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Welcome to our Being a Befriender: The Good Practice Guide. In the UK alone,
Befriending supports thousands of people every year. Just the organisations within
our membership reported that in 2017 – 2018, 9344 people were supported and
that 738,000 hours of befriending was provided.
By signing up to become a befriender, you are joining a national mission to reduce
social isolation and loneliness amongst our communities. Regular social interaction
can help to build confidence, self-esteem and structure for someone, amongst
many other positive outcomes. Befriending projects could not function without
people like you. The work that you will do in this role can really make a difference
and this guide is designed to support you to achieve the most out of your role.
Whether you have joined a grassroots project, a small community or a national
campaign: thank you for taking the time to support others and to make a difference.
Since the late 1980s, Befriending Networks has provided support, training and
guidance to hundreds of befriending projects across the country.
We continue to provide information and support for new and established
befriending projects by offering resources, training, guidelines and
recommendations for best practice. By connecting our membership and providing
opportunities to share experiences and practices, we enable befriending services
to develop effectively and efficiently and are able to represent our members' voices
on a national level.
The contents of Being a Befriender: A Good Practice Guide are as follows:
1. What is Befriending? (page 2)
2. Values and Attitudes in Befriending (page 3)
3. Communication Skills (page 5)
4. The Matching Process (page 8)
5. Building Befriending Relationships (page 9)
6. Boundaries and Confidentiality (page 11)
7. Support and Supervision (page 12)
8. Roles and Responsibilities (page 13)
9. Managing Endings (page 14)
10. Befrienders as Community Connectors (page 16)
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1. What is befriending?
At Befriending Networks we define the term ‘befriending’ “as a relationship
between a volunteer and a service user (commonly 1:1) which is initiated,
supported and monitored by a voluntary or statutory agency”.
Building a strong befriending relationship
There are many factors and responsibilities which are important when building
your befriending relationship. We recommend looking at these eight steps.
Reflect on relationships that you have had, either professionally or personally,
and how these eight points have played a part.
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These are just some of the benefits of having a befriending relationship and some
of these positive outcomes are not just the benefit of the service user. Studies show
that there are many positive benefits for the befriender as well. For example, you
may enjoy knowing you are making a positive difference in someone’s life; you may
improve your own social skills and may feel your confidence grow.
Befriending can come in many shapes and forms. While you are a befriender, you
may: have a cup of tea and a chat; Listen; Provide a valuable link to the community;
be a fresh perspective; become someone they can trust; Notice if things are not
going well or signpost to specialist services if required. These are just some of the
daily tasks of a Befriender. It is important to consider your qualities and
characteristics and how they may be a strength when building your relationship
with your match.
Qualities and characteristics of befrienders
There are many qualities and characteristics that create a strong and valuable
befriender. Some of these desired factors are:
• Strong listening skills
• Understanding of the service user/client group
• Ability to approach new people without prejudice
• Honesty and trustworthiness
• Commitment and reliability
• Respect for confidentiality
• Friendliness and warmth
• Empathy and resilience
• Professional approach to working with the organisation
• Ability to offer caring and understanding presence

2. Values and attitudes in befriending
It is important to consider what your motives are for becoming a volunteer. In the
diagram below, there are just a few common reasons why people engage with
befriending. Being aware of your goal can help ensure you get what you want out
of the commitment. Of course, the primary beneficiaries of befriending are the
befriendees, the service users. As a volunteer, it is also essential that you find the
experience rewarding and fulfilling and the best way to keep track of this is to be
clear about what you want from the outset.
If, at any point, you feel that you are not getting what you want out of your role than
please do have a conversation with your coordinator. There may be changes that
can be made to help you achieve your role.
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Understanding marginalisation
Befriending services most often work with people who, as well as being lonely
and/or socially isolated, have become marginalised in our society for one reason
or another. Befriendee’s may experience prejudice and discrimination and often
their access to help and support may be limited because of myths and
misinformation.
For these reasons it is essential that you are aware of this and are given the
opportunity to examine your own assumptions and attitudes about the client group
the organisation seeks to support. It is crucial that the vulnerable people who use
the befriending service are not judged by those there to support them, as this will
only create bigger barriers for them.

Values and attitudes in befriending
We all have a set of personal values. These may change over time, and we may
uphold some of those values more passionately than others. We all have a number
of core beliefs about what is ok and what is not ok and these underpin who we are
as well as inform the way we operate in our daily lives.
If you are taking the role of a befriender, it is important that your own personal
values do not affect your ability to support befriendees on their own terms. The
befriendee is in the driving seat of their life and will have their own set of values.
As a befriender, you are there to respect their opinions, get to know them and help
them to do what they want to do.
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This is what we refer to as a non-judgmental attitude and whilst it is not always
easy to carry out, it is absolutely key to establishing a successful befriending
relationship.

3. Communication
Good communication skills – the ability to listen and speak to people appropriately
and do the right things while we’re listening and speaking – are at the very heart of
befriending.
Befriending services are often working with people who have little opportunity to
experience someone capable of really listening to them and taking care to
communicate accurately and with respect.
Barriers to effective communication
In any situation there can be things which prevent good communication from taking
place. These are barriers to communication and they can be either external or
internal.

Verbal communication
Communication is partly about words
and this is what we mean by verbal
communication. We speak or write to
other people using words and we
have to select the best ones for the
job, or the communication will not be
very effective. However, your words
are not the most important part of
communication. There is also tone and pace for those who do distance befriending,
and body language for face-to-face befriending such as 1:1 matches and groups.
Using your voice for good communication comes down to thinking about four
different areas, known as RSVP.
R: Rhythm, hesitations and fluency
S: Speed and pace
V: Volume and clarity
P: Pitch and tone
5

Befriending Networks: Being a Befriender
Non-verbal communication
Body language accounts for 55% of all communication so it is very important to
consider this when building your befriending relationship. Whether you are doing
distant befriending or face-to-face, you need to achieve active listening. Positive
body language can include nodding, leaning forward, smiling and making eye
contact.
Active Listening: Communication technique that is used in counselling, training
and conflict resolution. It requires that the listener fully concentrates, understands,
responds and retains what has been said.
Passive listening: Listening without reacting or commenting. Allowing some to
speak without comprehending the meaning of what they are saying.
In terms of making the verbal side of communication go as well as possible, the
technique known as Active listening is useful to know. With this technique, you
understand accurately what the person speaking to you is trying to say and it
reassures them that you are listening and that their voice and opinion matters.
In active listening, the listener continually checks back with the person speaking
to make sure they have understood the message correctly. It comprises of four
steps, which go on continually during the listening process:

The diagram demonstrates how active listening can contain four parts but that this
is a cycle, not a one-time action. By highlighting the information back to the
speaker, you are informing them that you have paid attention and taken a genuine
interest in what they are saying. This simple step can result in boosting their
confidence, making them feel valued and appreciated.
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Some common problems with listening

A befriender with good communication skills can:
- Improve the wellbeing of their befriender
- Broaden the befriendee’s worldview and their own
- Help to build trust with the befriendee
- Allow their befriendee to feel confident about sharing sensitive things
- Assist someone to feel less isolated and lonely
- Help to improve physical and mental health of their befriendee
- Enable the service user to feel valued
Befriending is about bringing two people together and supporting them to form a
particular type of relationship. Befriending is a unique form of informal 1:1 support
which combines both personal and professional elements. In understanding how
relationships fit into the bigger picture of someone’s life, it is useful to take a step
back and examine the many different types of relationships which commonly exist
in our society.
The importance of informal social relationships
It is difficult to give an exact definition of informal social relationships, but it is
generally agreed that this category includes family, friends, neighbours and
anyone else not paid to be involved with us with whom we have some kind of
regular contact.
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People require a broad scope of social relationships in order to thrive. The lack or
absence of a range of social relationships is what can lead to social isolation and
loneliness.
If you have not yet been matched with a befriendee, finding out who is in their life
informally can be one of your first conversations to help you get to know them
better. You may find that their network is very small and in some cases you may
be the only one on the list.

4. The matching process
Matching is central to how befriending works and why. All befriending services will
have some method of making a decision about which befriender is best suited to
supporting which befriendee. It is essential that you know how this process works
within your own organization and understand why it is so important.
Personal preference about who you’re matched with
It is generally accepted that allowing some personal choice about the type of
person you’re going to be matched with matters to some degree to more people
and needs to be taken into account during the matching process.
However, this is not unproblematic. Firstly, being too specific about whom you
would like to be matched with could limit the organisations choices and mean that
you have to wait a very long time to be matched.
Secondly, there are legal issues for the
organisation to take into account.
Equalities legislation is there to make
sure that people are not unfairly
discriminated against and that
preference doesn’t actually become
prejudice. Certain characteristics are
protected by law, meaning that they
cannot be used as the sole basis for
making a decision about that person.
If your personal preference about the type of service user you want to be matched
with includes any of these protected characteristics then the organisation needs to
make a judgement about whether there is good enough grounds to uphold the
preference. In legal terms, these reasons are called objective justification.
When working with anyone, it is important to reflect on three main goals: to provide
equality, acknowledge diversity and provide inclusion. For the first meeting
between a befriender and a befriendee to the match being fully up and running and
working well, there are various stages and no two organizations do it in the exactly
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same way. It is important that you understand the process of the organisation you
are working with.
Key elements of positive supportive befriending relationships
A supportive befriending relationship needs to be thought about and carried out in
a conscious way. There is a beginning, a middle and an end – all of equal
importance – of relationship building which runs throughout.

5. Building befriending relationships
It is important to note that befriending relationships can vary in duration. Commonly,
befriending relationships fall into one of three categories: they offer fixed-term,
open-ended or successive befriending relationships. There are distinct advantages
and issues associated with each type and some befriendee groups may tend to
suit one more than the other.
Please make sure you are aware of the relationship duration of your befriending
organisation or project. This is so that you know what to expect, so you can prepare
for a befriending relationship in advance, but also so that you are aware of what
you have signed up to do.
It is easy to take a relationship for granted and sometimes it can be easy to overlook
how important these relationships are to you. As a befriender, it is important to
remember that you can play a massive part in their lives by helping to grow their
confidence and lowering their risk of social isolation. You have the ability to make
a large impact on their live.

Equality: Granting your
befriendee with the same
status, rights, opportunties
and treatement as others

Diversity: Acknowledging
the variety of
characteristics and abilities
of your befriendee but not
discriminating against
them

Inclusion: Being included
in the decisions and
discussions of their own
life and befriending
relationship
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6. Boundaries and confidentiality
The boundaries in befriending are the guidelines that clearly set out what is ok and
what is not ok in a befriending relationship. These vary from organisation to
organisation, as befriending services take many shapes and forms, work with a
wide range of different people and operate in a huge variety of different contexts.
It is essential for volunteer befrienders to be thoroughly familiar with the boundaries
of their own service.
However, because some of the things you are asked to do – or not asked to do –
as a befriender are perhaps different from what you might instinctively do yourself,
it is also essential to understand exactly why these boundaries are so important.
The importance of boundaries in befriending
It is important for you, as a befriender, to fully understand why it is necessary to
have these boundaries in place. Otherwise, it can feel a bit like a complicated set
of rules that you are just being asked to follow whether it feels comfortable or not.
Boundaries in a befriending relationship can include:
• Time, Duration, Location of visits or contact
• Activities carried out during visits
• People present during visits
• Exchange of information and gifts
• Dress code
• Cash handling
• Physical contact
Befriending relationships are unique in being both personal and professional at
the same time, so this relationship has the potential to be confusing. All the more
important, then, that boundaries are established, understood, communicated and
maintained – for the sake of our befriendee’s, befrienders like you and for the
sake of the organisation.
Maintaining the boundaries: the challenges
Even if we know what they are and understand the importance of the boundaries
of the service, you may encounter situations in which it is difficult to maintain them
as required. Most often these situations are where the hopes/expectations of the
relationship do not fit with the boundaries set. It is also common for the befriender
to go the extra mile and bend the rules to do something we feel to be positive for
the service user. Saying no can be challenging and it helps to be clear about what
you can and should do in such situations.
Understanding confidentiality
Within befriending, when we speak of confidentiality, we are normally referring to
the obligation placed on befrienders not to disclose information about befriendees
to third parties. Therefore, as a befriender, you are not at liberty to speak about
11
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your befriending relationship, share any personal details about them or discuss
anything they have told you during visits or contact, with other people.
There is one important exception to this –
the coordinator. You have an obligation
to share everything with the service
coordinator. This means that your
befriendee can never ask you not to tell
the coordinator something. They will know
from the beginning of their involvement
with the organisation that you have to
pass everything on to your coordinator.
The minimum unit of cooperation and
confidentiality in a befriending service and
the befriending relationship consists of the befriender, the befriendee and the
organisation. This is what referred to as the Befriending Triangle, as shown above.
Please ask your coordinator for a copy of the organisation’s Confidentiality Policy
if you have not already read it. If it is different from these guidelines, or if there is
any confusion, please ask your coordinator to explain the policy.

7. Support and Supervision
Most befriending organisations provide support and supervision to befrienders as
a combination of 1:1 sessions, group meetings and ongoing training opportunities.
In the majority of cases, attending these sessions and meetings is not an optional
extra – it is a core part of the role. Befrienders agree to the organisation’s support
and supervision requirements from the outset, just as they agree to adhere to the
boundaries, confidentiality and training requirements.
So why it is so important for organisations to provide support and supervision to
volunteer befrienders, and for volunteer befrienders to take up these opportunities?
It is important to be clear about the different types of support and supervision that
your organisation will provide you with. For example, specific additional training or
an open door policy to sit down with the coordinator.
Reflect on your own existing knowledge of the organisation and consider any
questions you may want to ask. Please take the time to consider if your
expectations of support accurately reflect the support and supervision
arrangements in your organisation.
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8. Roles and responsibilities
It’s time to look more closely at what the roles and responsibilities you may have
while a befriender:
• To actively participate in the training and preparation to become a befriender
• To meet with the befriendees as agreed
• To work within the policy and practice framework of organisation
• To attend training and support meetings
• To maintain the appropriate boundaries within the befriending relationship
• To alert the coordinator about any problems or about issues beyond their remit
• To complete any paperwork required by the organisation
Every befriending service is unique, so there might also be other people involved
who have a part to play in making it all work, or who have an interest in making
sure it all goes smoothly. Your befriending service may contain the following
stakeholders:

Practical tasks in your befriending role
Your contact with your befriendee is, of course, the most important part of being a
befriender. There are other important tasks which you have to complete to ensure
that you’re carrying out your role properly. As always, these tasks vary from
organisation to organisation, so we can’t tell you exactly what yours are. What we
can do is give you an overview of the kinds of things befrienders are asked to do
and help you to create your own fail-safe checklist so that you have a clear picture
of the role
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Take part in
organisational
induction training

Attend a posttraining interview

Attend regular 1:1
support and
supervision

Provide information
for monitoring and
evaluating the
service

Provide updates on
risk assessments if
you notice any
changes

Participate in
further/ongoing
training

Give written
feedback about your
befriending
visits/calls

Take part in profile
raising/fundraising
activites

Participate in group
meetings with other
befrienders

Attend other
organisational
meetings/events

Help to deliver
training to new
befriendees

Take on more than
one befriendee

When roles and responsibilities are not carried out properly
For a befriending service to work smoothly and achieve what it has set out to
achieve, everyone has to play their part and carry out their roles and responsibilities
appropriately. It’s useful to think about what could go wrong if this doesn’t happen.
If you are ever in doubt, ask your coordinator or an available member of staff from
the organisation for advice and guidance.

9. Managing Endings
Endings in befriending relationships have to be thoroughly discussed at the
induction stage. It is important that people have a supportive environment in which
to face any uncomfortable feelings that loss and endings may provoke.
There are likely to be many small endings during the befriending relationship before
the actual ending. A break for a holiday or if one part is ill can mean the relationship
is put on hold. Being open and honest with your befriendee should be a practiced
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concept. Honesty can help the ending process be smoother and easier to handle
for both the befriendee and the befriender.
At some point, for one reason or another, all befriending relationships come to an
end and as a befriender, it is important to think about how this will or might happen.
Even if you’re just at the beginning of a relationship or have not been matched yet,
consider how the befriending relationship will end so that you can be prepared for
it. This is not exhaustive but the three examples below give you an idea of the range
of reasons why the befriending relationship may end:

Circumstances
change, i.e.
someone moves
away

The service user
feels positive and
no longer needs
the service

The organisation
feels the match
has matured into
friendship

The importance of managing endings
It is important to be aware that not all endings are equal. It is certainly true that all
change generates challenges, and the ending of a befriending relationship is no
different. There will always be feelings to deal with, adjustments to make and
obstacles to overcome when a relationship ends. Endings that are overwhelmingly
positive are extremely different to those that are overwhelmingly negative. It is
essential that you understand the difference, particularly for working with
vulnerable people that are potentially low in confidence, isolated or lonely.
Endings which are planned, discussed and understood by all parties are more
positive for those involved than endings which happen suddenly and whose
reasons are not clarified. So what can be done to ensure that endings in your
befriending service are as good as they can be?
Befrienders have the ability to see endings as stages that everyone passes through
in order to continue onto the next stage and can feel as a sense of progression in
their relationship with the befriendee ending.
This said, befrienders may have had bad experiences in the past and may dread
the end of the relationship. You may also struggle to see anything positive about
moving onwards. For example, a befriender may dread the end of the match so
much that they encourage the service user to become dependent on the
relationship so that the end is put off. This is a negative for the service user who
should be given a supportive environment to feel confident in, build trust, social
skills and independence. As a befriender, you should not put your feelings of dread
before the wellbeing of the befriendee.
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Similarly, how befriendees cope with endings will reflect on how endings have been
managed (or not managed) in their life. For example, if ending is associated with a
sense of abandonment then they too may look for ways to prolong the relationship.
Please note, in any situation where you feel overwhelmed or feel pressure from
your befriendee, you should discuss this with your coordinator.
Befrienders and befriendees who are offered appropriate support in the aftermath
of a relationship coming to an end are also much more likely to view the ending
less negatively and move in a positive direction afterwards. Those experiencing the
endings of relationships may require support. It is the organisation’s job to provide
this and your job to ask for it if you need it.

10.

Befrienders as community connectors

The idea that befriending relationships can serve to enhance the social
connectedness of befriendees is very much embedded in the work of the sector.
No matter what the age, background or circumstances of the people you are
supporting through being a befriender, you can help them to make new connections
(or to keep/resume previous ones) which will reduce isolation and loneliness, and
enable them to tackle other issues they may be living with.
What these community connections consist of varies enormously from service to
service and from befriendee to befriendee. You should consider your match and
what will benefit them.
Community connections allow a stronger connection between individuals and
communities. It allows everyone to have the opportunity to develop meaningful
relationships regardless of age, status, circumstance or identity.
Community connections can build: trust, resilience, confidence, self-esteem,
improved mental health and wellbeing, a sense of belonging amongst other positive
boosts.
These are just some of the benefits of being involved in the community. It is
important to remember that your position as the befriender can help achieve all of
these benefits and open doors for the befriendee.
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Understanding social isolation and loneliness
It is important to understand the differences between social isolation and loneliness
so that you are in the best position to target and support your match.

In everyday usage, loneliness and social isolation are often referred to in the same
phrase, as if they described the same type of experience. As a befriender you may
need to take different steps depending on the match. For example, if someone is
lonely they may require support to develop, maintain or extend social relationships.
If someone is socially isolated then they may require practical support and
resources such as transport. It is key to remember:
•
•
•
•

People can be lonely even with frequent social contact and not all socially
isolated people are ‘lonely’
Reducing social isolation does not necessarily reduce loneliness
Solutions to loneliness are different for each individual and can only be
effective if developed in collaboration with that individual
It is vital to remember that lonely people are not an identical group

Befriending is a key tool in helping to support people who are suffering with
loneliness or social isolation. If you are aware that someone is struggling, please
take the time to address the issue and understand that your befriending
relationship, even if just for one hour a week, can make a big difference in
someone’s life.
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Thank you for reading our Being a Befriender: The Good Practice Guide. We
hope you have enjoyed this resource. If you would like to take your role further,
why not speak to your coordinator and ask to be signed up to our free Core Skills
training.
Core Skills in Befriending is an online training course that provides befrienders with
the fundamental information and allows them to reflect on their organisation and
understanding of their roles and responsibilities. Our online training provides a
more thorough understanding of the information provided in this guide as well as
the opportunity to apply it to your own Befriending circumstance.
While Befriending Networks provides the information via the learning platform, your
progress will be tracked and your work will be marked by your coordinator. This
way, you get direct support from the organisation and can discuss any questions
or concerns you may have.
If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to get in touch with Befriending
Networks.

Befriending Networks
Victoria@befriending.co.uk
(+44) 0131 261 8799
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