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introduction

LIFE ONLINE IN THE XXI CENTURY
For most people, being online is part of their daily routine (online banking, making a doctor’s ap-
pointment, shopping, meeting friends, looking for a job…). People go online to find information 
about everything, including looking for advice, support and help.  
Online support offers many advantages not only in practical terms (mobility, opening hours, simple 
procedures, can be done from home), but also in personal terms (feelings of insecurity, fear, low 
self-esteem, or lack of social skills are less of a hindrance).

WHY ESTABLISH A CHAT HELPLINE?
Helplines should first and foremost be accessible to people in need. The medium they use to reach 
callers is secondary to the fact that they must be reached. All helplines that have started offering 
some forms of online help have seen it become so successful that demand exceeds supply. 
It is clear today that the best place to reach young people is in a digital environment. 
This encourages emergency services to offer a chat helpline.  If we want to reach young people, we 
must make our services available online.
What are the benefits for establishing a chat helpline for TES1?
• Improved availability: our target audience (in particular young people) is online.  The internet is 

an integral part of our daily lives.  In many other sectors, offering an online service is self-evident 
(administration, tourism, shopping…). People also expect these services to be available in the 
health and welfare sector.

• Strengthening of our policy choices: such as empowerment, demand-based services, giving the 
caller more control, and better customisation of our helplines.

This handbook, produced within the “Chat Your Value - Crisis Help-lines Assisted by Trained Young 
Volunteers” project, funded by the European Union, presents a number of good practices already 
implemented by helplines at European level, encouraging youth involvement in listening services 
through the internet. 
It also contains reflections and recommendations for how to further develop perspectives and meth-
ods that allow young people to approach the listening service, both as volunteers and as users.

Enjoy reading!
The project team

1 Telephone Emergency Service = another way to name helplines
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1.
THE PROJECT “CHAT YOUR VALUE - CRISIS HELP-LINES ASSISTED 

BY TRAINED YOUNG VOLUNTEERS”

1.1. BACKGROUND 
The project develops from the outcome of the European project “YOUThES – Recruiting young vol-
unteers for crisis helplines2” (2016-2019), which showed that motivation both of the TES manage-
ment staff and the other volunteers are the basis for the successful recruitment of young volunteers. 
Post leaders, recruiters and volunteers in Telephone Emergency Services (TES) need to be convinced 
of the value of having young listeners; they must make the listening service known to young people 
and advertise the opportunities that a participation in TES can offer, especially the benefits of helping 
other people, of being a useful member of society, of personal growth and of gaining life-experience. 
Young people are found on the internet and through personal contact and this can require structural 
changes in the TES organization. Young volunteers remain engaged when they are taking care of and 
when their talents are fostered. The outcome of the European projects “EmPoWEring – Educational 
Path for Emotional Well-being3” (2015-2017) and “MONALiSA – Measurement of Nowadays Ad-
vanced Listening Skills Attitudes4” (2019-2022) can be useful for the development of guidelines for 
the training of young volunteers in chat, especially for promoting of the use of tested and effective 
training tools and instruments for self-assessment of listening skills..

1.2. AIM OF THE PROJECT  
The aim of the partnership is to increase knowledge and experience through shared reflection and 
exchange on best practices necessary for communicating, recruiting and training young volunteers 
in the chat services of helplines and to explore possible structural changes in TES to enable young 
people to join and remain in TES longer.

2 ERASMUS + PROGRAMME 2014-2020 Key Action 2 – Cooperation for Innovation and the exchange of good practi-
ces – Strategic Partnership. Project Number: 2016 – 1 – DE02-KA204-003302.
Handbook in 10 languages on the web-site https://www.ifotes.org/en/projects-and-congresses/projects/youthes 
3 ERASMUS + PROGRAMME 2014-2020 Key Action 2 – Cooperation for Innovation and the exchange of good practices 
– Strategic Partnership. Project Number: 2015-1- DE02-KA204- 002492. Web-site: https://empowering.listening-skills.eu
4 ERASMUS+ PROGRAM OF THE EUROPEAN UNION KA204 - Strategic Partnerships for adult education. Project 
number: 2019-1-DE02-KA204-006313. Web-site: https://listening-skills.eu 
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1.3. PROJECT PARTNERS

NAME OF THE PARNER ORGANISATION SHORT NAME COUNTRY ROLE

1 IFOTES Europe e.V. IE Germany Applicant

2 Telefono Amico Italia TAI Italy Partner

3 SOS Amitié France SOS France Partner

4 Magyar Lelki Elsosegely Telefonszolgalatok Szovetsege LESZ Hungary Partner

5 Asociación Internacional del Teléfono de la Esperanza ASITES Spain Partner

6 Ass. Culturale ARTESS - Association for Research and Training on Emotional Support Skills ARTESS Italy Partner

7 Federatie van Tele-Onthaaldiensten in Vlaanderen en Brussel TO Belgium Partner

1.4. METHOD
The different stages of the project were introduced and discussed at transnational meetings where 1 
to 2 representatives from each partner institution were present. 
Within the project 5 transnational project meetings took place in Germany (June 2021), in Spain 
(October 2021), in Belgium (March 2022), in Italy (June 2022), in France (October 2022).
For collecting data about chat services in TES organizations, we used:
• A questionnaire for the organizations
• A questionnaire for the volunteers
• Zoom interviews of volunteers

1.5. OUTCOME
The best practice handbook is the final outcome of this project and contains recommendation and 
practical examples in three main areas:
1. Possible changes in the management of the TES service and human resources, especially with 

regard to young volunteers.
2. A communication campaign aimed to recruit young volunteers, especially for the chat service.
3. Guidelines for training young volunteers in listening skills, adopting innovative tools developed 

in the European TES environment.

The manual has been translated in the 6 partner languages: German, Italian, French, Hungarian, 
Spanish and Flemish, and is available open source on IFOTES website www.ifotes.org.    
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2.
LISTENING BY CHAT IN THE TELEPHONE EMERGENCY SERVICES 

AN ASSESSMENT

Carrying out a prospective reflection on the potential of written listening initially requires taking 
stock of the existing situation in Telephone Emergency Services which, in effect, are no longer neces-
sarily exclusively on the telephone.
These findings are at the same time needed to encourage reflection on the original hypothesis of 
the project: «by increasing the presence of young listeners and the availability of emotional support 
by chat, TES can meet the needs of young callers, who usually prefer chatting and text exchange to 
talking on the phone5».

2.1. METHODOLOGY

2.1.1. Sources and contributions
The results presented here are taken from the IFOTES 2021 general annual survey (2020 data) sup-
plemented by a targeted survey on internet listening practices (chat and email) of national organi-
zations all over the Europe. These were collected in May-June 2021 using open-ended questions for 
the purpose of measuring the diversity, if any, of information and practices.  

2.1.2. Difficulties
This part of the project was carried out exclusively by remote (email exchanges) due to the Covid-19 
pandemic so it was decided afterwards to complete it by adding experiences focused on 3 countries: 
• Finland - MIELI Kriisipuhelin: 18 years’ experience in chat services along with some original 

practices
• Italy – Telefono Amico Italia: very recent practice (1 years), in process of national development
• France – SOS Amitié: 15 years practice and increased development of listening at home due to the 

changes experienced during and since the first lockdown in March 2020.

2.2. INTERNATIONAL OVERVIEW OF CHAT LISTENING PRACTICES6

2.2.1.  Handling the chat service
- The older chat services are about 18 to 25 years old (Finland, Germany); Belgium, France, Swit-

zerland came later (15 years); the most recent are Italy and Austria (1 to 6 years); some others are 
considering introducing services (Spain, Portugal, Hungary).    

5 From the project application, 2020
6 For updated data, see ANNEX 1: IFOTES International Survey 2022 (Data 2021) 
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- Chat services are provided:
•  Between 12 to 18 hours/day: 37,5 % of the TES concerned
•  Less than 12 hours /day: 62,5 % of the TES concerned

- For those who listen by chat (57% of the volunteers), listeners also generally use other medias (for 
example emails, more rarely Skype, Google Hangouts) or face to face meetings. Almost all TES 
use the phone (but not necessarily, for example in Belgium: Suicide Prevention Helpline + Awel 
Helpline for youngsters, or Finland: Tukinet). 

2.2.2.  Chat calls
Relational issues (22,38 %) and Mental health (16,13 %) are the main subjects of chat calls, along 
with Suicide which is more frequent in chat than in phone calls (13,63 % against 6% on the phone).

Issues in chat

 

Issues on the phone
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2.2.3. Chat users (callers / listeners)
The gender groups are in almost equivalent proportions for callers and volunteer listeners:

Gender

The age groups of callers are symmetrically apposed that of volunteer listeners:
- 57,63% callers < 30 years for 16,13 % listeners <30 years
- 7,26 % callers >50 years for 31,88 % listeners > 50 years

Age

The following graphs relating to the situation on the phone show that:
- The age groups of callers are closer to the age of listeners 
- Above all TES reach a different audience with chat: very young people and young adults up to 30 

years old benefit from this service 
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Phone calls
Gender

Age

 

2.2.4. Recruitment and training for chat
- Advertising: most of the TES do not advertise to enroll young volunteers or specifically for chat 

listening (an exception being AWEL Helpline for youngsters in Belgium does in magazines, social 
media, TV channels, High schools). On the other hand, the very recent developments to promote 
TES through the end credits of video clips (LESZ in Hungary) or TV series (MIELI Kriisipuhelin 
in Finland), or thanks to influencers (MIELI Kriisipuhelin, Telefono Amico Italia), do reach the 
caller population as well as potential volunteer listeners, that’s to say mainly young people who 
use these medias.
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- Recruitment: in each TES organization special conditions exist to enroll in the chat service: 
◦ Age: At least 20 (BE) or 25 years (FIN, FR) old. No restrictions for others
◦ Previous listening experience: 1 year on the phone for half of TES, none for the other half
◦ Further conditions: 

• have a balanced life situation 
• Able to be empathetic, to share helpful thoughts about suicide, to cope with « heavy » con-

versation
• Have the capacity to learn fast, have basic knowhow of working with computers

- Training:
 ◦ specific initial training is provided for 83 % of the TES 
 ◦ the training is provided by experienced listeners and/or professional trainers
 ◦ part of theory and/or practice is very diverse and depends on the needs

2.3. LISTENING IS STILL ON THE INVENTION TRACK
Beyond the figures and the resulting findings, we can point to various practices, sometimes very 
original in nature.

2.3.1. The diversity of practices
- The “places” for chatting 
• Mostly away from the post, especially since the lockdowns. 
• By remote in different ways: 

-  Technically, Telefono Amico Italia uses a WhatsApp application. Although this does not change 
anything for listener’s interface, the access and the way of chatting is more familiar to callers. 

-  Kirkens SOS (Norway) arranges possible exchanges during the chat service: open chatline 
on Microsoft Teams + Staff members available for technical problems or immediate support 
during calls (system including chat options in-between workers and volunteers + Teams also 
available when needed, regularly used when listeners are working from home)7. Similarly, in 
Italy (TAI), volunteers working by remote use of a room on the web platform to coordinate and 
share the work during their service. They can chat and see each other and it is also a way to stay 
connected even if they are not in the same geographical place.

-  Social/community platform: a distinctive alternative practice of the Finnish association MIELI 
should be highlighted. Since 2018 Mental gaming8 on the Discord server aims to reach youth 
in new ways requiring less effort on their part. It offers a free and secure place, totally anony-
mous, to chat in and various activities for youngster:
•  over 70 different text channels with different topics, and over 20 voice channels 
•  online 24/7 
•  actively moderated even if focus is on peer support (in that way everyone who is taking part 

7 Similar face-to-face device by Pro Juventute (Ecoute pour les jeunes / Ligne 147 - Switzerland): they practice “peer-chat” 
since 2019 with young people aged 17 to 25 who respond to their peers. Listeners are assisted by a coach and can redirect 
difficult calls to a 147 professional.
8 Sekasin gaming:  https://sekasin.fi/
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in chatting is volunteering): 17 volunteering moderators and “chat veterans” help other 
members. The youngest moderator is 14, and many of them are 18-25 years old. They do 
not have any responsibility over the chatting with others (different from volunteering in 
Crisis Helpline). They simply help the paid moderators when able, in keeping the servers 
clear from trolling, etc. The reason for allowing people as young as 14 is the willingness to 
have confidence in the young and their abilities to help. It also boosts their feeling of being 
involved.

•  In total 23 000 Members (aged 13 to 25 mostly; Discord does not allow under 13 years old 
to use their service).

- The supervision of chat listeners on service
 The terms are quite diverse depending on the TES:

◦ No control of the chat conversations or only by samples, but, in this case, the TES provides a 
manual to answer questions according to the ethics and charter of the TES9

◦ Each exchange is read and validated before sending emails and by random checks for chat 
(Telefono Amico Italia)

◦ Supervisor or in-between listeners exchanges on-site or by remote (Kirkens SOS in Norway)

2.3.2. Questions, expectations and concerns for TES organisations
Apart from the technical problems (accessibility on the website, safety of the system, adaptation of 
the statistical information collection system) and financial problems, those TES which do not yet 
provide a chat service10 are concerned about:
•  Decision to develop or not a new service when they already have difficulties covering the tele-

phone lines 24 hours a day;
•  Difficulty to find enough new young listeners specifically for this service - because considered 

better suited than most of the volunteers over 55;
•  Resistance or fear of the older volunteers due to a generation gap;
•  Designing specific training for listening skills using written communication (effects of words 

without the voice, different communication style, quick response, managing the length of a writ-
ten conversation);

•  As chatting is a remote activity in itself, the nomadism related to communication technologies 
raises the matter of the place for chat listening: does listen at home which gives more flexibility, 
less constraints, encourage more volunteers? Or does it instead promote reduced involvement of 
volunteers and consequently possibly disrupt the service?

2.3.3. And what about young volunteers?
The influx of very young callers who never or hardly ever use the telephone is generally proven: the 
service unquestionably needs to respond to a significant demand in terms of numbers. This will 
therefore create an increased need for new volunteer listeners.

9 Chatsyllabus (Tele Onthaal – Belgium), Le Livret de l’écoutant internaute (S.O.S Amitié – France) 
10  LESZ (Hungary), Telefono de la Esperanza (Spain), SOS Voz Amiga (Portugal)  
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We know that evening and night shifts are a priority given the volume of calls in these slots.
Can some of the youngest candidates be attracted and motivated to listening specifically over this 
media?
To find out, you need to know more about them:
- What do young candidates want?

• To discuss with their peers (the young and very young) issues closer to their own
• To be comfortable with language and exchange practices they are already familiar with via so-

cial networks
- What are they afraid of?

• To be confronted too directly to pain and emotions conveyed through the voice (this preference 
would seem to favor of chat listening)

• Being alone in the face of a difficult or urgent case

However, these questions should perhaps not exclude other ideas and solutions. It seems to be tak-
en for granted that a young chatter (caller) would prefer or would expect to exchange with a peer. 
However, this has not been established and would be difficult to establish because of the anonymity 
guaranteed to callers.

2.4. SOME NOTEWORTHY POINTS AS A CONCLUSION
- Findings: 
• Chat experiences in TES are now very mature in some countries after 15 to 25 years practice. At 

the other end of the spectrum there are some very experienced associations who don’t offer chat 
services and who now feel that they can no longer ignore this media to reach callers, especially 
young callers.

• Callers on chat are undoubtedly younger with different priority topics.
• While advertising used by TES easily reaches young callers, it seems much more difficult to target 

potential young volunteer listeners.

- Diversity: 
• The ways of managing teams for chat listeners are quite diverse: either similar to the phone listen-

ers or alternatively, very specific with peer support or moderators in real-time.
• The technical methods to chat are much more open than for other media: Game Platform, WhatsApp.

There is no doubt that evidence shows that chat in the TES should be consolidated and the number 
of «chatters» increased.
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3.
EXPERIENCES OF POSSIBLE STRUCTURAL CHANGES IN TES 

TO UPDATE THE WAY OF PROVIDING THE SERVICE 
AND ALLOW YOUNG PEOPLE TO VOLUNTEER

3.1. THE METHOD: COLLECTION OF INFORMATION 
AND INQUIRY OF EXPERIENCES
In order to explore and better understand the current relationship between young volunteers and 
TES services, we used two different but complementary channels at successive moments. 
Firstly, we asked the project participants to answer a short questionnaire in order to have an initial 
outline that would help us to identify and detect aspects to be explored and investigated more closely. 
Secondly, we interviewed 8 people from different backgrounds involved in chat support within help-
lines. We explored how chat services can involve young people11 not only as service users but also, 
and above all, as support providers.

3.2. THE EXPERIENCES OF PROJECT PARTICIPANTS WITH CHAT SERVIC-
ES AND YOUNG VOLUNTEERS
As described in chapter 2, there is a vast and varied experience with respect to the chat service: while 
some federations are only beginning to reflect on the possibility of implementing the chat listen-
ing service, others have more than ten years’ experience. Some use specific applications for mobile 
phones, while others use the web or adapt tools already on the market (for detailed data, see chap. 2). 
From the analysis made of the way in which each federation has tackled and is tackling the adoption 
of a different technology other than the traditional telephone, it is striking that it was not deemed 
necessary to change operational practices except on a merely formal level.

3.2.1 Responsible for the chat service
Almost all TES associations have a ‘contact person’ for the chat service: two-thirds have a coordina-
tor/manager; the others have formal and informal committees that deal specifically with chat.

11  There is no clear definition of youth, while thresholds for child benefits, civic rights or end of education are different 
in the EU Member States. Moreover, statistics on youth refer to different age groups; therefore, this document considers 
young people those in the age group under 30.
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“Do you have a responsible person for the chat service?”

However, this seems to be the only change from the general model adopted for the telephone service. 
In fact, there are practically no TES organizations that have developed different data collection sys-
tems or modified the rules of access to the activity (minimum age, requirements, skills) nor have they 
considered it necessary to modify the contents of basic training except for technical aspects relating 
to written communication; on the contrary, to participate in other media services, telephone experi-
ence is generally considered indispensable.

3.2.2 Training volunteers for the chat service
“Do you train volunteers for the chat service in the same way as volunteers for the phone? (frequency, 
trainers, content)?”

While chat appears to be a service promoted for and used by young people, the same result does not 
seem to be evident with respect to young volunteers: no specific policies have yet been developed to 
use chat as a system to encourage the recruitment of young people into the listening services.
The TES organizations have not adopted specific training courses for young people or different rules 
for their participation in this activity.

“Do you have special rules for under-25y volunteers concerning how long and with what regularity 
they must offer their services?”
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“Do you run a specific training for Under-25y volunteers?”

Neither did additional activities dedicated exclusively or primarily to young volunteers appear nec-
essary, either of training or socializing.
“Did you develop specific training sessions aimed exclusively at under-25y people to explore their 
abilities or to deepen some issue (e.g. to develop listening skills and/or for their personal growth)?”

“Are there opportunities for socializing reserved for young people?”

3.3. COMPARISON OF DIFFERENT TES EXPERIENCES 
WITH YOUNG VOLUNTEERS
In order to study further what emerged from the data and collect information on the experience of 
different realities, we interviewed the contact persons from 7 different countries. 
The following is a summary of what they reported in response to questions on:
- The chat service: origins; integration with other activities
- The involvement of young volunteers: expectations, offers, specific initiatives
- Obstacles and benefits of young people’s participation in chat services
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Antonio (Telefono Amico Italia): 
we miss young volunteers
- Technical adaptations and a transformation of the association’s mindset were necessary 
- We don’t have many young volunteers but their contribution is facilitated by their familiarity with 

the tool
- The service offers young volunteers a path to maturity and growth along with training support
- To approach young people, we organise listening workshops in schools and presentations at the 

university
- It would be useful to develop a “youth section” within the association

Eveline (S.O.S. Amitié, France): 
young volunteers leave for changes in their life but sometimes they come back 
when their lives are more stable  
- The chat service arose from the demand for listening in writing and in partnership with 

French-speaking Belgium
- Confidence in the validity of the chat tool for listening has grown over time
- This is a tool used mainly by young people
- Young volunteers are very dynamic, interested and interesting but only stay for a short time
- Requiring less time commitment from young people could help
- Young volunteers can use their experience in the association to demonstrate their social and lis-

tening skills

Yael (La main Tendue, Switzerland): 
young volunteers bring a lot of inspiration
- There are doubts about accepting young people because they don’t stay long and the investment 

in training is high
- Chat users are young, and this is transforming our view of them, both as users and as volunteers
- Something must be changed to welcome them into the association
- They bring their generation’s vision, skills and ideas for communication
- TES need to meet and to mix different generations
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Emma (Awel, Belgium): 
we reward young volunteers with love
- The association offers specific courses for high school and university students 
- There is also a peer-to-peer support service through a forum run only by under-25 volunteers
- Young people are more familiar with IT tools and chat language; they also show greater ease in 

dealing with issues of a sexual nature and are open-minded
- The association offers young volunteers the opportunity to learn to talk and open their minds to 

topics outside their direct experience, skills that are useful in all contexts.  Young volunteers ‘dis-
cover’ the world

- In order to keep young people in service, the first question is “why do they do it?”: for socialising, 
learning, developing skills. The association organises opportunities for socialising, training on 
topics of interest to them, allows them to be flexible regarding how they carry out the commitment 
they undertake. It aims to make them feel proud to be part of this experience

 
Griet and Kirsten (Teleblok, Belgium): 
young volunteers can really experience if they’re able to listen or not 
- Testing a peer-to-peer support service: for the volunteers it was tiring because they often found 

themselves already involved in the same difficulties they were listening to, but they described 
themselves as happy with the experience 

- For the young volunteers it is a valuable experience to work with the association
- The best practices were developed working with schools, offering training, requiring a limited 

time commitment, and offering flexibility 
- The greatest difficulty is maintaining the quality of the service because of the interruptions in the 

activity  

Marta (ASITES - Asociación Internacional del Teléfono de la Esperanza, Spain): 
all volunteers bring vitality
-  There is an intention to start a chat service 
- Young people have little time and do not yet have a settled life style. Listening volunteering is 

perceived to be difficult 
- They have digital skills and enthusiasm 
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Reka (Magyar Lelki Elsősegély Telefonszolgálatok Szövetsége, Hungary): 
we can learn a lot from young volunteers
- Minimum age to become a TES listener is 23 years
- They are undergoing changes, relocation but attitudes are changing and there is a growing aware-

ness of the usefulness and contribution young people can make
- Young people know the problems of their peers, they have a different perspective on things and a 

fresh outlook. The whole group can change if younger people join in.
- The confrontation with older people offers opportunities for improvement, strength, and support. 

The association also offers positive values, a model to which one can refer

Lieselot (Tele-Onthaal, Belgium): 
to have exchanges with experienced persons is very meaningful
- Chat users are very young but there are only a few young volunteers, probably because the com-

mitment required to be a volunteer is considerable
- It would be useful to have young people in the group to encourage diversity and also allow a gen-

erational comparison
- Young people usually offer little availability for extra activities
- Participation in the training allows for the development of self-reflection; it is a significant expe-

rience for personal growth and helps open one’s eyes to the world 

Rudiger (Telefonseelsorge, Germany): 
it’s a win-win-win situation: for the association, for the students and for the callers
- Special project with university in Dusseldorf: students with a counseling background can practice 

as volunteers for the chat service. They have one training session for both phone listening and for 
chat

- Young people are very familiar with the use of smartphone, and they help the group to use this me-
dia. For crisis intervention this is helpful because when you’re in crisis you don’t want to change 
your communication style, it’s hard enough to deal with suicidal thoughts and you want to use an 
easy tool 

- Young volunteers can also relate to phone listeners and older volunteers ask them for suggestions 
because they are the “experts” in this field. This exchange gives young people recognition of their 
abilities not only in use the smartphone but for all technologies

- Normally, students stay 1 year in the service but some stay longer or come back after a while as 
volunteers; for the group the length of their cooperation is acceptable, everybody knows what the 
deal is and can gain something from this collaboration. For example, during the normal training, 
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students’ presence gives an image of a diverse group in terms of age and it helps to attract other 
young people to volunteer

- To have young people should be a goal for the helplines: younger generations experience crisis 
and they need to find help; we must do everything to support them and prevent suicide. We must 
decide what kind of service our helplines offer: do we want to be limited to older people in crisis 
or are we able to offer support to all ages? We should be heterogeneous

3.4. OUTCOME  
Some recurring themes emerged during the interviews:
- Cost/benefit assessment in training short-term volunteers
- Fear about young people’ ability to deal with certain subjects 
- Low presence of TES activities in «young places» (e.g. Universities, festivals, schools)
- Reluctance to move out of TES usual context
- Internal transformation in attitude towards young people
Analysing what emerged from the interviews, most of the volunteers from TES associations remarked 
that young people, even when they join the association, remain only for a short time. 
The motivations can be different: the level of commitment required is very high, the topics dealt with 
have a very emotional impact, listening on the phone is perceived as “difficult”, there are some “ex-
tra” activities that young people are unwilling to do because they do not have much time, their needs 
related to private life change (they get married, change cities for work, finish their studies and so on). 
All this requires an effort from the association if they must train people who will not stay for long.

However, considering the important legacy that young volunteers bring with them, some sugges-
tions emerge as best practices:
- Creation of youth sections in the TES group
- Flexibility concerning time commitment
- Offer of training tailored to specific needs
- Certification of skills that can also be used in professional life

In fact, most of the interviewees think that young people can make important contributions to TES 
associations. Young people are expert users of technology and this can be helpful, especially in the 
chat service. They can also communicate better with their peers and with younger people who use the 
services of the associations. This would make the associations more effective in helping the younger 
generations. Young people could also bring new ideas for communication outside the TES associa-
tions.
If the above constitutes good practice, the need to review things within the TES organizations emerg-
es. Creating attractive training courses for the specific needs of young people would be a good place 
to start.  The development of self-reflection is a significant experience for personal growth and helps 
open eyes on the world and to socialise, learn and develop skills. If the TES association organises 
opportunities for socialising, offers training on topics of interest to young people, allows them to be 
flexible regarding how they carry out the commitment they undertake, this can help them be part of 
this experience and to feel proud.



24

3.5. WHAT YOUNG PEOPLE SAY
Finally, we asked four young volunteers what made them choose this type of volunteering and what 
they would do to attract more young people to the helplines. They are Italian volunteers of Telefono 
Amico Italia, all under 35 years old.
Below we report on the personal motivations of the volunteers interviewed:
- The desire to be able to help someone in a different way than usual, not necessarily face-to-face.
- The strong belief in volunteering and the fact that this kind of volunteering also allows one to help 

with ‘detachment’.
- Because I have been through a lot in my personal life since I was born, I find the service we do 

helps to lift the weight of suffering and the consequential inability to talk about it that is often the 
result. 

- Covid period that prevented me from continuing previous forms of volunteering safely
- National telephone channel as a possibility to reach a wide range of people and situations. This 

helps to feel more useful, to be less bored, to enrich my experience and to spread as much wellbe-
ing and positive messages as possible.

- Less direct involvement compared to other forms of volunteering, in terms of taking charge in re-
lations with those who suffer. Since they are not long-term relationships and there is no physical 
contact, I find them more sustainable in terms of their emotional load and my personal responsi-
bility.

- I was very attracted to the training course and the idea of continuing education, which helps to 
keep motivation alive.

- The possibility of listening to people who are not only suffering but who also are hesitant to ask 
for help in person and who can communicate things that they would not share face to face. 

- To feel more emotionally connected to others.
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3.6. CONCLUSIONS: IDEAS TO MAKE YOUNG VOLUNTEERS 
COMFORTABLE IN TES ORGANISATIONS
From the reflections made by these volunteers, useful ideas emerge to enable TES associations to get 
closer to young people.
Young volunteers believe that people, including young people, feel increasingly lonely. Focusing on 
a strong group identity through informal and educational experiences can attract new volunteers.
A strategy we think can be adopted is that of organizing awareness-raising campaign on topics dear 
to TES and related to being close to others. Young people can discover that they have these skills and 
are able to use them in all aspects of their life. 

A young volunteer told us “It’s good to help each other, if you can”. It’s important to point out that, 
in the TES, the organization will also help volunteers to improve themself and this can also attract 
young people to volunteering in TES.  
The theme of young people’s lifestyle had already emerged from the interviews with volunteers from 
different countries and re-emerges in the interviews with young Italian volunteers. A need to reduce 
the time young volunteers must engage because of their work situation. Moreover, young people of-
ten change cities so they can’t guarantee a continuous and long-term presence. Working from home 
or away from the centre as well as organizing shorter shifts (two hours instead of three hours) would 
also help with their commitment. 
It is necessary to focus on training to enable young people to carry out this voluntary work, but also 
to offer skills that can be used on their CV for many types of professions.
Another theme that emerged is that of social networks: using social networks such as TikTok is nec-
essary because it is also a digital tool and the latest refuge of young people. This point will also be 
covered in subsequent chapters of this manual.
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4.
NATIONAL AND LOCAL CAMPAIGNS 

IN RECRUITING YOUNG VOLUNTEERS

4.1. INTRODUCTION
One of the previous projects of IFOTES Europe was the YOUThES Project which focused on the re-
cruitment of young volunteers. In the YOUThES project the conclusions about recruitment were par-
tially similar to our findings here: social media is essential to reach young people and it’s advisable 
to build better connection with them through other environments (e.g. universities, festivals). In this 
chapter we try to understand what other factors are needed to recruit young people.. 

4.2. SOCIAL MEDIA
4.2.1. Social media and the presence of youngsters  
According to Earthweb’s12 review on the social media usage of Generation Z, youngsters are using so-
cial media more than any other generation right now, including Millennials.13 They prefer visual pla-
tforms and this explains that Snapchat, TikTok, Instagram and YouTube are the most popular ones. 
TikTok has officially become young users’ favorite app in North America and the trends are similar in 
Europe. According to research young Europeans are spending an average of 6.1 hours a day on their 
smartphones—and the majority of that time (approximately 3.58 hours) is spent on social media.14 
Therefore, if we want to target younger generations, social media platforms are essentials.

Instagram post from Spain

12 https://earthweb.com/gen-z-social-media-usage-statistics/
13 Generation Z includes people born between 1997 and 2012, while Millennials were born between 1981 and 1996.  
14 https://www.ypulse.com/article/2022/03/10/how-european-gen-z-millennials-describe-their-favorite-social-me-
dia-platforms-in-3-charts/
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4.2.2. Social media presence of TES organizations
In our small TES survey on recruitment, we asked about the social media presence of the participant 
organizations and we found that every organization has a Facebook page and most of them use at 
least one more social media platform, usually Instagram and/or Twitter. 
Although helplines are trying to open to new (social) media platforms, youngsters barely use Twitter 
(especially in Europe) and are less likely use Facebook than older generations, probably because they 
prefer (audio)visual contents. To take these findings further they prefer short visual contents like 
YouTube Shorts, Instagram Reels, Instagram Stories, and especially TikTok videos. Unfortunately, 
none of the participants mentioned that they use these formats in their recruiting campaigns.
Although many of the participant organizations have already created attractive promotional material 
such as leaflets, posters, YouTube videos15, Facebook and Instagram posts or reels for recruiting new 
volunteers, the social media presence of TES is still rare on the most widely used social media platfor-
ms by youngsters. However, on the positive side, most of the countries recruit new members online 
and use online application forms which are also available through the national and local webpages. 

Ads from Belgium

 
4.3. PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT 
YPulse – a youth research web site – also states that approximately 80% of young users are following 
at least one influencer. That is why it would be advisable to have more ambassadors (singers, influen-

15 Videos from France and Italy: https://banquise-5.wistia.com/medias/0rr6hdzhvm https://www.facebook.com/telefo-
noamicopadova/videos/2038018959550384   
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cers or other well-known people with many followers) who can spread TES messages to young pe-
ople. As many creative people (artists, musicians etc.) have openly talked about their mental health 
related issues – such as suicidal thoughts, depression, anxiety – they can be authentic ambassadors 
for TES.16 
We also wanted to know if the surveyed organizations are asking professional help in the recruit-
ment campaign or not. Some of them are seeking professional help or receiving pro bono support 
from communication or marketing agencies, but in general helplines don’t have paid employees who 
would be responsible for keeping social media platforms alive by posting at least 4-5 times weekly.
Younger generations (millennials and generation Z) rely much more on social media channels than 
on traditional media (TV, newspaper, radio) to keep informed. But according to our survey, TES 
don’t have special recruitment campaign focusing on younger generations. Marketing strategist sta-
tes if we want to reach a certain group of people, we always have to adapt our messages to 
the audience.17 Hence, if helplines want to recruit more young people, they have to change their 
communication strategy focusing on generation Z and millennials. The TES study shows that none 
of the answerers have specific recruiting policy designed for young people. They should be more open 
to other formats like making short videos, using YouTube, TikTok or Instagram instead of Facebook 
or Twitter.

4.4. HOW TO RECRUIT?  
4.4.1. Younger generation and volunteering
According to Galaxy Digital – a site focusing on volunteer management – generation Z are more 
likely to have volunteered or are actively doing so than any other age group. Nearly half of these 
young people have volunteered in the past and almost 25% said they are still volunteering18. Althou-
gh they’re volunteering a lot, they prefer micro-volunteering like sharing, posting on social media, 
donating and engaging in smaller tasks and remote opportunities because they prefer flexible op-
portunities. That is why is challenging for TES to recruit young people as training lengths might be 
too long for them; in facts most helpline training lengths varies between 6 and 24 months.

4.4.2. Motivating young people
Another site – focusing on the volunteering habits of generation Z – mentioned that the most im-
portant reasons for youngsters in volunteering were increased value, career readiness, le-
arning opportunities, and improved self-esteem.19 In recruitment campaigns helplines should 
definitely focus on their main values, as TES organizations could help young people grow personally 
and improve many of their skills such as communication or empathy. Volunteers can also gain life 
experience and they can feel needed and able to make a difference, not to mention that it looks good 
on their CVs.  

16 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/351336295_The_relationship_between_creativity_and_mental_illness_a_
systematic_review 
17 https://rockcontent.com/blog/gen-z-traditional-marketing/ 
18 https://www.galaxydigital.com/blog/gen-z-volunteers
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4.4.3. Direct and indirect connections
It is clear that TES recruitment process should be multiple. The style and methods of direct and in-
direct recruitment should give a lot of information about TES, its activity, its image, communication 
strategy and organizational culture. Therefore, a well-prepared national or international recruitment 
policy would be very important.

4.5 CONCLUSIONS
From our TES survey we can also conclude that helplines don’t have a lively, active relationship with 
young people. Universities, festivals, youth organizations could be key element for recruiting young 
volunteers. It’s advisable to find a way to build partnership with these places for reaching young ge-
nerations, not just for recruiting but also giving a short message – such as promoting mental health 
– and possibly increasing their curiosity. In this way we can advertise TES services and recruit young 
people as well.
 

SUGGESTIONS:
- More and direct contact with young people
- Using other social media platforms and creating a more attractive communication style for young 

people
- Cooperation with universities and institutes where it is possible to build relationships with young 

people
- Complex strategy for reaching young people – with professional help
- Idea: An International Day of Listening. IFOTES and its members should aim at promoting a single 

day event in Europe to highlight the benefits in being listened to individuals, whatever their age or 
circumstances, and for society as a whole.

19 https://www.volunteerhub.com/blog/engage-generation-z-volunteers/
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5.
TES GUIDELINES FOR QUALITY TRAINING COURSES AND TOOLS 

FOR CHAT VOLUNTEERS

The aim of our work for this topic was to explore experiences and training programs for applying for 
chat services today. 
The members associations of IFOTES have a long tradition of training volunteers for attending tele-
phone services. The duration of TES training programs is longer than in other organizations and 
wide-ranging into many different areas to ensure the quality of the service offered.
In the previous European project “EmPoWEring – Educational Path for Emotional Well-being” 6 
skills were identified: respect, empathy, resources activation, emotional balance, active listening, 
conducting a conversation. The contents have been further developed in the new project “MONALi-
SA – Measurement of Nowadays Advanced Listening Skills Attitudes” in which a web-app had been 
created to test listening skills and practice to improve them.

5.1. SURVEY ON TES TRAINING 
We sent out questionnaires to IFOTES members and other helplines asking for information on the 
following items: 
- duration of training
- training mode
- on-going training
- meetings for volunteers
- contents 
- difficulties
As we have seen in chapter 3, among the 15 respondents, 66.7% have specific training for chat ser-
vices; 16.7% of the TES members’ volunteers are firstly phone listeners, therefore for them the chat 
training is shorter but specific. The other 16.7% have no special training for chat. Some posts have 
a training for chat integrated in the normal training and at the end the volunteers can chat directly. 
No countries have specific training for chat aimed to young volunteers.
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5.1.1. Duration of training  
20% of the respondents have up to 10 hours of training; 33.3% between 11- and 30-hours training 
and 46.7% have more than 30 hours training for chat service volunteers..

 

5.1.2. Training mode
73.3% have in person/face to face training and the other 26.7 have online training.

 
5.1.3. On-going training
66.7% have specific on-going training for chat service volunteers; 26.7% have on-going training ses-
sions along with training for listeners by phone; 6.6% have no on-going training.
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5.1.4. Meetings for volunteers
66.7% of the TES members organize meetings for chat volunteers and the other 33.3% have meetings 
along with phone listeners.

5.1.5. Content of training for chat services
The main contents are being highlighted and it’s by no means an exhaustive list.  
- Listening skills for being a good listener, whether by phone or by chat: respect, empathy, resourc-

es activation, emotional balance, active listening, leading a conversation
- Teamwork for better engagement and creating a safe environment. 
- Use of phases for a reorientation process, for example Gerhard Hintenberger’s Tetraedic Prozess 

(Initial Phase, Action Phase, Integration Phase, Reorientation Phase).
- Chat communication skills: how to start or end a conversation, use of emoticons, signs, how to 

express empathy through writing, opening questions, manage silence, knowing the language of 
youngsters. 

- Topics about the most frequent problems: suicide, sexuality, loneliness, bullying, violence, family 
problems, eating disorders, …

- Other topics: data protection, association’s protocols, chat software, …

5.1.6. Training methodology 
Different techniques are used to develop the training contents:
- Role-playing
- Read chat conversations of other volunteers and comment on them
- Participate in real chat conversations (individual or in group), supervised by a trainer
- Exercises to train empathy or learn to avoid common mistakes
- Take a conversation you’ve had and talk about it with others in a safe environment
Some examples of training exercises for chat listeners are included in the Appendix of this manual. . 

5.1.7. Difficulties
The main difficulties in training chat volunteers are:
- Remote training diminishes connection and bonding
- Volunteers drop out during training
- There is a tendency to chat with several people at the same time which affects the attention given 

to each chat caller.
- There is no specific timing assigned for chat services
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- There is a lack of practical training for dealing with real cases. Real cases need to be included in 
training.

- During training sessions some advanced volunteers become demotivated in comparison to other 
beginning volunteers who have never been exposed to the world of chat.

- Practical training sessions for new chat volunteers are longer than those for chat listeners already 
listening on the phone. It is almost like learning a new language.

- Users of chat services are younger and TES volunteers are generally older. There is a significant 
generation gap.

- Recruiting young volunteers is a big challenge. 
- To be an effective chatter requires a different set of skills to be helpful. It is not simply chatting but 

also being helpful.

5.2. RECOMMENDATIONS ABOUT CHAT TRAINING
When volunteers join a chat help service, it is very important that they are trained both in listening 
skills and in the specifics of written communication. Communicating by chat is almost like using a 
new language, and they have to learn to use it.
For training to be useful, it must include both theoretical and practical aspects. It is crucial that vol-
unteers can practice chatting in safe spaces before chatting with real people.
To encourage teamwork among all chat service volunteers, it is best to include face-to-face training.
In addition to the initial training, it is important that there is ongoing training, to support the volun-
teers during their work, deal with their difficulties, correct mistakes and provide emotional support.
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6.
FINAL RECOMMENDATIONS

Online help is continuously evolving. In this final chapter, we bring together ideas and recommen-
dations regarding chat help services offered by TES, focusing on young chat responders and what 
challenges are involved.

6.1. PREPARING TO IMPLEMENT CHAT-HELP
Many TES helplines have years of experience offering chat-help.  It is important to have the following 
conditions in place before launching online services:
- Foresee support: management (directors, team leaders, staff...) must be supportive; inform and mo-

tivate them.  Make sure that the staff that will supervise the chat helpline is young enough.  This will 
help bridge the digital gap for older volunteers.  Policy makers (local, regional, national) can provide 
additional stimulus.   Partners (those that refer and liaise with our target audience) should also be 
informed.

- Seek cooperation: with other helplines that already have experience with chat-help, with caregivers, 
IT experts, staff and policy makers, management and team members.  Provide an action plan to 
train staff and future chat volunteers.

- Provide time and means: take time to make a detailed plan, to consult, to launch the idea and let it 
ripen, to learn and then to carry out the plan.  Determine the start-up and maintenance costs of the 
chat tool, as well as staff and operating expenses.

- Arrange an appropriate workspace: think about the physical space where the chat volunteers will 
work.  Provide clear working guidelines.

- Start small: introducing chat-help can be done very gradually (you can start with a few hours a 
week). You can always expand depending on your possibilities. 

6.2. FOCUS ON YOUNG CHAT VOLUNTEERS
The benefits of young volunteers are significant. The YOUThES (2019) study revealed that the big-
gest resistance to recruiting young volunteers was the relatively short time-span of their commit-
ment. However, even if they only participate as listeners for one year, it is worthwhile to recruit and 
train them. TES need to meet and to mix different generations..

6.2.1 Benefits of young chat volunteers
- They are familiar with digital communication, IT tools and chat language.
- They are completely at home in the mindset and world of young people and can easily empathise 

with them.
- They have a fresh perspective on things. They are dynamic, enthusiastic, innovative and motivat-

ed.  The whole group can change if young people join in. 
- Young volunteers encourage diversity and allow for generational comparison. Exchanges with 

older people offer opportunities for confrontation, reinforcement, and support. 
- They are in touch with other young people.
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6.2.2. Challenges to employing young chat volunteers
- Young people might be apprehensive about their ability to handle some themes, due to their lack 

of life experience.
- TES training courses require a significant time commitment. How can we train young volunteers 

faster without sacrificing quality?

6.2.3. Recommendations to attract more young volunteers to chat-helplines
- Adopt best practices to reach young people: these have been shown to be working with schools 

and universities, offering courses, training and workshops.
- Foster a strong group identity (good bonding between the volunteers) through informal and ed-

ucational experiences. Make sure they have the opportunity to exchange experiences with each 
other and with experienced volunteers.

- Cultivate an open atmosphere, where everything can and may be said. Let volunteers participate 
actively in structural and organisational meetings. 

- Focus on training, giving young volunteers the opportunity to develop skills that will also enhance 
their personal and professional life. Offer certification of skills that can be added to their CV.

- Make a flexible and limited time commitment possible (for example, shorter shifts). 
- Focus on the theme “It’s good to help others if you can”, and how helping others also benefits the 

volunteer.
- Make sure that volunteers feel that their work is valued and appreciated.
- Ensure that your organisation has a good reputation in the community so that young people are 

excited about connecting with you.

6.3. RECRUITING YOUNG CHAT VOLUNTEERS
Have a well-developed communication strategy:
- Recruitment of young volunteers is an important part of a larger communication plan. At this 

moment TES do not have specific recruitment campaigns focusing on younger generations. To 
review: some helpline services require a minimum age of 21 in order to apply to be a volunteer. 
Online chat support is largely used by a younger target audience. With the goal in mind of offering 
peer-to-peer support, it would be interesting to recruit volunteers under 21 years of age.

- More direct contact with young people is necessary. How and where can TES reach them? Cooper-
ation with schools, universities and colleges makes it possible to develop partnerships with young 
people. For example: train young aspiring psychologists, social workers, etc. in the art of listening, 
through a 1 year-long commitment as a helpline volunteer. Create interesting short- and long-
term internships where young people can use and improve their new skills.

- Make use of social media platforms that young people frequent and adapt your communication 
style and your message to your target audience. Keep in mind that a “younger audience” is not a 
monolith. Young identities are as diverse in numbers as there are people. Try to be inclusive in 
language and to keep using diverse communication channels. 

- Many young people follow influencers. Are there any influencers who can be ambassadors for TES 
and help spread our message? Instead of paying social media companies for targeted advertising, 
it can create more headway to pay young popular influencers directly who talk about the impor-
tance of mental health services.

- In a time of high cost of living, where young people struggle to make ends meet, providing an ex-
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pense allowance or volunteer allowance can sometimes make the difference in recruiting a young-
er audience.

- Both direct and indirect recruitment are important. Providing practical information about TES, 
its activities and purpose, is just as important as disseminating short public service announce-
ments that, for example, promote mental wellbeing and arouse curiosity and interest. 

- Make sure your main messages align with what motivates young people to volunteer: personal 
development, experience that can also be added to a CV, making a difference, and being needed.

6.4. IMPORTANT ISSUES IN TRAINING CHAT VOLUNTEERS
6.4.1.  Written communication requires specific skills
The basic attitude of the chat volunteer is the same as on the phone, but because of the uniqueness 
of the medium, a chat conversation requires some very specific chat skills. Volunteers experience it 
as learning a new language.  For example, they must learn screen writing and screen reading, as well 
as prioritising the chat alliance with the caller. Chat etiquette refers to good manners and respect for 
conventions within the chat.
A specific concern when training chat volunteers is teaching them how to express empathy through 
the written word. Indeed, due to the unique qualities of chat (channel reduction, decontextualiza-
tion), it is crucial to be able to translate empathy very explicitly into words, to avoid the risk of com-
ing across as cool or distant. Being attuned in writing to the caller is necessary to build a solid chat 
alliance.

6.4.2. Practice, practice, practice
Adequate training will include theory, but above all lots of practice, examples and practical exercises.  
It is important that new chat volunteers can practice in a safe space before they start chatting with 
real callers. Careful supervision and exchange with each other and with experienced chatters is very 
educational.  To encourage teamwork among the chat service volunteers, it is best to include face-to-
face training.
In addition to the initial training, it is important to provide ongoing follow-up training, to support 
the volunteers during their work, address difficulties, correct errors and provide emotional support. 
It is recommended that there always be a backup available during the chat sessions, someone volun-
teers can call on immediately if they are faced with a difficult situation. Knowing they do not have to 
deal with challenging conversations on their own is a great support to chat volunteers.

6.4.3.  Training in listening and understanding
Experience shows that certain topics appear frequently on chat helplines: suicide, self-harming be-
havior, sexual abuse, eating disorders, bullying… The goal is not to make the chat volunteers experts 
in these topics, but to help them to listen in a nuanced way, to understand and to use opportunities 
to foster a good dialogue with the caller.
To make the chat training complete, we suggest giving chat volunteers background information 
about the context young people grow up in today, their mindset, how they see the world around them 
and how they differ from adults.
The most important factor in connecting with young chat callers is an open mind set on the part of 
the volunteer, and learning how to find the right attitude to foster a dialog with them. The opportu-
nity to grow and evolve in this context is enriching for all who take part in chat help.
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6.5.  ADDITIONAL CHALLENGES
6.5.1. How flexible can we make the volunteer commitment?
How can we meet the demand to make the commitment of a TES volunteer more flexible and attrac-
tive, without compromising the quality of the assistance?  
Can the training be shorter, possibly through homework, better follow-up and more intensive super-
vision? Can shifts be shorter, are fewer shifts possible, can people work more from home, knowing 
that a good connection between volunteers is supportive? We don’t want “lonely listeners and chat-
ters”. Can we offer more customization? Can students be exempted during exam periods and vaca-
tions? How far can we go in making the commitment more flexible?

6.5.2. How can we better reach young people?
TES helpline volunteers are anonymous. This lowers the threshold to callers. Anonymity stands for 
discretion, confidentiality and security. But a strict definition of anonymity also means that volun-
teers do not disclose to those around them that they volunteer for a TES. In Italy, anonymity is inter-
preted differently: the volunteer remains 100% anonymous during his/her shift, but is not required 
to be anonymous outside of it. The big advantage of this interpretation is that young volunteers can 
tell other young people about their volunteer work. Volunteers are the best ambassadors to inspire 
and encourage other young people to join TES.

6.5.3. Can we share good practices in chat training?
There is a lot of expertise among TES helplines regarding chat training. Can we exchange and share 
our expertise and good practices with each other? We see that exchange already takes place between 
listening posts within a country; we would like to encourage this across national borders.

6.5.4. How do we foster bonding between volunteers?
The main motivation for young people to volunteer at a helpline is, on the one hand, the feeling of be-
ing able to mean something to others and make a difference, and gaining the expertise to do so, and, 
on the other hand, getting a lot out of it that is useful in their personal lives. A good connection be-
tween the volunteers is the icing on the cake. This can be achieved through a combination of different 
factors: working together for the same good cause, inspiring exchanges in inter-vision meetings, and 
engaging informal contacts. Young people are very attracted to having dedicated “youth divisions”. 
This can be within a listening post, or across listening posts.

6.5.5. How to promote and share the importance of listening skills in general society, 
especially to youth?
Helplines train their volunteers in listening skills, empathy, acceptance, openness, respect, solidari-
ty, responsibility... Volunteers derive many benefits from the training for their personal, professional 
and social lives. They are engaged citizens and they are imbued with the idea that speaking up can 
help and that being listened to has an impact.
We could also consider more accessible and approachable offerings that give young people a much 
earlier taste of the importance of good listening skills through tips and examples on social media and 
through a visible presence in places where many young people go.
An invitation to participate in short training courses and workshops in listening skills in schools, 
colleges and universities could further increase young peoples’ awareness. Certificates showing what 
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was practiced and achieved can be extra motivating. Training young adults in these skills contributes 
to improving society as a whole. Such workshops also gradually expose young people to the concept 
of solidarity and greater commitment to their fellow man. 
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093c-4f6b-ace1-a58007ec3a10/2021-06-22_Webinar_Online_hulpverlening.pdf

- YOUThES - Recruiting young volunteers for crisis help-lines, 2019
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- Digital loneliness, digital relationships. Prof. Luca Chittaro. Ifotes Congress, Udine 2019
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nXfJ-hIGtPA
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appendix chapter 2

DATA 2021

Main reasons for calling a helpline  

Issues in chat 

Issues on the phone 
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Gender chat users/listeners 

Gender phone callers/listeners 
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Age chat users/listeners

 

Age phone callers/listeners



44

appendix chapter 4

A selection of different advertisement materials 

Flyers, leaflets from SOS Amitié, France: 

Social media ads: (source: Tele-Onthaal, Belgium): 

Video from SOS Amitié, France: https://banquise-5.wistia.com/medias/0rr6hdzhvm  (01.11. 2022.)
Indirect advertising from LESZ, Hungary: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=utTYRXIkPFY&ab_
channel=T.Danny  (01.11. 2022.)
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appendix chapter 5

Practical exercises for training to helpline chat 
Kindly made available by Tele-Onthaal (Belgium)

Exercise 1. Discover the traps
Which typical beginner mistakes make this chat conversation go wrong?

Caller: hello
Volunteer: hello
Caller: can I ask something?
Volunteer: yes, go ahead
Caller: I’m going crazy here. We’re always fighting
Volunteer: I understand you’re a little upset about that because…
Caller: and now hitting
Volunteer: you often have arguments
Volunteer: someone hit you?
Caller: Yeah, my boyfriend is way out of line. I want to get out of here :(

Maybe you have experienced some of these pitfalls. Or maybe you ‘ll discover a few more here that 
you were not aware of. Have you thought of any that are not on the list? Then you can add them to 
the list. If you have a question about this, feel free to ask.
    • cool welcome
    • interpreting too quickly
    • not acknowledging the experience, ignoring caller emoticons
    • underestimating the charge of the expressed emotion
    • referring too soon
    • reacting too fast or too slow, not paying attention to the typing speed of the caller

Exercise 2. Signs = written intonation
Formulate an intervention.
In the following conversation fragment, the caller uses many characters. What meaning do the si-
gns here have? What does the volunteer do with those signs? What would you do? Formulate an 
intervention at a location of your choice. Repeat the last sentence of the caller and then note your 
intervention.
Nickname: BYExF*CKxWORLD

Volunteer: Welcome to the chat
BYExF*CKxWORLD: Hi
Volunteer: what brings you here tonight?
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BYExF*CKxWORLD: Well, I AM SO TIIIIIRRRREEEEDDD OF EVERYTHING!! :( I WANT TO LEE-
EEAAAVVVE!  I AM SO SICK OF CRYING ALL THE TIME! I HATE EVERYONE! AND EVERYONE 
HATES ME! I WANNA GET OUTTA HERE!
Volunteer: That sounds really heavy and deep!!
Volunteer: like you’re about to explode
BYExF*CKxWORLD: AAARRRGGGHHH! I HAAAAATE EVERYTHING AND EVERYONE!
BYExF*CKxWORLD: I don’t know what’s going on with me
BYExF*CKxWORLD: I feel so awful :(
Volunteer: there is so much going on but you don’t know where to turn
BYExF*CKxWORLD: :’(
Volunteer: you feel like you’re filled with haaaaate
Volunteer: is there something else too?
BYExF*CKxWORLD: I don’t know!
BYExF*CKxWORLD: I don’t know anything anymore!
BYExF*CKxWORLD: I’m so sick of everything!
Volunteer: you don’t even know how you feel anymore

Exercise 3. The challenge: expressing empathy verbally!
In chat conversations it is important to make your feelings, involvement or compassion clear as soon 
as possible. This is necessary to make contact. You have to do this via the written words in the chat. 
After all, the caller does not hear your voice and cannot perceive your compassion in your non-verbal 
presence.  
So, this is where your skills of empathy are called upon.  Time for a refresher and for exercises!
What is empathy again?
- Empathizing with the caller’s world, trying to imagine what the caller means, experiences, feels 
- Putting his feelings, opinions, wishes, thoughts into words
- Communicating them back to him

For example, tuning in through questions:
Caller: “Ugh, there is so much to do for my elderly, needy parents, I don’t even know where to start...”
Volunteer: “You’re very willing to take care of your parents, but it feels like a lot?”
Volunteer: “Do you feel like it’s getting to be too much?”

For example, through acknowledgement:
Caller: “I’m so sick of it :’-(“
Volunteer “I see it also makes you sad...”

Paraphrasing? Yes, absolutely!
But be careful not to parrot the caller’s words back to him too literally.
Just as in a phone conversation, this comes across as odd. In a chat, it is even more alienating, as if 
there is a computer on the other end.  A meaningful or loaded word, however, can be repeated.
Write an empathic response to the made-up statements below.
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C: “I have to go back to the hospital on Friday for a check-up and I’m looking forward to it.”
C: “My colleague is such a creep. I don’t feel comfortable.”
C: “I don’t know what is wrong with me but I’m not happy in my marriage anymore.”
C: “My mother always asks why I don’t visit more often.”
C: “How old are you anyway? Your language is so casual.”
C: “Rain, snow, melting snow, wind and cold… what a rotten country this is!”

Exercise 4. Letting go of interpretation.
You can be seriously wrong about that!
Let’s see what image spontaneously comes to mind with the following sentences.
    1. After each sentence, spontaneously write down your image (gender, age, mood, ...)
    2. How would you react? Formulate an (empathic) response.
C: “I’m fed up with everything… I’m going to end it.”
C: “I had a serious accident a year ago. I was lucky to make it out alive. I’m happy I made it, but I am 
still suffering from everything that happened, and it’s like no one understands.”
C: “My mother complains so much. She has commentary on everything and I can’t do anything right.”

Exercise 5: Types of language 
In the three call fragments in “types of language” you saw that there are different types of language 
usage.
- You can get too close to the caller by using an overly informal language or chat style.
- You can create distance by using very formal language, for example, by using very correct standard 
written language or the formal word for “you” in some languages (“u” in Dutch, “vous” in French).
- You can show your commitment to the caller, and at the same time keep the appropriate space 
between you, by using a written form of spoken language.

Try out the different styles in this exercise.  Respond to each sentence first very informally or in 
“chat” language (TO1).  Then try answering very formally (TO2). Finish with an engaged response in 
a written form of spoken language (TO3).
C:” I still love my boyfriend but it just doesn’t work with him anymore”
C: “yeah but if the stupid court says something then we definitely have a problem”
C: “GRR, that horrible teacher, always had something against me GRRR”
C: “F*ck, I can’t take it anymore, all that nagging at home”
C: “Thx for letting me vent here a bit, it really made me feel better”

Exercise 6: Tempo and creating lassos
A long message is difficult to read.  When you are typing a long message, the caller also has to wait 
for a long time before he/she can read it.  This can have a negative effect on your connection with 
the caller.  In order to prevent this, we use text fragments (lassos).   The caller can see your message 
immediately and does not have to wait too long.
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Lasso = when multiple short messages are sent one after the other to the same person.  A lasso can 
consist of a chain of complete finished sentences, or can be built up of parts of the same sentence.

Split the text up into lassos.  Read the summary of the situation and put yourself in the place of the 
caller.  Then read the volunteer’s message.  How would you “receive” it, if you were the caller?  Could 
you split the volunteer’s message into lassos?

Situation sketch: caller, a young woman who is looking for help dealing with intimate partner violen-
ce. She can’t take the pressure of the problem anymore but tries to hold on with her children and at 
work, but she is not functioning well, she has a hard time giving signals in her environment that she 
is going under. At a certain point, the volunteer provides a summary and an explanation.

Volunteer: “I notice that you take a lot of responsibility, that you try to keep yourself strong when you 
are actually going under. You can fight on your own for a while, but when you can’t take it anymore? 
Have you ever stopped to think about what you might be able or want to do at the moment when you 
just can’t take it anymore?”
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Countries where IFOTES members helplines are based, for dissemination of the project:
Austria
Telefonseelsorge http://www.telefonseelsorge.at/ 
Belgium
Fédération des Centres de Télé-Accueil de Belgique http://www.tele-accueil.be/
Federatie van Tele-Onthaaldiensten http://www.tele-onthaal.be/
Telefonhilfe - Anonyme Lebenshilfe http://www.telefonhilfe.be/ 
Czech Republic
Modrá linka http://www.modralinka.cz/ ; Linka Seniorů https://www.elpida.cz/linka-senioru 
Denmark
Startlinjen http://www.startlinjen.dk/ 
Finland
Kirkon keskusteluapua https://www.kirkonkeskusteluapua.fi/
France
SOS Amitié http://www.sos-amitie.com/
Germany
Telefonseelsorge http://www.telefonseelsorge.de/ ; Muslimisches SeelsorgeTelefon http://www.mutes.de/ 
Hungary
LESZ https://sos116-123.hu/
Israel
ERAN http://www.eran.org.il/
Italy
Telefono Amico Italia:  www.telefonoamico.it 
Latvia
SKALBES http://www.skalbes.lv/en/
Luxembourg
SOS Détresse http://www.454545.lu/en
Norway
Kirkens SOS I Norge http://www.kirkens-sos.no/
Peru
La Voz Amiga http://www.lavozamigaperu.org/
Portugal
SOS Voz Amiga http://www.sosvozamiga.org/
Singapore
Samaritans of Singapore https://www.sos.org.sg/
Slovenia
Association of Slovenian TES http://www.telefon-samarijan.si/
Spain
Teléfono de la Esperanza http://www.telefonodelaesperanza.org/ 
Sweden
Priest on call - Church of Sweden https://www.svenskakyrkan.se/fa-hjalp 
Switzerland
Die Dargebotene Hand https://www.143.ch/ 
Ukraine
Hotline Stavropyghion http://www.dovira-1558.lviv.ua/ 
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This manual was published in February 2023

Further information

IFOTES  
www.ifotes.org

Contacts: 

IFOTES Europe e. V., Hagen, Germany
europe@ifotes.org

IFOTES, Zurich, Switzerland
info@ifotes.org






