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Introduction
The Brothers of Charity Services in
Central Lancashire, based at Lisieux
Hall near Chorley, has for over sixty
years provided a residential and training
service for 200 or more adults with a
learning disability. 

Because of the emphasis placed by the
organisation on personal relationships,
the Community Awareness and
Involvement Programme (CAIP)
established thirteen years ago has
become an integral part of the service.
It had as one of its original aims to
facilitate friendships between service
users and volunteers from the local
community (Kelly, 1991). This aim has
remained central to the programme,

although over the years the overall
approach has broadened and there is
an increasing emphasis on service
users becoming involved in community-
based activities, often with the
assistance of a volunteer. 

Since the inception of the CAIP, there
have only ever been piecemeal
attempts to educate service users about
the role of volunteers. In addition, and
more importantly, very little attempt has
been made to discover how service
users perceive the role of volunteers, or
how they feel volunteers could be of
assistance to them. Only one fact is
clear: where volunteers are involved in
a service user’s life, their input is
greatly appreciated.

This article looks at how people with a learning disability perceive the
role of volunteers, and at how they feel volunteers can be of help to
them. The findings suggest that they view volunteers as friends. Until
services can be reorganised to the point where staff can support
people with a learning disability in more community-based activities,
the introduction of volunteers as friends may be seen as a positive
and valuable step.

Service users’ perceptions of
volunteers involved in a residential
and training service for adults
with a learning disability
Val Turley, Social Worker, Community Awareness and Involvement Programme
Brothers of Charity Services



To enable us to benefit the service
users by making improvements in the
way the CAIP functions, we undertook
research to discover how service users
perceive volunteers, in terms of the
functions of friendship and their role
within the organisation.

Functions and importance of friendship
Many writers have recognised the
difficulties in researching the area of
personal relationships. These
problems arise because of the
imprecise nature of the information
that may be collected. McCarthy
(1981) highlights the influence of
societal norms, historical forces and
cultural issues, as well as the range of
definitions of concepts such as
friendship, attraction and acquaintance. 

To try to overcome some of the
difficulties, the functions of friendship
as identified by Richardson and Ritchie
(1989) and Firth and Rapley (1990)
have been used as the basis of this
research. They list company, security
and intimacy, opportunities for
experience, a sense of self identity, self
esteem, and practical self help as
functions of friendship that provide us
with positive factors in our lives. These
functions also suggest that friendship
can operate on several different levels,
ranging from acquaintance to
friendship.

In emphasising the importance of
friendship in our lives, Richardson and
Ritchie state (1989): 

The quality of people’s lives is
fundamentally affected by their
friendships. 

There is a recognition that, although
the functions of friendship may be
diverse and complicated, they are
essential to our mental and physical
well-being (Perske, 1988). 

Most students of individual psychology
and social behaviour recognise . . .
that a positive self-evaluation is a
requisite for 
the mental health of the individual in
any culture. It is not as frequently
recognised . . . that such a positive
evaluation can only come through
social interaction, through the
responses of
others to one’s own action and
behaviour (Goldsmith and Forward,
1967)

Friendship can therefore promote a
sense of self worth and value and a
stability in one’s life.

Friendship and people with a learning
disability
Successful personal relationships are
as important for people with a learning
disability as they are for anyone else,
but historically they have had little or
no opportunity to develop close
friendships, or indeed make the
acquaintance of individuals other than
family, carers or other individuals with
a learning disability (Walsh, 1984;
Cheseldine and Jeffree, 1981;
Richardson and Ritchie, 1989; Hayes,
1994).

The controlling influence of
professionals over the lives of people
with a learning disability has led to
their segregation from mainstream
society, and has resulted in severe
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limitations being placed on any
opportunities they may have had of
participating in social activities and of
developing personal relationships
outside their immediate social circle.

Although current policies emphasise the
importance of integrating people with a
learning disability into the community
(Wolfensberger, 1983; King’s Fund,
1988), it has become increasingly
evident that social isolation is still a
major issue here.

The community at large is poorly
equipped to cope with disability on a
day-to-day basis (McConkey and
McCormack, 1983), and so individuals
with a learning disability, no matter how
able they are, may find themselves
more socially isolated than when they
were living in a large institution, as the
number of social contacts they can
make may be dramatically reduced.

In addition, much of the evidence
suggests that people with a learning
disability often lack the skills that would
enable them to initiate and develop
relationships outside their own limited
social circle (Atkinson and Ward, 1987;
Richardson and Ritchie, 1989; Firth and
Rapley, 1990; King’s Fund, 1988).

The importance of personal relationships
for people with a learning disability is
highlighted in An Ordinary Life (King’s
Fund, 1982). It is a theme developed in
Ties and Connections (King’s Fund, 1988)
which, as well as identifying similar
functions of friendship to Richard and
Ritchie (1989) and Firth and Rapley
(1990), goes on to recognise the

difficulties that people with a learning
disability may have in establishing and
maintaining friendships.
Throughout research into personal
relationships, the emphasis is on the
reciprocal nature of friendship, while the
literature on the friendships of people
with a learning disability also emphasises
the need to support people in their efforts
to establish and sustain those
relationships.

Lesley Hayes (1994) recognises the
need to maintain friendships or
encourage new ones when individuals
with a learning disability are relocated
from a hospital setting into the
community. Her research shows that, a
year after relocation, contact with family
and friends was more infrequent than it
had been when the individual was in
hospital. The reason for this was the
limited opportunities to extend
friendship networks. Although use was
made of community facilities, the
majority of friendships in Hayes’s study
were from the learning disability
community.

These findings are understandable –
indeed, predictable – if we accept the
views of Bleisner and Adams (1992)
and Touhey (1975), who examine the
socially constructed nature of
friendship. They believe that, despite
the apparently free choice we have
when selecting friends, in reality we
tend to choose people who are most
like ourselves in terms of sex, religion,
age, geographic area and status. No
mention is made here of shared
interests, which other researchers
identify as an important factor in
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friendship. In addition, class,
occupation, disability and culture may
be influencing factors in our selection of
friends. If we accept all the above, it
may be considered reasonable that
people with a learning disability will
indeed become friendly with other
people who have a learning disability. 

In Ties and Connections (King’s Fund,
1988) similar findings to those of Hayes
are recorded. Here there is also a
recognition that staff can provide a
limited friendship. The mobility of staff
can make long-term friendship with
them difficult, but the research takes
this a step further and highlights the
problems service users may experience
when depending on staff for help in
sustaining friendships. Changes of staff
can result in a loss of knowledge of
service user.

Neither does group living necessarily
provide friendship. People with a
learning disability seldom have the
opportunity to choose the people they
live with, or the company they would
like. Additionally, they are often
channelled into leisure activities that are
not of their own choosing (Richardson
and Ritchie, 1989).

There is a growing body of research
which highlights the desire of young
people with a learning disability to be
regarded as ‘normal’. One way of doing
this is to have non-disabled friends,
which thereby enhances their status
and minimises their disability
(Richardson and Ritchie, 1989; King’s
Fund, 1988). In direct contrast to this,
other researchers are keen to promote
the value of friendship between people

with a disability. It is possible that
relationships between people with a
disability may not be valued and given
the recognition they deserve. This may
be another reason why people with a
disability themselves place such value
on relationships with non-disabled
people (Williams, 1978). It is, however,
difficult for anyone to comment
adequately on the quality of a
relationship unless they themselves are
a part of it, although it can perhaps be
accepted that carers will monitor
friendships, usually with the intention of
protecting people with a learning
disability from upset or harm.

The odds are plainly stacked against
the individual with a learning disability
who wishes to make and sustain
friendships. Not only may they lack
finances, transport and the
encouragement of staff support, but
they may also lack the necessary social
skills with which to facilitate interaction
(Le Touze and Pahl, 1992; Chappell,
1994). 

These social skills may range from
awareness of appropriate dress through
to the ability to initiate and hold a
conversation, appropriate behaviour,
confidence and motivation. The ‘getting
to know you’ stage of any relationship
takes place over a period of time. It is
during this stage that people with a
learning disability need most help and
support. Observational skills (necessary
to interpret what is seen),
communication skills (interpreting what
is heard and consequently understood)
and judgemental skills (which involve
making decisions about people’s mood
and attitude) are all vital skills used in
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the early stages of a friendship. For
those of us who have had a lifetime of
practice in using these skills, meeting
new people is not usually a daunting
experience. For people with a learning
disability, such skills have rarely been
learnt, much less practised.

Developing a close friendship requires
yet another set of skills. Duck (1981)
recognises that close friends must be
able to understand and respond to each
other’s needs. Such an achievement
demonstrates that a process of learning
must have taken place over a period of
time in order that acquaintances could
get to know each other very well. The
desire for such a close relationship
must also exist.

Individuals with a learning disability are
not necessarily aware of the benefits
that can be reaped from new
friendships, and may see no apparent
need to make the effort to extend their
social circle. Indeed, previous attempts
to do so may have resulted in failure
and/or rejection. (Abrahamson, 1978). 

Bayley (1997) takes the argument one
step further. He sees adults who have
spent many years in institutional care as
having had their self-esteem and self-
confidence damaged. Bayley believes
that they need careful and time-
consuming attention to learn to
understand themselves and value
themselves before they can find
companionship in others.

Friendship schemes
There is no shortage of friendship
schemes, all of which have been
established with the express intention of

providing friendships for people with a
learning disability. The friends are often
referred to as being ‘special’, which
implies that what they do is out of the
ordinary.

Richardson and Ritchie (1989) give an
overview of such schemes, and in so
doing identify some of their strengths
and weaknesses.

Owing to the contrived nature of many
of the friendships supported by these
schemes, the strength of the
relationship between the parties
concerned may vary considerably.
While some may get off to a flying start,
others never get off the ground – and
there is a third group that exists solely
because of the existence of the
friendship scheme itself.

As previously discussed, the notion of a
friendship scheme is fundamentally
flawed because there may not be the
element of free choice. Volunteers may,
however, be seen as taking on the role
of the enabler – that is, of introducing
people with a learning disability to
groups and activities that put them in a
position to make more friends. This
view is reinforced in Ties and
Connections (King’s Fund, 1988), which
emphasises that integration into the
local neighbourhood should be
encouraged, leading to the natural
development of acquaintances and
friendships through everyday activities.

Research by Walsh (1984) gives us an
example of a successful friendship
scheme at St Michael’s House, Dublin.
This was a pilot project which
concluded that the majority of people
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involved wanted to continue with their
friendships at the end of the project.
Difficulties of communication between
befrienders and service users were
noted, especially in the early stages of
the friendships, but it was felt that these
could be mostly overcome, to the
benefit of the service user.

Volunteers may thus be seen to play a
useful role in the lives of people with a
learning disability, but can they be
classed as friends in the true sense of
the word? Do they fulfil the same
functions as ‘real’ friends, or could they
be used more effectively, enabling
people with a learning disability to
choose and sustain their own
friendships?

The Community Involvement
Programme
It was against this background that the
CAIP was established at Lisieux Hall.
There are currently fifty volunteers
involved in the programme.

The original aim was to promote one-to-
one friendships. There has been some
success with this over the years, but
also some problems, in terms of the
number of volunteers wishing to get
involved in this way and of the number
of ‘friendships’ that have foundered after
a relatively short period of time.

Volunteers past and present have
expressed a wariness about taking on a
long-term commitment, especially in the
early stages of volunteering. This
wariness is based on a fear of failing,
perhaps because of the long-term
commitment, the possibility of a
personality clash, or because they lack

experience, and therefore confidence, in
the field of learning disability
(Richardson and Ritchie, 1989; Walsh,
1984).

The emphasis has therefore shifted to
providing volunteers with opportunities
to work initially with groups of service
users in supported settings. There are
then opportunities for volunteers and
service users to get to know each other,
and as a result friendships often flourish
naturally.

All volunteers in the service are selected
as carefully as possible and are offered
ongoing support. In addition, they have
access to a comprehensive training
programme. The support systems are
designed to help volunteers settle into
their role and gain confidence.

In the normal scheme of things,
however, friends do not usually receive
offers of training, although they may
receive informal support from other
friends and acquaintances. They
certainly do not receive guidance from
professionals, nor do they ask potential
friends for references before deciding to
allow them into their social circle.

While recruitment and support
procedures can sometimes be viewed 
as inappropriate and ‘against the spirit
of the exercise’ (Richardson and Ritchie,
1989), this has to be balanced against
the need to protect a vulnerable section
of society from possible abuse. As a
responsible organisation, the Brothers of
Charity Services strives to protect its
service users in as sensitive a manner
as possible.
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Methodology
There is a growing belief that any
research undertaken in the field of
disability should, if it is to be of any
worth, be emancipatory in nature
(Wyngaarde, 1981).

The emphasis should be on giving
people the opportunity to decide upon
the areas of research and to be
involved in all subsequent stages of the
research process. Minkes et al (1995)
argue that such an approach results in
more appropriate research, which is in
turn of more direct benefit to people
with a learning disability. Oliver
reinforces this view, stating that
disabled people must write their own
histories, as only then will we have ‘an
adequate framework in which to locate
our present discussion’ (Oliver, 1990: p
xi).

We therefore aimed to ensure that
service users involved in the research
were quite clear about the reasons for
it, and understood that they and other
service users would ultimately benefit
from the findings.

Guided by other research involving
people with a learning disability
(Richardson and Ritchie, 1989; Walsh,
1984), we used unstructured interviews
as the main means of collecting data.
The interviews were – with permission of
the service users involved – recorded,
thus ensuring that the conversation was
not interrupted by note-taking and that
everything was recorded accurately. It
was felt that this approach would give
both researcher and interviewee
considerable latitude. As a basis for the
interviews, a number of themes were

used to guide conversation. These will be
discussed later.

The methodology for any research
project must be carefully thought
through, especially when friendships
and relationships are the main subjects.

Involving people with learning
disabilities in research can throw up a
number of additional issues which must
be taken into consideration in the
planning stages. Atkinson (1989)
identifies four main areas of concern
with regard to the research interview:

1. The service user’s response to the
questions asked. Communication
difficulties and limited life
experiences will influence the way
questions are asked and answered.
Atkinson also points out that some
service users are keen to please a
researcher, which may influence the
answers they give.

2. The very process of research may be
frightening to some service users. As
an oppressed group, they may feel
that they are being checked up on.
This could lead to problems and to
the concealment of anxieties.

3. Any fears may be allayed, however,
by feeding back the results fairly
quickly in a simplified form, and also
by pointing out that research may
help the interviewee and others in
similar situations. 

4. The interviewee’s perception of the
researcher. Depending upon their
previous or current contact with that
person, the service user may

Service users  perceptions of volunteers 45



Voluntary Action Volume 1 Number 3 Autumn 1999 46

question the motives of the
researcher or have difficulty in
relating to the researcher in a new
role. Where a researcher is unknown
to the interviewee, sensitive
introductions should be made to allay
any fears.

In this instance, the service users were
acquainted with the researcher and
were aware of her involvement with
volunteers in the service. 

Key workers for each of the
interviewees were given an outline of
the aims of the research at the outset,
and it was with their assistance that
background information on each of the
service users involved was collated.
This information was used to facilitate
the interview, being employed as a
prompt when necessary, and also
helped the researcher to evaluate the
responses of the service users to the
research questions. 

Each service user was assured at the
beginning of the research that the
information they provided would be
confidential and that they would not be
identified in the final report. They were
also assured that any other information
which fell outside the scope of the
research would not be passed on
either.

It is reasonable to suggest that any
research process, although based on
firm criteria, should be tailored to suit
individuals so that their real views can
be obtained.

As there are more than 200 users of
the Brothers of Charity Services in

Lancashire, their ages ranging from 18
to over 90, it was planned to interview a
group of people from the same
management area, which involves
twenty-seven people (twenty-five males
and two females) living in six houses. It
was hoped that, by restricting the
research to one area, the results would
be used positively and constructively by
the staff involved. 

In the event, eight service users were
involved in the research. Only one was
female; this is because females were
only admitted to the service fifteen
years ago, and an equal balance of the
sexes will be slow to achieve. Any
other management area within the
service would show a similar
imbalance.

Each of the service users involved in
the research had previously had, or still
had, some contact with a volunteer
and/or worked as a volunteer
themselves in their local community.

• Five worked full time in day training
areas run by the Brothers of Charity
Services.

• Three were in full or semi-retirement.

• Three had regular family contact.

• Their ages ranged from twenty-four
to seventy-four.

• All had spent at least ten years in
residential care, with the oldest of
the group having spent
approximately sixty years in one
institution or another.



Of these eight service users, only one
was not linked to a volunteer. He had,
however, expressed a wish to have a
volunteer. He had worked as a
volunteer himself with local groups for
the previous nine years, and had a
reasonably full understanding of the
role of volunteers in the organisation.
Each of the other interviewees had
been linked with a volunteer for a
period of between four and nine years.

The functions of friendship as identified
by Richardson and Ritchie (1989) and
Firth and Rapley (1990) were used as
the basis of the research statements.
The aim was to discover:

• How secure/intimate the
relationships are between service
users and volunteers in terms of
giving and receiving emotional
support, and including concepts of
trust, warmth, sharing, a sense of
belonging and expectancy of
continuity.

• Whether volunteers provide a source
of company.

• Whether they provide opportunities
for new experiences.

• Whether the relationship enables the
service user to gain practical
everyday help.

• Whether the relationship gives the
service user a sense of self-identity
and self esteem.

In addition, it was hoped to discover

whether:
• Service users felt they needed any

help in maintaining friendships with
volunteers.

• Service users could identify any
difference between volunteers and
members of staff.

In addition to the research statements,
a number of question areas were
compiled that related directly to the
aims of the statements. These
questions were not asked as a matter
of course during the interviews, but
when they were necessary to acquire
the specified information.

The main question areas were:

• Whether the interviewee has a
volunteer.

• Frequency of contact, including
letters and telephone calls.

• Nature of contact, including activities
participated in when with a
volunteer, topics of conversation.

• Feelings about having a volunteer.

• Who do you confide in when you
have any problems or worries?

• What are the differences between a
member of staff and a volunteer?

Additional prompts were used as
necessary to obtain the relevant
information.
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The findings
When the information collected during
the interviews was analysed, it became
clear that much of it applied to more
than one research statement. The
information provided by service users
was in the main factual; few interviewees
were able to offer any insight into the
relationship they had, or had had, with a
volunteer. The skill therefore lay in
placing the correct interpretation on the
service users’ responses, in order to
appreciate as fully as possible the
information they were conveying. Most
importantly, this had to be done while
taking into account their personal
histories and their restricted lifestyles.

How secure/intimate are the
relationships?
It would appear that each of the service
users does benefit emotionally from
regular contact with a volunteer. The idea
of having a friend who thinks enough of
them to include them in their own lives
was undoubtedly important to each of
them. This included the service user who
had never been linked to a volunteer.

One young man in particular appeared
to be able to appreciate his volunteer
for the emotional support she gave him.
He recognised that staff do not always
have the time to talk, and would often
talk to her about any small worries.

If I could talk to them [staff] I would, but
if one person [staff] is talking to another
client, then I would have to talk to E
[volunteer]. 

He was also very much aware of the

physical difficulties his volunteer had
begun to face. Despite his own mobility
problems, he would help around the
house as much as possible.

Three of the service users said that
they were able to confide in their
volunteers in some way, telling them
some of their concerns. Only one,
however, was aware of any worries or
difficulties their volunteer may have
had.

All the service users without exception
said that they would turn to a specific
member of staff if they had any major
worries, perhaps recognising that staff,
who are a daily presence in their lives,
may be in a better position to sort out
day-to-day concerns.

It is reasonable to assume that, as each
of the service users (apart from one)
has been linked to a volunteer for some
considerable length of time, there may
have been occasions when each of
them has been offered, and accepted,
emotional support. Indeed, it can
perhaps also be assumed that the
willingness of volunteers to be involved
on a long-term basis in a service user’s
life may mean that they too are
receiving some element of emotional
support through that relationship. 

If this is the case, then service users
may sense it, which may add to their
sense of self esteem in terms of a
positive spin-off from the relationship.

What about ‘trust, warmth and sharing’?
Over a period of time, as both parties
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get to know each other, a sense of trust
develops. Three of the service users, by
confiding in their volunteers and turning
to them for emotional support,
demonstrated the trust they had in them. 

Likewise, the remaining service users
who had (or had had) a volunteer
expressed their trust in them by
agreeing to share time with them, in
each case on a regular basis over a
number of years.

As far as the concept of warmth is
concerned, all the service users spoke
with feeling about their volunteer. If they
did not articulate their emotions as such,
then certainly their smiles and body
language said as much. Some of the
terms used by service users to describe
their volunteers sum up the general
feeling: ‘good friend’; ‘special’; ‘friendly’;
‘nice to me’.

And what about ‘a sense of belonging
and expectancy of continuity’? Again,
the fact that the service users had been
involved with their volunteers over a
considerable period of time gives us
reason to suggest that they enjoyed a
sense of belonging within that relationship.
Indeed, each of the service users had a
reasonably accurate concept of how often
they expected contact with their volunteer:
‘On a Saturday’; ‘every Saturday’; ‘Every
three weeks on a Saturday’ etc.

Where contact with a volunteer had
ceased, or had become irregular, there
were different reactions. There was one
gentleman who was no longer in contact
with his volunteer, but because of the
intense involvement at the time, he still

enjoyed a sense of belonging, if no
longer a sense of continuity.

She used to be my volunteer. It makes
me feel upset . . . I still think about her.

Another gentleman was struggling to
come to terms with the fact that he had
lost contact with his volunteer. He could
not understand why.

He hasn’t been to see me for a long
time . . . I sent a letter, but I never got
one back. They must be busy.

A third, however, did not seem to be
upset by the lack of contact, possibly
because he was in some confusion
about the difference between staff and
volunteers. He perhaps thought that his
volunteer had gone to work somewhere
else, just as staff often do.

Even where the relationship between
service users and volunteers is of long
standing, there seems to be a tendency
among service users to wait for the
volunteers to get in touch and make
arrangements to visit. Thus the balance
of power is in favour of the volunteer. It
is possible that service users are aware
of this waiting game, or it may be that
their lack of experience in sustaining
friendships means that they do not have
that insight. In any event, there is often
a dependence on staff to encourage
service users in their relationship with a
volunteer.

Do volunteers provide a source of
company?
The frequency of visits between service
users and volunteers ranged (or had
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ranged) from weekly to every six
weeks. Inevitably, there was contact
between visits to make arrangements
or to pass on information. It is,
however, only through conversation
that we can determine whether service
users view their volunteer as a source
of company.

It is clear that company can be
provided in many ways, whether
through conversation, shared activity or
introductions to other family and
friends.

Each of the service users with
experience of having a volunteer could
provide examples of how they spent
time with that volunteer. They had been
introduced to the family and friends of
their volunteer; they went out to lunch
together, shopped together and
watched television together. For one
gentleman, the most important thing
was to be able to share his interests
with his volunteer:

We talk about the garden and all that.
He used to give me a lot of train books
at one time . . . He took me out to get
the tomato seeds and gro-bags for
growing tomatoes. 

Visiting a volunteer gave service users
a chance to get involved in the daily
routine of their lives: to go to football
matches, cook together, play with the
grandchildren or go to church together.

From the information provided by the
interviewees, it seems that they all
viewed volunteers as a source of
company. For some, conversation was
important, and for others it was getting

involved in different activities.

Do volunteers provide opportunities for
new experiences?
Each of the interviewees enjoyed a
fairly busy life, but most of the activities
in which they were involved revolved
around the learning disabled
community.

It is possible, then, that involvement
with a volunteer will provide alternative
experiences? It was apparent that all
the service users involved enjoyed the
individual attention they received when
with their volunteer. Although they did
not always express it clearly, they
seemed proud of having someone who
came to visit them as an individual.
This was in contrast to a member of
staff, who is responsible for everyone in
a residential unit.

One lady explained her feelings quite
clearly. When asked why her volunteer
came to visit her, she replied quite
simply:

Because I’m special.

It could be argued that this sense of
being ‘special’ was a new experience
for service users, many of whom had
been in institutional care for the greater
part of their lives. Although several of
the service users interviewed had
contact with family, it is perhaps
possible to draw a distinction between
this and contact with a volunteer: any
contact that is not governed by a sense
of duty – as family contact may be – is
by definition a voluntary arrangement.
In other words, the volunteer has
chosen to maintain the relationship.
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The fact that a service user’s
relationship with a volunteer was seen
to be on a different footing than other
relationships provided the service user
with an opportunity to relax when with
the volunteer, as there was no
competition from other service users
for staff attention. 

The findings suggested that time spent
away from support staff and other
service users was particularly
worthwhile, as some of the pressures
of group living were temporarily
removed.

On a more practical level, it was
possible to draw up a list of
opportunities that volunteers had
provided for service users. These
ranged from being accepted into
someone’s family and helping a
volunteer to choose their first car,
through to enjoying an overnight stay
with a friend and attending weekly
drum lessons.

The gentleman who had never had a
volunteer looked forward to being able
to get out more often. He would have
liked a volunteer with children and a
dog that he could visit once a fortnight.
He thought he would like to sit with a
cup of tea and watch television in his
volunteer’s home.

Perhaps, like the other service users,
he was expressing a need for some
time and space of his own, and the
freedom to watch the television
programme of his choice; something
he perhaps does not often enjoy while
sharing a house with five others.

Does the relationship enable the
service user to gain practical everyday
help?
In the simplest terms, volunteers were
perceived to have helped in a variety of
practical ways. Two service users were
taken shopping for clothes, another
was able to attend church on a regular
basis, another was able to shop for the
garden and yet another to attend drum
lessons.

More importantly, by being given these
experiences and opportunities, service
users were able to practise social skills
in different situations. Although this
kind of assistance is perhaps taken for
granted by both volunteers and service
users, its importance should not be
underestimated. It is a valuable aspect
of what people may be able to offer.

Does a relationship with a volunteer
provide service users with a sense of
self identity and self esteem?
It was clear from the outset that each
of the service users felt the
involvement of a volunteer in their lives
was to be valued, not only in terms of
the company provided, but also
because it made them feel valued as
an individual.

When asked how they felt about
having a volunteer, the interviewees
gave clear and emphatic responses,
perhaps best summed up by the one
who said:

It ain’t so bad, I rather like it . . . It’s
somebody there, ain’t it? If I haven’t
got a volunteer, I haven’t got anybody,
have I? . . . I think I feel better with a
volunteer than without one.
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Service users were also pleased when
their volunteer took an interest in the
other residents in their house. It allowed
them to feel proud that they had a good
friend.

To one service user, the importance of
his volunteer was unquantifiable, so
vital did he consider the friendship. For
him, the emphasis was very much on
the difference between staff and
volunteer, and on what the volunteer
was prepared to offer him as an
individual. The fact that he could not
visit her any more was a bitter blow,
and he looked upon his lost friendship
as almost a bereavement.

When you lose someone like that, it
makes your body go tense inside . . .
She’ll always be my friend, I’ll never
forget her.

The service users also liked to
reciprocate their friendship. Helping
their volunteer around the house,
making them a cup of tea, inviting them
to social events in their own house,
carving the Sunday joint when invited
to lunch: these were all examples of
service users feeling important because
of their relationship with a volunteer, of
being trusted to help and having their
abilities recognised.

Do service users need help in
maintaining friendships/relationships
with volunteers?
Of the interviewees, only one felt that
he did not need help in maintaining the
relationship he had with his volunteer.
All the others recognised that they
needed some help, whether it was with

transport or making phone calls.

One gentleman who had lost contact
with his volunteer relied upon support
staff to help him write letters to the
volunteer and also to give him
emotional support in trying to
understand why there had been a
break in contact.

Service users did not report any other
difficulties that they might have been
expected to experience: for example, in
initiating or maintaining conversation.
This may have been because all but
one of interviewees had experienced
(or was experiencing) a well-
established relationship and so enjoyed
a feeling of success.

Can service users distinguish between
volunteers and staff?
This proved to be a more complicated
area to investigate than anticipated.
Initially, four of the service users
needed guidance in identifying their
volunteer. Their responses bore no
relation to the frequency with which
they saw their volunteers. The initial
response of each of these interviewees
was to name the members of staff who
supported them and then the other
residents in the house.

This confusion may have arisen
because attempts to explain to service
users the role of a volunteer had been
ineffective, or it may be that service
users were confused by the succession
of different people coming into their
residential areas, especially if bank
staff were covering for sickness or
holidays. Further confusion can be
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created if a member of the bank staff
works in a house where they are also a
volunteer to someone. This can cause a
blurring of roles as service users come
into contact with volunteers in different
work/leisure situations.

It may have been that ‘volunteer’ was not
a term with which they were familiar. The
relationships that the interviewees were
enjoying (or had enjoyed) with volunteers
were so long standing that perhaps the
volunteer was identified as being a friend
rather than anything else.

However, having once identified their
volunteers, all the service users were
emphatic that they were different from
staff.

There is a lot of difference, ain’t there? 
. . . staff come here in the morning and
are here at night . . . a volunteer isn’t
here all the time.

Service users were also able to
recognise that volunteers did not work a
rota, and that they had time to talk.

Each of the interviewees thought that
volunteers must get paid for what they do
– apart from the gentleman who did not
himself have a volunteer, but was a
seasoned volunteer in his own right. He
was one of three service users who knew
that volunteers went through some sort of
selection process.

Conclusions
The data collected suggests that, without
doubt, service users do view volunteers
as friends. Volunteers do fulfil the
functions of friendship as outlined by
Richardson and Ritchie (1989) and Firth

and Rapley (1990). The only real
exception to this is a general preference
on the part of service users to turn to staff
in times of difficulty.

Although the contrived nature of
friendship schemes may be criticised, the
very nature of services for people with a
learning disability restricts any
opportunities for making friends. Until
services can be reorganised to the point
where staff are able to support service
users in more community based
activities, then the introduction of
volunteers as friends may be seen as a
positive and valuable service for service
users.

It is vital therefore that support staff are
made fully aware of the benefits in terms
of friendship that a volunteer can bring to
a service user’s life. They should also be
told about the processes involved in
initiating, developing and sustaining
friendships, and the difficulties service
users may encounter in this process.

Support staff should be fully aware of a
service user’s history, so that they can
develop an understanding of the
difficulties they may experience in
relationships and so support them
appropriately. Similarly, support staff will
be able to offer support to volunteers,
especially in those vital early stages of a
relationship when service users may
struggle through a lack of appropriate
social skills.

Efforts should be made to ensure that the
involvement of volunteers is valued by
staff and service users alike, and that,
where appropriate, the profile of volunteers
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should be raised, especially where they are
able to offer additional support at key times in a
service user’s life.

The needs of individuals with a learning
disability must be thoroughly appreciated, in
term of both their collective and personal
histories, before volunteers can be involved
effectively and sensitively. It is vital then for
service providers to ensure that volunteer
schemes, and indeed the motives of
individual volunteers, are compatible with
these needs before they are taken on board.
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