
Thematic Bulletin 3: Managaing Expectations
This is the third, final, thematic bulletin from a more detailed 
learning report that considers the role of a specific form 
of delivery: telephone contact through the ConnecTED 
telephone befriending service TED in East Lindsey established 
early in the pandemic, along with increased telephone 
engagement by commissioned delivery partners. Other 
thematic bulletins in this series include:

• Working with Values: Notes on Empathy

• Emotional Engagement

This bulletin draws on case studies of befriending through 
the ConnecTED service and our dedicated delivery partner 
Age UK Lindsey, interviews with stakeholders, project case 
studies, good news stories and contract monitoring data. It 
looks at this form of delivery as both a ‘stand-alone’ service, 
and part of ‘blended delivery’. Doing so, it reflects on one-to-
one and group/conference calls. 
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Overview of Telephone Befriending and Support

In creating the ConnecTED befriending service paid staff members who held pre-existing 
roles in the TED in East Lindsey programme team at YMCA Lincolnshire were each allocated 
a geographical part of East Lindsey. Their office phone numbers were utilised for the seven 
different areas identified and in the move to home working staff had these diverted to 
mobile handsets. The service was promoted through a number of routes. These included:
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service offer to fulfil its original aims and objectives, building both relationships and communities. In 
prior learning reports written during the pandemic, TED in East Lindsey have been reflecting on the 
importance of Ageing Better priorities and learning obtained from changes to services in the face of 
measures relating to COVID-19. We have considered the implications of this context and the longer 
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ageing populations and wider stakeholders who work with people aged 50 and over.

• Promotion on a ConnecTED card to members and wider 
communities, with the phone service detailed alongside the other 
ConnecTED activities highlighted above

• Promotion of numbers for areas via website and social media 
communications

• Emailing details of the service to wider stakeholders, including to:
 » Commissioned delivery partners 
 » Stakeholders in health, social care and wellbeing agencies 
 » Promotion with senior leadership figures who are part of the 

TED in East Lindsey high-level Programme Management Group
 » Lincolnshire Resilience Forum
 » Friendship Groups
 » Councillors – with a focus on Parishes and District councillors 

(including making phone calls where details for emails were not 
available on the district council’s website

• Promotion via an East Lindsey District Council ‘hard copy’ booklet on 
services during the pandemic

• Inclusion on a web platform designed by one delivery partner with 
expertise in leisure, cultural services and health (Magna Vitae), in 
collaboration with East Lindsey District Council

• Promotion in delivery and programme management group meetings, 
with updates on the number of people engaged with on an initial as 
well as ongoing basis



Systems and processes were quickly devised and established, utilising the test and learn approach 
as phone numbers went ‘live’, despite the team not creating and embedding a telephone service 
prior to COVID-19. A TED in East Lindsey report produced before the pandemic has focussed on the 
role of communicating with people aged 50 and over. Whilst this report was not telephone-specific a 
number of learning points apply to telephone befriending. These include the role of speaking clearly 
but without being patronising, sensitively using open ended questions on topics such as family life, 
people’s own experience of growing up, and their working life.

Managing Expectations
In this bulletin the ConnecTED phone service is outlined, including how the service offer was 
communicated to a range of partner agencies and people aged 50 and over. ConnecTED went 
through a transition of taking on another befriending call service on a time-limited basis due to 
available funding. While the ConnecTED offer had been embedded, it was the case that some degree 
of confusion remained amongst some people, despite team members clearly defining the service on 
initial and follow-up calls. 

The extension of the service led to some people relating ConnecTED staff to other organisations 
despite efforts to establish the ConnecTED service as part of the TED in East Lindsey programme. 
Although this confusion was not especially problematic for the user, befriending does benefit from 
people having the same befriender and, in some instances, set times and days to contact the person. 
At the end of the call people could also be informed of the time and date the follow-up call could 
take place, but this was not at the expense of providing a flexible service. For example, a number 
of people would instigate contact with the ConnecTED team or delivery partner staff members to 
give updates or ‘check-in’. This indicates people were viewing telephone contact as part of a more 
normalised relationship, and not a specific service targeting a given vulnerability or ‘support’.

When re-scaling back of the county-wide service to the East Lindsey district took place there were 
some issues in managing this. The service had made contact and developed relationships with 
a number of people requiring emotional support, including support that related to disclosure of 
past trauma, surviving abuse or being a victim of crime along with mental health conditions. The 
ConnecTED service had to undertake sensitive signposting for these people as the service de-
escalated. The team were conscious of ongoing need and demand in the community for telephone 
befriending. As one delivery partner reported in November 2020:

“Had an interesting comment in the week where one of the participants 
told me it was great how we are still phoning regularly, she pointed out 
that after the first lockdown ended many people who had phoned her 
stopped doing so…continued calls have been a really big help, especially 
now” (Magna Vitae, Fitness, Food and Friends, Good News Story)

In the case of ConnecTED, the team found that emphasising the remote 
nature of the service was important in embedding that in-person or 
one to one meetings with ConnecTED staff would not commence when 
social distancing permitted. This remains useful in managing expectations about the befriending 
relationship as well as providing clarity about the service as a whole. This was important in 
communicating/promoting ConnecTED to wider stakeholders and partner agencies not only for 
cross-promotion and branding, but by ensuring referrals received from other agencies were in-line 
with the scope of the service.



Our experience of already scaling back the service from being a county-wide operation to a district-
specific scheme has recognised the challenges involved in developing ‘remote friendships’ with 
people who may be feeling isolated, vulnerable or wanting to continue contact in the longer-term. 
We have worked with other agencies to provide a support offer or activities where resource has 
not permitted, and may not permit, ongoing telephone contact from ConnecTED or the TED in East 
Lindsey programme as a whole. De-escalating this form of contact is a process that needs managing 
at the levels of the complete service and individual ConnecTED team members:

“I wouldn’t just say we can’t help – get permission for signposting, 
always use consent to get permission for forwarding on to services 
or share contact details”

Telephone befriending, including bespoke activities by delivery providers, has accessed people in 
the community and doing so has engaged with people who may not have entered services in pre-
COVID-19 times. This work has picked up on prior unmet demand and also demonstrated demand 
and needs that are in-part attributable to the ongoing pandemic. This has created extended ‘reach’ 
but also service expectations that may require sensitive management. Vin’s story reflects the ability 
of ConnecTED to provide flexible services at distance:

Vin was originally referred to the ConnecTED befriending service by a social prescribing link 
worker. Due to mobility issues, Vin would spend long periods of time in her home and despite 

having a number of people visiting her to provide domiciliary support, she really enjoyed 
chatting to different people. Even though Vin has internet access, they were finding that some 
Zoom ‘get-togethers’ and online activities were not flexible and she was unable to attend these 
at specific times. The ConnecTED befriender made contact initially by sending a text message 

to reassure her that the befriending call was going to take place and that the team were making 
genuine contact with her. The initial call was really informal with her talking about her interests, 
how she had pet dogs in the past and currently had some cats. The discussion throughout the 
contact is wide-ranging, and she has talked about other issues such as her own health and her 
past experience of training as a health-care professional. Vin said she is a keen crafter and was 
spending some spare time knitting for dementia. Whilst she does not live alone, she likes the 

befriending service and seems to really enjoy this contact, and likes a distanced chat and cuppa.

Expectations, therefore, will be increasingly relevant in the contexts 
of limited service funding. Issues relating to sustainability and 
managing expectations can be and have been already incorporated 
during the early stages of a person’s engagement:

“When an individual is referred or contacts us we will carry 
out wellbeing calls, initially weekly but moving to less frequent 
to suit the individual. Through getting to know the individual 
we will work with them to access one of our programmes 
depending on their needs, location and interests” (Magna 
Vitae, delivery provider)



Key Findings:

• Future training on safeguarding. In establishing a remote service attention needs to be paid to 
safeguarding and expectations. This includes for ‘crisis’ situations but also ‘subtle safeguarding’ 
to pick up on risks and changes in a person’s circumstances. Open questions are an important 
mechanism to explore these changes and to serve as protective as well as responsive services. 
This may include issues that relate to people’s self-care, identifying ‘risk’ and challenging 
stereotypes that relate to ‘vulnerability’. ConnecTED team members have subsequently undertook 
online introductory safeguarding training to raise awareness

• Expectations matter. In a landscape of competitive funding and continuing demand the  
re-transitioning of services requires sensitive consideration – both programme-wide and at 
the level of individual relationships. Learning from TED in East Lindsey can provide a platform 
for future telephone befriending services, including those which seek to predominantly utilise 
volunteers  

As a result of temporarily ceasing place group-based activities and reaching people during the 
pandemic the programme as a whole utilised telephone contact as a part of a wide approach 
to provide person-centred approaches. Lincs Digital have used telephone support for people in 
providing start-up guidance on devices through to wider, holistic support. The ConnecTED phone 
line can draw on delivery partners where people accessing the service have stated both a preference 
and need for being part of a specific activity or community. Through formal, dedicated resource 
informal networks can be supported that have an ongoing life time. Whilst some of the contracted 
TED in East Lindsey projects have not continued to receive Ageing Better funding past March 2021, 
sustainability is being explored in future funding opportunities, as well as the role of drawing on 
volunteers and existing peer to peer relationships established both before and during COVID-19 
measures.

Anticipating an ongoing need for telephone befriending as a stand-alone service, TED in East Lindsey 
has continued to commission Age UK Lindsey to provide telephone befriending until 2022. As a 
whole the programme is considering sustainability in how people involved in the ConnecTED 
service can continue to have access to TED groups and activities going forward, in the event 
that COVID-19 measures decrease and expectations of ongoing service continue. This includes 
signposting people to friendship groups and other group-based activities when these reconvene 
alongside digital service offers. These are as a means of reinforcing the legacy of togetherness 
generated through remote as well as place-based models of working.



East Lindsey is a large, sparsely populated district within the 
county of Lincolnshire, which includes the popular coastal 
seaside towns of Skegness and Mablethorpe. 

East Lindsey has a higher than average ageing population with 
29% of people aged 65 and over. High numbers of older people 
move to East Lindsey in their retirement years and many have 
multiple chronic health conditions and few social and familial 
connections in the region. Public transport across East Lindsey 
is poor and therefore accessing services can be challenging, 
especially for older adults.  

The overarching aims of the TED Programme are to:

• Reduce social isolation and loneliness 

• Help older people to become better connected with 
volunteering, social, leisure and health improving activities 

• Provide opportunities for older people to influence the 
design, delivery and evaluation of both the services and 
businesses available to them

We currently have over 1800 registered TED members, and 
over 100 businesses across East Lindsey hold an Age-friendly 
Business Award.

 
Further information...
To find out more about TED or to get involved visit our website www.tedineastlindsey.co.uk 
or start a conversation and share your views online: Twitter: @ted_EastLindsey
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