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Int[footnoteRef:1]:	The organisation that you work for. [1:  Interviewer] 

R[footnoteRef:2]:	The organisation that I work for is the [name of organisation], which is basically part of the [name] in Wales underneath the [name].  So we work with the health board and the council, and we help organisations improve people’s lives, third sector organisations.  As part of that we’ve got a befriending service which supports people over the age of 50 who are lonely, isolated and vulnerable in any way.  It’s a befriending service.  My role came about because of the pandemic when I was appointed to be a [job title] to improve connection basically and reduce social isolation through the use of technology.  And that post came into being in October last year. [2:  Respondent] 

Int:	Perfect, well my next question was going to be about how much focus is there on preventing loneliness and isolation, but it sounds like that’s exactly what you’re employed for.  So your job only came about as part of the pandemic then.
R:	Yeah, the befriending service existed.  It’s existed for years and it existed before the pandemic.  But before the pandemic the befriending service was a face to face service.  They ran groups that people could go out to, like a coffee morning or lunches, knit and natter groups, Men’s Sheds, all of that kind of thing.  It was all in person and our clients had befrienders who went to see them, and had chats and visits.  So it was very much a face to face friendship, companionship, reducing loneliness and isolation in person.  But obviously when the pandemic hit in March 2020 none of that was possible, it couldn’t continue.  So all of a sudden you had a lot of people who were not able to access that service anymore.  So the first thing that happened was that the service went to telephone befriending.
	So a lot of people got phone calls instead of their face to face.  But we realised that another way of reaching out to people would be through technology to have digital befrienders, to enable people to access Zoom or Google Meet to join groups online.  So there a lot of people who were missing out.  So my role was basically brought in to set that service up.
Int:	So the use of the telephone was the first instant response, and obviously things happened so quickly didn’t they?  So when you then started to look at the more technology side of it and what other options there were, you mentioned then about Zoom and Google and things like that.  So what were some of the main ways that you found different types of hardware or software that were successful for you to put out there?
R:	That was really difficult because there was a huge shortage.  We couldn’t get any hardware at all.  I know our library service had 100 iPads actually on order but it was delayed and they couldn’t get them.  So actually we couldn’t do anything with helping people access new hardware.  We had to work with the people who already had access to digital services.  Which was a shame really because we could have reached so many more people if we could have got our hands on iPads or something that was available for people.  But we didn’t, so that was a bit of a restriction really.
Int:	And so then being left with the people who did have something already in place.  Obviously we’re looking at older adults and those who are more lonely and isolated as well.  But was there particular groups of people that you could notice already had the technology in place?
R:	Some people did.  I don’t know if there was any similarities between them.  The majority of them were female.  We only had one male who accessed the groups, and it seemed to be females predominantly who came and joined us, which is the only thing I can really say that we noticed.  Some of them had family that could help them, some of them didn’t.  So it was just luck of the draw.  And we tried to reach out to everybody really just to see whether they wanted to come to the service.  But the take-up was quite small, it was quite a low take-up.
Int:	Why do you think that was then?
R:	I don’t know if it was resistance to change.  People not wanting to do that.  People wanting things as it used to be.  People being a bit dubious about technology and safety online as well.  I think that was a concern.  And actually it was a really steep learning curve and it was interesting to experience it ourselves.  I think there was a nervousness as well about going online and a fear of the unknown.  If you walk into a room in a face to face situation you can slide in unannounced.  You can gauge the feel of the place and just slip in and find your feet a bit.  But when you’re going onto an online meeting you’re there and it’s instant, and if you mess up everybody sees straightaway.  And I think there was a lot of fear and uncertainty around that as well, which people didn’t like to say I don’t think.
	I don’t think anybody came out and said that directly, but I think that was probably an issue as well.  And I think people weren’t sure how to use the technology, and it was just lots of things like that.  And it was just trying to overcome that and almost hand-holding through the process of joining and getting people to join, which took a lot more work than we thought it would actually.
Int:	I was just going to ask, so on that what kinds of things were you doing, what strategies did you have to help people overcome some of those fears or worries?
R:	Well the plan was, part of the project was to recruit digital befrienders, to train digital befrienders who would then buddy up with people and help them through the process.  But obviously those people couldn’t go out and meet people in person to talk them through the process or to show them how to do things.  So they already had to have some tech savviness basically already.  And sometimes it has hard to recruit people to do that as well because we found that because of the demographics of the volunteers as well some of them weren’t very confident, and some of them weren’t sure about showing people.  I think they were saying “what if I show them how to do something and they got it wrong, or what if I didn’t know something?”  We put some training on.
	We worked closely with [a digitally focused organisation] and did a six week training course training people how to be digital companions and how to support people.  And a lot of that was about confidence as well and confidence building.  But even at the end of that process there were still people “oh I don’t know, I don’t know if I can do it, I don’t know if I’ve got the confidence”.  “What if I don’t know something?”  I just said “it’s not about knowing everything, in fact if you don’t know something and you can work through it with the person that you’re working with, it’s a learning curve for both of you and it shows them that you don’t have to know everything”.  “And if things go wrong it’s easily fixed”.  “It’s better to be able to do that almost, rather than to be someone who’s really tech savvy and really slick and knows what to do”.
	And I was doing that remotely as well.  It’s not like I could see them to instil that confidence.  So it was all remote and you just lose something remotely in supporting people.  So we had a small handful of people.  We were lucky that the [name of university] came onboard with their second years.  They were doing a health and social care course, so they needed to do their placements.  But because they couldn’t do their placements in person they had to find a remote way of doing it.  So we had a small handful of them who were confident and tech savvy, maybe a bit younger than our other volunteers, and they made a big difference.  They came online and really helped people, so that was good.  Those were some of the challenges that we faced with it.
Int:	It’s interesting isn’t it, because what you’re saying, the response to provide the service for the older adults, but then needing to actually put the work in with the volunteers in the first place as well.  It’s a bit of a chain reaction isn’t it I suppose?
R:	Yeah, it’s a lot to set up from scratch as well and to help people.  But we did it, and we did help a small handful of people, and we did have some digital befrienders.  And we worked with local groups and we worked with national groups to Wales as well, and we ran some really successful sessions and people got a lot from them.  By the summer we were having regular attendees, a small number of regular attendees at our groups who really found the benefit of connecting online and coming to them.  
Int:	So was that the main way that technology was being used then, it was putting the groups online?  Was that the main service?
R:	Yeah, that’s how it evolved.  The idea was to actually use the befrienders to support people to access technology and become more confident.  But it was also that we could create online groups for people to come and join.  We had regular coffee mornings, we had regular lunches, bring your own lunch and we all had our lunch and shared things.  What else did we do?  There’s an organisation called [name of organisation] and we did [name].  We did online dance sessions.  And we joined in with a group called [name] and we did a last Christmas singalong last year, and that was really well received.  So we did lots of different things.  And knit and natter, we had a knit and natter group, and we called it yarn and yatter so it stood out from other knit and natter groups.  We also did an online art class for people as well.  We just tried everything, just tried as many things as possible to get people onboard.
Int:	It sounds like a great range.  And so you said then some of the uptake was a bit of a struggle.  So what were the numbers like compared to what you would have had in the more face to face times?
R:	A lot lower I think.  I wasn’t with the group when they were doing face to face, but I think their events would be fully subscribed.  They would have a lunch and it would be full.  So we had maybe a maximum of 12 people maybe for one of our sessions and a regular group of about five or six.
Int:	And so with the regular people that came along to more things and came quite often, what do you think was the motivation behind that, to keep engaging for those people?
R:	They were lonely.  They were housebound some of them.  Not all of them but a couple of them were pretty much housebound.  One of them had underlying health issues so she couldn’t get out very much.  Both of them actually couldn’t get out very much.  So it was their only way of connecting.  I think it was loneliness that motivated people to keep connected.  They just really found that benefit of seeing people and talking to people.  It was that regular interaction and knowing that people were going to be there.  It was as close to normal as it could be really.
Int:	It just goes to show that it was obviously really beneficial for those people to be able to access that.  And so obviously there was a struggle with getting people to join in the first place if they didn’t have the hardware and things.  But people that perhaps did come but then maybe dropped out or dropped off, what do you think was going on behind that?  Was there any reasons that you were aware of why people might start engaging and then think “oh actually that’s not for me”?
R:	I think it was quite popular during the winter months when we were all locked down and we couldn’t do anything else.  And then when we started to be able to be more relaxed and released people stopped coming because they wanted to get out and they wanted to see people.  So that tailed things off.  It’s like herding cats in a way as well, Zoom etiquette.  Sometimes some people would talk a lot and dominate a conversation, and some people would get left out a little bit.  It’s just taking that skill level to actually integrate everybody and keep everybody connected.  It’s easy to feel disconnected online isn’t it, more than in person?  Because you can smile at someone if you’re in a room together, that body language.  It’s easier to connect, there’s different ways to communicate in person than there is online.
	But if you’re in an online session and you feel that you’re being overlooked or ignored it’s quite difficult to reassure someone and cut across that conversation.  So I think that was maybe an issue.  I think maybe our lone man felt a bit maybe left out a little bit because he was the only man.  And I think people were scared.  With things like the art class “oh I’m not an artist”.  “You’re not supposed to be an artist, it’s not meant to be for people who are accomplished artists”.  So it’s that confidence I think.  It’s people’s self-confidence and I think maybe the pandemic has actually affected people’s self-confidence a lot more as well.  So you’ve got that on top of normal levels of lack of confidence.  
Int:	That’s a really interesting point isn’t it?  Because the remote situations are quite an intense way and there’s a lot lost in the communication isn’t there?  So despite your best efforts it’s not always going to replicate that for people.  So were you aware of if service users encountered any technical problems or any technical difficulties, were you able to give support?  What happened with that?
R:	Yeah, and that was a learning curve for us as well.  Using technology yourself is one thing, and being able to access a Zoom meeting yourself is one thing.  Then trying to support somebody and talk someone through who has got very little digital skill is quite difficult.  Trying to explain “look to the bottom left hand side of your screen, it’s the thing that looks like an ice cream”.  Just trying to put it into layman’s terms.  It really makes you think, and it’s a different skill to be able to show somebody else what to do to be able to do it yourself.  And I think the other thing that none of us realised was that we’re all using different platforms.  Not platforms but we’re always using different hardware.  So Zoom on a laptop looks different to Zoom on an iPad, looks different to Zoom on a phone.  You don’t see the same things, and you’re trying to explain to somebody “go to this or go to that” but it’s not actually there because they’re on something else.
	And whether the operating system is a Mac or Windows is very different as well.  So there were a lot of challenges.  But we were able to support, and even things like joining Zoom.  People were getting confused at first.  “What do I need to type in, do I need to pass code in?”  We didn’t do it with pass codes just to make it as simple as possible.  We had to have people register to join up to join an event which gave us that security level, but we didn’t have any pass codes or anything just to make it easy for people.
Int:	To remove an extra layer of complication isn’t it?
R:	Yeah, on the phone trying to talk people through, and just making sure that you’ve got the staff resources.  So whilst you’re trying to support somebody to join a group, to get online, the rest of the group isn’t falling apart because you’re not there.  So you’ve got to have at least two members of staff; one to keep the group going and one to support the group.  It’s a lot more coordination than you’d think.  You can’t just throw a group and expect it to happen.  There’s a lot of thinking behind that.  But we did manage to support people to join online, we got people through.
Int:	And I guess it’s that thing with thinking back as well when things have been put in place so quickly there was bound to be teething problems and trial and error at the beginning because there wasn’t that preparation before.  There just hadn’t been the time had there?
R:	And people get put off easily if something doesn’t work.  Not everybody has got that tenacity to stick with things.  “Oh it’s not worked, that’s it, I’m not doing it”.  It’s like pulling teeth almost.  I think there was a lot of that and people saying “oh it’s not working”.  Just trying to encourage people to stick with it.
Int:	So I know you’ve said there was a struggle initially with them accessing new hardware, was there anything you found around internet access and whether people already had that in place, or whether that was a challenge for some people in terms of whether maybe it was affordable or something that they could have in their house?
R:	I think there was probably issues for some people.  But obviously the people we worked with did have access and did have their own Wi-Fi already.  But I’m pretty confident that there’s a lot of people who didn’t have Wi-Fi, who didn’t have broadband, who didn’t have any access, who could have benefited but didn’t.  Our county is one of the most rural counties and one of the biggest counties with probably the worst broadband coverage in Wales.  And I think that’s a thing that needs to be addressed with people.  So I’m pretty sure there’s a whole cohort of people that we missed that we could have supported.
Int:	And so as time went on then was there anything else that you could have done to put in place in terms of that hardware, or did it not come through in terms of the funding?
R:	No.
Int:	It’s so difficult isn’t it, and I think there was obviously such competition as well at the same time for different funding and different resources.
R:	There just wasn’t.  It’s come through now.  The library now has 100 iPads all with software installed already, all with digital access from the lead librarian.  All can be taken out on a user’s library card and loaned.  So it’s all there now, it’s in place now so there’s that option now that we can do it.  So that’s really good.  But it was meant to be in place by Easter this year, and it would have made such a big difference.  We were working closely with the library, we trained up some of their staff to be able to become companions.  Obviously people couldn’t go into libraries because of lockdown, and actually even when lockdown was eased there’s still a lot of people, especially older people who were still quite nervous.  So they wouldn’t have gone to the library because they thought it’s not safe.  That’s been so deeply embedded in people’s consciousness that things aren’t safe.
Int:	And the restrictions is one thing, but then how people actually want to be is another thing.  You can’t just rely on the rules.  So I suppose on that you were obviously completely face to face before and then had to go completely virtual.  But how do you see things, I guess the last part of this year has probably been a bit of a different time and now things feel like they’re changing again.  How do you see things going forward?
R:	I’m not with the service anymore.  I’m still part of the organisation but not part of that particular project.  It’s continuing, the digital project is continuing, and I think there’ll be a blend of in-person stuff and online.  I think it’ll be a mix of the two.  I think to try and do hybrid events would be too difficult and I think we’d miss people.  I think you wouldn’t be able to give people the right amount of attention if you went to hybrid.  You’d be concentrating on people in person but then you’d miss people on the camera, or you’d be concentrating on the camera and you’d miss people in person.  So I think whilst we can there’ll probably be a mix of online groups and in-person groups.  But obviously if we go into lockdown again after Christmas it’ll be online again.
Int:	It’s a bit of a confusing time isn’t it, not knowing how things are going to look.  It sounds like you had some bits of feedback along the way from people and you were obviously aware of how things were going and things could be tweaked.  But what were some of the positive effects that people found and some of the success stories that you came across?
R:	I think one lady said “thank you for these sessions, they’ve been a lifeline to us”.  If that’s provided a lifeline then that success for me means everything.  I think people made friends online that they hadn’t done before.  They met new people and struck up their own connections and set up their own Zoom calls and chatted.  Some of the new befrienders that we paired with people formed a really strong bond and good connection, and that went well as well and actually made a difference to people.  There was a lot of fun and laughter with the [name], the online dance sessions, which were surprisingly good fun.  They were really good fun and people really enjoyed them.  We had themed sessions so that was good.  
	I think it just opened people’s horizons a little bit as well because we had people who weren’t necessarily close geographically who met, who wouldn’t have otherwise done so.  So that was good.  I think they were all positives.
Int:	And that’s interesting then, so within that people went off and made their own groups and their own friendships as well, which is really lovely.
R:	Yeah, and I think they actually developed skills as well.  They developed the skills and confidence which was good, and some of them even got smart speakers.  Some of them even took the plunge and went for smart speakers.  We had a session where one of our staff members had their smart speaker and everyone was just transfixed by it.  And one lady went off and got one, so once they got that taste for it it actually proved to be a really successful thing.  Something that was really popular.  So it’s just a shame we couldn’t reach more people but I’m hoping that the project will develop and it will reach more people.  That more people will come onboard.  Because even though it’s not a replacement for face to face, and it should never be a replacement for face to face, it is something that complements face to face and provides us an alternative when we can’t do that.
Int:	And it provides an alternative I suppose like you were saying for people when it’s a rural area or different reasons that maybe that particular week it might suit them better or something isn’t it?  
R:	Yeah, because of our locality as well and because of the people that we work with, it would be something really beneficial for a lot of the people that we work with going forward regardless of pandemic.  Because some people are housebound, some people can’t get out to groups.  This is a good way of connecting people and working together.  
Int:	Definitely, and so in terms of obviously again you’ve got the examples there of things that have gone well, but was there any formal evaluation of how using technology had gone across the service?
R:	No, we had a lot of disruption with the service so we didn’t actually do any formal review.  And it’s only been going for a year so we’ll only actually be at that review process now anyway.  I don’t think it’s been carried out yet.
Int:	And are there plans to do that do you think in a more formal way, or is it just mainly picking up on the feedback here and there from people?
R:	I think there will be, I think it will be part of our structure to do that, our reporting and monitoring structure.  
Int:	And so you said about the blend going forward, hopefully there’ll be both options.  What we spoke about before, this fear around using technology and some people being fearful of internet fraud and scams.  And we know that that’s an issue particularly for older people.  And so is that something that you felt able to persuade people around or encourage them around, or was that not within your remit to do that?
R:	No we did.  I think because some of the people that were working with us as befrienders had those concerns as well.  So we even did a bespoke session with [digitally focused organisation] on online safety.  So we trained people on that, we had people attend.  So we did address that.
Int:	And did that work for people?  I suppose it got the people staying engaged, or some people couldn’t be persuaded?
R:	No, I think it worked really well.  [name of digitally focused organisation], I can’t praise them highly enough.  They’ve been absolutely brilliant.  We worked really closely with them.  So it worked well, and there’s a lot of resources on their site that people can access.  There’s a code that we’ve got now because we’ve done the training, there’s a whole of data and resources that our befrienders can access and work through with people.  So I think that’s something that can be built on.
Int:	And so just when we were talking about the positive impacts that people had, and there was obviously various.  The flip side to that, were there any unexpected negative consequences or effects that people had from using the technology do you think?
R:	I think some people who had difficulties maybe went away, maybe that affected their confidence and self-esteem who didn’t come back.  Maybe that is one of the downsides of it.  But then because people go away you can’t actually work out why someone’s not attended.  And I think maybe not being able to join as well would have upset some people if they’d struggled and couldn’t get on.  Even if we’d tried to support them maybe put off.  It’s like being offered a carrot isn’t it, you’ve had this dangled and you can join and then you can’t.  So that is almost more disappointing than not having anything anyway.  That promise of something that’s then taken away.
Int:	And it’s like you were saying about that frustration of when something doesn’t work, and it is sometimes tempting to just think “oh right, well leave it then”.  And then that creates a frustration that you don’t want to go back and change it, which is hard in those times when no one could come around and help, it’s really difficult.  Well that’s pretty much all my questions.  Thank you so much for all that information, that’s so helpful.  Was there anything else you wanted to share or any examples or any stories or anything?
R:	No, I think it’s just good to be able to share.  The more that we can work on it and raise awareness and support people, it’s going to be beneficial isn’t it?  
Int:	Yeah definitely, and it’s really interesting talking to people from different areas across Wales as well, and how the different locations have experienced things particularly around the pandemic for sure [section removed for confidentiality reason]
R:	That’s great, thank you, and good luck with your research, I hope it goes well.
Int:	Thanks very much.
R:	Take care, bye-bye, have a good Christmas.
Int:	And you, bye.
[CLOSE]

[image: ]		
image1.png
3] Transribe It Logo.pdf - Word ? @ - x
GEBl HOME  INSERT  DESGN  PAGELAYOUT  REFERENCES  MALINGS  REVIEW  VIEW Nicola Brown -
o Caliby B A =R =2 3q E— #Find -
i A - 8 nasbeedc asmbcede AaBbCe Aasbcet AQB assbcer aombcen acabeede Acabco: AsBbCede Aasbcco AGEDCED ABSCADE ANSRCCDT AdBBCAD ||y o
Paste - 3 .. - - lormal lo Spac. leading leading itle ubtitle ubtle Em. ‘mphasis  Intense rong Juote. Intense: ubtle Intense Re. ook Title: N
e omatpaimer B U X AW oA i TNormal | TNoSpac.. Heading1 Heading2  Tit Subtie  SubtleEm.. Emphasis IntenseE.  Stong  Quote IntenseQ. SubtleRef.. IntenseRe.. BookTil X Select-
Clpboara 5 Font 5 Paragraph 5 stytes 5 tdting -
H 9 =0 =
o . o YRRV RS ENRS ENNR ENNE ENRC TNES SNAT TRRS ERRS TN SRRT SRT SR TNRT SRR SRS SRR NR NN MR NN SRE SR TR SRS AR A A O
Navigation X (lipboard  ~%*
[Search document p- g
Gl an tem to Paste
HEADINGS | PAGES | RESULTS =
Clipboard empty.
Copy o cut o collect tems.

Create an interactive outline of your
document.

-
It's a great way to keep track of where you are
or quickly move your content around.
To get started, go to the Home tab and apply.

Heading styles to the headings in your
document,

2

3

1

1

2

5

0

5

3

2

0

Options ~

PAGE1OF1 OWORDS (12 ENGLISH (UNITED KINGDOM) S - —————+ 0%

3 = 0821

ou Z ) ENG

S0yt Kb




