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RNIB Tele Befriending


A longitudinal study of the social and psychological benefits for adults with sight loss from participation in weekly telephone social groups 

Executive Summary 

1. Introduction 

RNIB Talk and Support provides weekly telephone social groups to adults with sight loss from across the UK. These groups are called RNIB Tele Befriending. The purpose of the telephone groups is to provide opportunities for accessible social contact and peer support to people isolated by sight loss. The telephone groups are delivered using teleconferencing technology. Participants require only a landline telephone to access the telephone groups. A network of approximately 90 volunteers from across the UK (70 per cent of whom have sight loss themselves) support the groups as telephone group facilitators, administration and participant care volunteers. Over the last 12 months, approximately 770 adults with sight loss from across the UK have taken part in RNIB Tele Befriending groups.  

RNIB Tele Befriending provides ongoing and open ended weekly social contact and peer support. Approximately one third of current participants have been active in the telephone groups for 12 months or more. A number of benefits arising from short-term participation in telephone groups for people with sight loss have been established. These benefits include improved general wellbeing and mental health of participants (Thomas, T and Urbano,J. 1993. 'A telephone group support program for the visually-impaired elderly' Clinical Gerontologist Volume 13 (2):1993, 61). In order to establish how the benefits of telephone group participation might change and evolve over time, RNIB Talk and Support commissioned an independent longitudinal study. The aim of the research was to produce a psychologically rich in-depth analysis of participants' experience of the telephone groups in order to establish the following: 

· What are the reported benefits of long term participation in RNIB Tele Befriending groups? 

· How is telephone friendship for people with sight loss different from face to face friendship groups?

100 structured qualitative interviews were undertaken with a cross section of RNIB Tele Befriending participant sample groups. Interviews were undertaken with a tracking group of 25 participants (47 per cent of the available sample) prior to entering the telephone groups, and after three and six months of participation. During these interviews participants were asked to comment upon their sight loss and domestic circumstances; their daily lives and level of practical functionality as a person with sight loss; their feelings prior to and after joining an RNIB Tele Befriending group.  Retrospective interviews were undertaken with a sample group of 25 participants, active as telephone group participants for 12 months or more (17 per cent of the available sample). As a control group, interviews were undertaken at three monthly intervals with a small group of six newly recruited RNIB Members. These individuals did not take part in RNIB Tele Befriending groups.  

The average age of both RNIB Tele Befriending sample groups (73 years of age) was representative of the overall RNIB Tele Befriending population. At the time of the study 52 per cent of participants were above 76 years of age, 30 per cent between 55 and 75 years of age, 18 per cent of participants between 18 and 55 years of age.    

2. Research findings 

2.1 What are the reported benefits of long term participation in RNIB Tele Befriending groups? 

2.1.1 Pre-group sample 

Of the 25 people interviewed, 16 lived alone. 10 participants felt unable to leave the house independently. Eight participants never went out unaccompanied. Two participants had not left their homes in over six months. 

Participants described practical problems with aspects of daily life arising from their sight loss: 

"My sight is going down fairly fast. It just swallows so much of the day simply living." 

19 of the 25 people in the sample identified deteriorating sight loss in conjunction with health and mobility problems as a major barrier to accessing leisure and social opportunities.

"It's too difficult now... you feel you're holding other people up." 

Participants identified the loss of confidence arising from sight loss as the key reason for the reduction in their social and leisure activities. 

In terms of emotional support, 15 of the sample group said they had no-one to talk to or would try to cope by themselves.

"Both my sons would be very responsive but I avoid it like the plague... they have their own lives and I wouldn't like to put them under any more stress."  

19 people described themselves as socially isolated as a result their loss of sight. This had affected people's abilities to make and maintain friendships.  

"When I first went blind, so-called friends in the pub used to walk by me... they don't come near me any more." 

Participants expressed a variety of reasons for wanting to join an RNIB Tele Befriending group, including a desire for friendship, intellectual stimulation and the expansion of their social world.

"I hope to get some friends, even though I'll never see them." 

Nine participants were explicit about wanting the social contact offered by the group to alleviate feelings of isolation and loneliness. 

"I feel this [telephone group] will compensate for not being able to get out. I want contact with another human being." 

Participants also identified the opportunity to speak to other people with sight loss as a major potential benefit.

"Maybe someone will know of something I could do and enjoy."

2.1.2 After three months 

Three months after joining an RNIB Tele Befriending group, 13 participants were still active in the groups. Five participants were not active through circumstance but wished to rejoin. Seven participants had opted out of the groups for a variety of reasons including cost, (participants made a small financial contribution prior to 1 April 2008 after a free trial period), ill health and incompatibility with fellow participants in the group. 

Of the 13 active participants, all identified common benefits from participation in their telephone group. Reported benefits included meeting new people; intellectual stimulation; discussing sight-related issues with people in a similar situation; and having something to look forward to. This had given people an added purpose to their lives. 

"I used to have nothing to look forward to, but now I have." 

Although participants reported few changes to their domestic circumstances, the exchange of practical information, hints and tips shared within the groups had impacted on the practical functionality of participants. 

"I've got adaptations for my microwave and my kettle. People in the group have suggested these things. I contacted my social worker."  

Being able to share experiences as part of the group had helped participants to put their own lives and sight loss into context. 

"It does make you feel a lot more confident, yes. It makes you realise you're not the only person in the situation you're in. That's a big comfort." 

Supporting and caring about others had also resulted in increased self-esteem and feelings of self worth.

"People are interested in what I've got to say." 

All 13 of the active RNIB Tele Befriending participants had begun to form connections with other group participants.

"To my surprise, I seem to be getting quite fond of people." 

After 12 weeks, however, participants rarely defined these connections as friendships.

"You begin to know them. When you become a friend I don't know." 

Feelings of reported social isolation amongst the sample group remained high. Significantly, however, after three months in the telephone groups participants reported feeling less lonely as a result of the social contact received within their RNIB Tele Befriending groups. 

"Living on my own and not being able to get out I'm still lonely, but the group does help a lot." 

2.1.3 After six months 

Six months after joining an RNIB Tele Befriending group, nine participants remained active with the telephone groups. Four participants had left the telephone groups for a variety of reasons including changing circumstances and poor health. 

The importance of the group in participants' lives had grown over the preceding three months. Participants described how they were "getting to know people better" and how this had increased the enjoyment and significance of the group. 

"We're all more willing to talk about how we manage and such like."

Whilst few people talked about friendship at the three month stage, the subject now became prominent amongst participants. The perceived strengthening of social connections within the groups intensified the psychological benefits and support mechanisms identified by participants at three months.  Most profoundly, the groups had begun to make participants feel differently about their sight loss. 

"It makes you look at yourself more carefully." 

By listening to others, participants began to reframe their own experiences. 

"Without the group I think I might be a lot more sorry for myself."

This, in turn, had influenced the context in which sight loss was discussed within the groups. 

"We do talk about it [sight loss] a lot but we talk about the ways in which we deal with it. Positive things."

After six months, participants now described group participation as making a significant difference to their lives. Participants enjoyed the social conversation and regarded the group as an escape from their daily lives. 

"It's like being in prison and getting a visitor." 

As personal involvement with the group increased, participants received an emotional boost by reliving and anticipating the weekly telephone group experience.  

"I look forward to the hour that we do have and it's on my mind for the rest of the week."

2.1.4 One year plus sample group 

After one year or more of regular participation, 23 of the sample group identified RNIB Tele Befriending as a significant part of their social life and support network.  

"It's given me an outgoing, something completely outside of my life." 

As a result of the social group experience and friendships formed with group members, participants felt better about themselves as their social world expanded. 

"It's really important to me. It has widened my horizons." 

Furthermore, RNIB Tele Befriending had become part and parcel of participants' daily lives rather than a substitute for other activities and social opportunities. 

"I had to have something to replace the things I couldn't do any more. It was something to fill the gap. That was the original thought but now it's just part of my life."

For many participants this represented a significant change of the function of their telephone group. 

"It's the norm now... initially it [the group] was a major event because I was talking to people handling sight loss when I couldn't handle it." 

The psychological benefits reported by participants after six months of telephone group participation had once again increased. 

"From the beginning it's been a forum for encouragement... that feeling has never gone." 

2.1.5 Control group 

Five of the control group members lived with partners and as a consequence had good emotional and support networks in place. All six members, however, felt frustrated by their sight loss and found aspects of daily life difficult. Individuals reported feeling isolated by their sight loss and as a consequence found it difficult to maintain and form friendships. 

"I don't make the first advances any more." 

Four individuals joined RNIB as a member with the hope of finding out practical information to assist with their daily lives. 

"I am hoping I've got somewhere [RNIB] that I can ask questions, that I can phone up and who knows about the problems." 

Members had joined to feel part of a sight loss community and in order to make a financial contribution to RNIB and, in doing so, help other people through RNIB's work.

After three months, members described no significant change in how they managed and felt about daily life with sight loss as a result of becoming an RNIB Member. However, two people had purchased products from RNIB and another had been in touch for benefits advice. The membership magazine, Vision, was found to be useful and informative by all members. 

"When it comes you always open it and say 'what's new this time'. It's really quite good." 

Whilst RNIB Membership had brought about no changes to participants' feelings about their sight loss or sense of social isolation, membership had proved to be of practical and psychological benefit to the sample group.  

"It's sitting in the background in case I need assistance or some form of information in the future." 

2.2 How is telephone friendship for people with sight loss different from face to face friendship groups?

To determine the impact of the telephone group environment upon participants' ability to socialise and form friendships, sample group participants were asked to compare their experience of the telephone group with experiences of face to face social group contact.    

Participants from each of the three sample groups described difficulties maintaining and establishing friendships in a face to face context. 

"In ordinary meetings of several people, because I cannot see I can't tell when they [other people in the room] have finished speaking and that means you break in at the wrong moment." 

The inability to respond to visual clues and gestures resulted in people feeling left out and isolated from social contact. The individual's level of functional sight informed the degree to which isolation in a face to face context was experienced. Participants from the six month tracking sample group spoke specifically about a lack of visual awareness amongst friends, family and society in general. 

"I've gone through quite a lot of humiliation with people." 

As a consequence of sight loss, the majority of participants reported a loss of confidence in social situations. 

"My sight loss has changed my personality quite a lot. I used to be very outward going." 

Prior to joining an RNIB Tele Befriending group, the majority of people interviewed expressed a preference for face to face contact. 

"Of the two courses, one would prefer personal contact, but rather on the phone than not at all." 

Over time, however, participants' perceptions of telephone social contact in comparison to face to face social contact changed. The telephone group environment offered participants a 'level playing field' in which sight loss became irrelevant to social interaction. 

"It's different because you're not watching anybody you're just concentrating on what you're hearing and what people are saying. That's good. It's liberating." 

As a consequence, participants found it easier to make and maintain friendships within a telephone group context. 

"It's been easy to make friends in the group... I've certainly never found that in a room to room basis [group situation]."   

Participation in a telephone group from the comfort and accessibility of home also removed many of the practical difficulties such as access to transport and mobility issues experienced by participants attending face to face events. After a year of participation in RNIB Tele Befriending groups, 12 participants (approximately half of the sample group) felt that telephone friendship offered a better experience than face to face meetings in a group. 

"I was invited to join a group up the road but I turned it down. I preferred this one." 

3. Conclusion 

The longer people remain active with the RNIB Tele Befriending telephone groups, the more intensive the psychological and social benefits for participants become over time. 

After six months of telephone group interaction, participants reported feeling less lonely and isolated as a result of their sight loss. Participants established meaningful friendships and connections within the telephone groups. This contributed to increased confidence and improved general wellbeing amongst participants. 

As a result of social contact with peers, participants felt differently about their sight loss. After six months of telephone group participation, many participants felt more positive about their sight loss and situation. This contributed significantly to improved general wellbeing. 

After six months or more in a telephone group, the positive impact of the group extended beyond the instance of participation. Participants thought about their group and fellow participants during the week. This provided a real and significant psychological boost for participants. 

Friendships formed within the virtual telephone group environment significantly expanded participants' social horizons. This helped to counteract feelings of social exclusion and isolation experienced by participants as a result of their sight loss. This was a significant psychological benefit for participants. 

By sharing experiences and information within the groups, participants gained practical knowledge about sight loss aids and equipment. This improved participants' functionality in the domestic environment. 

Rather than a replacement for other social opportunities and activities, RNIB Tele Befriending became part of participants' daily lives. This reflected the changing function of the group for participants over time. 

Rather than being a barrier to friendship and social interaction, the telephone group environment demonstrated clear advantages in comparison to face to face contact for people with sight loss. Participants described the telephone group environment as "liberating."  

After one year of participation in a telephone group, 50 per cent of participants found their telephone group to be a more rewarding experience than face to face social contact. 
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