own event at  

edenprojectcommunities.com

❛At the café I feel heard. Looking into the 

eyes of someone who’s been to the same 

place as you feels better than anything❜

but sometimes listening to other 

people’s worries does put your 

own into perspective.’ Dana 

agrees. ‘Even though to  

me, my problems are the 

biggest thing in the world, 

listening to other people’s 

made me realise it’s all 

relative. Everyone has 

something,’ she says.

The new  
cafŽ culture
Since its inception, Marks & 

Spencer has worked with 

Frazzled Café to host meetings 

around the country. The demand 

is growing and so is the number 

of cafés being made available. 

The charity has also been piloting 

new venues with Le Pain 

Quotidien. ‘The new partnership 

with Le Pain Quotidien allows us 

to reach out into different areas 

where a suitable M&S café may 

not be available,’ says Elizabeth. 

‘Plus it allows us to reach a 

different demographic that we 

might not get with M&S.’ 

The team is now looking at how 

because there’s clearly a demand.’

By bringing the café sessions to 

more major towns and cities, 

Elizabeth hopes the stigma of 

talking about our mental 

health will be reduced. ‘That 

stigma is less than it used to 

be, and we don’t want 

people to hide the fact that 

they’re coming to the 

meetings. The more 

people who are talking 

about what’s going on for 

them, the more we’ll break 

down the stigma until eventually 

it stops being something to  

talk about. Because it’s part of 

looking after yourself. We want 

people to be proud to go along.’

l Frazzled Café meetings 

happen every two weeks at 

selected venues around the 

country. Visit frazzledcafe.org  

to register and sign up to hear 

about new locations set to 

launch near you. 

❛With more sessions in major towns and 

cities, it‘s hoped the stigma of talking 

about our mental health will be reduced❜

to expand its reach even further. 

‘To trial scaling up more, we’re 

piloting with Southampton 

University’s campus for staff and 

students.’ If that model works, she 

says, they’ll open to the public 

and replicate it with other 

universities throughout the  

UK to bring the opportunity to 

more communities. ‘In an ideal 

world, we’d be in every major  

city and where people want us, 
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