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INTRODUCTION 
Volunteers have played a very im­

portant role in the development of sui­
cide prevention and crisis intervention 
centres in Canada and throughout the 
world.I Over the years the centres have 
m?ved from t~e rather narrow goal of sui­
cide prevention to a service that re­
sponds to persons seeking help with per­
sonal problems ranging from loneliness 
to threatening suicide with the result 
that today most centres respond to calls 
for help not only in times of crisis but 
also provide support over extended peri­
ods for persons experiencing distress. 
While no one model is characteristic of 
the majority of the centres, the philoso­
phy of the Samaritans, an international 
organization with its headquarters in 
England, have been very influential in 
shaping the approach to helping used by 
many centres. The following are among 
the tenets central to the Samaritan phil­
osophy of helping through "befriending": 
(1) Help is provided by volunteers on a 
24-hour basis; (2) The person seeking 
help is free to reject the help offered; 
and (3) Volunteers are carefully selected 
and trained for their role as helpers.2 

The role of "befriender" is seen as 
a demanding one, particularly in a set­
ting in which all contracts between the 
"befri ender" and "befriended" are by 
telephone and there is a reciprocal ano­
nymity in the relationship. The research 
reported in this paper3 examines the 
characteristics of the volunteer providing 
the service in a telephone crisis inter­
vention centre in a metropolitan area in 
Canada and the volunteers' perception of 
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their role as "befriender" and the differ­
ential responses to the demands of the 
role. We also look at some ways in which 
the te 1 ephone determines the soci a 1 rea 1 i -
ty of the interaction between the "be­
fri ender" and "befriended." 

It is important to note at the outset 
that the rapid growth of crisis interven­
tion centres in large urban areas of Cana­
da and the United States resulted from 
several different but interrelated devel­
opments which may be summarized as fol lows: 
(1) The realization that alienation and 
iso~ation are major problems among urban 
residents who lack the familial and insti­
tuti ona 1 supports to dea 1 with these prob-
1 ~ms; (2) A_recognition that disintergra­
tion of primary group and institutional 
supports have resulted in the need for an 
organization to assist persons in coping 
with crisis and stress; (3) The feeling of 
a substantial proportion of the public 
that helping agencies staffed by profes­
sionals are inflexible and unresponsive to 
requests for help; and (4) The interest of 
volunteers in developing services and pro­
grams that are useful but not in direct 
competition with those programs staffed by 
professionals. 

TI-lE CONCEPT OF 
11
BEFRI END! NG

11 

Va rah, the founder of the Samaritans, 
describes befriending as fo 11 ows: 

"The befriending whiah the volunteer 
offers to the aaZ.ler is the personal. 
aonaern of a aompassionate feZ.Z.ow 
human being, who, like the Samaritan 
in the parable, seeks simply to have 
him as a friend in his time of deep­
est need. 114 

It is clear from Varah's description 
of "befriending" that the term is not sy­
nonomous with the traditi ona 1 notion of 
friendship. Bell develops the position 



that the Samaritan concept of friendship 
does not include the following intrinsic 
elements of the traditional notion of 
friendship: (1) A particularistic and 
freely chosen relationship; (2) A rela­
tionship that is symmetrical; (3) A rela­
tionship that is an end in itself which 
involves no ulterior motives; and (4) A 
relationship involving a predominance of 
reactive attitudes.5 Although Bell con­
cludes that it is misleading to claim 
that the Samaritan concept of "Befriend­
ing" constitutes friendship in the full 
sense he states: "Befriending in the 
weaker sense of pro vi ding help and support 
in times of psychological stress seems an 
eminently worthwhile service, most espec­
ially for those people who lack friends 
or who do not wish to burden their friends 
with their troubles."6 The concept of 
"befriending" as used in the balance of 
the paper will refer to the limited defi­
nition advanced by Bell which emphasizes 
the provision of expressive moral support, 
advice and/or referral to persons experi­
encing stress.? 

SETTING AND M:11-lOOOLOGY 
The Crisis Intervention Centre stud­

ied is Distress Centre One in Toronto, 
Canada, the first centre in Canada to use 
the "befriending" concept of the Samari -
tans as the philosophical basis for its 
service. Distress Centre One is a volun­
tary agency that is supported by grants 
from government and voluntary contribu­
tions. Volunteers receive calls 24 hours 
a day and in 1976 handled an average of 
1,700 calls per month. The director, who 
is a clergyman, and a small group of non­
professionals provide the administrative 
and support services. Data on the volun­
teers were collected through a mailed 
questionnaire returned by 115 of 135 vol­
unteers active with the Centre at the 
beginning of 1977 and from unstructured 
interviews with a small group of volun­
teers. 

11-lE 11BEFRIENDERS11 

As might be expected, the "befriend­
ers" do not represent a cross-section of 
the total population. The profile of the 
"befri enders," based on the 115 volunteers 
who participated in the study, indicated 
that a "befri ender" at the Centre is, most 
likely, to be female (67 percent), under 
45 years of age (60 percent), married or 
previously married (58 percent) with some 
post-secondary education (75 percent). 
The occupation of the "befri enders" is 
most often professional, managerial or 
semi-professional (60 percent) with a 
family income in excess of $15,000.00 a 
year (60 percent). The majority of the 
"befri enders" have worked at the Centre 
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for three years or more 
previous experience as 
percent), most often in 
ministration. 

and have had some 
a volunteer (60 

counseling or ad-

The "befrienders" are a relatively 
homogeneous group when compared with a 
sampleofvolunteers across Canada working 
in different setting. In contrast to 
our findings, the findings of a national 
study of volunteers in Canada indicated 
that the stereotype of the volunteers as 
a middle-aged housewife with a better than 
average education and family income, is 
no longer accurate.8 

It is our position that several fac­
tors interact to produce the type of vol­
unteer that is a "befriender" at Distress 
Centre One and probably in other crisis 
intervention centres. Initially there is 
a self-selection process in which persons 
with limited education and volunteer ex­
perience might be hesitant to offer their 
services in a situation where it is appar­
ent that they will be expected to assume 
major responsibility for giving support 
and advice in an impersonal situation. Not 
only is there little opportunity to see 
the results of one's efforts but interac­
tion over the telephone requires verbal 
skills that are often related to the level 
of formal education. In addition, we 
would suggest that in North American mid­
dle cl ass, persons have been socialized to 
accept the lack of immediate and concrete 
results from either efforts and consequent­
ly this type of volunteer effort is prob­
ably more attractive to them than tooth­
ers. 

Two of the most important determi­
nates of the type of "befri ender" at the 
Centre One are the selection and training 
procedures. When a volunteer expresses 
an interest in working at the Centre he 
is provided literature which explains how 
the Centre operates and what is expected 
of the "befriender." The director of the 
Centre reports that about one-half of 
those who show some interest do not fol­
low after reading the literature. In the 
event the volunteer decides to make a 
formal application, an interview is ar­
ranged to determine his suitability for 
training. If the applicant is considered 
to have the potential to be a good "be­
fri ender" and wishes to continue, the next 
step is a training program of four 3-hour 
sessions held once a week in the evenings. 
In the selection and training program the 
volunteer's po ten ti al as a "befri ender" is 
determined by evaluating his ability to 
relate to others, friendliness, insight 
into his motivations for wanting to work 
with others, and an understanding of his 
own needs. The middle class person is more 
likely to meet these criteria, especially 
those that involve insight and introspec-



tion. There is no evidence that the Cen­
tre has consciously attempted to select 
the majority of the "befri enders" from the 
middle class but the Centre's qualifica­
tions for acceptance have produced this 
result. An additional factor, we believe, 
is the requirement of the Centre that vol­
unteers work overnight shifts about once 
every month. The careful screening and 
rigorous training of volunteers is undoubt­
edly an important factor in the average 
length of time, over three years, that 
"befrienders" remain at the Centre when 
one considers the emotional demands and 
time commitment required for this type of 
service. 

TABLE 1 
1'¥\JOR REASON FOR VOLUNTEERING 

Major Reasons No. Percent 

Altruism 51 44.4 

Self interest 40 34.7 

Religious/ethical 11 9.6 

Other 10 8.7 

No Response 3 2.6 

TOTAL 115 100.0 

The "befrienders" were asked why 
they volunteered at the Centre. Table 1 
shows the major reasons given classified 
under four headings. More than four out 
of ten "befrienders" reported that their 
motivation was altruistic, i.e., they 
had a desire to do good for others 1~i th­
out thought for personal gain. Approxi­
mately one-third stated that their major 
reason for volunteering was for self in­
terest, i.e., they were seeking personal 
benefits such as experience, growth, 
knowledge or personal advancement. Only 
one in ten "befrienders" stated that re­
ligious or ethical considerations were 
most important in their decision to vol­
unteer in this setting. While it is 
recognized, as Schindler-Rainman points 
out,9 that motivation to volunteer comes 
from both inside and outside the individ­
ual who makes the decision, it is impor­
tant to note that the altruism and re­
ligious/ethical considerations are seen 
as major reasons for volunteering by more 
than half of the "befrienders." This 
suggests that the major consideration in 
the decision to volunteer for the major­
ity of the volunteers is consistent with 
the philosophy of "befriending" which is 
based on the notion of "doing good" out 
of compassion and without thought of per­
sonal gain. In recent years studies have 
revealed that self interest is as fre­
quently, or more frequently, mentioned 
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than altruism as the reason for volunteer­
ing. The increase in self interest as 
the major motivation for volunteering has 
been noted by both Engs and Aves. Engs 
reports, in her study of Crisis Interven­
tion Centres, that volunteers working for 
mainly altruistic reasons are more commit­
ted in terms of length of service, more 
dedicated toward their clients and their 
agency and more enthusiastic than are 
volunteers attempting to meet their own 
needs through volunteering.10 Aves found 
when considerations of self interest were 
paramount in a decision to volunteer the 
result was often that the needs of the 
volunteer were submerged to those of the 
clients whom the work is intended to ben­
efit.11 

COMPASSION IS NOT ENOUG-l 
Distress Centre One, unlike many 

social welfare agencies, does not limit 
its intake. This is, of course, consist­
ent with its philosophy of offering help 
to all who are in distress and particular­
ly those who feel that the problems are 
not being resolved by official agencies 
and programmes. The virtual absence of 
control on intake means that volunteers 
are put in the position of handling calls 
from persons as diverse as alcoholics, 
psychotics, drug abusers and persons in 
the midst of an emotional crisis. The 
concept "befriend" is not broad enough to 
encompass the appropriate responses to 
this range of callers. In talking with 
the "befrienders" it 1~as clear that in 
dealing with many callers "befriending" 
with its non-directive approach is not 
seen as appropriate and is abandoned. 

A look at how the "befri enders" view 
the various types of calls with respect 
to the difficulty they have in handling 
them suggests some of the limitations of 
the concept of "befriending." Table 2 
lists nine types of calls in which the 
percentage of "befrienders" reported they 
experienced considerable or little diffi­
culty in the handling of each type of 
ca 11. 

More than two out of three "befriend­
ers" reported considerable difficulty in 
handling suicide and alcohol calls and 
one out of two drug and repeat calls. 
Loneliness and masturbation calls (sexual 
calls used as an aid for stimulation in 
masturbation) were very difficult for 
42 and 35 percent of the "befrienders." 
The ca 11 s that the "befri enders" reported 
little difficulty in handling were those 
in which the problems of the caller were 
marital, general distress or homosexuali­
ty. 

The explanations for the marked dif­
ferences in the difficulty experienced in 
handling calls are, we believe, to be 
found in the "befri enders" perception of 
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their ability to deal with the call with­
in the philosophy of the centre and the 
problematic aspects of the interaction 
resulting from the use of the telephone 
for corm,unication. 

TABLE 2 

1YPE OF CALL 
BY DEGREE OF DIFFICUL1Y 

IN HANDLING CALL 
(Percentage Reporting) 

Type of Ca 11 Total Cons id-
erable 
Diffi-
culty 

Suicide 100 68.7 
( 104 )* 

Alcohol 100 64.7 
( 109) 

Drug 100 50.6 
(99) 

Repeat** 100 49.5 
Loneliness 100 42.6 

( 102) 
Masturbation 100 36.5 

(104) 
Marital Problems 100 24.3 

( 103) 
Homosexuality 100 19 .8 

( 108) 
General Distress 100 17.7 

( 102) 

Little 
Diffi -
culty 

31. 3 

35.3 

43.4 

50.5 
57.4 

63.5 

75.7 

81. 2 

82.3 

*Number following type of call indicates 
number of volunteers who rated this 
type of ca 11 . 

**Repeat callers - any person who calls 
the Centre more than three times. 

It is not unexpected that suicide 
calls, comprising less than 10 percent of 
all calls, are identified as the most 
difficult. These callers have threatened, 
or are in process of, self destruction, 
which creates a high level of tension and 
anxiety. On the other hand, in drug and 
alcohol related calls the needs of the 
caller are frequently unclear and efforts 
at persuasion, reasoning or emotional 
support are often met with aggressive and 
hostile responses. The masturbation calls 
a re unpleasant but many "befri enders" a re 
able to deal with them as nuisance calls. 
It is significant that the Samaritans re­
gard some sex callers as "unbefriendable" 
since they are seen as unable to accept 
the offer of a relationship. The calls 
requesting assistance with problems of 
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general distress and marital problems are 
seen as the least difficult to handle 
probably because they are most likely to 
respond positively to the offer of a re­
lationship and emotional support. 

The repeat or chronic callers are 
somewhat of an anomaly for the "befriend­
ers." In the literature they are identi­
fied as a problem or an annoyance because 
of their dependence on the "befriender" 
for continuing support; however, it is 
precisely this type of caller that might 
be expected to benefit most from "be­
friending." The difficulty experienced 
by the "befri enders" in handling these 
calls is often related to their inability 
to terminate a relationship that is de­
manding of their time and energy because 
the distress is a chronic condition. 

BEFRIENDING BY TELEPHONE: 
SOME OBSERVATIONS 

Little attention has been given to 
how the use of the telephone as the means 
of the communication influences the in­
teraction of the ca 11 er and "befri ender." 
At crisis intervention centres where help 
is provided by telephone, the form of in­
teraction creates a barrier that protects 
the participants while giving them more 
freedom. He will examine some of the 
sociological aspects of telephoning and 
offer some tentative explanations of how 
the use of the telephone shapes the social 
reality of the anonymous "befri enders" in 
centres such as Distress Centre One. He 
are indebted to Ball whose seminal work 
on the sociology of telephoning alerted 
us to the importance of some contingencies 
and conditions that regulate telephone 
conversations.12 

In face to face interaction, visual 
clues and signs are very important in the 
assessment of the person and situation 
and when these are not available to the 
"befriender" and the caller they are in­
volved in, what Ball has termed, "inter­
action in the dark. "13 Both parties look 
for clues as to the personal characteris­
tics of the caller in his tone of voice, 
accent, and speech patterns which usually 
provide a basis for assessing the urgency 
of the situation and the ethnicity, age, 
and sometimes sex of the caller. The 
"befri ender" and the ca 11 er must, there­
fore, construct their social reality on 
the basis of sound alone. 

The optimal situation is one in 
which the "befriender" is successful in 
projecting an aural image of trust and 
compassion while the caller projects an 
image of one who wants, needs, and can 
use help. The "befri ender" must decide 
from the aural clues whether or not he 
has been successful. He is less likely 
to receive such clues from callers who are 



irrational, seeking relief from tension 
through sex calls, inebriated, under the 
influence of drugs, or incoherent. 

Ball points out that "the opportuni­
ty for victimage by the caller of the 
called is made possible by the important, 
though rarely made explicit, rule of 
telephone manners ... that it is the 
initiator of the call who shall be its 
terminator, i.e., the person socially de­
fined as being expected to do the hanging 
up."14 The problem of how and when to 
terminate calls is a continuing problem, 
especially with reference to repeat, al­
coholic, drug and sex calls. If the "be­
frienders" hang up prematurely they run 
the risk of destroying the credibility 
of the centre and perhaps denying service 
to a truly di stressed person. The "be­
fri enders" like many other helpers are 
unsure and uncomfortable about when to 
terminate a relationship or to withdraw 
from a situation when there is still a 
possibility that they might be helpful. 

We have suggested two aspects of the 
social reality of interaction by telephone 
that create difficulties for the "befriend­
ers." However, there a re other aspects of 
this reality that facilitate the "befriend­
ing process. The telephone makes it pos­
sible to bypass the bureaucratic struc­
ture of intake that is usually found in 
traditional social agencies and has been 
identified as a deterrent to the potential 
users of the service. The telephone also 
provides access to help without regard to 
status and, in the case of Distress Centre 
One, without regard to time of day or day 
of the week. 

The "befri enders" have a sense of 
freedom and personal expression in their 
interaction with callers that is not pres­
ent in face-to-face interaction. This 
freedom is reinforced by the policy of 
nondisclosure of last names of "befriend­
ers" to callers. This anonymity creates a 
situation in which the "befrienders" have 
not been exposed to what Goffman calls 
"potentially discreditable stigma" such as 
physical disfigurements that may adversely 
affect face-to-face interaction.15 Thus, 
while the exclusive use of the telephone 
in helping places its own constraints and 
controls on the interaction it also frees 
the "befri enders" from some of the limit­
ations imposed by the heirarchy of tradi­
tional agencies and by physical appear­
ance. It is of some interest that when 
the "befrienders" were asked to state 
their major frustration in working at 
Distress Centre One, approximately one 
out of three indicated that it was the 
lack of opportunity of seeing the result 
of their work. This response points up 
another limitation of the exclusive use 
of the telephone in the helping process, 
especially when it is remembered that al-
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most half the "befri enders" volunteered 
because of their desire to help people. 
In this setting the "befri ender" is de­
prived of a reward that most helpers val­
ue, i.e., recognition of the value of 
their efforts from the person 1~ho is 
helped. This is probably one of the fac­
tors that is an important consideration 
in the recruitment of volunteers. 

CONCLUSIONS 
Although this paper reports on the 

volunteer experience in on·e telephone cri -
sis centre operating in a North American 
city, we believe that some general con­
clusions can be drawn that are applicable 
to volunteer effort in the provision of 
this specialized service. It is clear 
that in urban areas there are several 
groups of potential users of the services 
of a dis tress centre, some of these groups 
are: the lonely and alienated; those who 
lack the support of friends and family in 
times of crisis or distress; those who 
have had unsatisfactory experiences with 
one or more community services staffed by 
professionals;andthose who are unwilling 
or unable to request help from community 
agencies. The alienation and anxiety of 
many in the above groups are so great 
that they are, in the first instance, un­
able to mobilize themselves to request 
help in a structured setting where they 
are expected to meet the minimum require­
ments demanded by most traditional agen­
cies, such as: keeping appointments, an 
acknowledgment that they have a problem 
that requires professional help, and a 
desire to do something about their prob­
lem. In establishing distress centres, 
volunteers have succeeded in providing a 
needed service which does not involve 
them in direct competition with profes­
sionally trained helpers. This is partic­
ularly important as it gives the volun­
teers a positive self-image at a time 
when professionals are providing more and 
more of the services formerly provided 
through voluntary action. 

The concept of "befriending," first 
advanced by the Samaritans, that is cen­
tral to the work of many distress centres, 
is seen as too limited in scope for the 
range of problems that individuals bring 
to the centres. There is a need to de­
velop a conceptual framework that accomo­
dates not only "befriending" but also 
more direct approaches that are indicated 
to help individuals who cannot or do not 
wish to establish a relationship. 
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The nature of the task in telephone 
distress centres attracts and holds vol­
unteers who possess certain interests and 
skills that combine to give them satis­
faction despite the limitations that were 
noted earlier; therefore, the recruitment 
of volunteers should be selective. The 



setting not only attracts a certain type 
of volunteer but the task is a very de­
manding one in which rewards are seldom 
visible and direct as in other programs 
that use volunteers to provide direct ser­
vices. 

If the telephone is to be the exclu­
sive, or major, medium of communication 
in the social interaction between the 
helper and helpee, the distress centres 
should undertake research to determine 
its impact on the helping relationship. 
If such research is undertaken it should 
provide data that will make a contribution 
to knowledge of this phenomena and an un­
derstanding of the dynamics of the inter­
action between the anonymous "befri enders" 
and those seeking help. 

* Reprinted with permission from The So­
cial Worker. 
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