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Ealing Together Covid-19  
  

Training Guide on Establishing A Volunteer Led Befriending Telephone 
Service   
  
  
This document has been written specifically as guidance for voluntary organisations that would like to set 
up a befriending telephone service for vulnerable/shielded residents during the current unprecedented 
circumstances related to COVID-19. During the current social distancing measures there will be many 
people who feel lonely and isolated. Some of these people will have pre-existing mental health challenges. 
Others will be experiencing new pressures from living in confined spaces, we know that since the 
introduction of the lock-down there has been an increase in domestic abuse.  For many the possibility of 
talking by phone call or texting with someone may be a lifeline offering social contact or a way of releasing 
their anxiety.  
 
To accept referrals from Ealing Council you need to have a clear process in place for handling calls/texts, 
which sets out how you are going to manage the data, make the calls/texts, monitor and record  and  and 
how you can ensure the safety of your volunteers and the people you have agreed to support.       
  
   

Recruitment of Volunteers  
  
Your volunteers will be asked to carry out a befriending telephone service for predominantly elderly and/or 
vulnerable people. These people cannot leave their home for a variety of reasons, they may have been 
asked to remain shielded from public space for a period of 12 weeks by the NHS, or they may be self-
isolating. In each case they do not have any family or friends they are in contact with and are need of social 
interaction.  
  
Certain categories of activity are regulated and require a DBS check – these include caring for children and 
physical contact roles with the elderly or other vulnerable adults. As a best practice safeguarding step we 
will ask that all your volunteers engaged in a befriend telephone/text service must have a DBS check in 
place. There may be a fee for this, which the council may be able to assist with.   
  
To accept referrals from the council you are asked to ensure your volunteers are vetted and the right 
assurances are in place, you should have the following information on all your volunteers:  
  

o Date of last DBS check  
o DBS reference number   

  
You should use this information to carry out regular spot checks.   
  
In addition you are asked that your organisation has a safeguarding policy in place, which all your 
volunteers are made aware of prior to taking part in any tasks that involved the elderly or vulnerable.     
 
As a minimum requirement each volunteer should be prepared to sign and date that they have seen and 
understood the following: 
 

1. The content of the 3-minute safeguarding video produced by Waltham Forest council which you can 
see on YouTube 

https://youtu.be/HHQG8CJROhU 
 

2. They should also be encouraged to have on their phone or carry details of how to report any 
safeguarding issues when they making their calls: 

 
Children  
 

https://youtu.be/HHQG8CJROhU
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- If you believe a child is in immediate danger you should call the police on 999  
- If you are worried about a child or young person’s wellbeing or safety, please contact 
Ealing Children’s Integrated Response Service (ECIRS) at the council on 020 8825 8000 (24 
hours). 
 
Vulnerable Adults  
 
- If you are worried about the wellbeing of a vulnerable adult, please contact the 
council on 020 8825 8000.  If someone is in immediate danger call 999 
 
Domestic Abuse 
 
If you are concerned that someone is in immediate danger, call 999 and ask for the police - 
the police will continue to respond to emergency calls.  
 

For more information on safeguarding services in Ealing please refer to the section on Wider safeguarding 
concerns in Ealing Together COVID-19 Best Practice Guidance for Community Groups or go to 
www.ealing.gov.uk 
  
You will also need to be able to use the council’s monitoring systems securely and be able to store data so 
it complies with GDPR requirements. This includes data received and sent via the council’s Egress system. 

      
 

 
Befriending & Social Support by Phone 
 
It is worth noting that offering a befriending service to people you have never spoken to before is very 
different to holding a conversation with people you already have an established relationship with. There can 
be no assumed shared belief system or culture and no previous link to help support the conversation.  
Conversations with ‘strangers’ therefore need a clearer set of boundaries and protocols to ensure that they 
are healthy and safe for all. It is highly recommended that your organisation is structured to manage 
referrals, and your volunteers are provided with a clear set of boundaries and guidance on how to carry out 
each call.  
 
 
 

Organisation & Structure 
 
It should be apparent as to which individuals will carry out the following tasks, how they will be carried out 
and where relevant the timelines:  
 

o a policy which specifies the criteria for staff/volunteers, the scope of your befriending scheme etc 
 

o how the scheme will be managed and who will become responsible for accepting the Ealing 
Together referrals  
 

o allocating referrals to volunteers/staff depending on their relevant experience/expertise 
 

o maintaining and managing the Ealing Together monitoring documentation for each referral 
 

o ensuring that safeguarding policies and practices apply for all calls  
 

o ensuring all individuals in direct contact with a person that has been referred through Ealing 
Together holds a relevant DBS certificate. A record of the date on which the DBS was issued is 
recorded along with the DBS reference number.  
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o keep records following clear data protection/GDPR guidelines particularly where you have clear 
concerns and then pass concerns on appropriately 

 
o whether your organisation is willing to allow both parties (befrienders and befriendees) to hold each 

other’s numbers or whether this is discouraged 
 

o identify a maximum number of calls per day/week for each member of staff/volunteer 
 

o have a link person to talk over calls with and to identify concerns and how the calls are affecting 
them 

 
o agreement on whether personal phones will be used to make phone calls. Your organisation is 

unlikely to have spare phones to offer volunteers, it is recommended that all calls are made using 
the withhold number function, to hide a number from a landline or mobile phone dial 141 and then 
the number. 
From an Android device go to the ‘phone’, press the vertical 3 dots for a drop-down menu and select 
‘settings’, select ‘supplementary services’, select ‘showing caller ID’, click ‘hide my number’.  
From an Apple device go to ‘settings’, select ‘phone’, select ‘show my caller ID’, slide the circle to 
the left to hide number and back to right (green) to show number. 

 
 
 
 

Training for Volunteers 
 
The Do List for making calls 
 

o The first time you call - explain which organisation you are volunteering for, that the 
individual was referred through Ealing Together and that you would like to call them for a 
regular chat. We ask that you make a phone call at least once a week. If you can call more 
often, that would be great! 

 
o Arrange a regular time to call that suits you and them and stick to those times. 

 
o Set a time limit for each call, 15-30 minutes should be more than ample for each call.  

 
o LISTEN more than you talk - ask rather than tell and allow them plenty of space to reply 

(showing you’re listening on the phone is harder than in person - comments like “I can hear 
that you’re feeling…” maybe helpful) 

 
o Define what you can do and signpost people to other services (if you are not qualified to offer 

financial or mental health support than signpost the individual to an organisation which can 
support them) 
 

o Before you call, think of things that you can talk about, have a look out for some good news 
stories that you can share about. Acknowledge and validate fears but try not to dwell on 
negatives. 

 
o Learn to be comfortable with silent pauses, resist the temptation to jump in with conversation 

to fill the gaps. Often these are the times that people share their most honest inputs 
 

 
o Considering asking questions that explore their sensory acuity - asking what they like to 

listen to, the smell of their favourite perfume or flower, or about their favourite foods really 
helps to stimulate all five senses which can help them feel that the call has enriched their 
day 
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o Try to find a good way to end the phone call -‘we’re coming to the end for today, would you 
like to talk again next week?’ 

 
o Use the ‘Withhold Number’ function on your phone 

 
o If there is no answer when you call, try again later. If there is still no answer, please feedback 

to your lead person 
 

o If your situation changes and you are no longer able to make phone calls, please let your 
lead person know 
 

 
 
The Don’t Do List for Making Calls: 
 

o We recommend that you do not give your phone number out. They should be given one 
main number for your organisation which they can call if they need any other support, or if 
they need to change anything. 

 
o Don’t self-disclose - this is about them, not you! Although it can help conversation to flow by 

talking about a relevant example of your own, don’t let this turn into taking over the 
conversation.  

 
o Don’t give out advice, particularly where you are not qualified to do so 

 
o Offer support for children and young people unless your organisation has experience and 

expertise in working with them and has strict safeguarding procedures in place 
 

o Do not offer personal financial support 
 

o Do not be judgemental - this is not the time to correct anyone on a behaviour you perceive to 
be wrong. Unless it could result in harm, try to stay unbiased and open-minded 

 
o If you have any safeguarding concerns, please call 020 8825 8000, and also let your lead 

person know. 
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Additional Practical Steps   
  
Confirmation of Processes and Procedures with Volunteers  
  
It is important that all your volunteers have confirmed and understood the safeguarding and safety training 
you give them. It is therefore recommended that you ask each volunteer to sign an agreement which sets 
out the process and guidance.   
  
You may wish to use the following information in this document:  
   
Please tick the ‘yes’ box to confirm your agreement with the following:  
   
●I have read and understood the Covid-19 safeguarding training  
●I have read and understood the do list and don’t do list for handling calls training  
●I understand how to follow the (organisations name) instructions 
●I understand that it is my responsibility to follow this guidance to ensure my own and others’ safety on 
(organisations name) activities   
●I understand it is my responsibility to judge my own safety at all (Organisations name)  tasks  
●I understand that I can refuse to participate in a task at any time if I feel unsafe  
●I understand that I take responsibility for my own safety and that the task will be unsupervised.  
●I understand the extent to which (organisations name) has assessed the risks and that I participate in 
activities at my own risk  
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