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THE ORGANISATIONS INVOLVED IN THE RESEARCH 
 
SHARED CARE NETWORK 
Shared Care Network is an umbrella organisation representing 300 schemes 

in England, Wales and Northern Ireland that link families with disabled 

children to short-break carers. The breaks can be anything from a few hours a 

week to a few days a month and may include an overnight stay. Most children 

who use the service have a learning difficulty, though they may have a 

physical disability, complex healthcare needs, HIV or sensory impairment. 

 

Shared Care Network promotes the development of quality, family-based 

short breaks for disabled children and young people. It does this by 

developing appropriate policy and good practice guidelines, by providing 

training, an information service and a series of conferences, and through its 

research programme. 

 

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF ADULT PLACEMENT SERVICES (NAAPS) 
The National Association of Adult Placement Services represents the interests 

of all those involved in Adult Placement and whose aim is to promote and 

develop Adult Placement as a resource which offers alternative 

accommodation for vulnerable adults within family settings. NAAPS works to 

promote and maintain high standards of practice in the field of Adult 

Placement, offering advice, support and training to new and existing service 

providers, providing a national forum for the identification of areas of concern 

and seeking to develop national policies to address them.  

 

NORAH FRY RESEARCH CENTRE  
The Norah Fry Research Centre is a part of the University of Bristol and 

undertakes applied research on services and supports for disabled children 

and adults with learning difficulties and their families. The Centre enjoys a 

positive, high profile reputation nationally and internationally. It is committed to 

producing research outputs in formats that are useful to policy-makers, 

practitioners, families, people with learning difficulties and disabled children as 

well as other academics in the field.  
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GLOSSARY 
 
ADULT PLACEMENT 
Adult Placement is a system in which vulnerable people are cared for within 

another household and treated as a member of that family. The placement 

may be organised for varying lengths of time, from looking after someone for a 

day to looking after them for life. It may be viewed as akin to ‘Adult Fostering’. 

 

BAAF FORM F 
The assessment form usually used to assess potential foster carers. 

 

BEFRIENDEE 
The service user to whom a befriender is linked. Befriendees may also be 

known as ‘befriending partners’ or ‘service users’. 

 

FAMILY-BASED SHORT-BREAK SERVICE 
A service which provides short breaks for people and their families. The 

breaks usually take place in the support carer’s own home. These services 

may also be known as shared care or family link services. 

 

GROUP BEFRIENDING 
Group befriending is where a support carer provides friendship and support to 

more than one person in a group setting. The focus of group befriending is 

usually to provide opportunities for young people to engage in leisure and 

social activities together.  

 

ONE-TO-ONE BEFRIENDING 
A one-to-one or two-to-one relationship with a support carer providing 

friendship and enabling a befriendee to access local community activities and 

leisure facilities. 

  



iii 

SCHEME WORKERS 
Scheme workers are responsible for matching and introducing befrienders 

with befriendees. They also manage the befriending service, and train, 

support and monitor the befrienders. 

 

SHARED CARE SERVICES  
Services which provide short breaks for people and their families. The 

services may also be known as short-break or family link services. 

 

SHORT-BREAK CARER 
A support carer who provides short breaks, usually in their own home.  

 

SITTING SERVICE 
Short breaks provided for a carer that take place in the service user’s home. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Despite the growing trend for the development of befriending services, there is a 

paucity of research evidence about the effectiveness of such services. This is in 

the light of government recognition that the provision of short-break services (of 

which befriending is one of the range of services) is essential for supporting 

families. These three factors have prompted this research, which focuses on the 

views and experiences of 15 workers at seven befriending schemes for children 

and/or adults with learning difficulties in England: 34 people with learning 

difficulties using the schemes; 42 befrienders attached to them; and 46 parent 

carers of children/young people linked to any of the seven schemes. The 

interviews revealed that: 

• Most schemes were unable to meet the demand for befrienders. 

• The most effective method of recruiting new befrienders was word of 

mouth. 

• Each of the seven schemes had a different approach to the procedure for 

the assessment of volunteers. 

• All but one of the befriending services provided mandatory preparatory 

training for befrienders. 

• Matching potential befriendees and befrienders was usually done on the 

basis of the befriender’s preferences and interests. Befriendees were not 

usually given options in the same way.  

• Some of the befriendees wanted to do new and different things.  

• All but one of the befriendees thought their befriender was a good friend.   

• Over a quarter of the befrienders thought that they were out of pocket 

because of their befriending activities.  

• Many befriendees and their families felt let down and disappointed at the 

end of a befriending partnership.  

• Just one of the seven services formally reviewed every link once a year.  

• Many befrienders seemed to get a lot themselves from being a befriender.  

• Some challenges mentioned were: dealing with some forms of behaviour,  

          the physically demanding nature of the work, and the maintenance of   

          motivation and enthusiasm.   
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BACKGROUND 
Befriending is commonly described as acting as a friend to a person. Whilst the 

offer and provision of friendship is a key element of befriending, there are two 

other elements to befriending that distinguish it from ‘friendship’: firstly, the 

involvement of a formal service provider, and secondly, the purposive nature of 

the relationship between the individuals concerned. In general, befriending is a 

service that aims to help people increase their friendship circles. 

 

Although befriending is generally seen as being a ‘good thing’ and is thought to be 

effective, there are few studies providing definitive evidence of this, particularly in 

relation to people with learning difficulties. This is despite government recognition 

that such services are essential for supporting families of children with learning 

difficulties (DoH 1998; DoH/SSI 1998a; DoH/SSI 1998b; DoH 2001a), and the 

government’s commitment to providing quality services for people with learning 

difficulties that promote independence, choice and inclusion (DoH 2001b).  

 

THE RESEARCH 
The study sought to obtain the views and experiences of the different people 

involved with seven befriending schemes for children and/or adults with learning 

difficulties in a variety of locations throughout England. Four of the schemes 

provided a service for children and young people up to the age of 18, one covered 

the transition period with youngsters aged from 14-25, and two provided a 

befriending service for adults.  

 

Interviews were held with: 15 workers at the seven befriending schemes, 34 

people with learning difficulties using any of the seven befriending schemes, 42 

befrienders attached to any of the seven schemes and 46 parent carers of 

children/young people linked to any of the seven schemes. 

 

THE RECRUITMENT AND PREPARATION OF BEFRIENDERS 
Each of the seven befriending schemes actively recruited new volunteer 

befrienders, using a variety of methods.  The most effective method seemed to be 

word of mouth, with almost a third of the befrienders saying that this was how they 
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heard about befriending opportunities. Most schemes were unable to meet the 

demand for befrienders. 

 

Each of the seven schemes also had a different approach to the procedure for the 

assessment of volunteers.  Two used detailed application and assessment 

procedures. The other five services undertook an interview with the prospective 

befriender, and most took up personal references and undertook a number of 

statutory checks of police and social services records.  There was an almost 

unanimous agreement on the part of the parents whose youngsters used a 

befriending service about the need for such checks on befrienders working with 

disabled children and adults.   

 

All but one of the befriending services provided mandatory preparatory training for 

befrienders.  The length and depth of these training courses varied considerably.  

The topics that the most befrienders could remember being covered in their 

training were disability awareness training, and an exploration of their own values 

and attitudes.  Almost all of the befrienders who received some training judged it 

to be ‘very useful’ or ‘useful’.  

 

THE MATCHING OF BEFRIENDERS AND BEFRIENDEES 
Most of the befriending schemes obtained information about potential befriendees 

from a referral agency, such as social services.  They had become aware of the 

skills, interests and preferences of the potential befrienders from their preparation 

and training sessions.  However, matching potential befriendees and befrienders 

was usually done on the basis of the befriender’s preferences and interests, with 

or without other factors such as availability, ethnicity, age, the area in which they 

lived and whether the befriender was a car driver or not.  Befrienders were 

generally given a personal profile of their potential befriendee and had an 

opportunity to choose whether or not to go ahead with befriending the person that 

was suggested. Befriendees were not usually given options in the same way. 
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CURRENT BEFRIENDING ARRANGEMENTS 
A wide range of activities was described by befrienders, service providers, 

befriendees and the parents of young people using the befriending services.  

Even so, some of the befriendees wanted to do new and different things. Half of 

all activities mentioned were home-based or activities in the community where 

interaction with others was unlikely to take place.  For youngsters linked with 

group befriending schemes, a narrower range of activities was on offer than for 

befriendees linked to one-to-one befrienders.  

 

Two-thirds of the befrienders said that they had encountered one or more 

difficulties when they were out with the person they befriended.  The most 

commonly stated difficulties were the ‘inappropriate’ behaviour of the befriendee, 

and the attitude of the public towards the befriendee.  Befrienders reported using 

a range of techniques to resolve difficulties, both at the time they occurred and 

subsequently, and most befrienders seemed to think that they were reasonably 

well equipped to deal with them. Of further concern was that over a quarter of the 

befrienders thought they were out of pocket because of their befriending activities. 

 

Most parents of befriendees were satisfied with the current arrangements for their 

son or daughter.  Those that were not satisfied mentioned the reasons as being: 

the infrequency or unpredictability of meetings, transport difficulties, the presence 

of a third party at meetings, the use of segregated services, too much emphasis 

on one activity, or a maximum age limit for the service.  

 
THE RELATIONSHIPS INVOLVED 
All but one of the befriendees said that they thought their befriender was a good 

friend to them.  In addition, all but one of the befrienders said that the relationship 

with the person they were linked to worked well for them.  

 
WHEN BEFRIENDING LINKS END 
It is clear that the befriending relationships gave rise to intense feelings, 

particularly on the part of the befriendees. However, many befriendees and their 

families felt let down and disappointed at the end of a befriending partnership. 

There were no instances when befriendees who had had a previous link could 
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recall someone from the services talking to them about the link ending or asking 

how they had felt about it.  

 

MONITORING, REVIEWING AND EVALUATING THE WORK OF THE SCHEMES 
Some of the befriending services had a formal monitoring system, while others did 

not. Just one of the seven services mentioned that they formally reviewed every 

link once a year, in order to check that the service users still needed the service. 

Almost a third of befrienders had not received a copy of the organisation’s Equal 

Opportunities Policy, and none of the services had considered the possibility of 

befrienders being disabled people themselves. 

 

THE JOYS AND CHALLENGES OF BEING A BEFRIENDER 
Many befrienders seemed to get a lot themselves from their befriending 

relationship and all but one of the befrienders said that they would recommend 

befriending to a friend. Most befrienders were very committed and intended to still 

be befriending for the foreseeable future, although there was more instability with 

younger volunteers who were a more mobile group. Generally, intense 

relationships developed between the befrienders and befriendees.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
The increased popularity of the concept of befriending has led to the proliferation 

of one-to-one and group befriending schemes in the UK since 19981. Research on 

befriending and mentoring carried out by the Research, Development and 

Statistics Directorate of the Home Office in 2001 collected information from 2,231 

schemes and organisations active in the UK. Of these, the number providing a 

befriending service was approximately 1,150. The actual number of befriending 

services may be two or three times this number, based on the response rate of 

the survey and estimates of the proportion of schemes and organisations not 

covered by the survey. 

 

The concept of befriending is not new - its origins lie back in the nineteenth 

century - but there is little information about how the philosophy of befriending has 

refined over the years, nor how befriending services have developed.  This 

chapter summarises the available information and discusses the development and 

philosophy of befriending services, particularly in relation to disabled children and 

adults. 

 

WHAT IS BEFRIENDING? 
A contemporary dictionary definition of befriending describes it as ‘acting as a 

friend to’ a person, or to ‘favour’ an individual.  Yet although it is the offer and 

provision of friendship that is a key element of befriending, there are two other 

elements to befriending that distinguish it from ‘friendship’: firstly, the involvement 

of a formal service provider, and secondly, the purposive nature of the relationship 

between the individuals concerned.  

 

In their recent national study of befriending schemes, Dean and Goodlad (1998) 

defined befriending as: 

 

 

                                            
1 Preliminary findings from a survey by the Research, Development and Statistics Directorate of 
the Home Office due to be published in 2003. 
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“A relationship between two or more individuals which is initiated, supported 

and monitored by an agency that has defined one or more parties as likely to 

benefit.  Ideally, the relationship is non-judgmental, mutual and purposeful, 

and there is a commitment over time.” (p. 5) 

 

This definition, derived from the Befriending Network (Scotland)2, makes clear the 

distinction between befriending and friendship: the former is a service, and the 

latter is ‘a private, mutual relationship’ (Befriending Network (Scotland) 1997, p.5).  

Befriending relationships are not private – they are initiated and supported by a 

formal service-provider or agency.  Nor are they necessarily mutual – although 

both parties might benefit from the relationship, they are generally not in positions 

of equal power.  While most befriending services aim to help people to increase 

their friendship circles, Dean and Goodlad (1998) identified six possible ways in 

which befriending schemes might attempt to do this.  These are: 

• creating new social links, with the relationship between the befriender and 

befriendee being valued in its own right in that it reduces the social isolation 

of the befriendee 

• integrating befriendees into everyday activities in local services and 

facilities 

• integrating befriendees into wider social networks, by facilitating 

opportunities to meet others and develop new social links 

• integrating befriendees into groups of like-minded people who share an 

interest or hobby 

• integrating befriendees into mutual support groups with people who have 

the same sorts of need 

• assisting befriendees to be full members of a community which is 

knowledgeable about disability, values diversity and recognises a common 

humanity. 

 

It is clear, therefore, that while befriending services may share a common 

definition, their aims may differ philosophically.  On the one hand are befriending 

services that function as a route to ‘normalisation’, aiming to maintain or integrate  

                                            
2 Formerly the Scottish Befriending Development Forum. 
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an individual in a society that is largely organised in a way that devalues them; on 

the other hand are befriending services that aim to help change society by 

educating its citizens and removing barriers to equality of opportunity.  Many of 

the latter are likely to be projects with a community-building focus which are, in the 

main, more broad-reaching than more ‘typical’ befriending services.  

Nevertheless, we have included this kind of activity in the befriending study where 

the intention is that the ‘community connectors’ withdraw once an individual has 

found their niche in that community. 

 

EARLY BEFRIENDING SCHEMES 
The first allusion to befriending in the social welfare context seems to date back to 

the end of the nineteenth century when, in 1879 lay missionaries were appointed 

to act as advisers and helpers to young offenders and their families.  This led to 

the setting up of a number of shelters and homes for juveniles, and later an 

approved school.  From this early befriending scheme, the Police Court Mission 

was founded, later to be renamed the Rainer Foundation, which is still involved 

with supporting young offenders in the community (Hagard and Blickem, 1987). 

 

It was then another seventy years until further progression took place in 

befriending services. In the 1950s, the Samaritans was founded, an organisation 

dedicated to the prevention of suicide and the alleviation of loneliness and 

depression that may lead to suicide.  Befriending by volunteers was regarded as 

the best method available to meet these objectives.  Chad Varah, the founder of 

the Samaritans explained the purpose of the befriending relationship as follows: 

 

“The purpose of befriending is not to remain in this relationship for the rest of 

the client’s life. It could be said that the purpose of befriending is to make 

itself unnecessary…if it is successfully done, sooner or later the client will be 

able to make his or her own friends and the Samaritan befriender can be 

withdrawn.” (Varah, 1973, p.53) 

 

Befriending in this context was about acting as a friend to an individual and 

helping and supporting him or her through emotional difficulties.  
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THE IMPACT OF ‘CARE IN THE COMMUNITY’ 
Since the 1970s the locus of service provision for disabled people has moved 

from hospital to the community.  The key policy framework for ‘community care’ 

was provided by the 1971 White Paper ‘Better Services for the Mentally 

Handicapped’ (Department of Health and Social Security, 1971) which paved the 

way for change.  This focused on reducing the number of places in hospitals and 

institutions and increasing provision in the community, and committed the 

government to help people with learning difficulties live ‘as normal a life as 

possible’ without unnecessary segregation from the community.  The emphasis on 

‘community care’ was reiterated in a series of policy documents setting out 

government policy for the health and social services from 1976 onwards, and it 

became the prevailing ideology of the time.  The underlying philosophy of 

community care is that of fitting people into patterns of everyday life and 

conditions of daily living that the majority of people in a society experience.  The 

notion of ‘normality’ is implicitly seen as a desirable goal and a measure of 

achievement.  

 

With the implementation of community care policies came an awareness of some 

barriers to participation in community life.  Disabled people were found to have 

limited engagement in social activities and social contacts, to be ‘in the 

community’ but not ‘of the community’ or to be living on the fringes of community 

life3.  Befriending services were considered one way to address the issue, not just 

for disabled people, but also for other potentially isolated people in the community. 

 

THE BROADER PICTURE  
During the 1970s and 1980s many imaginative befriending schemes were 

developed to support specific groups of possibly vulnerable people living in the 

community but not necessarily part of the community.  Schemes included 

befriending services for children and young people, older people, people with 

mental health support needs, disabled people, offenders or ex-offenders, and 

those associated with particular experiences, organisations or services, such as 

                                            
3 In subsequent years, this criticism of community care was recognised in major reports by The 
House of Commons Social Service Committee in 1985, the Audit Commission in 1987 and the 
Griffiths Review in 1988. 



10 

bereaved people or those with life-threatening or terminal illnesses and their 

carers.  For example: 

• The first befriending project for disabled people was established in the ‘Kith 

and Kids’ organisation in the 1970s. ‘Kith and Kids’ began in 1969 as a 

group of families, all of whom included a disabled person, who wanted to 

share their experiences and support each other.  In 1972 the ‘two-to-one’ 

project was started, which links at least two volunteers to each disabled 

person with the aim of building friendships and fostering social inclusion.  

Today, this is one of the several projects that the organisation runs. 

• In 1974 a one-to-one scheme was established matching volunteer 

befrienders with people with learning difficulties in long-stay hospitals.  By 

the end of 1975 there were 12 such schemes running throughout the 

country.  The philosophy of the scheme was to promote understanding of 

people with learning difficulties and to bring the long-stay residents in 

contact with the community outside the hospital.  In other words, the 

benefits of the befriending scheme were to be two-way: it was to erode the 

fear and prejudice associated with learning difficulties by people in the 

community (a benefit both to the people with learning difficulties and to the 

community at large), and it was to broaden the horizons of the residents. 

• The Cheshire Juvenile Volunteers Scheme was established in 1976, 

matching volunteer befrienders with young people who had been cautioned 

by the police.  

• In 1978, the first documented befriending scheme used in connection with 

intermediate treatment (IT) was developed in a joint initiative in 

Cambridgeshire. Intermediate treatment is a concept stating the need for 

local authorities to provide a service for young people appearing in juvenile 

courts.  The IT befriending scheme aimed to ‘support, supervise and 

rehabilitate young people’, moving them on from specialised group 

activities back into their local community.  Trained adult volunteers 

befriended young people on a one-to-one basis and although shared 

interests or activities were the catalyst for the relationship, many of the 

youngsters valued just having 'someone to talk to, someone to listen [and] 

a friend rather than an instructor’ (Blickem and Green, 1980, p.17). 
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• One-to-one befriending was extended to people with mental health support 

needs in the mid 1970s, initially in Dartford, Kent, with the two-fold aim of 

promoting understanding by the community and promoting community 

inclusion.  In the late 1980s Kingdon et al. (1989) reviewed another 

befriending scheme for mental health service users in Nottingham and 

highlighted the three main benefits of the service as being that:  

• the provision of befrienders helped tackle befriendee’s problems of 

isolation, anxiety and depression 

• the befrienders contributed to combating stigmatisation and 

disseminating information about services in their communities 

• mental health professionals involved in training the befrienders were 

made more aware about the concerns of the community in relation 

to services for people with mental health support needs.    
 

BEFRIENDING SCHEMES TODAY 
According to the Shared Care Network’s4 survey of short-break services in 

England and Northern Ireland in 1992, 53% of adult and 37% of children’s 

schemes were running a befriending service in addition to other more traditional 

family-based short-break services (Beckford and Robinson 1993).  By 1998, when 

a further survey of short-break services was undertaken by the Shared Care 

Network, 31% of adult and 32% of children’s schemes reported running a 

befriending service (Prewett, 1999).  A survey undertaken for this research in 

2002 by the National Association of Adult Placement Services5 (NAAPS), found 

that 35% of adult placement schemes providing a day care service also provided 

a service that met the definition of a befriending service as outlined by the 

Befriending Network (Scotland) on p.1 of this report.  
 

DOES BEFRIENDING WORK? 
Although befriending is generally seen as being a ‘good thing’ and is thought to be 

effective, there are few studies providing definitive evidence of this.  In the United 

                                            
4 Shared Care Network (SCN) is the umbrella organisation for family-based short-break services 
for disabled children in England, Northern Ireland and, more recently, Wales. 
5 The National Association of Adult Placement Services (NAAPS) is a national charity whose aim 
is to promote and develop Adult Placement. 
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States, a study by Tierney et al. (1995) provides quantitative evidence that 

befriending is an effective intervention for young people at risk.  Those who had 

been befriended were 46% less likely to start using drugs and 27% less likely to 

start using alcohol than those in a control group.  They were also less likely to 

take part in fights, more likely to attend school and got slightly better grades for 

their schoolwork. 

 

In the UK, Harris et al. (1999) did a randomised controlled trial to evaluate the 

effectiveness of using befrienders for women with chronic depression in inner 

London.  They found that befriending led to a higher frequency of overall 

remission from depression (for at least two months in duration) in women 

allocated befriending (overall remission 65%), compared with the women in the 

control group (overall remission 40%).  

 

Other studies have provided more qualitative evidence of the effectiveness of 

befriending services in different settings (e.g. Copello et al., 1998; Bradshaw and 

Haddock, 1998; Oakley et al., 1998; Dean and Goodlad, 1998).  Two of the six 

befriending services considered by Dean and Goodlad (1998) served people with 

learning difficulties: one was a recreation project for people with learning 

difficulties over five years of age, using befrienders to support service users to 

access mainstream leisure opportunities; the other was a disability group offering 

individual befriending and group outings for people aged 25 to 60 years old with a 

physical or sensory impairment or learning difficulties.  Each of these befriending 

schemes were convinced of the value of what they do, but the authors noted that: 

 

“No-one could be sure that befriending has made any difference in the 

users’ community participation. If it has increased, it may have done so 

anyway. If not, the exclusion might have been worse without the 

befriending.” (Dean and Goodlad, 1998, p.34) 

 

They conclude: 

 

“Befriending has little effect on the root causes of disadvantage and 

exclusion, but may ameliorate their impacts. Befriending provides hope that 
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the processes and structures of social exclusion can be tackled in small 

and sometimes highly significant ways.” (op. cit. p.46) 

 

Another attempt to evaluate befriending services for people with learning 

difficulties was undertaken in London by Hughes and Walden (Hughes and 

Walden, 1999). They followed the progress of a pilot intensive befriending 

volunteer project designed to boost the social networks of people with learning 

difficulties living in a group home. Their conclusion was that caution should be 

exercised when introducing befriending services, and that careful monitoring is 

required to ensure that new relationships are not formed at the expense of prior, 

and possibly more enduring ones.    

 

We are not aware of any other reports that have considered the provision of 

befriending for people with learning difficulties. This is in the light of government 

recognition that the provision of short-break services (of which befriending is one 

of the range of services) is essential for supporting families within the community 

(Department of Health, 1998; Department of Health Social Services Inspectorate, 

1998a; Department of Health Social Services Inspectorate, 1998b). The Quality 

Protects initiative for transforming children’s services has one of its sub-objectives 

that services should “…increase the number of disabled children in receipt of 

family support services – including short-term breaks” (DoH, 2001a). Further, 

Valuing People (DoH, 2001b) stated the government’s commitment to providing 

quality services for people with learning difficulties that promote independence, 

choice and inclusion. It acknowledged the social isolation of many people with 

learning difficulties and that one of the greatest challenges faced by learning 

disability services is to help people sustain friendships. One of the objectives of 

Valuing People is to enable people with learning difficulties to lead full and 

purposeful lives within their community and to develop a range of friendships, 

activities and relationships. 

 

The increased government recognition of the social needs of people with learning 

difficulties, the growing trend for the development of befriending services, and the 

paucity of research evidence about the effectiveness of such services prompted 

the current research. Its focus is the views and experiences of the different people 
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involved with seven befriending schemes for children and/or adults with learning 

difficulties in England. Each of the schemes, and the characteristics of the people 

involved with them, are described in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE SCHEMES IN THE STUDY, THE CHARACTERISTICS OF 

BEFRIENDERS AND THOSE USING OR WAITING TO USE BEFRIENDING SERVICES 
 
Service providers from seven befriending schemes were interviewed to obtain 

detailed information about their service.  The schemes had been selected from 

those identified in a survey of services from those included in the Shared Care 

Network and the National Association of Adult Placement Services (NAAPS) 

directories.  In addition to providing information about the schemes themselves, 

service providers were asked to provide information about the people using the 

befriending service, the people waiting to use the service and the befrienders.  

 

All of the schemes were located within England: one was in the north-west, one in 

London, one in East Anglia and four that could broadly be described as Midlands-

based. Information about the befriending schemes was obtained from social 

workers involved in running them.  The interviews were carried out using a semi-

structured interview schedule and lasted between 1½  and 2½ hours. 

 

SCHEME1: URBAN ADULT SCHEME 
Scheme 1 provides a one-to-one befriending service for 88 adults aged 18-65, 55 

of whom have a learning difficulty.  It was set up 10½ years ago and is both run 

and funded by the local council social services department. The aim of the service 

is to enable disabled people to access leisure facilities locally. The service is 

based in a major urban area with a large minority ethnic population. It is managed 

by six full-time and three part-time staff, including a marketing manager, a deputy 

manager and an adult placement worker.  Befrienders attend a general 

introductory training programme and are paid an allowance for the number of 

hours befriending plus their travel expenses.  They do not have a contract or 

volunteer agreement.  

 

SCHEME 2: LARGE URBAN ADULT SCHEME 
Scheme 2 is the largest befriending service in the study.  It provides a one-to-one 

befriending service for over 300 adults, 44 of whom have a learning difficulty.  

Those using the service are aged between their late twenties and their seventies.  
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The service is also the longest running in the study, having been established 15 

years ago. It is both run and funded by the local council social services 

department and aims to give friendship, support and a time to talk to those using 

the befriending service.  The service is based in an urban area, and is managed 

by two part-time workers.  Volunteer befrienders attend an induction programme, 

and receive expenses based on an allowance for a certain number of hours of 

befriending.  They do not receive a contract.   

 

SCHEME 3: LARGE RURAL SCHEME FOR AGES 3-18 
Scheme 3 provides a one-to-one befriending service for approximately 80 children 

and young people aged three to 18 who have learning difficulties, impairments or 

life-threatening illnesses.  It was established in response to parental requests five 

years ago and is currently run by a voluntary organisation with joint funding from 

local health and social services.  The scheme is based in a predominantly rural 

area and aims to allow disabled children to access mainstream leisure services of 

their choice.  It is managed by two full-time and one part-time members of staff 

plus a temporary worker.  Volunteer befrienders attend an induction course, are 

given a volunteer agreement and are paid expenses for their work. 

 

SCHEME 4: GROUP SCHEME FOR YOUNG ADULTS 
Scheme 4 provides a group and one-to-one befriending service for 32 young 

people with learning difficulties aged 14-25.  The majority of service users (23) 

attend the group befriending sessions; those using the one-to-one service tend to 

be young people with complex needs.  The service was initially piloted eight years 

ago, primarily to provide holiday cover for young people attending residential 

schools.  It has since developed into a service that aims to provide opportunities 

for young people to engage in social and leisure activities. Scheme 4 is run by a 

voluntary organisation with funding from the local authority.  It covers a 

predominantly rural area.  The scheme is managed by a part-time co-ordinator 

with the support of sessional workers who help out with the social activities.  

Volunteer befrienders receive training and a contract and are paid expenses 

against receipts. 
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SCHEME 5: MIXED URBAN AND RURAL SCHEME FOR AGES  5-18 
Scheme 5 provides a one-to-one befriending service for approximately 33 children 

and young people aged five to 18 who have learning difficulties, physical 

impairments and/or complex needs.  It was established five years ago and is run 

and funded by the local council social services department.  It is based in a mixed 

urban and rural area.  The aim of this service is to provide opportunities for young 

people to participate in a range of different activities.  It is managed by one full-

time worker and a part-time deputy team manager.  Training for the befrienders is 

not mandatory but is accessed as required.  The befrienders receive a contract 

and are paid an allowance based on an hourly rate according to the number of 

young people that they take out.  

 

SCHEME 6: SMALL URBAN SCHEME FOR AGES 9-18 
Scheme 6 provides a one-to-one befriending service for 17 children and young 

people with learning difficulties aged nine to 18.  It was established in response to 

demand and has developed over the past six years.  Scheme 6 is run by a 

voluntary organisation with part funding from the local authority.  The aims of the 

service are to give access to leisure facilities in the local area and to build self-

esteem and encourage independent living skills.  The service is based in an urban 

area.  It is managed by 12 full-time, part-time and volunteer staff.  Befrienders 

attend induction training, have a contract and are paid expenses against receipts. 

 

SCHEME 7: RURAL SCHEME FOR AGES 9-18 
Scheme 7 provides one-to-one befrienders for approximately 27 children and 

young people aged nine to 18 who have learning difficulties and/or a physical 

impairment.  The befriending service has been run for approximately five years by 

a voluntary organisation with part-funding from the local authority.  It covers a 

predominantly rural area.  The aims of the service are to enable children and 

young people to develop relationships outside the family, to support families, and 

to provide family carers with a break from caring.  One full-time and seven part-

time workers staff the service.  Befrienders are assessed using the same process 
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as that for potential foster carers using the BAAF Form F6; they attend an 

induction course, are given a contract and paid an allowance.  

 

THE SCOPE OF THE SERVICES 
All of the seven schemes were directly associated with at least one other type of 

support service.  The table below indicates the range of these services.  

 

TABLE 2.1: THE TYPE OF OTHER SUPPORT SERVICES TO WHICH THE BEFRIENDING 

SCHEMES WERE LINKED   

 
Type of other support service 

No. of befriending 
schemes (of 7) linked to 

the type of provision 
Family link/shared care 6 
Sitting service or care attendant service 4 
Social club 3 
Holiday playschemes 2 
Adult placement 2 
Other type of befriending arrangement 2 
Group work with young people 1 
Drop-in centre 1 
Independence weekends 1 
Advocacy service 1 
Playgroup 1 
 

 

The high level of association between befriending schemes and family link/shared 

care services was at least in part due to the way in which services were identified 

through the Shared Care Network’s database of services.  Similarly, the two adult 

services were located using the National Association of Adult Placement Services’ 

(NAAPS) database of member schemes.  However, Dean and Goodlad (1998) 

also found that befriending schemes were rarely working in isolation from other 

services. 

 
 

                                            
6 BAAF Form F is the assessment form usually used to assess potential foster carers. 
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PEOPLE USING SERVICES 
Table 2.2 details the socio-demographic characteristics of people with learning 

difficulties using the seven befriending schemes.  

 

TABLE 2.2: THE SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING 

DIFFICULTIES USING THE SEVEN BEFRIENDING SCHEMES 

Befriending schemes Service users 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Total 
n      (%) 

Gender 
Males 25 25 59 11 17 11 20 168 (60) 
Females 30 19 21 12 16 6 7 111 (40) 
Age range 
0-5yrs 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 3  (1) 
5-11yrs 0 0 38 0 19 5 15 77 (27) 
12-16yrs 0 0 32 4 11 8 12 67 (24) 
17-25yrs 8 6 2 19 3 4 0 42 (15) 
26-50yrs 36 19 0 0 0 0 0 55 (20) 
51-65yrs 4 8 0 0 0 0 0 12  (4) 
65+ yrs 3 6 0 0 0 0 0 9 (3) 
Missing 4 5 5 0 0 0 0 14   (5) 
Ethnicity 
White British 45 40 75 23 25 14 24 246 88) 
Other 9 4 5 0 5 3 3 29 (10) 
Missing 1 0 0 0 3 0 0 4 (1) 
Number of years using service 
Less than 1 10 2 7 0 7 2 7 35 (13) 
1-2 years 16 8 30 6 20 10 8 98 (35) 
2-3 years 4 0 5 4 4 1 0 18 (6) 
3-4 years 10 8 38 7 1 4 6 74 (27) 
5-10 years 15 22 0 6 1 0 6 50 (18) 
More than 10 years 0 4 0 0 0 0 0 4 (1) 
Missing 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 (0) 
Total 55 44 80 23 33 17 27 279 (100*) 
* Total percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding 

 

As Table 2.2 shows, of the 279 service users included in this analysis, the 

proportion of males outnumbered that of females by the ratio of 1.5 males to every 

one female. This reflects the proportion of males to females in the general 

learning disability population (Emerson et al., 2001).  However, two schemes had 

a ratio of males to females of approximately three to one. The ages of the service 

users reflected the type of service provision: for children’s befriending services 

there was little difference between the numbers of five to 11year olds and 12–16 
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year olds, whereas for adult schemes the 26-50 year olds slightly outnumbered 

the 17-25 year olds.  Approximately 88% of the service users were from a white 

British background.  The largest number of service users had been linked to a 

befriender for one to two years, although a substantial proportion (a quarter) had 

been linked for three to four years.  A fifth had been using the service for more 

than five years. 

 

PEOPLE WAITING FOR SERVICES 
Table 2.3 details the socio-demographic characteristics of people with learning 

difficulties waiting for befriending services in the seven schemes. 

 
TABLE 2.3: THE SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING 

DIFFICULTIES WAITING TO USE A BEFRIENDING SERVICE 

Befriending schemes Those on the waiting list 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Total 
n (%) 

Gender 
Males 26 8 23 0 23 0 7 87  (69) 
Females 13 9 3 0 9 1 4 39  (31) 
Age range 
0-5yrs 0 0 2 0 2 0 0 4   (3) 
5-11yrs 0 0 24 0 16 0 4 44  (35) 
12-16yrs 0 0 0 0 12 1 6 19  (15) 
17-25yrs 11 8 0 0 1 0 0 20  (16) 
26-50yrs 9 2 0 0 0 0 0 11   (9) 
51-65yrs 4 3 0 0 0 0 0 7   (6) 
65+ yrs 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 2   (2) 
Missing 13 4 0 0 1 0 1 19  (15) 
Ethnicity 
White British 35 14 26 0 26 1 9 111 (88) 
Other 4 2 0 0 5 0 2 13 (10) 
Missing 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 2  (2) 
Length of time waiting for service 
Under 3 months 2 10 3 0 2 0 4 21  (17) 
3-6 months 2 4 4 0 1 0 3 14  (11) 
6-12 months 15 2 6 0 15 1 4 43  (34) 
1-2 years 11 0 11 0 12 0 0 34  (27) 
2-3 years 9 0 2 0 2 0 0 13  (10) 
Over 3 years 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0   (0) 
Missing 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1   (1) 

Total 39 17 26 0 32 1 11 126 (100*) 
* Total percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding 
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All seven schemes said that they were unable to meet the demand for one-to-one 

befrienders, and five of them had a waiting list.  Of the remaining two schemes, 

one kept a list of unmet needs but sent back to the referrer cases for which it 

could not find a befriender.  The other scheme tries to provide some level of 

service for everyone referred to it, through the development of a monthly social 

club that is supported by volunteers.   

 

As Table 2.3 shows, of the 126 people waiting to use befriending services 

included in this analysis, the proportion of males outnumbered that of females by 

a ratio of more than two to one.  Thus, given that the proportion of males with 

learning difficulties outnumbers that of females by approximately 1.4 (Emerson et 

al., 2001), males were more likely than females to be waiting for a befriending 

service. This suggests that as with short-break care services in general, males 

may be more difficult to place than females (Fenwick, 1986; Stalker and 

Robinson, 1991; Orlik et al., 1991). 

 

The ages of those waiting to use a service also differed from the pattern of those 

using services: for children’s befriending services there were twice as many five to 

11 year olds waiting to use a service than there were 12-16 year olds; for adults 

schemes there were almost twice as many 17-25 year olds waiting to use a 

service than there were 26-50 year olds, and only a handful of people older than 

that.  There was little difference in the ethnicity of those using services compared 

to those waiting for services, with 89% of those waiting for a service being from a 

white British background.  A third of those waiting for a befriending link had waited 

for six to 12 months; a quarter had waited less than six months; and a quarter had 

waited one to two years.  

 
THE BEFRIENDERS 
All seven of the schemes use volunteers to deliver their befriending services.  In 

general, the use of volunteer, rather than paid befrienders is seen as essential. 

Kingdon et al. (1989) suggest: 

 

“Professionals cannot befriend as well as volunteers who form part of the 

client’s community and can assist in their integrating into it.” (p.350) 
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Using volunteers ensures lower costs, independence from paid workers and a 

more flexible, individual approach for befriendees.  Yet unless volunteers are 

representative of the general population there is a danger that one of the aims of 

befriending services – that of including people with learning difficulties into their 

local communities – might be limited to including people into just certain sectors of 

that community. Table 2.4, which details the characteristics of befrienders at each 

of the seven befriending schemes suggests that this might be the case.   

 

TABLE 2.4: THE CHARACTERISTICS OF BEFRIENDERS AT EACH OF THE SEVEN SCHEMES 

Befriending schemes Befrienders 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Total 
n % 

Gender 

Males 18 11 10 1   5 1   3   49  (24) 
Females 38 21 39 4 28 6 15 151 (76) 
Age range 
12-16yrs 0 0 16 0 0 0 0 16   (8) 
17-25yrs   1   2 26 2 12 5 7 55 (27) 
26-35yrs 13   1   2 3   6 2 3 30 (15) 
36-50yrs 22 11   2 0 13 0 2 50 (25) 
51-65yrs 16 11   3 0   1 0 4 35 (18) 
65+   1   5 0 0 0 0 1   7   (4) 
Missing   3   2 0 0   1 0 1   7   (4) 
Ethnicity 
White British 41 26 45 5 25 7 17 166 (83) 
Other 15   5   4 0   7 0 0    31 (15) 
Missing 0   1 0 0   1 0   1      3   (2) 
Total 56 32 49 5 33 7 18 200 (100*) 
* Total percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding 
 

As Table 2.4 shows, there were three times as many female befrienders as male, 

(despite the fact that there were more males than females using, and waiting to 

use, the services). A quarter of the befrienders were in the 17-25 year old age 

group, largely caused by one scheme (Scheme 3: the large rural children’s 

scheme) recruiting students.  A quarter were aged 36-50.  There was a slight 

difference in the ethnicity of the befrienders from those using or waiting for 

services: 81% of befrienders were from a white British background compared with 

approximately 88% of those using or waiting for services. This was largely caused 

by one scheme (Scheme 1: the urban adult scheme) being particularly successful 
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in recruiting befrienders from minority ethnic groups. Data on the occupational 

status of the befrienders is too incomplete to draw any conclusions. 

 

Table 2.5 shows the number of years befrienders had been involved in befriending 

and the number of links they had.  

 
TABLE 2.5: THE NUMBER OF YEARS BEFRIENDERS HAD BEEN INVOLVED IN BEFRIENDING 

AND THE NUMBER OF LINKS THEY HAD 

Befrienders Befriending schemes 
 

Total 
n  % 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7  

Number of years as a volunteer befriender 
Less than 1 year 13 0 1 0 10 0 1 25 (13) 
1-2 years 13 4 33 0 9 0 4 63 (31) 
2-3 years 5 1 11 2 10 5 3 37 (19) 
3-4 years 8 5 4 2 2 0 4 25 (12) 
5-10 years 16 13 0 1 1 0 5 36 (18) 
More than 10 years 1 7 0 0 0 2 0 10   (5) 
Missing 0 2 0 0 1 0 1 4   (2) 
Number of links 
1 49 21 43 2 24 1 12 152 (76) 
2 7 6 6 0 3 2 2 26 (13) 
3 0 4 0 0 2 0 2 8   (4) 
4 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 3   (2) 
5 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1   (0) 
Group only 0 0 0 3 1 3 0 7   (4) 
Missing 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 3   (1) 
Total 56 32 49 5 33 7 18 200 (100) 
 

As Table 2.5 shows, a third of the befrienders had been a volunteer in that role for 

one to two years, and almost a quarter had been a befriender for more than five 

years. In general, younger befrienders were more likely to be mobile and to move 

in and out of the service. Older befrienders tended to provide more stability. The 

fact that almost a quarter had been a befriender for more than five years suggests 

that the schemes are supporting their befrienders well and making them feel 

valued.  
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SUMMARY 
This chapter has described the seven befriending schemes for people with 

learning difficulties that form the basis of this study. The schemes were located 

throughout England, and each had a minimum of 20 children or adults using the 

service. Four schemes provided a service for children and young people up to the 

age of 18, one covered the transition period with youngsters from 14-25, and two 

provided a befriending service for adults. Three were in urban areas, three in rural 

areas and one in a mixed urban and rural area.  

 

• The proportion of male befriendees outnumbered that of females by the 

ratio of approximately 1.5 males for every female. This reflects the 

proportion of males to females in the general learning disability population. 

• All seven schemes said that they were unable to meet the demand for one-

to-one befrienders, and five kept a waiting list.  Males were more likely than 

females to be waiting for a service. Although a quarter of those on the 

waiting lists had been waiting for a befriending service for less than six 

months, over a third had been waiting for more than a year. 

• All seven schemes used volunteers to deliver their befriending services, but 

among the befrienders there were three times as many females as males. 

Almost a quarter of the befrienders had been in that role for more than five 

years. 

 

The next chapters consider the views and experiences of people connected with 

the services, and are based on contributions from: 

• 15 workers at seven befriending schemes 

• 34 people with learning difficulties using any of the seven befriending 

schemes 

• 42 befrienders attached to any of the seven schemes 

• 46 parent carers of children/young people linked to any of the seven 

schemes. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE RECRUITMENT AND PREPARATION OF BEFRIENDERS 
 

METHODS OF RECRUITMENT 
Each of the seven befriending schemes had an information leaflet for recruitment 

purposes.  When asked what methods of recruitment they used to find new 

befrienders, the service providers mentioned a variety of methods.  These are 

detailed in Table 3.1 below, along with an indication of how effective the service 

providers thought that they were.  A further column of the table shows how many 

befrienders said they found out about the opportunity for becoming a befriender in 

this way.  
 
TABLE 3.1: METHODS OF RECRUITMENT FOR NEW BEFRIENDERS 

 
 
 
Recruitment method 

No. of 
schemes 

(of 7) 
using this 
method 

No. of 
schemes 

(of 7) 
citing this 

method 
as most 
effective 

How many 
befrienders 
(of 42) said 

this was how 
they found 
out about 

befriending 
Word of mouth 7 3      13 (31%) 
Leaflets/advertisements 7 0        2 (5%) 
Talks to schools/colleges 5 2        0 
Adverts/articles in local newspapers 4 1      11 (26%) 
Promotional stalls in shops, libraries 
etc 

3 1        0 

‘Poaching’ from wider service 2 2        1 (2%) 
Talks to churches and religious groups 2 1        0 
Adverts on local council wage slips 
and in local council 
newsletter/newspaper 

2 1        1 (2%) 

Open days or evenings 2 0        1 (2%) 
Advertisements on buses 1 1        0 
Community service sources e.g. 
through the Duke of Edinburgh 
scheme 

1 1        0 

Volunteer bureau 1 0        0 
Through work 0 0        6 (15%) 
Directly from scheme or staff member 0 0        2 (5%) 
Other sources not specified 0 0        5 (12%) 
 

Although only three schemes mentioned ‘word of mouth’ as being one of the most 

effective means of recruiting befrienders, most other service providers 
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acknowledged its value, saying that current befrienders often gave a full picture of 

what was involved to their friends or acquaintances before they came forward to 

apply to be a volunteer.  This is borne out by the fact that almost a third (31%) of 

the 42 befrienders interviewed said that they had heard about befriending through 

word of mouth.  This included six befrienders who said that they had talked about 

it with friends who were already involved in befriending, and six who had 

discussed it with a relative already associated with a scheme.  

 

Five schemes mentioned that they actively targeted schools and colleges, and two 

of the schemes thought that this was their most effective method of recruitment.  

This was especially so for children and young people’s befriending services where 

there is a benefit to having volunteers of a similar age group.  None of the 

befrienders interviewed, however, had heard about opportunities for becoming a 

befriender in this way. 

 

Other than by word of mouth, the next most frequent way that befrienders found 

out about opportunities for becoming a befriender was through articles or 

advertisements in newspapers.  About a quarter (26%) of the befrienders 

interviewed had been recruited in this way.  A smaller, but nevertheless notable 

proportion (15%) had been recruited via work colleagues in social services or the 

voluntary sector.  This was a method of recruitment that none of the scheme 

workers mentioned using to directly target befrienders. 

 
Prior to applying to the service, two-thirds of the befrienders (69%) had discussed 

the idea of becoming a befriender or group supporter with someone else.  Most 

(23 out of the 29 befrienders) had talked to their family or partner. Six of the 

befrienders had talked to professionals involved in the field, such as scheme staff 

or a community placement officer.  Four of the befrienders had discussed the 

possibility of befriending with more than one person: these had all spoken to a 

member of their family plus friends, other volunteers and/or work colleagues. 
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PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE OF THE BEFRIENDERS 
Over 90% (n=38) of the befrienders interviewed had had contact with disabled 

people before becoming a befriender or group supporter.  The table below shows 

the nature of that contact.  

 

TABLE 3.2: THE TYPE OF CONTACT THAT THE BEFRIENDERS HAD HAD WITH DISABLED 

PEOPLE 

 
Type of contact 
 

No. of 
responses 

% of 
responses 

Friend or relative disabled 11 34 
Worked with people with learning disabilities   6 19 
Worked in the mental health field   3   9 
Previously worked in social work field   2   6 
Parent worked with disabled people   2   6 
Voluntary work with disabled people   2   6 
Befriender is disabled   1   3 
Friend has disabled child   1   3 
Boyfriend involved with befriending service   1   3 
Nursery escort for disabled child(ren)   1   3 
Worked for the National Health Service   1   3 
Worked at nursing home   1   3 
Missing information   6 - 

Total 38 100* 
*Total percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding  

 

Of those that mentioned what contact they had previously had with disabled 

people, a third (34%) had a friend or relative who was disabled and a fifth (19%) 

had previously worked with people with learning difficulties.  Several had 

experience of working with people with different impairments, including working 

with people with mental health support needs or disabled children.   

 

Further, two-thirds of the befrienders (67%) had done other volunteering work 

prior to their current befriending role.  This experience included charity fund 

raising, volunteering for another disability service and a range of volunteering 

roles in groups and playgroups. 
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REASONS FOR BECOMING A BEFRIENDER 
Befrienders were asked to state up to two reasons as to why they initially became 

a befriender.  As Table 3.3 illustrates, a desire to help disabled people in general, 

or a known individual in particular, accounted for the most responses.  A third of 

befrienders mentioned this.  Other befrienders were less specific and wanted to 

use their time in a generally philanthropic way.  They would possibly have been 

equally happy to work with another group of (non-disabled) people.   

 

TABLE 3.3: THE REASONS WHY BEFRIENDERS TOOK ON THE ROLE 
 
 
Reasons for becoming a befriender 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 
 

Wanted to help disabled person 15 36 
Wanted to give something back – help/share with 
others 

 
8 

 
19 

Gain experience (usually for job or course) 7 16 
Recommendation/knowledge of a befriending 
arrangement 

 
5 

 
12 

Time to spare  4 9 
To keep in touch with a disabled person/formalise an 
existing arrangement 

 
4 

 
9 

Personal interest in befriending  4 9 
Wanted to spend time with children 4 9 
Enjoy caring 3 7 
Wanted to promote inclusion/fair play 3 7 
Suitable practical arrangements 2 5 
Social conscience/felt there to be a need 2 5 

Total 61*  
 * Respondents could state one or two reasons 
 

Seven befrienders were seeking relevant experience to complete a course, 

change job or qualify for the Duke of Edinburgh Awards Scheme.  Indeed, staff 

from five of the seven befriending schemes mentioned career development as one 

of the main motivations of their befrienders.  It was particularly significant where 

services recruited large numbers of students who needed to obtain relevant 

experience to support their courses or to put on their CV.  One scheme worker 

commented that practical experience such as that offered by the scheme was 

hard to get elsewhere.  
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Similarly, some service providers mentioned individuals who came with previous 

experience that they wanted to extend, in order to get into a caring profession 

such as childcare, social work or psychology.  Scheme workers thought the 

availability of training, practical experience and accreditation were particularly 

useful in motivating these people to become befrienders.  

 

THE APPLICATION PROCESS FOR THE BEFRIENDERS 
Over two-thirds (69%) of the befrienders said that they could remember 

completing a written application form.  Most of the befrienders who had completed 

a form did so on their own (20 out of the 29), but a scheme worker had helped 

seven to complete the application form and a friend or relative had helped two.  

Almost a quarter of the befrienders (24%) did not think that they had completed a 

written application form, and the remaining three befrienders could not recall 

whether they had.  It should be remembered that seven people had been 

volunteering with the service for over 10 years and this might well account for their 

difficulty in remembering what had been involved.  

 

Two of the service providers said that they used the same detailed procedure for 

the assessment of volunteers as they did for foster carers: in one case this 

involved the use of the BAAF Form F.  Other service providers said that the 

application process comprised of an interview with the prospective befriender, 

and, to a greater or lesser extent, the taking up of references and undertaking a 

number of statutory checks. Table 3.4 shows how many of the seven befriending 

schemes said they undertook specific statutory checks or took up references. 

 

The majority of the befrienders (86%) could remember having police or other 

checks and had no objections to this. Indeed, most thought that it was important 

or necessary.  Four befrienders could not remember having any checks, and two 

thought that they had not had any.  Of the two that said they did not have any 

police or other checks, one had joined at a time when the scheme did not do 

checks, although this befriender thought that they should have done, and the 

other had previously worked for the local social services department as a social 

worker. 
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TABLE 3.4: CHECKS UNDERTAKEN BY THE BEFRIENDING SCHEMES ON POTENTIAL 

BEFRIENDERS 

 
 
Type of check 

No. of the   
schemes 

(of 7) 
carrying 
this out 

 

 
 
Comments 

Police check 6 One adult scheme said they were no longer 
allowed to get routine police checks done – 
the only exception was if the befriender was 
to have significant access to children  

GP/health report 6  
Social services 
register 

5 One adult scheme said they could not get 
such checks done 
One children’s scheme does not do this 
check on students 

Probation check 3  
Identity checks 3 e.g. birth certificate, passport, driving licence, 

marriage certificate 
Other checks 2 e.g. work and social background, car 

insurance, NSPCC 
2 references 5 One of these schemes interviews both 

referees, the other four schemes interview at 
least one 

3 references 1 All three referees interviewed 
 
 

There was an almost unanimous agreement (96%) on the part of the parents 

whose youngsters used a befriending service about the need for police and 

social services checks on befrienders working with disabled children and 

adults.  Of the 46 families interviewed, only two did not know whether the 

checks were important; none thought they were not important.  Table 3.5 

reinforces the point that most families need the reassurance of such checks.  It 

reports the parents’ feelings if the checks had not been done.  Only five families 

admitted that they had ‘taken it on trust’ or not thought about whether such 

checks had been carried out. 
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TABLE 3.5: PARENTS’ FEELINGS IF POLICE/SOCIAL SERVICES CHECKS ON POTENTIAL 

BEFRIENDERS HAD NOT BEEN DONE 

 
 
Parents’ feelings  
 

No. of 
responses 

% of 
parents 

mentioning 
this 

(n=46) 
Would not have allowed son/daughter to 
use the service 

17 37 

Worried/upset/angry/disappointed 11 24 
Wary/would have reservations about using 
service 

2 4 

Could foresee problems 2 4 
Concerned for the service as a whole 1 2 
More important for 1:1 befriending than for 
group befriending 

1 2 

Would have felt OK if volunteer was 
referred by agency and parents had met 
him/her 

1 2 

Taken it on trust checks done/not thought 
about it 

5 11 

Don’t know if checks are important 2 4 
Total 42  

 
 

Some parents commented on other aspects of the police or social services 

checks.  Although most confirmed how important checks were to them, three said 

the process took too long and one made it clear that though she thought the 

checks should be carried out, it was essential that the parents of a young person 

to be linked to a befriender should have the final say if they did not think a 

volunteer was suitable. 

 

Applications that were supported by the befriending scheme once these checks 

had been made were then taken to a panel for approval.  One scheme ran its own 

panel and the remainder used the local authority foster care panel. 

 

For the befrienders interviewed in the study, the assessment process and 

acceptance as a befriender took as little as a day (for four befrienders) to as much 

as six months (for six befrienders).  On average, the process took 10½ weeks, but 
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for the befrienders involved with group activities in particular it was generally much 

quicker than this. 

 

Eight of the befrienders said there was some aspect of the application process 

that was off-putting.  Their main concerns were as the table below details. 

 

TABLE 3.6: BEFRIENDERS’ CONCERNS ABOUT THE APPLICATION PROCESS  

 
 
Concerns  

No. of 
befrienders 
mentioning 
concerns 

 
It was unnecessarily detailed/intrusive  2 
It was too bureaucratic, there was a duplication of 
information gathering  

2 

Concern about way checks were done e.g. visits to 
referees 

2 

The whole process was too long 1 
Too many people at panel saw my personal details 1 

 

PREPARATION AND TRAINING FOR BEING A BEFRIENDER 
All of the befriending schemes said that they provided some form of preparation 

or training for befrienders, but in one scheme the training was not mandatory.  

Some schemes provided preparation and training before the assessment 

process, and some during or after the assessment process.  In a few services, 

the initial training was no more than two or three hours, whereas in one scheme 

it lasted for eight to nine weeks.  

 

All but one of the seven befriending schemes provided evidence of their outline 

induction programme and training.  Most commonly, service providers said that 

training was provided in first aid, lifting and handling, communication, behaviour 

management, issues of equality and diversity, confidentiality and, for children’s 

schemes, child protection.  One service required befrienders to have the same 

preparation and training as foster parents providing overnight care.  

 

When the befrienders were asked about their experiences of preparation and 

training before becoming a befriender, all but seven of the 42 said that they had 
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received some kind of preparation and training (83% of the befrienders 

interviewed).  Of the seven befrienders who did not receive any specific training 

when starting out as a befriender, five were working in the scheme where 

training was not mandatory; one had already received some training for 

different role within the same organisation; and one should have received the 

mandatory preparation provided by the scheme but had not (or did not 

recognise the scheme’s input as being essential preparation or training for 

befrienders). 

 

Table 3.7 details the topics that respondents could recall having received 

training in. 

 

TABLE 3.7: TOPICS THAT BEFRIENDERS COULD REMEMBER HAVING BEEN COVERED IN 

THEIR PREPARATORY TRAINING 

 
 
Topics 
 
 

 
No. of 

responses 
 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 
(n=35) 

Disability awareness training 20 57 
Personal attitudes, values and motivations 16 46 
Information on specific conditions e.g. epilepsy 11 31 
Health and safety issues 11 31 
Communication 11 31 
Dealing with difficult situations 10 29 
Confidentiality 9 29 
Legal issues/policies 7 20 
Working with client’s family 6 17 
The role of befrienders/becoming a befriender 6 17 
Race and cultural issues 5 14 
Role play/experimental activities around disability 
issues 

 
5 

 
14 

The work of the organisation 4 11 
Wheelchair training  4 11 
Visits to long stay hospitals/day centre 3 9 
Dignity and choice for users 2 6 
Financial matters 2 6 
Current and future training needs 1 3 
Other practical issues e.g. feeding regime 1 3 

Total 134  
 
 



34 

The topic that the most befrienders said was covered in their training was 

disability awareness training - this was mentioned by 20 of the 35 befrienders who 

had received some training; an exploration of their own values and attitudes was 

mentioned as being covered by 16. 

 

Most of the befrienders who received some training judged their preparatory 

sessions to be ‘very useful’ (60%) or ‘useful’ (29%).  Positive comments made 

about the training included that it had boosted the individual’s confidence about 

their ability to cope: 

 

“I felt prepared when I met Douglas7.” 

 

 “It increased my understanding of disabilities.”   

 

or that it provided a wealth of useful information: 
 

“They provided relevant training material and addressed difficult issues.” 

 

“We were given a useful information pack that we could refer to if 
necessary.” 

 

Another dimension that people valued was the opportunity to share experiences 

and ideas and consequently to get to know other befrienders.  One person 

commented that she gained ‘a feeling of belonging’.  A friendly informal 

atmosphere plus the use of ‘layman’s language’ were also viewed favourably.  

 

Four of the befrienders (11%), however, thought that the preparatory training they 

had received was ‘not very useful’ or was ‘poor’.  Reasons for this included the 

brevity of the sessions, a noisy venue, speakers going off the subject and a lack of 

factual information: 

 
“It was very basic, just one evening.  It was joint training for befrienders 

and the sitting service – it was too general.” 

                                            
7 All of the names in this report have been changed to protect confidentiality. 
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EXPECTATIONS OF THE BEFRIENDING ROLE 
Each of the seven befriending schemes was asked about the aims of their service.  

Five attempted to integrate people with learning difficulties into everyday activities 

in local services and facilities, either individually or as part of a group, and two of 

the schemes attempted to reduce social isolation through the befriending 

relationship itself.  In addition, two of the schemes mentioned the provision of 

respite care or a break in the caring role for families/carers, and two emphasised 

the aim to increase the self-esteem and/or independence of the befriending 

partner.  

 

Befrienders themselves gave a number of responses as to what they were led to 

believe their role would be as a volunteer with the befriending services. These are 

detailed in Table 3.7. Half (50%) of the 42 befrienders mentioned the expectation 

that they would take the service user out, so increasing the latter’s opportunities 

and experiences.  Just under a half mentioned the expectation of offering 

friendship to the person they befriended. These are broadly similar expectations to 

those held by the parents of young people linked to a befriender (see p. 40). The 

third most frequently cited explanation, by almost a quarter of befrienders, was 

providing a break for family carers.  

 

Six of the seven befriending schemes had alternative roles that they could offer 

to volunteers if they had decided that the role of a befriender was not what they 

wanted.  These included sitting services, long-term adult placements, working 

in playgroups or on holiday play-schemes, as well as working as supporters in 

social clubs. Most (83%) of the befrienders had talked with the scheme 

coordinator about other types of volunteering, so befriending seemed to be a 

positive choice from a range of possibilities.  Some of the alternative kinds of 

voluntary activities that befrienders said were discussed with them included: 

long-term care for adults, ‘at home’ care, providing residential short breaks and 

having a role in a group setting. 
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TABLE 3.8: WHAT BEFRIENDERS WERE LED TO BELIEVE THEIR ROLE AS A BEFRIENDER 

WOULD BE 

 
 
 
Perceived role 

No. of 
responses 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 
(n=42) 

 
Taking a person out to increase their opportunities and 
experience 

21 50 

Befriend, provide friendship and sociability 20 48 
Provide a  break for family care givers 9 21 
Be an enabler/supporter 5 12 
Facilitate inclusion in community 5 12 
To be punctual/provide regular commitment 4 9 
Build a person’s confidence 3 7 
Provide care for a person 3 7 
Improve the quality of life for a person 2 5 
Formalise or extend an existing relationship 2 5 
Motivate a person 1 2 
Reduce the need for long-term care 1 2 
Be yourself 1 2 
Spend time with a person with learning difficulties at 
home 

 
1 

 
2 

Act as an advocate 1 2 
Total 79  

 

ACCEPTANCE ON THE BEFRIENDING SCHEME 
Four of the seven befriending schemes offered contracts to the befrienders and 

one offered a volunteer agreement.  Two schemes did not offer either contracts or 

agreements.  

 
About two-thirds of the befrienders (64%, n=27) said that they had received a 

written contract or agreement confirming what they were expected to do within the 

service.  A further three people could not recall whether they had received any 

document of this kind but 12 were sure they had not.  These 12 befrienders all 

came from the three schemes that said they did not always offer these. 

 

The befrienders were also asked about any policy-related documentation that they 

had received from the befriending service.  All but five befrienders said they had 

received a confidentiality statement and all but six a health and safety policy 
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and/or details about out-of-hours contacts.  However, almost a third (31%) had not 

received a copy of the organisation’s Equal Opportunities Policy.  Table 3.9 shows 

the proportion of the 42 befrienders who said they had received different types of 

policy document. 

 

TABLE 3.9: THE PROPORTION OF BEFRIENDERS WHO SAID THEY HAD RECEIVED VARIOUS 

POLICY DOCUMENTS 

 
Document type 

No. who had 
received 
(n=42) 

 

% who had 
received 

 

Contract or agreement 27 64 
Equal opportunities policy 29 69 
Health and safety policy 35 83 
Confidentiality statement 36 86 
Details of out-of-hours contacts 36 86 
A statement about claiming expenses 39 93 
 
 
Just over half of the befrienders (57%) said that they had received additional 

information; however, they were generally non-specific about the nature of this 

material.  The only type of information that was mentioned by a number of people 

was information about the child or adult to whom they were linked (n=3). 

 

COMMENTS ON THE RECRUITMENT PROCEDURE 
All of the befrienders were asked how satisfied they were with the whole 

application and assessment process.  Despite one or two criticisms of specific 

aspects and one adverse comment about the screening being too ‘easy’, 

everyone judged the process as satisfactory or very satisfactory for themselves. 

 

SUMMARY 

• Each of the seven befriending schemes actively recruited new volunteer 

befrienders, using a variety of methods.  The most effective method 

seemed to be word of mouth, with almost a third of the befrienders 

saying that this was how they heard about befriending opportunities.   



38 

• Prior to applying to the service, two-thirds of the befrienders had 

discussed the idea of becoming a befriender or group supporter with 

someone else, most usually a family member or their partner.   

• Befrienders brought a wide range of experience with them, with almost 

all of them having had contact with disabled people already, most 

commonly via a disabled family member or friend or through their 

previous work experience.   

• Each of the seven schemes had a different approach to the procedure for 

the assessment of volunteers.  Two used detailed application and 

assessment procedures.  The other five services undertook an interview 

with the prospective befriender, and, to a greater or lesser extent, took up 

personal references and undertook a number of statutory checks.   

• There was an almost unanimous agreement on the part of the parents 

whose youngsters used a befriending service about the need for police and 

social services checks on befrienders working with disabled children and 

adults.   

• On average, the application and assessment process took 10½ weeks, but 

for the befrienders involved with group activities it was generally much 

quicker than this. 

• All but one of the befriending services said that they provided mandatory 

preparatory training for befrienders.  The length and depth of these training 

courses varied considerably.  The topics that the most befrienders could 

remember being covered in their training were: disability awareness 

training, and an exploration of their own values and attitudes.  Almost all of 

the befrienders who received some training judged it to be ‘very useful’ or 

‘useful’.  

• Four of the seven services offered contracts to the volunteer befrienders, 

and one offered a volunteer ‘agreement’. Most befrienders received copies 

of the service’s confidentiality statement, health and safety policy and/or 

details about out-of-hours contacts.  Only two-thirds of the befrienders 

received a copy of the organisation’s Equal Opportunities Policy. 

• Looking back at the application and assessment procedure, all of the 

befrienders said that they thought it had been satisfactory. 
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CHAPTER 4: HOW THE BEFRIENDEES CAME TO START USING THE SERVICES 
 
HOW THE BEFRIENDEES THEMSELVES HAD HEARD ABOUT THE SERVICE 
Over half (59%) of the 34 befriendees had heard about the scheme from another 

member of their family – usually a parent.  Social workers had informed six (18%) 

of the befriendees, while scheme organisers or staff in group homes and hostels 

had told five (15%).  Two people had heard about the service from others who 

used it, and just one had seen literature such as posters or leaflets about the 

service.  It therefore seems that information about befriending services was only 

really reaching the people that the services were targeted at via a third party. 

 

HOW FAMILIES HAD HEARD ABOUT THE SERVICE 
The most common way for the families of young people using a befriending 

service to hear about it was through a social worker.  This was the case for over a 

third (37%) of the 46 families interviewed.  Other families had heard about the 

service from a variety of sources, as is illustrated in Table 4.1 below.  Notably, 

only one person said that it was a leaflet or poster that had drawn the service to 

their attention. 

 

TABLE 4.1: HOW FAMILIES HAD HEARD ABOUT THE BEFRIENDING SERVICE 

 
How families had heard about the 
befriending service 
 

 
No. of 

responses 
 

 
% 

of responses 

Social worker 17 37 
Voluntary organisation or group worker 6 13 
Community nurse/health visitor 5 11 
School/college 5 11 
Another parent 4 9 
Work 4 9 
Friend/relative 3 7 
Leaflet/poster 1 2 
Doctor 1 2 

Total 46 100* 
*Total percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding 
 

If families wanted more information about the befriending service, most contacted 

the service directly (40%) or were given the information they required by a social 
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worker (31%).  For two of the families, this involved initiating new social worker 

contact themselves.  Table 4.2 details the ways in which families obtained more 

information about the befriending service. 

 

TABLE 4.2: HOW FAMILIES OBTAINED FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THE BEFRIENDING 

SERVICE 

 
How further information was obtained 
 

 
No. of 

responses 
 

 
% of 

responses 

Contacted befriending service directly 18 40 
Social worker provided info 14 31 
Befriending service worker visited 6 13 
Asked other parents 3 7 
Social worker contacted befriending 
service on behalf of family 

2 4 

Parent already involved in the service 2 4 
Missing 1 -- 

Total 46 100 
*Total percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding 
 
REGISTERING WITH THE SERVICE 
The majority of parents (85%) had a meeting with the scheme worker before their 

son or daughter starting using the service.  At this meeting, many of the families 

(54%) were told that they should expect to wait for a befriender to be found for 

their son or daughter.  However, the befriending social group tended to allow 

individuals to start using it very quickly.  For families told to expect a wait for a 

one-to-one befriender, practice seemed to vary.  Over half (59%) of those told to 

expect a wait were not given any indication of how long the wait would be.  Other 

families were told to expect a wait that could be as long as one or two years.  

Some could not recall what they had been told.  

 

REASONS FOR FAMILIES TO START USING A BEFRIENDING SERVICE 
Three-quarters (76%) of the 46 families with a family member using a befriending 

service had had the service recommended to them.  This was most commonly by 

a social worker (13 of the 35 families) or another parent (eight of the 35 families).  

In other cases, a health worker, a worker from the befriending scheme or another 

voluntary organisation had recommended the befriending service. 
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In general, it was the parents, rather than their sons or daughters who had 

initiated the application; just one young woman had found out about it for herself 

and taken forward the application.  Table 4.3 details the reasons given by families 

for starting to use the befriending service.  

 
TABLE 4.3: WHY PARENTS STARTED TO USE THE BEFRIENDING SERVICE FOR THEIR SON 

OR DAUGHTER 

 
Why parents started to use the 
befriending service  
 

 
No. of 

responses 
 

% of 
parents 

mentioning 
this 

 
To extend person’s social life 42 91 
Family needed a break 14 30 
Help to make user more independent 4 9 
Support for parents  3 6 
Safe arrangement 3 6 
Liked idea of one-to-one arrangement 2 4 
Already knew volunteer(s) 2 4 
Son/daughter initiated it 1 2 

Total 71  
 

Almost all of the parents (42 out of the 46 interviewed) said that the reason they 

had started using the befriending service was because they wished to extend the 

social circle of their sons or daughters.  Some parents said that their child was 

socially isolated, that they wanted them to mix more with their peers, and that they 

lacked any friends.  Another significant reason, given by almost a third of parents, 

was as a way of obtaining a break for themselves, albeit one that would also 

benefit their son or daughter.   

 

Over two-fifths (43%, n=20) of the parents said they had felt some reservations 

about using the befriending service when it was first suggested.  Some parents 

expressed more than one reservation.  Parents were most frequently worried 

about the safety of their son or daughter (mentioned by 40% of parents who 

expressed some concerns).  Details of the reservations expressed are shown in 

Table 4.4.  Notably, some parents said they felt guilty about their child being 
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looked after or supported by another person.  This is something that has emerged 

in previous research on short breaks (see for example, Robinson, 1988).  

 

TABLE 4.4: PARENTAL RESERVATIONS ABOUT USING THE BEFRIENDING SERVICE 

 
Reservation of parents 

No. of  
reservations 

 

% of 
reservations 

Personal safety of user 8 40 
Volunteers ability 5 25 
How user would behave towards volunteer 5 25 
Parents’ guilt about letting others care for 
son/daughter 

 
3 

 
15 

Concern about strangers 3 15 
Poor previous experience of befriending 1 5 
Something new 1 5 
Not sure right service for user 1 5 
Only agreed as knew befriender 1 5 
Whether would be able to find befriender 1 5 

Total 29  
 

When the parents first put the idea of the befriending service forward, two-thirds 

(67%, n=31) said that their sons or daughters had expressed some positive 

interest in the service, although some were simultaneously a bit apprehensive.  

The majority of those who did not express a positive interest had no real concept 

of what having a befriender involved.  Table 4.5 details some of their initial 

reactions. 
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TABLE 4.5: INITIAL REACTIONS OF PEOPLE TO THE SUGGESTION OF USING A 

BEFRIENDING SERVICE  

 

Son/daughter’s initial reactions to using 
service 
 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of parents 
mentioning 

this 
 

Looked forward to it 16 35 
Excited 9 20 
Happy 8 17 
Keen 7 15 
Interested 6 13 
Wanted something particular from it 4 9 
Pleased with range of activities 4 9 
Liked the idea 1 2 
Positive reaction 1 2 
No concept of what befriending involved 10 22 
Apprehensive  6 13 
Wanted to go only after meeting worker 1 2 
Totally against it 1 2 
Aggressive 1 2 
Panic 1 2 

Total 76  
 
PARENTS’ EXPECTATIONS OF THE SERVICE 
There was a range of expectations held by the parents in relation to personal 

befrienders and social groups.  The responses relating to personal befrienders are 

more varied than those associated with the social group.  All are shown in Table 

4.6.  

 

Over three-quarters (81%) of the 32 parents whose youngsters were going to join 

a one-to-one befriending scheme envisaged the befriending arrangement would 

involve their son or daughter going out with their befriender.  A further third (34%) 

thought that it would give the youngster the opportunity to engage in a range of 

activities. 

 

By contrast, over a half (57%) of the 14 parents whose youngsters were going to 

join a group befriending service expected it to give them the opportunity to make 

more friends and mix with their peers.  It should be borne in mind that the group 

befriending scheme did not provide a service for non-disabled people, and it was 
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geared to older children, teenagers and young adults under 25 years of age.  The 

expectation was therefore for the young people to have opportunities to mix with 

other disabled people of a similar age and do new things together.  

 

TABLE 4.6: PARENTS’ EXPECTATIONS OF THE BEFRIENDER’S ROLE 

 
 
Parents’ expectations of befriender’s role 
 
 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
parents 

mentioning 
this 

 
 
One-to-one befriending scheme 
To go on outings 26 81 
To do different activities 11 34 
Friendship 4 13 
To spend time with person  3 9 
To have fun 2 6 
Disabled person would be able to do things 
independently of family 

 
1 

 
3 

To keep person safe 1 3 
To help mother 1 3 
To give the family a break 1 3 
Someone for the person to talk to 1 3 
To provide some respite care 1 3 

Total 52  
 
Group befriending scheme 
Provide friends/mix with peers 8 57 
To do different activities 5 36 
To go on outings 3 21 
To keep person safe 2 14 
To be with people with the same or worse 
problems 

 
2 

 
14 

Provide social outlet 1 7 
To have a good time 1 7 

Total 22  
 
 

SUMMARY 

• Almost all of the befriendees interviewed had heard about the service via a 

third party, most commonly a family member, social worker or scheme 

worker.  Family members had generally heard about the service via a 

social worker – just one had seen literature advertising the befriending 
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service.  In all but one case, it was the parents, rather than their sons or 

daughters who had initiated the application. 

• Almost all of the parents said that they had started using the befriending 

service because they wanted to extend the social circle of their sons or 

daughters.  Almost a third said that they started to use it as a way of 

obtaining a break for themselves.   

• Many of the parents said they had felt some reservations about using the 

befriending service.  Parents were most frequently worried about the safety 

of their son or daughter, about the ability of the befriender to cope or 

because they felt guilty about their child being looked after or supported by 

another person.  

• Two-thirds of the parents said that when they first put the idea of the 

befriending service forward to their sons or daughters, the youngsters had 

expressed an interest in the service.  

• Most of the parents whose youngsters were going to join a one-to-one 

befriending scheme envisaged the befriending arrangement would involve 

their son or daughter going out with their befriender.  A further third thought 

that it would give the youngster the opportunity to engage in a range of 

activities.   

• Most of the parents whose youngsters were going to join a group 

befriending service expected it to give them the opportunity to make more 

friends and mix with their peers.  
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CHAPTER 5: THE MATCHING OF BEFRIENDERS AND BEFRIENDEES 
 
REFERRAL PROCEDURES  
Potential befriendees were generally referred to the scheme via another social 

work team or agency.  Two of the seven schemes allowed self-referrals; two took 

referrals from community psychiatric nurses and one from hospitals and health 

visitors.   

 

Typically, workers outside of the befriending scheme made the initial assessment 

of the potential befriendee, and it was this information that the befriending scheme 

used during the matching process.  Two of the befriending schemes gathered 

additional information about the potential befriendee through home visits, before 

matching them to a befriender. 

 

MATCHING PROCESSES 
Most of the befriending schemes were aware of the skills, interests and 

preferences of the potential befrienders from their preparation and training 

sessions.  Two of the schemes asked potential befrienders to attend a social 

event or group-work activity session so that they could gain a fuller picture of their 

skills and preferences. The kind of preferences that the befrienders themselves 

said they had stated are summarised in Table 5.1. 

 
For the three befrienders who were only involved with a befriending group, the 

question of personal preferences about links was not appropriate.  However, 

these befrienders did volunteer relevant information about what they wanted their 

role to be.  For example, one person made it clear that they were not interested in 

organising group activities although they were happy to help with them once they 

were set up.  Another person said it was important that the role they took reflected 

their interest and experience. 
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TABLE 5.1: THE PREFERENCES OF POTENTIAL BEFRIENDERS 

 
 
Preference stated 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 
Age specified 5 12 
Gender specified (all for females) 5 12 
Someone with shared interests 4 9 
A person with learning difficulties 4 9 
Level of physical impairment specified 4 9 
Not too many problems  3 7 
An isolated person 2 5 
Particular behaviours specified 2 5 
Specified personality type, e.g. adventurous, gentle 2 5 
Child who was already known 1 2 
Someone who could meet at times volunteer 
available 

 
1 

 
2 

Someone who could communicate 1 2 
Someone on the waiting list 1 2 
Someone requiring nursing care 1 2 
Did not mind  2 5 

Total 38  
 

From their knowledge of the potential befriendees and befrienders, the scheme 

workers then matched the potential partnerships. In addition, staff in one scheme 

said that the befriender’s availability had to be specifically matched with the 

befriendee’s needs, together with other aspects such as their ethnicity, age, the 

area in which they lived and whether the befriender was a car driver or not.  

Although these are likely to be considerations made by all schemes, they were 

not, other than in the one scheme mentioned, specifically stated as such. 

However, there was evidence that matching on the grounds of ethnicity was a 

particular factor in one scheme (Scheme 1: urban adult scheme). 

 

In one scheme, where the waiting list was substantial, potential befrienders were 

presented with the profiles of three people to whom they could be linked and given 

a choice about whom they meet.  No other schemes mentioned presenting 

potential befrienders, or befriendees, with such a choice in the matching process.  

All of the schemes said that their matching arrangements usually worked well.  



48 

INFORMING THE BEFRIENDERS ABOUT THEIR POTENTIAL BEFRIENDEE 
Six of the 42 befrienders interviewed already knew the person (or one of the 

people) to whom they were linked, prior to their matching.  Most others had heard 

about their potential befriendee from a professional involved in the scheme 

(n=26).  Where scheme workers were not the person to tell befrienders about their 

possible befriendee, other social workers or day centre staff provided the 

information.  Most frequently, the information provided to befrienders was a ‘pen 

picture’ or personal profile of their potential befriendee.  For those working in a 

group setting, information was also given about how the activities operated, when 

the group met and the organisation’s expectations of the befriender. 

 

For befrienders with an individual link, all had an opportunity to choose whether 

they went ahead with befriending the suggested person.  However, owing to the 

services generally being open to either adults or children, not both, not all the 

befrienders could choose the age of their befriendee. 

 

INTRODUCING THE BEFRIENDERS TO THEIR POTENTIAL BEFRIENDEES 
Once a befriender had agreed to meet a potential befriendee, the social worker 

concerned would approach the potential befriendee and, if they were happy to 

proceed, arrange a meeting between the social worker, befriender, potential 

befriendee and if appropriate, their parents or carers.  Most of the seven schemes 

in the study appeared to have a policy of ‘no strings attached’ to the first meeting, 

to give the befrienders and potential befriendees (and their families if appropriate) 

a chance to think about whether they wanted to go ahead with the link.  In one 

scheme, the initial meeting was in a supervised venue, such as at the youngster’s 

school or at a youth club; the other six services arranged the initial meeting to take 

place in the potential befriendee’s home.  Staff from two of the services that linked 

young people to befrienders said that the youngster’s families would usually but 

not always be present at the initial meeting. 

 

Social workers attached to three schemes talked about the importance of leaving 

open the option of more than one introductory meeting, and two specifically 

referred to the need to build up the befriender’s confidence and the befriending 

partnership gradually.  This does not seem to have been reflected in practice to 
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any large extent. Of the 36 befrienders interviewed who did not already know the 

person they were to befriend, 26 had had only one meeting with their new 

befriendee before they spent time alone together.  Eight befrienders had two prior 

meetings with their new befriendee, and two befrienders had three.  

 

Most of the scheme workers said that the way they conducted introductory 

meetings worked well most of the time.  When befrienders were asked to 

comment on how well the linking process (or, in the case of group supporters, the 

introductions) were handled, most of the befrienders were also satisfied, as Table 

5.2 shows.  

 

TABLE 5.2: BEFRIENDERS’ VIEWS OF HOW WELL THE LINKING PROCESS WAS HANDLED 

 
Befrienders’ views  
 

No. of 
befrienders 

% of 
befrienders 

 
Very well/excellently 20 50 
Well/reasonably well 8 20 
OK/fine because already experienced 8 20 
Poor/could have been better 4 10 
Missing 2 - 

Total 42 100 
 

Four befrienders felt that there was room for improvement in the linking process.  

One befriender said that they had felt unsupported, another that there was not 

enough information available and two others simply said it could have been better.  

For the people supporting group activities, there does seem to have been an 

assumption that meeting the group as a whole at the beginning of a session was 

sufficient, whereas individual introductions and a more gentle pace might have 

helped some of the less confident group volunteers. 

 

Of the 46 parents interviewed whose son or daughter used a befriending service, 

all but two felt that the period of the befriender getting to know their son or 

daughter had worked out well.  The two parents who were dissatisfied said that it 

was because the initial meeting was quite difficult, and that the youngster had 

taken a long time to get to know the befriender. 
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INTRODUCING THE BEFRIENDERS TO THEIR POTENTIAL BEFRIENDEE’S FAMILY 
Three-quarters (76%) of the 46 parents said that they had been formally 

introduced to their son or daughter’s befriender.  Most of the remaining parents 

already knew them.  All but three of the parents were happy about the way the 

introductions between them and the befriender had been handled. These three 

parents described the situation as being ‘awkward’, or too slow. 

 

SUMMARY 

• Most of the befriending schemes obtained information about potential 

befriendees from a referral agency, such as social services.  They had 

become aware of the skills, interests and preferences of the potential 

befrienders from their preparation and training sessions.   

• Matching potential befriendees and befrienders was usually done on the 

basis of the befriender’s preferences and interests, with or without other 

factors such as availability, ethnicity, age, the area in which they lived and 

whether the befriender was a car driver or not.  Befrienders were generally 

given a personal profile of their potential befriendee and had an opportunity 

to choose whether or not to go ahead with befriending the person that was 

suggested. Befriendees were not usually given options in the same way. 

• Social workers were responsible for arranging an introductory meeting  

between themselves, the befriender, potential befriendee and if 

appropriate, their parents or carers.   

• Most of the seven schemes in the study appeared to have a policy of ‘no 

strings attached’ to the first meeting, to give the befrienders and potential 

befriendees (and their families if appropriate) a chance to think about 

whether they wanted to go ahead with the link.   

• All but one of the scheme workers said that the introductory meetings took 

place in the potential befriendee’s home.   

• Most scheme workers, befrienders and the parents of befriendees said that 

this arrangement had worked satisfactorily for them. 
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CHAPTER 6: REFLECTIONS ON THE CURRENT BEFRIENDING ARRANGEMENTS 
 
MAKING ARRANGEMENTS  
When planning to go out, a third (33%) of the befrienders made arrangements 

directly with the befriendee.  Where this did not happen, it seemed to be in the 

cases of young people aged 16 or younger, and those with severe communication 

impairments.  Almost all the families of young people using a befriending service 

said that they were involved in making the arrangements for their son or daughter 

to meet up with the befriender.  

 

Eight of the 42 befrienders had continuous arrangements for going out with the 

person they befriended, and most (n=22) said that they made arrangements about 

going out with the befriendee in advance.    These arrangements varied from a 

day in advance to making arrangements for three months ahead, but most 

frequently, arrangements were made one or two weeks ahead (n=12).  Seven 

befrienders described the arrangements for going out as being flexible.  

 

Most of the befriendees (32 out of the 36 respondents) thought that this way of 

making plans worked out ‘OK’ for them.  However, it was clear that some of the 

befriendees felt they did not have enough influence over the frequency of contact 

they had with the befriender or the social group they attended.  Twelve out of the 

14 young people attending a group wanted them to meet more often: either 

weekly or fortnightly.  Similarly, 10 of the 22 people who had a one-to-one 

befriender wanted more contact, including contact at different times such as at 

weekends or in school holidays: 

 

“ I would like to see her more often but she is always busy.” 

 

“Meetings are never at week-ends and I would like him to stop cancelling 

arrangements.”  

 
MEETING UP 
Apart from the four befrienders attached to groups, most (63%, n=24) of the 

individual befrienders met up with their befriendee prior to an outing by collecting 
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them from their home.  Six befrienders said that the person they befriended 

usually came to their house before going out.  For the remaining eight befrienders, 

the pattern varied: some were flexible about meeting at the befriender’s or 

befriendee’s home, others met at supermarkets, shops or pubs.  

 

Just under a half of the one-to-one befrienders (45%, n=17) said they sometimes 

or always met up and went out with the befriendee on their own.  Similarly, a third 

(32%, n=11) of the befriendees questioned said that they usually went out with the 

befriender alone.  Of these 11 befriendees, two said they would like to include 

someone else such as a sibling or a friend in their activities.  

 
In those cases where other people were included in some or all of the meetings 

between the befrienders and their befriendees, it was usually a person from the 

befriender’s own, rather than the befriendee’s social network. Table 6.1 below 

indicates who else befrienders said was involved in outings. 

 

TABLE 6.1: WHO ELSE BEFRIENDERS SAID WAS INVOLVED IN OUTINGS 

 
Who else is involved in the befriending 

No. of 
responses 

% of 
responses 

 
Befriender’s husband/wife/boyfriend/girlfriend 7 32 
Other befriender/volunteer 5 23 
Befriender’s daughter/son 3 13 
Befriender’s wider family/friends 3 13 
Befriendee’s family 2 9 
Befriender’s neighbour(s) 1 5 
Other person to whom befriender is linked 1 5 

Total 22 100 
 

Even though initial checks had been made about most befrienders before they 

were matched to a befriendee, in terms of personal safety, it would still seem 

important that the befrienders and the befriendees should inform someone of their 

intended destination when they went out, especially if they were alone. However, 

only just over a half (55%) of the one-to-one befrienders said that they were 

expected to let other people know where they were going.  A sizeable proportion 

(40%, n=15) said that they were not expected to let anyone know where they were 

going, and a couple thought that this was not applicable to their situation.  Four 
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befrienders mentioned that they always saw their befriendee alone and were not 

expected to let other people know where they were going.  

 

THE RANGE OF ACTIVITIES UNDERTAKEN TOGETHER 
When asked what they did with the people they befriended, the one-to-one 

befrienders mentioned a wide range of activities, which mirrors those mentioned 

by service providers, befriendees and parents.  However, it is notable that fewer 

than a fifth of the activities mentioned by the one-to-one befrienders appear to 

specifically increase the social inclusion of people with learning difficulties.  A half 

(51%) of all activities were home-based (such as doing cooking or crafts or 

watching TV) or activities in the community where interaction with others was 

unlikely to take place (such as going to the cinema, visiting museums or galleries 

or going out for a drive in the car).  

 
Staying at home with a befriender seemed to be more of a feature for one of the 

adult services.  One of the befriendees (an adult) mentioned staying with their 

befriender overnight, although this did not seem to be an expected part of any of 

the befriending arrangements.  Two scheme organisers suggested that some 

befrienders might choose inexpensive activities, in part to keep down the costs for 

the befriendees or their families, and in part to stretch their own allowance as far 

as possible.  

 

The 14 parents whose youngster was linked with a group befriending scheme 

mentioned a far narrower range of activities that their son or daughter engaged in, 

than did parents of youngsters linked to one-to-one befrienders. Going bowling 

and going to discos or parties dominated.  The only other group activities 

mentioned by more than one parent were: discussion groups, beauty sessions 

and going to the cinema or theatre. Yet when asked what activities they liked best, 

the 14 young people attending one of the group befriending schemes did not rate 

going bowling or to parties or discos any higher than a wide range of other group 

activities including listening to music, playing games, going to the pub or eating 

out.  Table 6.2 summarises the range of activities mentioned by the parents for 

their sons or daughters linked to group and one-to-one befrienders. 
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TABLE 6.2: THE RANGE OF ACTIVITIES THAT THE BEFRIENDER AND THEIR PARTNER 

ENGAGED IN, ACCORDING TO PARENTS 

  
 
Types of activities 

No. of 
responses for 

one-to-one 
befriender 

arrangements 
(n = 32) 

No. of 
responses for 

group 
befriender 

arrangements 
(n = 14) 

Eating out 13 4 
Cinema/theatre 13 0 
Activities at home 11 0 
Bowling 8 14 
Visits to parks/gardens 7 0 
Tennis, cycling, football, gym, walks 6 0 
Swimming 5 0 
Shopping 5 0 
Museums/exhibitions 5 0 
Bus and train journeys/day trips  5 0 
Visit places of interest e.g. library, bus depot 3 0 
Discos/parties 2 10 
Beauty sessions 2 4 
Youth club/Beavers etc 2 0 
Computing  1 1 
Non-specific activities 1 0 
Discussion groups 0 4 
Concerts 0 1 
Pub 0 1 
Missing 5 0 
 
WHO DECIDES TO DO WHAT? 
On the whole, adult befriendees were responsible for making arrangements about 

the activities that they would do with their befrienders, even if they were living with 

their families.  If other family members were involved, it tended to be in relation to 

providing money for entrance fees or travel.  By contrast, where children under the 

age of 16 were linked to an individual befriender, parents tended to have a large 

say in what activities were acceptable.  Young people involved with groups 

generally made decisions from a list of alternatives offered; several young people 

said they chose what to do alongside their parent.  

 

Although the list of activities that people engaged in with their befrienders (as 

above) looks extensive, some of the befriendees wanted to do new and different 

things.  These included being joined by a friend on outings, and a range of 
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activities including eating out, going swimming or going to theme parks.  The full 

list is given in Table 6.3 below.   

 

TABLE 6.3: DIFFERENT ACTIVITIES THAT THE BEFRIENDEES WANTED TO DO 

 
Activity desired by befriendees 

 
No. of befriendees 

mentioning this 
 

McDonalds/eating out 6 
Swimming 5 
Theme parks 3 
Bowling 2 
Go out with other people 2 
Talking 1 
TV/videos 1 
Shopping 1 
Museums 1 
Snooker 1 
Safari parks 1 
Using computer 1 
Tennis 1 
Cycling 1 

 
 

Two difficulties in particular were noted:  

• where group activities had to be pre-booked, they were often oversubscribed 

• the gender of the befriender was an important consideration when planning 

activities e.g. having no male befriender meant that it was not possible for a 

male befriendee who needed help with personal care and dressing to go 

swimming. 

 

Within the befriending group, a lot of effort appeared to go into asking people want 

they wanted to do.  Nevertheless, some of the befriendees were shy to state their 

preferences and would rather ‘tag along’ than not do anything socially: 

 

“I don’t like the bowling which we do a lot, I haven’t told anyone.” 

 

When parents were asked whether they thought that their son or daughter was 

given enough choice about the kinds of activities they did, five of the 46 parents 
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said that they did not know enough about how activities were chosen.  Of the 

remaining parents, all but two thought that their son or daughter was given 

enough choice. 

 

TRANSPORT ARRANGEMENTS 
In most cases the befriender’s (or their partner’s) car was used to get around, and 

almost two-thirds (62%) of the links were dependent on the use of a private car.  

In some areas, the lack of a reliable public transport system was no doubt 

associated with this.  More than one type of transport was sometimes used by the 

befriender and befriendee.  

 

MANAGING DIFFICULT SITUATIONS 
Two-thirds of the befrienders (67%) said that they had encountered one or more 

difficulties when they were out with the person they befriended.  Table 6.4 below 

shows the range of difficulties they experienced.  In a small number of cases 

(n=3) the problems related to groups and, in one case, to a sitting arrangement 

rather than a situation where the volunteer took the person outside the home. 

 
TABLE 6.4: THE RANGE OF DIFFICULTIES BEFRIENDERS REPORTED 

 
Sort of difficulty 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 
‘Inappropriate’ behaviour  17 40 
The attitude of the public 9 21 
Tantrums or moods 6 14 
Shouting or being loud in public 4 9 
Being stubborn  4 9 
Getting upset or agitated  4 9 
Difficulty because of physical impairment 4 9 
Particular difficulties in shops 3 7 
Concerns about safety or responsibility 3 7 
Particular difficulties if dogs are around 2 5 

Total 56* 100 
*  Some befrienders reported more than one difficulty  
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Although a third of the difficulties were related to the ‘inappropriate’ behaviour of 

the person befriended, the next most commonly given reason was that of the 

attitude of the public towards the person befriended.  

 

Befrienders reported using a range of techniques to resolve these difficulties, both 

at the time they occurred and subsequently.  Most often, this involved talking to or 

cajoling the person they befriended to behave differently.  Almost a third (31%) of 

the befrienders mentioned doing this. Other approaches used by befrienders 

included: preventing potential difficulties happening in the first place, speaking to 

the befriendee’s parents or carers about the difficulties, drawing on the knowledge 

and skills that they obtained in training, or contacting the scheme leader.   

 

Although only nine befrienders spontaneously mentioned that public attitudes had 

caused them difficulties when they were out, when they were asked directly if they 

had ever experienced negative reactions from the public, over half (60%) of the 

befrienders said they had.  Table 6.5 shows the kinds of negative public reactions 

they had encountered.  

 
TABLE 6.5: TYPE OF NEGATIVE PUBLIC REACTION ENCOUNTERED, ACCORDING TO 

BEFRIENDERS 

 
Negative public reactions  

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 
Staring 18 43 
Being rude/making pitying or hurtful comments 8 19 
Making comments about behaviour 5 12 
People moving away/moving their children away 5 12 
Pointing/laughing/tutting 5 12 
Specific negative reactions e.g. being followed, 
having a booking cancelled 

 
3 

 
7 

Generally negative comments or reactions 2 5 
Total 46*  

* Some people mentioned more than more response 
 

Befrienders were asked what they had been advised to do if they encountered 

difficulties when out with the person they befriended.  Two examples were given 

as prompts: if the befriendee had an epileptic fit, or if they became upset or 
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started behaving badly.  Six befrienders said they had not received any specific 

advice, and a further six did not answer the question.  The level of detail given in 

reply to this question varied but most befrienders seemed to think that they were 

reasonably well equipped to deal with such eventualities.  Over half (59%) of the 

befrienders said they had been advised what to do if they encountered difficulties, 

either on a one-to-one basis by the scheme workers or during their training 

course.  Several mentioned receiving advice from other people, including the 

parents or carers of the person they befriended, or social workers.    Three 

befrienders said that they used their own initiative or common sense in the event 

of any difficulties. 

 

PARENTS’ SATISFACTION WITH CURRENT ARRANGEMENTS FOR THEIR SONS OR 

DAUGHTERS 
A quarter (25%) of parents of people using one-to-one befriending services 

thought that there were unsatisfactory aspects of the current arrangements for 

their son or daughter.  Six parents explained why they thought the arrangements 

were not satisfactory: three mentioned the infrequency or unpredictability of 

meetings; the other three mentioned transport difficulties, the presence of a third 

party at meetings or the fact that segregated services were visited. 

 

Of those using the group befriending scheme, over half (57%) of parents thought 

that there were unsatisfactory aspects of the current arrangements. Of these eight 

parents, two mentioned the infrequency or unpredictability of meetings; two 

mentioned transport difficulties, and two mentioned that the timing of the group 

was not always satisfactory.  Other difficulties mentioned included too much 

emphasis on one activity, and a maximum age limit.  

 

Parents were also asked what they thought were the good things about the 

befriending arrangements for their son or daughter (see Table 6.6).   
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TABLE 6.6: WHAT PARENTS THINK IS GOOD ABOUT THE CURRENT ARRANGEMENTS FOR 

THEIR SON OR DAUGHTER 

 
Good things about the befriending 
arrangements 
 

No. of 
responses 

for one-to-one 
befriender 

arrangements 
(n=32) 

No. of 
responses 
for  group 
befriender 

arrangements 
(n=14) 

Extends social life 10 16 
New activities and opportunities  7 0 
Keeps busy (especially at weekends) 6 0 
Increased independence  6 3 
Pleasure/enjoyment 5 0 
Increased self-confidence 2 3 
One-to-one relationship 2 0 
Improved ability to relate to other people 2 0 
Gets motivated/excited 2 0 
Service is regular/reliable 1 0 
Volunteer teaches user new skills 1 0 
Flexibility of service 1 0 
Inclusive service 1 1 
Benefits from volunteer’s firm approach 1 0 

Total 47 23 
 

In general, parents were happy that the befriending scheme extended the social 

life of their youngster, and, for parents of young people with a one-to-one 

befriender, that it introduced their son or daughter to new activities and 

opportunities.  

 

All of the parents in the study were given the opportunity to comment on what they 

perceived to be the best aspects. Most highlighted the importance of the service 

for their son or daughter in that it provided a social outlet for them and supported 

them in becoming more independent, as Table 6.7 shows. 
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TABLE 6.7: THE BEST THINGS ABOUT SON OR DAUGHTER’S RELATIONSHIP WITH 

BEFRIENDER, ACCORDING TO PARENTS 

 
Best things about son or daughter’s 
relationship with befriender 
 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
parents 

mentioning 
this 

 
Social outlet  10 22 
Helps son/daughter become more independent 9 20 
Able to mix with other young people 6 13 
Enjoys self 6 13 
Special relationship for son/daughter 5 11 
More normal activities 4 9 
New experiences  1 2 
Improved mood and behaviour 1 2 
Helps to learn about British culture 1 2 
Familiar safe relationship  1 2 

Total 44  
 
 
PARENTS’ SATISFACTION WITH CURRENT ARRANGEMENTS FOR THEMSELVES 
Just over a half (57%) of the parents thought that there were unsatisfactory 

aspects of the current arrangements for themselves.  Half of the difficulties 

centred on transport problems, and just under half were because of the timing of, 

or between, sessions.  

 
Nevertheless, a large minority of parents (43%) said that not only was the 

befriending service of benefit to their youngster, but that it was also helpful to 

themselves and other family members (see Table 6.8).  In general, parents whose 

son or daughter had a one-to-one befriender appreciated that the service offered 

parents a break from caring, and gave them an opportunity to spend undivided 

time with other family members.  Parents whose son or daughter attended a group 

befriending scheme were helped by the knowledge that their youngster was 

having a social life, and from the peace of mind that came from knowing that they 

were safe. 
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TABLE 6.8: WHAT IS GOOD ABOUT THE BEFRIENDING ARRANGEMENTS FOR PARENTS 

AND OTHER FAMILY MEMBERS 

 
What is good about the arrangements for 
parents and other family members 
 

No. of 
responses 

for one-to-one 
befriender 

arrangements 
(n=32) 

 

No. of 
responses for 

group 
befriender 

arrangements 
(n=14) 

Break for parent(s) and other family 
members 

19 3 

Time for other children 10 1 
Happy that son/daughter is 
occupied/enjoying self 

 
5 

 
3 

Peace of mind, knowing son/daughter is 
safe 

 
5 

 
4 

Reliable/regular arrangement 3 0 
Reduces the pressure on parents 2 2 
Felt it prepares son/daughter for the future 2 1 
Flexibility 2 0 
Mother can work 1 0 
Good to know that son/daughter has a social 
life 

 
1 

 
4 

Total 50 18 
 
 
SUMMARY 

• Typically, arrangements for the befriender and befriendee to go out were 

made one or two weeks ahead.   

• Adults linked to a befriender generally made the arrangements themselves, 

but in the case of children/young people, parents supervised the 

arrangements.   

• Although most of the befriendees thought that this way of making plans 

worked out ‘OK’ for them, a number felt that they did not have enough 

influence over the frequency of contact they had with their befrienders or 

the social group they attended.  

• Little more than a half of the one-to-one befrienders said that they were 

expected to let other people know where they were going.  Four 

befrienders mentioned that they always saw the befriendee alone and were 

not expected to let other people know where they were going.  
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• The wide range of activities described by befrienders, mirrored that 

mentioned by service providers, befriendees and the parents of young 

people using the befriending services.  A half of all activities mentioned 

were home-based or activities in the community where interaction with 

others was unlikely to take place.   

• Youngsters linked with group befriending schemes engaged in a far 

narrower range of activities than those linked to one-to-one befrienders.   

• Some of the befriendees wanted to do new and different things. 

• Two-thirds of the befrienders said that they had encountered one or more 

difficulties when they were out with the person they befriended.  The most 

commonly stated difficulty was related to the ‘inappropriate’ behaviour of 

the befriendee.  The next most commonly given difficulty was that of the 

attitude of the public towards the befriendee.   

• Befrienders reported using a range of techniques to resolve difficulties, 

both at the time they occurred and subsequently.  Most befrienders 

seemed to think that they were reasonably well equipped to deal with such 

difficulties. 

• Three-quarters of the parents of befriendees linked with a one-to-one 

befriender were satisfied with the current arrangements for their son or 

daughter.  Those that were not satisfied mentioned the reasons as being: 

the infrequency or unpredictability of meetings, transport difficulties, the 

presence of a third party at meetings or the fact that segregated services 

were visited. 

• Just under a half of the parents of befriendees linked with the group 

befriending scheme were satisfied with the current arrangements for their 

son or daughter.  Those that were not satisfied mentioned the reasons for 

this as being: the infrequency or unpredictability of meetings, transport 

difficulties, the timing of the group, too much emphasis on one activity, or a 

maximum age limit.  

• Generally, parents were happy that the befriending scheme extended the 

social life of their youngster, and, for parents of young people with a one-to-

one befriender, that it introduced the youngsters to new activities and 

opportunities.  



63 

• Unsatisfactory aspects of the current arrangements for the parents 

themselves included transport problems, and the timing of, or between, 

sessions.  Nevertheless, a large minority of parents said that not only was 

the befriending service of benefit to their youngster, but that it was also 

helpful to themselves and other family members.   

• Parents whose youngster had a one-to-one befriender appreciated that the 

service offered parents a break from caring, and gave them an opportunity 

to spend undivided time with other family members.  Parents whose 

youngster attended a group befriending scheme were helped by the 

knowledge that their son or daughter was having a social life, and that they 

were safe. 
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CHAPTER 7: THE RELATIONSHIPS INVOLVED 
 
RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN BEFRIENDERS AND BEFRIENDEES 
All of the befriendees were asked what they thought good friends are like.  Only 

one person was unable to answer, and a long list of ideas about the 

characteristics of good friends was generated.  These included: 

 

“They are always there for you, they look after you and give you advice.” 

 

“They are kind, friendly, interesting and they listen to you.” 

 

“Good friends make me laugh, help me with problems, talk to me.” 

 

“They tell each other secrets, trust each other, they’re nice.” 

 

All of the befriendees with a one-to-one befriender said that their own befriender 

was a good friend.  Many of the comments about personal befrienders indicated 

that they were very attached to them: 

 

“I like Jane  because she has been my friend for 15 years. I was just a kid 

when we started going out places together. I like being with Jane  -  she is 

fun.” 

 

“She is nice and kind and she listens to me.” 
 

“He’s a nice friend, he’s funny and he makes me laugh. He calms me 

down.” 

 

“I love her.” 

 

Befrienders attending group events were also generally well liked.  Only one 

person thought that one of the befrienders within a group setting was not friends 

with her, as the befriender did not seem to take any notice of her.  Some of the 

comments made in appreciation of the group befrienders were: 
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“I like all the helpers - they are fair. I don’t have a favourite.” 

 

“They are all friendly.” 

 

“They don’t mind helping disabled people, they treat everyone as equals. 

They enjoy being with you.” 

 

“They are cheerful, bouncy and friendly.” 

 

All but one befriender providing one-to-one befriending said that it worked well for 

them and the person they were linked with.  For one befriender it was too early to 

say, as their link with the befriendee was very new.  Mostly, befrienders thought 

the link was suitable because it seemed ‘right’ (n=9), because they had shared 

interests or things in common (n=5) or because they got along well together (n=3).  

 

Parents too were asked to say what they thought of the quality of the relationship 

between their son or daughter and their befriender. Their views are shown in 

Table 7.1. Where parents described their son or daughter and the befriender as 

getting on ‘fine’, the responses were classified as ‘quite well’ since it implied 

nothing had gone wrong in the relationship, rather than one in which there was 

great warmth.  

 

TABLE 7.1: HOW PARENTS THOUGHT THEIR SON OR DAUGHTER GOT ON WITH THEIR 

BEFRIENDER 

How son/daughter gets on with 
 one-to-one befriender 

No. of 
responses 

% of 
responses 

Very well 26 81 
Quite well 5 16 
Does not know befriender well enough yet 1 3 

Total 32 100 
How son/daughter gets on with group 
befriending scheme volunteers 

 

Very well 6 43 
Quite well 5 36 
Okay – mostly 3 21 

Total 14 100 
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As Table 7.1 shows, all but one (97%, n=31) of the parents whose son or 

daughter was matched to a one-to-one befriender thought their youngster got on 

‘well’ or ‘very well’ with their befriender, the exception being a parent who did not 

know the befriender well enough yet.  This was compared with 79% (n=9) of 

parents of youngsters using a group befriending scheme. 

 

Some of the comments that parents made about the relationship between their 

son or daughter and their befriender included:  

 

“Adores her – excited when she’s coming.” 

 

“He loves her literally – they are very close.” 

 
RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN BEFRIENDERS AND FAMILIES/CARERS OF THE PERSON 

BEFRIENDED 
One aspect of befriending that is important for all parties, is the quality of the 

relationships that befrienders have with parents/carers and other family members 

of the befriendee.  From the perspective of the befriender, a poor relationship with 

parents or carers could influence the continuation of their befriending role. 

 

Just over a quarter of befrienders in the study (28%, n=12) had little or no contact 

with the families or carers of the people they befriended.  Two-thirds (67%, n=28) 

said that they got on ‘well’ or ‘very well’ with their befriendee’s family or carers.  In 

general, the reasons that befrienders gave for the good relationships they had 

with families could be grouped into five main categories, as Table 7.2 shows. 
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TABLE 7.2: REASONS WHY BEFRIENDERS THOUGHT THEY HAD GOOD RELATIONSHIPS 

WITH PARENTS/CARERS 

 

Reasons why befrienders thought they had 
good relationships with parents/carers 
 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 

They appreciate the break or help provided 13 67 
They are likeable, friendly people 6 14 
They share the best interests of the person 
befriended 

 
6 

 
14 

They have similar views to the befriender 2 5 
The family and the befriender already knew each 
other 

 
1 

 
2 

Total 28  
 
 

In general, the most important reason that befrienders gave for the good 

relationships they had with families or carers appeared to be because they 

thought the family or carer appreciated the help that they provided.  Such 

comments included: 

 

“They like and trust me; they are glad to have someone to take him out.” 

 

“The family feels Charlie benefits from activities with me that they cannot 

provide.” 

  

Two befrienders reported poor relationships with the families or carers of the 

person they befriended.  One befriender felt that the parent was particularly 

dominant and did not let the young person express him/herself; one felt that the 

parents had little contact with the person befriended, but that what contact they 

did have was very negative.   

 

Given the importance of the relationship with the family, one might have expected 

befrienders to receive advice and support about how to work with families.  Half of 

all of the befrienders (50%), however, reported that they had received no such 

advice or support.   
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The parents of young people linked to befrienders were also asked to say how 

well they got on with the befrienders.  Over three-quarters (87%, n=40) said that 

they got on ‘well’ or ‘very well’, and none said they had a poor relationship.   

 

Over a quarter of the befrienders (28%) had a second role within these families, 

and one had two additional roles.  These additional roles were generally related to 

childcare, and there was more input into families with younger children.  However, 

two parents specifically mentioned the emotional support that they received from 

the befriender, and two regarded their son or daughter’s befriender as a friend of 

their own. 

 

TABLE 7.3: THE NATURE OF THE BEFRIENDER’S SECOND OR OTHER ROLE IN THE FAMILY 

 
Nature of befriender’s role in family 
 

No. of 
responses 

Occasional sitter 5 
Care of other siblings 4 
Emotional support for parents 2 
Regard as friend – helps as needed 2 
Needed when parent in hospital 1 

 

 

PARENTS’ RELATIONSHIPS WITH THE BEFRIENDING SCHEMES  
All but two of the 43 parents who responded to the question, said that they 

would feel able to tell the scheme workers if they were worried about anything 

to do with the service.  Generally, this was because they felt confident in doing 

so, or because they considered the staff to be approachable.  Nevertheless, 

four parents had some anxieties about raising issues that they were not happy 

about with the scheme workers, two preferring to contact the social worker first 

instead.  For two of these parents lack of personal contact seemed to be the 

issue.  The responses are summarised in Table 7.4. 
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TABLE 7.4: REASONS PARENTS FELT IT WAS EASY OR DIFFICULT TO REPORT ANY 

CONCERNS TO SCHEME WORKERS 

 
Why it would be easy or difficult for parents 
to report any concerns to scheme workers 
 

 
No. of 

responses 
 

 
% of 

responses 

Confidence in reporting problems/concerns 17 39 
Approachable staff 10 23 
Feel duty to son/daughter to report any concerns 4 9 
Positive experience of raising issues with 
scheme staff before 

 
4 

 
9 

Know the scheme staff well 2 5 
Would prefer to tell social worker first 2 5 
It is not always easy although the staff are 
approachable 

 
1 

 
2 

Would only raise serious concerns about safety 
for fear of losing service 

 
1 

 
2 

Unapproachable staff/lack of contact 1 2 
Do not know scheme manager 1 2 
Missing 3 - 

Total 46 100 
 

SUMMARY 

• All but one of the befriendees said that they thought their befriender was a 

good friend to them.   

• All but one of the befrienders said that the relationship with the person they 

were linked to worked well for them.  

• The majority of parents whose son or daughter was matched to a 

befriender thought their youngster got on ‘well’ or ‘very well’ with their 

befriender. 

• A quarter of befrienders had little or no contact with the families or carers of 

the people they befriended, but most of those that did thought that they got 

on ‘well’ or ‘very well’ with their befriendee’s family or carers.   

• Half of the befrienders said that they had not received any advice or 

support about getting on with the family members or carers of the person 

they befriended.   

• None of the parents said they had a poor relationship with their youngster’s 

befriender.   
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• A quarter of the befrienders had a second role within the families, helping 

out with things such as childcare or providing emotional support or 

friendship to the parents.  

• All but two parents said that they would feel able to tell the scheme 

workers if they were worried about anything to do with the service.   
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CHAPTER 8: SUPPORT ARRANGEMENTS FOR BEFRIENDERS 
 
SUPPORT FOR BEFRIENDERS 
Befrienders were asked to say how often they were in contact with staff from the 

scheme.  Five befrienders said they ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ had contact with staff from 

the befriending scheme, and nine (21%) said that contact was ‘when required’ 

without being specific about frequency.  Most others were in contact at least on a 

monthly basis.  Table 8.1 below shows the range of frequencies given by the 

befrienders.  It should be noted that three of the befrienders had daily contact, but 

in all cases this was because of their job rather than their befriending role. 

 

TABLE 8.1: THE FREQUENCY OF CONTACT BETWEEN BEFRIENDERS AND SCHEME 

WORKERS 

 
Frequency of contact  

No. of 
responses 

 

% of 
responses 

 
Weekly or more often 5 12 
Approximately fortnightly 3 7 
Approximately monthly 7 17 
Approximately every 2 months 1 2 
Approximately every 3-4 months 2 5 
Approximately every 5-6 months 1 2 
Regularly 6 14 
Frequently 3 7 
As required 9 21 
Rarely or never 5 12 

Total 42 100* 
*Total percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding 

 

On the whole then, the level of general contact was quite high.  In addition, 

befrienders were asked how often they had face-to-face meetings with scheme 

workers to discuss their role as a befriender.  Four befrienders who were relatively 

new volunteers had not yet had any meetings to discuss their role when they were 

interviewed.  Just over a quarter (29%) said that they had six-monthly meetings, 

and a quarter (26%) that they had monthly meetings.  Others met to discuss their 

role ‘regularly’ (9%) or ‘when required’ (7%), whilst 16% said that this happened 

‘never’ or ‘rarely’.  
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The majority (81%) of befrienders considered that they received enough support 

from their schemes. Nevertheless, one in six of the befrienders were not happy 

with the amount of support that they received, largely because of the infrequency 

of support groups or the lack of contact. 

 

When asked to say what they thought the scheme workers did well, the most 

frequently given response by befrienders concerned the support that they were 

given.  A third (36%, n=15) of befrienders commented on this.  The full range of 

things that befrienders thought the scheme workers did well is summarised in 

Table 8.2 below.   

 

TABLE 8.2: WHAT SCHEME WORKERS DO WELL, ACCORDING TO BEFRIENDERS 

 
 
What scheme workers do well 
 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 
 

Providing support  15 36 
Having a positive attitude and manner - e.g. being 
 reliable, polite, enthusiastic, flexible, friendly 

12 29 

Organisation of the scheme administration/linking 
process 

9 21 

Being available/approachable 9 21 
Providing information 9 21 
Providing good preparation and training 8 19 
Building confidence in volunteers 3 7 
Everything!/no complaints 3 7 
Communication with families 2 5 
Keeping open to new things 1 2 
Don’t know/missing 2 5 

Total 73  
 

 

One befriending scheme in particular prided itself on the support it gives 

befrienders and saw this as one of the attractions of their service: 

 

“The best thing is the support we provide.  I think [lack of support] is why 

lots of volunteer schemes fail.  We involve people in lots of things.” 
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Over a quarter of the befrienders (27%, n=12) commented on the manner and 

attitude of the workers, mentioning in particular their friendliness. 

 

Befrienders were also asked what, in their opinion, the scheme workers did less 

well.  A third of befrienders (33%) could not think of anything that their scheme 

workers did not do well.  In addition, three other befrienders did not answer this 

question.  Table 8.3 details the responses.  

 

TABLE 8.3: WHAT SCHEME WORKERS DO LESS WELL, ACCORDING TO BEFRIENDERS 

 
 
What scheme workers do less well 
 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 
 

Provide insufficient background information  7 17 
Lack/infrequency of support groups for befrienders 4 9 
Recruitment and linking arrangements 3 7 
Provide insufficient specific information e.g. 
supporting siblings, policies and practices 

 
3 

 
7 

Administration/poor organisation 2 5 
Have insufficient contact with befrienders 1 2 
Impersonal manager 1 2 
Lack of resources 1 2 
Don’t know 2 5 

Total 24  
 

Of the 24 responses obtained, the most common criticism was that the scheme 

workers did not provide the befrienders with enough information about the person 

they were to befriend before their first meeting. 

 
SUMMARY 

• Most befrienders said that they were in contact with scheme workers on a 

regular basis, as required or at least monthly.   

• Face-to-face meetings between befrienders and scheme workers took 

place with varying frequencies, but almost a fifth of the befrienders said that 

this happened ‘never’ or ‘rarely’.  
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• Overall, most befrienders considered that they received enough support 

from their schemes.  Indeed, a third of befrienders thought that this was 

what the scheme workers did well.   

• Reasons for dissatisfaction with the support received were largely to do 

with the infrequency of support groups, the lack of contact, or the lack of 

information about the person they were to befriend before their first 

meeting. 
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CHAPTER 9: MONEY MATTERS 
 
EXPENSES AND ALLOWANCES FOR BEFRIENDERS 
Although all the befriending scheme staff referred to the befrienders as 

volunteers, there were a number of different ways in which the schemes paid 

expenses or allowances to the befrienders: 

 
• Four of the schemes paid their befrienders expenses only:- some of these 

against legitimate receipts, and some to a maximum amount per session.  

• Three schemes paid an allowance to the volunteers:  

• One of these was based on the payments to foster carers made through 

the short-breaks service to which it was connected.  The befrienders 

were expected to pay towards the befriendee’s expenses.  

• One service paid an allowance of £10.95 for four hours, the rate 

increasing as the time spent with the befriendee increased.  This 

allowance was expected to cover travel to an event, and admission 

charges.  

• One service paid an allowance of £5.80 per hour per child (£8.60 if two 

children).  Parents were expected to pay for their son or daughter’s 

activities, and the befrienders paid their own fare. 

 

In general, where some kind of allowance was paid, service providers were keen 

to ensure that it was not regarded as a fee or wage.  All wished to avoid the 

suggestion that the befrienders were employed. 

 
When the befrienders were asked to say what their expenses covered, a number 

of responses were given, and some befrienders were more specific about 

amounts paid than others.  It seems that two main types of expenses were paid: 

travel expenses, and a sessional payment intended to cover incidental expenses 

and compensation for the befriender’s ‘time’. Some befrienders receiving 

sessional payments were expected to pay for their own entrance fees, drinks and 

other refreshments.   
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Two-thirds (69%) of the befrienders thought that they were not out of pocket from 

their befriending activities.  Nevertheless, a significant minority (29%) thought they 

were.  A number of reasons were given for this.  Over a third (37%) of the reasons 

why befrienders were left out of pocket centred on their paying for petrol, parking 

and transport costs.  Others mentioned buying small gifts or ‘extras’ for the 

befriendee, visiting twice in a week but only being able to claim for one visit, or 

subsidising the person they befriended because they (or their families) could not 

afford to pay the expenses that they were expected to pay. The general 

impression was that any ‘extras’ were not adequately covered by the expenses.   

 

Most of the befrienders (83%) thought that their expenses were paid quickly 

enough, although six people did not give an answer to this question.  Those who 

thought their expenses were not paid quickly enough all had to wait anything 

between three to eight weeks for payment.  Most commonly expenses were paid 

weekly or fortnightly (n=15). 

 

THE FINANCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE BEFRIENDING PARTNERS’ FAMILIES 
Four of the 46 households where a person was using a befriending service had 

no-one in external, paid work.  In six households, more than two people had a 

paid job.  Most commonly, (42%, n=19), two adults in the household had paid 

work, although one of these ‘workers’ was sometimes an adult sibling rather than 

a parent. In a third of cases, one parent was providing care at home whilst the 

other was working outside the home (36%, n=16). 

 

Within these families there was a wide range of income groups.  Two families 

could not provide a figure for how much money they had coming into the home. In 

one case, they said they that they had no money worries, but the other 

respondent thought their income probably came in at less than the lowest band 

indicated in Table 9.1.  These two cases were treated as missing, together with 

the five families who refused to answer the question.  
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TABLE 9.1: THE INCOME BANDS REPORTED BY FAMILIES OF YOUNG PEOPLE USING A 

BEFRIENDING SERVICE 

Income band £s 
 

No. 
 

% of families 

5,000-9,999 5 13 
10,000-14,999 7 18 
15,000-19,999 5 13 
20,000-24,999 4 10 
25,000-34,999 8 20 
35,000-49,999 4 10 
50,000 and over 6 16 
Missing 7  

Total 46 100 
 
The level of the family income is an important factor in families’ ability to obtain the 

support they need.  Having more money meant having more control.  For 

example, families with incomes over £50,000 were able to purchase additional 

help during school holidays and in the evenings although they had sometimes 

needed schemes to help them find befrienders.  Many families on lower incomes 

were entirely dependent on services to obtain support. 

 

FINANCIAL CONTRIBUTIONS FROM THE BEFRIENDING PARTNER AND/OR THEIR FAMILY 
All but two families said they made a financial contribution towards the costs of the 

befriending arrangement, and all thought that the amount they paid was 

reasonable.  Of the 13 families that contributed money for a group befriending 

arrangement, all paid towards the costs of the activities and any transport costs, 

although seven made it clear that it was their son or daughter who paid for these 

things rather than themselves.  Of the 31 families whose son or daughter had a 

one-to-one befriender, parental financial contributions were not quite so clear-cut.  

Twelve families paid the expenses of their son or daughter only, but nine families 

paid the befriender’s expenses in addition to this.  Six parents mentioned that they 

paid an hourly rate of either £1 or £1.50 for the volunteer’s time but two others 

mentioned paying £3 per session. One parent thought that a membership fee 

existed for the befriending service. 
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SUMMARY 
 

• All of the befriending scheme staff referred to the befrienders as 

volunteers.  

• Four of the schemes paid their befrienders expenses only, and three 

schemes paid an allowance to the volunteers.  Where an allowance was 

paid, service providers stressed that it was not regarded as a fee or 

wage and that the befrienders were not employees.  

• Over a quarter of the befrienders thought that they were out of pocket 

because of their befriending activities.  This was because: their petrol, 

parking or transport costs were not adequately covered, they bought small 

gifts or ‘extras’, they visited more frequently than they could claim 

expenses for or because they subsidised their befriending partner.  

• Within the families of children/young people using befriending services, 

there was a wide range of income groups.  All but two families said they 

made a financial contribution to the costs of the befriending arrangement, 

such as for activities and transport, and all of these families thought that the 

amount they paid was reasonable.  
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CHAPTER 10: WHEN BEFRIENDING LINKS END 
 

Apart from the four families whose son or daughter used an adult befriending 

scheme that had no upper age-limit, parents of youngsters using children’s or 

young people’s services were often aware that there were some restrictions on 

their use of the service. However, there was a general lack of clarity for parents 

whose youngsters used a one-to-one befriending scheme: 11 of the 32 families 

using a one-to-one befriending service did not know the age criteria for use of 

the service, whereas just two of the 14 families using group befriending 

services could not remember the upper age limit of the group.  

 

The majority of families (85%) were clear that they would miss the service 

when it came to an end, and many parents said they were worried about the 

impact of this on their son or daughter. 

 

“There is a great need for befriending services to be available. There is no 

post-18 provision – it needs addressing.” 

 

“I am dreading the scheme ending.” 

 

Many of these families were speaking from experience: over a half (53%) of the 

parents interviewed had experience of a previous befriending link for their son 

or daughter, and of these 24 families, a quarter (n=6) had had experience of 

two or more previous links.  

 

Fourteen of the befriendees (40%) had experience of a previous befriender and 

one befriendee had had two previous befriending links. When asked about these 

previous befriending links, just two of the 14 said they felt all right about the link 

coming to an end. The rest generally mentioned being sad, disappointed, angry 

and upset:  

 

“I was very upset. I didn’t understand why it had happened.” 
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“I was disappointed and unhappy.” 

 

There were no instances when individuals could recall someone from the services 

talking to them about the link ending or asking how the befriendee had felt about 

it.  

 

It is clear that befriending relationships give rise to intense feelings, particularly on 

the part of the befriendees. Moreover, the significance of the relationships in the 

lives of many befriendees should not be underestimated. However, many 

befriendees and their families felt let down and disappointed at the end of the 

befriending partnership. 

 

The breakdown of previous befriending links was attributed to a number of 

reasons: the changing circumstances of the befriender or befriendee, a poor 

relationship between the befriender and the befriendee’s family, and a 

dissatisfaction with the service or some aspect of service provision. From the 

reasons that the befrienders gave for previous links ending, a fifth might have 

continued had the befriender: 

• had better preparation in how to deal with difficult aspects of behaviour 

• been better prepared as to what to expect 

• been better matched to the person they befriended. 

 

SUMMARY 

• A third of the families whose son or daughter used a one-to-one 

befriending service for children or young people did not know the age 

criteria.  

• Most families said they would miss the service when it came to an end, and 

many were worried about the impact of this on their son or daughter. 

• Just two of the 14 befriendees who had experience of a previous befriender 

said they felt all right about the link coming to an end.  

• There were no instances when befriendees who had had a previous link 

could recall someone from the services talking to them about the link 

ending or asking how they had felt about it.  
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• Many befriendees and their families felt let down and disappointed at the 

end of the befriending partnership. 
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CHAPTER 11: MONITORING, REVIEWING AND EVALUATING THE WORK OF THE 

SCHEMES 
 
Monitoring, reviewing and evaluating the provision and quality of services are 

required by central government. Valuing People: a new strategy for learning 

disability for the 21st century (2001) states the expectation that people with 

learning difficulties and their carers should be fully involved in this.  

 

By the term ‘monitoring’ we mean the process of keeping a regular check on how 

the service is working. Monitoring should be an ongoing process, that reflects on 

the work of the service in order to identify any patterns or issues that require 

action to be taken to improve or adjust it.  ‘Reviews’ or ‘evaluations’, by contrast, 

are usually less frequent in occurrence, and broader and deeper in their remit. 

Reviews and evaluations of services are generally held to: 

• assess the effectiveness of the service (or particular aspects of service 

provision) 

• identify any discrepancies between the aims and objectives of the service 

and the service activities 

• plan future work in the light of what is currently needed (or likely to be 

needed in the near future) and what is currently provided 

• justify that the project is undertaking worthwhile work.   

 

ARRANGEMENTS FOR MONITORING AND EVALUATION 
A number of comments made by scheme workers suggested variations in the 

monitoring and evaluation arrangements of the different schemes.  Workers from 

three of the seven schemes were happy with the way their arrangements were 

made:  

• One particularly monitored social networks and would carry out checks on 

anyone else regularly involved in activities, or on a befriender’s new partner.  

• Another said that there was a lot of flexibility, but that it did monitor the extent 

to which the befriending partner was introduced into the befriender’s own 

family.  
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• The third had annual volunteer appraisals for befrienders who were expected 

to work to Volunteer Standards.  

 

Other services seemed to be introducing new monitoring and evaluation 

arrangements: one worker, for example, commented that although they had their 

own standards for carers and carers’ visits, they wanted to introduce checks every 

year to monitor what people had done and to evaluate whether the client still 

needed the service. It seemed that this, in part, may have been driven by their 

forthcoming joint review/Best Value assessment.  

 

Nevertheless, some scheme workers said they were aware that their existing 

systems were inadequate, and had some thoughts as to how to address this: 

 

“We have become so big – we have to come up with an efficient and 

effective system.  We need to include staffing to cover this.” 

 

“Volunteers are far too involved so families tend to go straight to the 

volunteers.  Volunteers end up being counsellors.  It is a problem for us to 

know where people are and it creates problems for the budget too.  We 

want them to stop giving out their telephone numbers – we want all 

arrangements to be done through the scheme.” 

 

“It is much easier if the child has its own social worker.  If not, no-one is 

monitoring what is happening.  We are in the process of designing a 

review form and a volunteer group [to address this].” 

 

SUMMARY 

• Some services had a formal monitoring system, while others did not.  

• Just one of the seven services mentioned that they formally reviewed every 

link once a year, in order to check that the service users still needed the 

service. 
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CHAPTER 12: THE JOYS AND CHALLENGES OF BEING A BEFRIENDER 
 

All but one of the befrienders said that they would recommend befriending to a 

friend, and most of the befrienders thought that they would still be befriending in 

one year’s time (86%) or three years’ time (62%).  The best aspects of being a 

befriender seemed to be the fun and enjoyment that befrienders got from their 

role, and their feelings of being useful and helping others.  Table 12.1 shows the 

full range of responses when befrienders were asked about the ‘good’ things 

about befriending. 

 

TABLE 12.1: THE GOOD THINGS ABOUT BEFRIENDING, ACCORDING TO BEFRIENDERS 

 
The good things about befriending 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 
 

Feel good factor/fun and enjoyment 15 36 
Feel useful/helping others 13 31 
Given befriender satisfaction/a purpose/confidence/ 
contributed to personal growth 

 
10 

 
24 

Friendship and meeting new people 8 19 
Emotionally rewarding 7 17 
Gives pleasure  6 14 
Going out with the person befriended 4 9 
The achievements of the young people 3 7 
Increases experiences/is interesting/learns new 
things 

 
3 

 
7 

Ended befriender’s own loneliness 2 5 
Being paid  2 5 
Mutual benefits 2 5 

Total 75  
 

Some of the comments deserve a separate mention: 

 

“I feel a true friendship with both Rose and John and I feel I am making a 

difference in their lives.” 
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“Giving friendship to Margaret, who is a very sweet-natured woman.  She 

does have friends with learning difficulties but none with any person who 

is not disabled.” 

 

“It’s the fun I get out of it.  The give and take and the funny moments.” 

 

Many of the befrienders spoke of the personal satisfaction or advantages that their 

voluntary work had brought them, such as putting their own life into perspective or 

learning new things for themselves. 

 

There were, however, some more challenging elements of the befriending role. 

Table 12.2 lists the range of responses given when befrienders were asked what 

they found the most difficult aspects of their role to be.  

 

TABLE 12.2: THE MOST DIFFICULT ASPECTS OF BEING A BEFRIENDER, ACCORDING TO 

BEFRIENDERS 

 
Difficult aspects of befriending role 

 

 
No. of 

responses 

% of 
befrienders 
mentioning 

this 
Dealing with difficult behaviour 6 14 
It is physically demanding and tiring 4 9 
Keeping up momentum/thinking of things to 
do/befriendee’s lack of motivation 

 
4 

 
9 

Dealing with parents/other family members of befriendee 3 7 
Sense of responsibility  3 7 
Building up a relationship and gaining trust 3 7 
Scheme policies e.g. claiming expenses, sticking to rules 2 5 
Understanding and accepting befriendee’s limitations 2 5 
Being unable to do more to help 2 5 
Dealing with incontinence 2 5 
Constraints on my time 2 5 
The attitude of the public 1 2 
Dealing with befriender’s own family 1 2 
Isolation 1 2 
Nothing 5 12 

Total 41  
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Clearly, the most commonly found difficulties lie with the practical issue of dealing 

with some forms of behaviour, the physically demanding nature of the work, and 

the maintenance of motivation and enthusiasm.   
 
When service providers were asked what they perceived to be the difficulties for 

befrienders in their scheme, it was noticeable that different issues were raised in 

relation to befrienders of adult and children’s services.  Service providers from 

three of the four children’s services thought that befrienders sometimes 

experienced difficulties working with children’s parents.  Three main reasons were 

given: 

• Parents were perceived to have difficulty ‘letting go’ of their son or 

daughter. 

• Parents expected too much of the befriender. 

• Some parents were better than others at relating to volunteers 

generally. 

 

Scheme workers’ comments relating to the issue of ‘letting go’ included: 
 

“Parents have problems letting go, so volunteers have to deal with the 

parents’ anxieties and this is difficult, especially for some of the younger 

volunteers.” 

 

“Parents may conflict with the young person about activities and what they 

think is suitable.  It’s a problem of them ‘letting go’.  We need to have 

expectations clearly sorted out at the outset.  We need a contract with the 

young person.  Parents lose sight of these young people being teenagers.” 

 

Whilst on the one hand, some parents were perceived to have difficulty in ‘letting 

go’, scheme workers felt that the opposite situation occurred with others – that the 

parents’ expectations were too great and this put befrienders in a difficult situation: 

 

“Occasionally, parents’ expectations are difficult.  The volunteers are 

expected to do too much.  They are concerned about their vulnerability until 

they become confident.” 
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“Families confide in volunteers but they cannot provide support [to parents], 

they are there for the child.” 

 

“Parents say things and they [the befrienders] have to decide what to do with 

the information.” 

 

Service providers from the adult befriending services generally mentioned 

difficulties about personal preferences and practical concerns: 

 

“Some people don’t like giving personal care, some don’t like doing sitting.  

It is more about personal preferences.” 

 

“They sometimes have difficulty thinking of places to go.” 

 

Other difficulties mentioned included personal conflicts and financial issues.  

 

SUMMARY 

• Many befrienders seemed to get a lot themselves from their befriending 

relationship.  

• All but one befriender said that they would recommend befriending to a 

friend, and most intended to still be befriending for the foreseeable future.  
• Some of the most commonly reported difficulties by befrienders were: 

dealing with some forms of behaviour, the physically demanding nature of 

the work, and the maintenance of motivation and enthusiasm.   

• Service providers perceived the difficulties of befrienders to be different for 

those working with adults from those working with children.  Service 

providers from three out of the four children’s services thought that 

befrienders sometimes experienced difficulties working with children’s 

parents.  By contrast, service providers from the adult befriending services 

generally perceived the difficulties of befrienders to be those to do with 

personal preferences and practical concerns, personal conflicts and 

financial issues. 
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CHAPTER 13: DISCUSSION 

 

This study has considered the views and experiences of people connected with 

seven befriending services for people with learning difficulties in England.  Four of 

the services were for children/young people under the age of 18, two were for 

adults only, and one was for both children/young people and adults.  Of the seven 

services, five catered specifically for people with learning difficulties, and two 

provided a befriending service for a broader range of disabled and/or elderly 

people than just those with learning difficulties. 

 

Contributions were received from: 

• 15 workers at seven befriending services 

• 34 people with learning difficulties who were befriendees with any of the 

seven befriending services 

• 42 volunteer befrienders attached to any of the seven services 

• 46 parent carers of children/young people linked to any of the seven 

services. 

 

Although each of the seven befriending schemes shared the broad aim of 

increasing the friendship circles of the befriending partners, their methods differed: 

six of the seven schemes attempted to integrate people with learning difficulties 

into everyday activities in local services and facilities, either individually or as part 

of a group; the other scheme attempted to reduce social isolation through the 

befriending relationship itself.  In addition, two of the schemes mentioned the 

provision of respite care or a break in the caring role for families/carers, and two 

emphasised the aim to increase the self-esteem and/or independence of the 

befriendee.  

 

Whilst this study did not set out to specifically ‘evaluate’ each of the seven 

schemes against their stated purposes and aims, it has highlighted a number of 

factors that might contribute to the effective achievement or hampering of these 

aims.  These are summarised in this chapter, together with a discussion of the key 

issues and some recommendations for good practice. 
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THE NEED FOR CLARITY IN THE PROVISION OF INFORMATION ABOUT THE AIMS AND 

AVAILABILITY OF BEFRIENDING SERVICES 
The provision of befriending services in the UK over recent years has done little to 

inform our knowledge of the effectiveness or otherwise of this form of community 

resource.  In general, services aim to reduce social isolation and increase 

community participation, but there are, as Dean and Goodlad (1998) have shown, 

a number of different ways in which services can do this and a lack of clarity about 

what the long-term achievement of such a goal might be.  

 

All the schemes in the study seemed to promote ‘normalisation’ for people with 

learning difficulties, aiming to maintain or integrate them in contemporary society.  

However, it is notable that fewer than a fifth of the activities mentioned by the one-

to-one befrienders appeared to specifically increase the social inclusion of people 

with learning difficulties.  A half of all activities were home-based or were activities 

in the community where interaction with others was unlikely to take place. There 

does seem to be more scope for an emphasis on including befriendees in 

mainstream activities and clubs. This would be particularly beneficial were the 

befriender to leave, when hopefully the befriendee would be sufficiently well-

known within the group that their own attendance would not necessarily be 

curtailed. 

 

None of the services seemed to be specifically set up to help change or challenge 

society, to educate its citizens or to remove any of the many barriers to equality of 

opportunity for people with learning difficulties, although, it must be recognised, 

that some services may have had this as a subsidiary, unstated aim.  Even so, 

over half of the befrienders said that they had experienced negative reactions 

from the public when they were out with their befriending partner, but none 

mentioned receiving any specific training on how to tackle such negative 

reactions.  

 

Overwhelmingly, each of the befriending services was considered to be ‘a good 

thing’ and was valued by the befriendees, their families (in the case of 

children/young people) and the befrienders themselves.  Yet positive information 
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advertising the existence of the befriending services was, in most cases, hidden 

under a bushel.  All but one of befriendees had heard about the service through a 

third party, usually a family member, and no mention was made about accessible 

information advertising the service (such as tapes or videos) being targeted 

specifically at people with learning difficulties.  In addition, all but one of the 

families with a child/young person using a befriending service had heard about the 

scheme through word of mouth.  Written information advertising the services did 

not seem to be widely available, with most parents saying that they either had to 

contact the scheme directly, or ask for more details from their social worker.  

 

For potential volunteer befrienders, information advertising the schemes seemed 

to be available from a wider range of sources.  Many of the one-to-one befriending 

services reported having waiting lists of potential befriendees or being unable to 

meet the needs of all those who applied, and it seemed that more resources had 

been put into advertising for potential befrienders than in advertising the service to 

potential befriendees.  That said, we were unaware of any services that regarded 

people with learning difficulties themselves as potential volunteer befrienders able 

to support others. Nor were we aware of advertising being targeted at mainstream 

groups or clubs whose existing members might be willing to support disabled 

people with the same interest. 

 

Almost all the befrienders had had contact with disabled people before becoming 

a befriender, mostly in a personal or work capacity.  This suggests that 

information aimed at recruiting new befrienders needs to be more accessible and 

welcoming to those with no previous contact with disabled people.  However, it 

also indicates the importance of ensuring that people working in the health, 

education, social service and voluntary sectors who may have colleagues working 

with disabled people are knowledgeable about the existence of befriending 

services and the need for befrienders.  

 

The imbalance between female and male befrienders points to the need for 

services to target more men to be befrienders. Further, over half of the befrienders 

said that when thinking about becoming a befriender, they had talked it through 

with a family member or partner.  A third later involved their partner in the 
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befriending activities in some way. In the light of this, it would seem reasonable to 

suggest that schemes should have available a booklet for friends and/or family 

members of volunteer befrienders outlining some of the issues and practicalities to 

consider and the best way in which the family member could offer support with 

these.  

 

Another possible source of recruitment for befrienders may be within churches, as 

almost a half (43%) of the befrienders interviewed said that they were regular 

churchgoers.  

 

THE TRAINING AND PREPARATION OF BEFRIENDERS 
Good training for befrienders helps ensure that a quality service is provided.  It 

also helps to support the duty of care that the service provider has towards the 

befriender, the person they befriend and the befriending relationship itself.  In 

short, training programmes should offer the necessary skills and knowledge to 

enable befrienders to work effectively. 

 

All but one of the schemes in the study provided a training package for potential 

new befrienders, the length, content and depth of the training varying 

considerably.  Disability Awareness and an exploration of personal attitudes, 

values and motivations were the topics befrienders most often mentioned as being 

covered in their introductory training.  In addition, most schemes provided training 

in issues such as: child protection, health and safety policies, and confidentiality.  

The Code of Practice produced by Befriending Network (Scotland) recommends a 

far broader preparatory training programme for befrienders than that provided by 

most of the schemes in the study.  They recommend training to cover: 

• project policies and procedures, including Health and Safety, emergencies, 

complaints and the payment of expenses 

• a role description for the befriender 

• consideration of the motivations and expectations of befrienders, and their 

hopes and fears 

• beginnings and endings 

• attachment/separation and loss 
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• relationship building 

• communication and listening skills 

• boundaries 

• confidentiality 

• information specific to the client group 

• attitudes and values – prejudices and discrimination and equal 

opportunities 

• personal development and self reflection. 

 

The study has identified a number of areas where additional preparatory training 

for befrienders could also usefully be provided.  The most commonly reported 

difficulties by befrienders were: dealing with some forms of behaviour, the 

physically demanding nature of the work, the maintenance of motivation and 

enthusiasm and dealing with public reactions.  Teaching befrienders practical 

strategies for preventing, and dealing with these difficulties should be a core 

component of their preparation and training, as well as for refresher or ongoing 

training.  In addition, support networks through which information could be 

exchanged might also be a useful possibility to explore.  

 

A further area where additional preparatory training for befrienders could be 

usefully provided is in how to work with families.  Service providers from three of 

the four children’s services thought that befrienders sometimes experienced 

difficulties working with children’s parents.  Given the importance of their 

relationship with the families of the people they befriend, particularly (but not only) 

in the case of children/young people with learning difficulties, befrienders ought 

therefore to receive advice and support on inter-personal relationships and 

working with families in the context of equal opportunities.  
 

There is also an issue about preparation for befriendees and their families. They 

too need to be aware of: the aims and expectations of the service, their own roles 

and responsibilities, the policies and procedures of the scheme, beginnings and 

endings, and boundaries. Befriendees and their families had a number of different 

perspectives about what befriending was about, sometimes resulting in a 
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mismatch between their expectations and the service provided. Further, the 

finding that over a quarter of befrienders had a second role in the families of those 

they befriended – typically related to childcare – suggests that discussions need to 

take place with families about how these additional roles are managed and what 

the lines of accountability are.  

 

CHOICE AND CONTROL ON THE PART OF THE BEFRIENDING PARTNER 
Empowerment (the process of service users taking control of their own lives) has 

been an accepted principle of social work practice for well over a decade 

(CCETSW, 1989), but practising empowerment, particularly with people with 

learning difficulties, has been rather less straightforward.  A stated aim of two of 

the befriending services was to increase the self-esteem and independence of the 

befriending partners, implicit in this being the notion of working towards the 

empowerment of the person with learning difficulties.  

 

It was clear from the study, however, that having choice and a degree of control 

over the befriending arrangements were not always realities for the befriendees.  

Many felt that they did not have enough influence over the frequency of contact 

and a significant minority wanted to do new and different things. In general, those 

linked with the group befriending scheme took part in a far narrower range of 

activities than did those linked to one-to-one befrienders; there was also a large 

discrepancy between the range of activities on offer at the scheme and the 

activities that youngsters said they liked doing best. Further, the group befriending 

scheme was not an inclusive service, so tended to foster friendships between 

similarly disabled youngsters. 

 

To a large extent, the age of the people befriended was the crucial factor in the 

degree of choice and control that the befriendees had. Adults were entirely 

responsible for making arrangements with befrienders themselves, but for 

befriendees under 16, parents had a large say in how often one-to-one meetings 

took place and the activities that were acceptable.  Young people involved with 

groups generally made decisions from a list of alternatives that was offered, many 

choosing what to do with parental help.  
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Legislation now makes it possible for young people aged 16 and 17 years old, as 

well as adults aged 18 and over, to receive Direct Payments to make their own 

arrangements and ‘buy in’ support to meet their assessed needs. None of the 

befriendees in the study received Direct Payments, although this is a powerful 

way of promoting self-determination and empowerment. 

 

Supporting people with learning difficulties to speak up for themselves and take 

more control over their lives should be a central philosophy on which befriending 

services for both children/young people and adults are based. Many people with 

learning difficulties are used to being treated as if they are incapable and 

dependent on others for many aspects of their lives, and as such, they may be 

disadvantaged in many ways.  It is the responsibility of people working with them 

to recognise the effects of discrimination and disadvantage and to work to actively 

combat them.  At its most basic, this should involve considering how best to 

optimise the befriendees’ choice and control, an issue not just for service 

providers, but also for volunteer befrienders and the family members of the people 

being befriended.  It is notable that just two of the befrienders interviewed 

mentioned that they received such training.  

 

In the light of this, it may be helpful for projects to review how they operate in 

relation to anti-discriminatory practice.  Good anti-discriminatory practice would 

ensure meaningful consultation with the people who use the service takes place. 

In services for young people that should include obtaining their views as well as 

the views of their parents.  There are a number of examples of involving young 

people with learning difficulties in meaningful consultation – in particular their 

involvement in the national Quality Protects initiative is illustrative of good practice 

(The Children’s Society, 2001).  In the context of befriending services, 

consultation should focus on individual need and preference in a one-to-one and 

group befriending setting, and more broadly on the general level and type of 

service provision, something that was not apparent in the schemes in this study.  

 
SAFETY IN BEFRIENDING  
All befriending schemes are responsible for providing safe befriending for the 

people using and providing their services.  Risks should be identified and 
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managed, and there should be well-developed policy and procedures for risk 

management.  Risks should be evaluated at every stage of the befriending 

service, from the recruitment and selection of volunteers, the practical 

arrangements of the meetings between befrienders and befriendees through to 

the support and supervision provided to befrienders.  

 

Any risk assessment should cover risks: 

• of harm to the befriendee by others within the service 

• of harm to the befriendee by the provision of the service itself 

• of self-harm by the befriendee. 

 

In the context of befriending services for people with learning difficulties each of 

these risks is possible.  By their nature, befriending services support people 

recognised as having particular needs, and along with these needs there is often 

a vulnerability of the person.  Most of the befriending schemes in the study had 

recognised this implicitly or explicitly, by screening potential befrienders, providing 

safeguards for befrienders and covering health and safety issues in the 

preparatory training.  Nevertheless, there are other areas of concern.  For people 

who did not already know the person who was to befriend them, it was common 

for there to be only one meeting prior to spending time alone together; over a third 

of befrienders said that they were not expected to let anyone know where they 

were going with the befriendee; and a third of the befriendees said that they 

usually went out with their befriender alone. In terms of good practice, 

befriendees, as well as befrienders, should inform someone where they are going 

and when they can be expected to return.  In addition, it would seem sensible to 

provide befriendees with accessible information about the role of the befriender 

within the befriending relationship, the boundaries of that relationship and how to 

help keep themselves safe when out with their befriender.  Befrienders should be 

aware of, and should avoid, situations that could be misinterpreted and lead to 

allegations, and should have an emergency contact number for the service. 

 

The risk of harm to the befriendee by the provision of the service itself also 

deserves attention.  There are two aspects to this.  The first is the need to ensure 
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the general safety of the person befriended such as: safe handling, the use of car 

safety belts, the appropriateness or otherwise of activities, and an assessment of 

the competency of befrienders who undertake invasive procedures. The second is 

the need to ensure the psychological integrity of the befriendee.  Here issues such 

as: the recognition and valuing of diversity, the fostering of independence and 

empowerment, and the appropriate preparation and support during the ending of a 

befriending relationship is vital. It was evident from the comments of the 

befriendees and their families that more thought needs to go into the way links are 

ended. Ideally, they should be planned well in advance and stress should be 

placed on the importance of befrienders thinking ahead, so that work can be done 

with the befriender and befriendee to come to terms with the loss of the 

relationship. Every befriending service should have a policy on endings, and 

training for staff and befrienders about this. 

 

Finally, the risk of self-harm by the befriendee ought to be considered. One of the 

most commonly reported difficulties by befrienders was dealing with challenging 

situations, in particular some forms of behaviour.  Although self-harming 

behaviour was not explicitly mentioned here, one could surmise that it is an issue 

that needs to be addressed.  People with learning difficulties are not only more 

likely to be abused in various ways by others, but are also more likely to injure 

themselves (Winchel and Stanley, 1991; Babiker and Arnold, 1997).  The risk of 

self-harm is increased in people with limited repertoires for expression who are in 

an environment that does not support or facilitate effective communication.  An 

awareness of the triggers or factors that might precipitate self-harming behaviour, 

and good training in facilitating communication are ways in which this risk might 

be managed.  

  

PAYMENTS FOR FRIENDSHIP 
All of the schemes in the study regarded the befrienders as volunteers, but three 

of the schemes paid allowances, as opposed to itemised expenses to the 

befrienders. In general, where an allowance was paid, service providers did not 

regard it as a fee or a wage.  Rather, it was intended to cover the befriender’s own 

incidental expenses, compensation for the befriender’s ‘time’ and, in one scheme, 

towards the befriending partner’s expenses.   
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There are a number of possible advantages to paying allowances, rather than just 

expenses to befrienders: it is a tangible way to acknowledge the value of a 

befriender’s contribution; it could be used to clarify the expectations and 

responsibilities relating to the befriender’s involvement; it might create an 

incentive for potential befrienders to get involved, and might allow for a broader 

range of befrienders to be recruited.  Moreover, with the shortage of volunteers 

generally, it could remove some incentives for potential befrienders to go and take 

up paid work elsewhere.   

 

There are also potential disadvantages to paying allowances, rather than just 

expenses.  Two of the service organisers suggested that some befrienders might 

choose inexpensive activities, in part to stretch their allowance as far as possible.  

Another disadvantage might be the stigmatisation of a befriending partner in 

having a person paid to spend time with them.  A third disadvantage might be the 

confusion as to whether sessional payments or allowances can legitimately be 

called expenses. It is a moot point as to whether sessional payments to cover the 

giving up of free time can lawfully be called expenses. If sessional payments given 

to befrienders become competitive with those paid by local employers, then they 

cannot easily be considered expenses. In the schemes studied, if the payments 

were considered to be wages most would fall below the national minimum wage 

levels.   

 

Whatever the individual scheme’s policy, essential expenses such as for petrol, 

parking, entrance fees, subsistence and equipment should be adequately 

covered. If not, it is likely to be a real disincentive for befrienders to continue in 

their current role and to take the person they befriend out to experience a broad 

range of activities. The policy should also apply to training and support sessions.  

The general impression from this study was that the expenses did not adequately 

cover some essentials and most ‘extras’. One national study of volunteers found 

that a third of volunteers admitted to being ‘out of pocket’ as a result of their 

volunteering activities (Tierney et al., 1995).  The proportion of befrienders in this 

study who thought themselves out of pocket was just slightly less at 29%.  

 



98 

This problem needs to be addressed. There is a tension for schemes in that their 

use of unpaid volunteers to deliver their service may limit what they feel they could 

reasonably expect them to do. However, with the general competition from many 

organisations and services for the pool of voluntary workers, befriending services 

need to offer positive experiences for befrienders and not leave them out of 

pocket. Some solutions may be to offer a broader range of incentives to 

befrienders that they could take advantage of with, and without the befriendee, 

such as leisure cards, discounted or free membership of sports or social clubs or 

activities, or the provision of tokens or vouchers to be used for entrance fees to 

mainstream provision. These would have the additional benefit of creating more 

incentives for involvement in mainstream community activities with the 

befriendees. 

 

Four of the services in the study were run by voluntary organisations, with a mix of 

local authority and voluntary or health authority funds.  The other three services 

were run and funded by local social services departments.  The three schemes 

that paid allowances to befrienders were not funded in any particular way.  Nor 

were those schemes that suggested their befriending service was cost-effective. 

Overall, there were differing views as to whether the befriending service was cost-

effective to run: 

 

“It’s good value for money.” 

 

“It’s an expensive service.” 

 

“We have to go through a Best Value review: it is not seen as a primary 

service and it could be difficult to demonstrate best value.” 

 

Undertaking a Volunteer Assessment and Value Audit (VAVA) may be one way 

of assessing the total amount that an organisation spends on its volunteers, the 

financial value of the volunteer’s work, and the relationship between the two (see 

Gaskin and Dobson, 1997).  But the value of befriending services cannot be 

neatly condensed into financial statements; whilst they are likely to be important, 

they do not present the whole picture.  The formal monitoring and evaluation of 
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befriending services is a far larger task, and one where there seems to be 

considerable room for clarification. 

 

THE MONITORING AND EVALUATION OF BEFRIENDING SERVICES 
Few of the befriending services in the study had formal monitoring and 

evaluation systems; none (that we were aware of) operated quality assurance 

systems and just one formally reviewed every link annually. Two of the seven 

services mentioned having their own standards for befrienders; only one 

mentioned including people with learning difficulties themselves in the 

management and/or monitoring of the service.  

 

Qualitatively, the befriending services lived up to their reputation as being ‘a good 

thing’.  The majority of befrienders considered that they received enough support 

from their schemes; this could account for the stability of the volunteer group. All 

but one of the befrienders said that they would recommend befriending to a friend.  

Parents of youngsters linked to a one-to-one befriender were also generally 

satisfied with the service, with three-quarters of them reporting complete 

satisfaction with the current arrangements. The proportion of parents of 

youngsters linked to group befriending schemes who were completely satisfied 

with the arrangements was rather less, at just under a half.  All but one of the 

people with learning difficulties thought their befriender was a good friend to them, 

and all but one of the people attending a befriending group said that they got on 

well with the other members of the group.  Most thought that the arrangements for 

going out with their befriender worked well for them.  

 

While these are very positive views of the befriending services that are impossible 

to quantify, and suggest that the beneficiaries extend beyond the befriendee, 

there are also other useful ways of evaluating services that have not yet been fully 

explored. One is a consideration of what happens when the befriending link ends, 

and whether the aims of the befriending partnership have been achieved.  

Evaluating the proportion of mutually agreed, positive endings where the 

relationship has appropriately run its course and the objectives of the befriending 

link achieved may be useful indicators of the success or otherwise of schemes in 

promoting the empowerment of people with learning difficulties.  Another way of 
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evaluating the effectiveness of a befriending service might be to consider what 

success there has been in widening the befriendee’s social networks, particularly 

when this involves interacting with new people without similar support needs, and 

how well this is sustained.  This, of necessity, needs to be from the befriendee’s 

perspective wherever possible.  

 

The development of robust sets of outcome measures to assess the effectiveness 

of befriending services is clearly a priority.  It needs to consider users’ subjective 

accounts including: feelings, experiences and views of the befriending service, 

and analyses such as mapping social networks.  It needs to take into account the 

aims and objectives of the service, and the intentions of the service provision for 

individuals.  It ought to monitor the support needs of befrienders and befriendees 

and review whether these needs are being met and whether they change over 

time. And it needs to assess whether it is trying to fit people into existing 

structures or is truly setting an example in acknowledging and tolerating 

difference.  Crucially, it must be user-focused, with people with learning difficulties 

involved at every stage of the process. 
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APPENDIX: HOW THE RESEARCH WAS DONE 
 

CONTACTING SERVICES 
The first stage of the research involved trying to identify services that offer a 

befriending service to children or adults with learning difficulties. All children’s 

services registered in the Shared Care Network Directory, and all adult services 

for people with learning difficulties registered with the National Association of 

Adult Placement Services (NAAPS) were contacted for the mapping exercise. 

Schemes that provided a befriending service were asked to complete and return 

an initial information form about the service, detailing the number of people using 

and waiting for the service, the number of these people who had learning 

difficulties, contact details for any other befriending service that they knew of and 

whether they would be interested in taking part in the study. A total of 34 forms 

were returned from schemes that ran a befriending service in which a child or 

adult was linked to one, or at most two, befrienders. 

 

CRITERIA FOR INCLUSION 
A number of the 34 schemes that ran a befriending service were very small and 

were run as an adjunct to other services such as sitting services. Other larger 

schemes only had a very small number of people with learning difficulties using 

the befriending service. The selection of services to be included in the study was 

based on the following criteria: 

• a minimum of 20 children or adults using the service 

• a mix of adult and children’s services 

• some services based in areas where there are significant minority ethnic 

communities 

• a mix of services with urban and rural catchment areas 

• a geographical spread of services in England. 

 

Based on these criteria, a total of 10 services that had indicated that they would 

be willing to take part in the study were contacted. Seven of the 10 were able to 

participate in the next stage of the research. Of the three that were unable to 

participate any further, one was undergoing reorganisation, one had had the 
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befriending service stopped due to a lack of resources, and one said that they 

were too ‘stretched’ to continue after the first interview. 

 

INTERVIEWS WITH SERVICE PROVIDERS 
Service providers from the seven schemes were interviewed using a semi-

structured questionnaire to obtain detailed information about the service. Each 

interview lasted between 1½ and 2½ hours. In addition, service providers were 

asked to provide anonymised information about their befrienders, people on the 

waiting list (if appropriate) and the people using the befriending service. 

 
INTERVIEWS WITH BEFRIENDERS, PEOPLE USING THE BEFRIENDING SERVICE AND PARENT 

CARERS 
A reference group of people with learning difficulties helped develop information 

leaflets and an audio-tape about the research project, letters, consent forms and 

questionnaires for befrienders, people using the befriending service and parent 

carers. For people with learning difficulties, accessible pictorial questionnaires 

were developed. Stickers depicting a range of possible activities that they might 

do with a befriender were also used. These had been developed for a previous 

study (Robinson et al., 1996).   

 

Interviewers in each area were recruited via the Family Fund Trust and each took 

part in a training day. A series of guidance notes was developed for the 

interviewers to cover practical issues about the conduct of the interviews, posting 

back completed forms and claiming fees. 

 

A sample of befrienders, adults using the befriending service and the families of 

children using the service were selected from each scheme as appropriate. An 

attempt was made to ensure that both males and females and people from a 

range of ages and ethnic groups were represented in each sample. People who 

had been connected with the service for varying lengths of time were also 

selected.  

 

Initial contact was made by the service organisers who distributed letters and 

consent forms. All the information went out in English, but interpreters were asked 
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to speak to families directly in their first language if there was a risk that they 

would not respond to the English letter.  

 

The response rate was approximately one in three. In some areas and services it 

was lower than this, but it was not clear why. In these cases a second mail-out 

was sent. The response rate for children’s services, particularly those for younger 

children, was also low because parents were often reluctant to give consent for 

their son or daughter to be interviewed. Children or young people using the 

scheme were contacted via their parent carers, and both parties were asked to 

consent for the young person to be interviewed. Frequently the consent form was 

returned to the research team by the parent carer saying ‘X has no speech/limited 

speech – could not take part’. This prevented many young people from having the 

option themselves of taking part.  

 

A total of 122 interviews were held with people connected with each of the seven 

schemes. This consisted of interviews with: 

• 34 people with learning difficulties  

• 42 volunteer befrienders  

• 46 parent carers of children/young people linked to a service. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 
The responses on the questionnaires were entered into a database and were 

analysed using SPSS. The quantitative data was analysed using descriptive 

statistics. The qualitative material was analysed for its content, and codes 

representing key themes were ascribed. The number of responses mentioning 

each theme were counted and presented as a total percentage of all the 

responses. 

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DIFFICULTIES INTERVIEWED 
Thirty-four interviews were held with people with learning difficulties. Trained 

interviewers conducted all interviews individually, but a parent was also present at 

three of the interviews. Most of the interviews were held at the home of the person 

with learning difficulties 
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The majority of the people with learning difficulties who were interviewed had 

good verbal understanding and speech. Two people seemed to have difficulty 

answering several of the questions, and a couple of others had difficulties with two 

or three questions only.  

 

Almost half the people interviewed were aged between 16 and 25. This is partly 

because there was a particularly good response from a scheme that caters for this 

age group. This does not accurately reflect the general age composition of the 

people who used befriending services. No children under eight and few older 

adults were interviewed, as the table below shows. 

 
TABLE 1: THE AGES OF THE BEFRIENDEES INTERVIEWED 

Age 
group 

0-11 12-15 16-25 26-35 36-50 51-65 65+ 

No.  4 9 16 4 1 1 0 
% 11 26 46 11 3 3 0 
NB. One respondent did not give their age 

 
Over half (58%) were males. This is in keeping with findings from other studies 

where males have outnumbered females amongst disabled people. It is also 

borne out by national statistics, which suggest there is a ratio of 1.6 : 1 amongst 

people with mild learning disabilities and amongst people with severe learning 

disabilities, a ratio of 1.2 : 1 (Emerson et al., 2001).  
 

Three of the service users (9%) were from minority ethnic groups. This slightly 

under-represents the proportion (12%) found within the total group of service 

users for the seven services. Two of the three were interviewed with an interpreter 

present. 

 

Over three-quarters (78%) lived at home with their parents. Two young people 

were at residential college or school; three respondents were living in residential 

group homes or hostels; and a further two were adults living with their own family. 

These findings in large part reflect the fact that most respondents were under 25 

years old.  
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Daytime activities again reflected the age range of the participants. Almost a half 

(46%) were at school or college full-time. Five of the group were in paid work, but 

none on a full-time basis; a further two did voluntary work. Ten people were at 

home for a large part of the week so their involvement in befriending services was 

especially important. 

 
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE BEFRIENDERS INTERVIEWED 
Forty-two befrienders were interviewed. Four of the group worked exclusively as 

supporters in group settings but some of the one-to-one befrienders also helped in 

playgroups or clubs. 

 

Over three-quarters (79%, n=33) of the befrienders were female. Two-fifths (43%) 

were aged 46-60. Table 2 shows the distribution of the age groups of the 

befrienders interviewed.  

 

TABLE 2: THE AGE GROUPS OF THE BEFRIENDERS INTERVIEWED 

 
Age group 

 
No. 

 
% 

Under 18 1 2 
18 - 30 9 21 
31 - 45 7 17 
46 - 60 18 43 
Over 60 7 17 

Total 42 100 
 

A quarter of the befrienders (26%) had a full-time job outside the home, and a 

further quarter (24%) worked part-time outside the home. Table 3 shows how the 

befrienders described their usual work situation.  
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TABLE 3: HOW THE BEFRIENDERS INTERVIEWED DESCRIBED THEIR USUAL WORK 

SITUATION 

 
Employment status 
 

 
No. 

 
% 

Full-time work 11 26 
Part-time work 10 24 
Retired 7 17 
Student 6 14 
Unemployed 4 10 
Adult placement carer 3 7 
Volunteer 1 2 

Total 42 100 
 

The adult placement carers were all associated with one service and provided 

long- or short-term placements for vulnerable adults within their homes. The 

students were studying a range of subjects.  One was doing ‘A’ levels and the 

remainder were doing Arts or Social Sciences courses.  Five of the six were at 

university doing undergraduate courses. 

 

The befrienders described a wide range of interests. The full list is extensive, but 

many of the most popular hobbies were ‘solitary’ activities such as reading, 

listening to music or handicrafts. Two-fifths (43%) said they attended a place of 

worship, but not all them described themselves as regular attendees. Compared 

to national statistics, the proportion of befrienders in this study who were 

churchgoers was very high – suggesting that this is an important characteristic of 

the befrienders. Three-quarters (76%) were car drivers and all those that could 

drive had use of a car.   

 
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PARENT CARERS OF CHILDREN/YOUNG PEOPLE LINKED TO A 

SERVICE 
Forty-six parent carers of children/young people linked to a service were 

interviewed. The parent carers were not necessarily those of the service users 

interviewed, although there was a high degree of overlap. 

 

Most interviews were conducted with mothers, but one father was interviewed 

alone and three fathers were interviewed alongside mothers. One brother and one 
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foster family were also interviewed. For the adult services, only families where the 

service user was living at home were approached.  

 

Over half of the responses came from just two areas; there was a particularly low 

response rate in another two areas.  

 

With the exception of one family (where there were two people using a befriending 

service), all the parent carers interviewed had one disabled member of their family 

using the service. Their household sizes ranged from one to six; the mean 

household size was four (SD = 0.975). The mean number of children in a 

household was 1.5 (SD = 1.225). There were four families that were 

‘reconstituted’ (i.e. where there were step parents/step children present), and five 

that were headed by a single adult.   

 

The sons and daughters of these parents were aged between six years and their 

mid-thirties.  Thus, parents themselves varied widely in terms of age. The mean 

age for mothers was 46 years and for fathers, 49 years. Table 4 shows that most 

mothers and fathers were aged between 41 and 50 years although there were 

three parents over 60. 

 

TABLE 4: THE AGE GROUPS OF THE PARENTS INTERVIEWED WHOSE SONS OR 

DAUGHTERS USED A BEFRIENDING SERVICE 

Age band Number % 

Mothers 
30-40 9 20 
41-50 25 57 
51-60 8 18 
61-70 2 5 
No mother 2 - 
Total 46 100 
Fathers 
30-40 4 10 
41-50 20 50 
51-60 15 37.5 
61 or over 1 2.5 
No father 6 - 
Total 46 100 
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Four households had no-one in external, paid work. By contrast, in a small 

number of cases (n=6, 13%) more than two people had a paid job. Most 

commonly (n=19, 42%), two adults in the household had paid work, although this 

was sometimes an adult sibling rather than a parent, or one parent was providing 

care at home whilst the other was working outside the home (n=16, 36%). 

 

In general, families had lived in the same area for 10-20 years. This suggests that 

most of these families were very settled and that they should be in a good position 

to know what services are on offer. Yet many were not well placed in terms of 

informal support networks: a third (33%) said they had little or no help with the 

care of their son or daughter. Of those that did have some informal support, most 

was provided by grandparents and friends on a rather infrequent basis.  

 

All but seven of the families used more formal support mechanisms provided by 

social service departments and other voluntary organisations. These commonly 

included evening clubs or groups, holiday play schemes, residential schools or 

colleges and respite care. However, the full range was much broader than this 

and other sources of formal support that some parents mentioned included that 

provided by social workers, community nurses or voluntary organisation workers, 

support for themselves through carers groups or a sitting service or support for 

their family member at after-school clubs, day centres, playgroups or on 

occasional residential holidays.  

 

Copies of the questionnaires can be obtained from: 
Shared Care Network 
Units 63-66 
Easton Business Park 
Felix Road 
Bristol BS5 0HE. 
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For further information about the Befriending: more than just finding friends? 
project, contact: 
 
Pauline Heslop    
Norah Fry Research Centre 
University of Bristol 
3 Priory Road 
Bristol BS8 1TX 
 
Tel: 0117 923 8137 
Email: Pauline.heslop@bristol.ac.uk 
www.bris.ac.uk/Depts/NorahFry 
 
 
 
Copies of the summary of this report, and an accessible version for people with 
learning disabilities are available free from the website above, or from: 
 
Sue Mennear 
Shared Care Network 
Units 63-66 Easton Business Centre 
Felix Road 
Easton 
Bristol BS5 0HE 
 
Tel: 0117 941 5361 
Email: sue.mennear@bristol.ac.uk 
 
 
Quality Measures for Befriending Services which has been developed from the 
key issues in the research, and in conjunction with professionals, practitioners, 
family carers and people with learning difficulties, is available from Shared Care 
Network at the address above. 
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