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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

RESEARCH 
CONTEXT

Research shows that at least 30% 
of refugees are survivors of torture 
and that this is a conservative 
estimate [1].  As recent figures from 
the International Protection Office 
(IPO) report that there were 6480 
applicants for international protection 
in Ireland in the first six months of 
2022 [2], this would suggest that in 
the first six months of 2022 alone, 
approximately 2000 survivors of 
torture sought refuge in Ireland.  The 
mission of Spirasi, the National Centre 
for the Rehabilitation of Survivors 
of Torture in Ireland which was 
established in 1999, is to rehabilitate 
asylum seekers and refugees who 
have experienced torture, ‘through 
the delivery of evidence-based, 
multi-disciplinary models of person-
centred care’ [3].  As a member of the 
International Rehabilitation Council 
for Torture Victims (IRCT), the work 
of Spirasi is informed by global best 
practice and established minimal 
standards for holistic rehabilitation 
delivery [4].  One of the rehabilitative 
services embedded in the holistic 
approach adopted by Spirasi is its 
befriending programme which has 
been offering service users one-to-one 
companionship from trained volunteer 
befrienders since 2017 [5]. 

RESEARCH DESIGN
This report documents befriendee1  
and befriender2 experiences of the 
Spirasi befriending programme as 
explored through collaborative 

qualitative research comprising five 
focus groups and a portrait workshop. 
The broad aim of the research was 
the development of a robust evidence 
base on the impact of befriending 
as a rehabilitative support in Spirasi.  
The research sought to identify 
ways of improving and affirming the 
importance of the befriendee and 
befriender experiences of the Spirasi 
programme, through an inclusive, 
trauma-informed, participant-centred 
research context in which diverse 
befriendee and befriender voices 
could be expressed and heard in 
different ways. 

RESEARCH 
FINDINGS
The research findings clearly 
demonstrate that although the 
main aims of the Spirasi befriending 
programme, namely to reduce 
isolation and loneliness whilst 
providing support with integration 
into Irish society, are being fulfilled 
in the current programme, the 
demand for this service consistently 
exceeds Spirasi’s current capacity 
[3].  The themes identified in the rich 
data elicited from the focus groups 
and portrait workshop participants 
firmly ground the Spirasi befriending 
programme in Spirasi’s holistic 
approach to recovery.  According 
to the befriendee participants 
the programme is instrumental in 
promoting integration, modelling 
trusting relationships, combatting 
loneliness and protecting against 
suicide.  The befriender data provides 
thoughtful and innovative ideas to 
improve and consolidate the

1 A befriendee is a refugee or asylum-seeker who avails of the Spirasi befriending service
2 A befriender is a Spirasi volunteer who supports a befriendee3



the programme, including reflections 
on the format and frequency of 
training delivery, the desire to 
share resources and experiences 
with other befrienders and the 
importance of raising awareness 
of the mutual benefits associated 
with the programme.  The portrait 
workshop evaluations and reflections 
complement this data by illustrating 
the importance and richness of 
collaborative expressive arts activities 
to further strengthen relationships, 
provide a context of normality and 
acceptance in times of conflict and 
struggle, and to experience a shared 
humanity in the context of connecting 
intercultural and creative exchanges. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
The report recommends that Spirasi 
should work towards:

   increasing the scope and reach of the 
iiiSpirasi befriending programme

   raising awareness of the Spirasi 
iiibefriending programme

   conducting a review of the delivery 
iiimethods and time frame of the 
iiibefriending training

   organising regular social events 
iiifor groups of befrienders and their 
iiibefriendees

   setting up a mentoring / peer support 
iiiservice for befriendees

   setting up a befriending platform where 
iiibefrienders can share ideas and resources 
iiiwhich they have found useful

   conducting a review of the optimum 
iiiamount of information about potential 
iiibefriendees which should be provided to 
iiibefrienders

   introducing expressive arts into activities 
iiidesigned to build befriending relationships

Finally, it is important to emphasise 
that the high percentage estimates 
of torture survivors arriving in 
Ireland in the first six months of 
2022, demonstrates the need for a 
national community response such as 
befriending, as the scope is beyond 
the capacity of professional services.  
Spirasi currently has only limited 
resources and the capacity to work 
with 250 new survivors of torture and 
severe trauma every year [3].
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INTRODUCTION

 Research shows that at least 30% 
of refugees are survivors of torture 
and that this is a conservative 
estimate [1].  As recent figures from 
the International Protection Office 
(IPO) report that there were 6480 
applicants for international protection 
in Ireland in the first six months of 
2022 [2], this would suggest that in 
the first six months of 2022 alone, 
approximately 2000 survivors of 
torture sought refuge in Ireland.  The 
mission of Spirasi, the National Centre 
for the Rehabilitation of Survivors 
of Torture in Ireland which was 
established in 1999, is to rehabilitate 
asylum seekers and refugees who 
have experienced torture, ‘through 
the delivery of evidence-based, 
multi-disciplinary models of person-
centred care’ [3].  As a member of the 
International Rehabilitation Council 
for Torture Victims (IRCT), the work 
of Spirasi is informed by global best 
practice and established minimal 
standards for holistic rehabilitation 
delivery [4].  One of the rehabilitative 
services embedded in the holistic 
approach adopted by Spirasi is its 
befriending programme which has 
been offering service users one-to-one 
companionship from trained volunteer 
befrienders since 2017 [5]. 

This report documents befriendee 
and befriender experiences of the 
befriending programme as explored 
through collaborative qualitative 
research comprising five focus 
groups and a portrait workshop. The 
broad aim of the research was to 
start developing a robust evidence 
base on the impact of befriending 
as a rehabilitative support in Spirasi.  
The research sought to identify 
ways of improving and affirming the 
importance of the befriendee and 
befriender experiences of the Spirasi

programme, through an inclusive, 
trauma-informed, participant-centred 
research context in which diverse 
befriendee and befriender voices 
could be expressed and heard in 
different ways.  

This research goes some way towards 
addressing the dearth of research 
which appraises refugee befriending 
programmes and more specifically 
befriending programmes for refugees 
who are survivors of torture. The 
research findings presented in 
this report will form the basis of an 
evidence-informed policy revision of 
the Spirasi befriending programme 
which will aim to improve befriending 
programme efficacy and enhance 
refugee integration opportunities, 
as well as ensuring the structural 
embedding of the programme within 
their holistic model of rehabilitation.   
The results will be communicated 
to a wider audience of befriending 
networks internationally via the 
dissemination of this report, academic 
journal articles, and conference 
presentations.  

Five focus groups were conducted 
to explore befriender and befriendee 
experiences of the programme and 
to look at ways in which it could 
be improved.  A portrait workshop 
facilitated by two community artists 
was then conducted with seven 
befriender-befriendee pairs. Each 
individual within the befriending pairs 
created a portrait of their befriending 
partner to express and visually explore 
the friendship they had formed 
through the Spirasi befriending 
programme.  All participants were 
then asked to provide feedback on 
their experiences of the portrait-
creation process, focusing on the 
ways in which it helped develop their 
befriending relationship.  Thematic 
analysis was used to analyse the 
focus group data and the participant 
responses to the portrait workshop.
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LEGAL DUTY

Article 14 of the United Nations 
Convention Against Torture and 
other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment (UNCAT), 
which was signed by Ireland in 1992 
and ratified a decade later in 2002, 
confers a duty on member states 
to provide ‘as full a rehabilitation as 
possible’ to survivors of torture [6].  
In response to the many signatories 
to UNCAT who were using the ‘as 
possible’ part of the phrase as a get 
out clause, the Committee Against 
Torture (CAT) published a General 
Comment on Article 14 in 2012 
stating that ‘The obligation to provide 
rehabilitation for victims of torture 
does not relate to the available 
resources of State parties and may not 
be postponed [7].’

DEFINITION AND 
ASSESSMENT OF 
TORTURE
The most widely-accepted 
internationally agreed definition of 
torture is set out in Article 1 of the 
United Nations Convention Against 
Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or 
Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
(UNCAT) [6]: 

‘.....any act by which severe pain or 
suffering whether physical or mental, 
is intentionally inflicted on a person 
for such purposes as obtaining from 
him or a third person information or a 
confession, punishing him for an act 
he or a third person has committed or 
is suspected of having committed, or 
intimidating or coercing him or a third 
person, or for any reason based on 
discrimination of any kind, when such 
pain or suffering is inflicted by or at 

the instigation of or with the consent 
or acquiescence of a public official 
or other person acting in an official 
capacity. It does not include pain or 
suffering arising only from, inherent in 
or incidental to lawful sanctions.’

In summary, for ill-treatment to be 
defined as torture by Article 1, the 
following three criteria must be 
present:

   the intentional infliction of severe 
iiimental or physical suffering

   the direct or indirect involvement of 
iiia public official

   the presence of a specific purpose.

International guidelines on how to 
assess individuals who claim torture 
and ill treatment, investigate cases 
of alleged torture, and report the 
findings of such investigations to the 
judiciary and other relevant bodies, 
are provided by the Istanbul Protocol 
[8], which in addition to being a set of 
guidelines and standards, has been 
described as ‘a statement of purpose 
and responsibility, a remedy to silence 
and a plan for action’ [9],  The original 
Protocol which was the product of 
three years of analysis, research 
and drafting undertaken by more 
than 75 forensic doctors, physicians, 
psychologists, human rights monitors 
and lawyers representing 40 
organisations and institutions from 15 
countries, has recently been updated 
and provides additional guidance for 
health professionals in documenting 
torture and ill-treatment in different 
contexts and a step by step guide for 
States on effective implementation.  
The revised version also reflects on 
the most recent jurisprudence on 
torture prevention, accountability and 
redress as well as lessons learned 
from using the Protocol over the past 
20 years  [8].   
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THE 
REHABILITATION OF 
REFUGEE TORTURE 
SURVIVORS 

The many different forms of torture 
and other cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment affect the 
whole person physically, emotionally, 
socially and spiritually and can 
have devastating consequences for 
survivors, their families and their 
broader communities [10].  As well as 
disrupting the lives of survivors, the 
severe physical and psychological 
impact of these acts can create 
barriers which prevent them from 
building and maintaining relationships 
with their families and communities 
and pursuing personal and 
professional goals.  For those fleeing 
violence in their home countries, 
the physical and psychological 
consequences are often compounded 
by further traumatic experiences 
during flight, upon arrival and in 
reception and detention centres in the 
so-called ‘host’ country [11].  

To be effective, the rehabilitation 
of torture survivors must therefore 
recognise and address the complexity 
and potential impact of interacting 
psychological, cultural, social, political, 
economic, biological and medical 
dimensions [12].  Furthermore, 
guidelines issued by the IRCT 
highlight the importance of developing 
the agency and empowerment of 
torture survivors throughout the 
rehabilitation process in a way which 
takes account of their individual needs 
and identities together with these 
complex interacting biopsychosocial 
dimensions [4]

Rehabilitation programmes help

survivors to reconstruct their lives 
after torture through a combination 
of medical, psychological, legal and 
social supports including befriending.  
This interdisciplinary and holistic 
approach recognises the complex 
needs of survivors whose social 
challenges may include financial 
difficulties, housing issues, the 
challenges associated with parenting 
within a different culture, domestic 
violence and social isolation [13].  
Although a high prevalence of chronic 
pain is also reported, it is important 
to recognise that discrete medical 
diagnoses are made challenging 
by the existence of chronic medical 
conditions in the context of complex 
trauma. 

Spirasi adopts a holistic phase 
model approach to rehabilitation. 
Adapted from Herman’s Phase 
Model Approach to Trauma [13], it 
emphasises the need for safety and 
stabilisation before moving towards 
trauma processing and integration.  
Spirasi provides medical, therapeutic, 
psychosocial, befriending and 
language support for both survivors of 
torture and those who have suffered 
cruel and inhuman or degrading 
treatment. 

BEFRIENDING 
PROGRAMMES FOR 
REFUGEES
Befriending programmes match 
people who have limited support 
networks with volunteers who offer 
support, friendship and integration 
opportunities [14] [15].  The existing 
literature suggests that befriending 
programmes can improve quality of 
life, provide emotional support and 
combat loneliness [14]. However,
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 there remains a lack of empirical 
research of befriendee and befriender 
experiences [16], particularly in 
relation to befriending programmes 
for refugees or those seeking 
international protection.

Befriending programmes can be 
conceptualised as part of a spectrum 
of activities which range from non 
time-limited ‘intentional friendships’, 
where the original matching process 
conducted by the befriending 
organisation can develop into a 
reciprocal and equal relationship, to 
one-to-one ‘professional/therapeutic’ 
goal-focussed mentoring initiatives 
where the relationship is seen as 
facilitating the achievement of 
personal goals [15].  Intentional 
friendship models have been shown 
to foster befriendee feelings of 
validation and acceptance within the 
context of the typical navigation and 
management of natural friendships.  
Although the setting of clear goals 
and boundaries in the professional/
therapeutic model may be beneficial 
for some befriendee-befriender 
pairs, the setting of unrealistic goals 
may constitute a risk in this model, 
although this can be mitigated through 
the shared process of listening and 
constructing narratives which can 
then lead to the collaborative shaping 
and refining of goals [17].     Many 
programmes occupy positions 
towards the middle of this spectrum 
where befriending has features of 
both models.  Irrespective of the 
variations in definition, training, 
supervision and on-going support are 
common features of most befriending 
programmes [18] 

The  IRCT [4] highlights the 
importance of social and community 
relationships for refugee quality 
of life and although many refugee 
befriending programmes have been 
set up in refugee-receiving countries 
by charities aiming to facilitate

refugee integration (e.g. Bridges 
for Communities, HostNation and 
Restore in the UK; Jesuit Mission 
in Indonesia;  SCARF in Australia; 
Rescate in Spain), relatively little 
empirical research has explored 
befriendee and befriender experiences 
of these programmes or the related 
integration opportunities.

Notable exceptions include Behnia’s 
(2007) review of the befriender 
recruitment obstacles faced by 
25 refugee befriending programs 
[19]  Askins’ (2014) evaluation of a 
refugee befriending scheme in north 
east England which highlights the 
importance of a long-term approach 
and organisational support [20] and 
McCarthy et al’s evaluation of the 
impact of befriending for pregnant 
asylum-seeking and refugee women 
which found befriending to be a 
useful resource for midwives [21].  In 
addition, several recent reports have 
highlighted the lack of research into 
refugee sociocultural integration in 
Ireland [22]; [23].  The current study 
makes an important contribution to 
this body of research by providing 
different ways to express befriendee 
and befriender experiences of 
befriending within the context of 
Spirasi’s overall holistic approach.  By 
exploring the constructed meaning 
negotiation within the focus groups 
and the more nuanced insights 
gained from the portrait workshop 
evaluations, the PI gained an in-
depth understanding of befriending 
experiences.

8



6

 

THE SPIRASI 
BEFRIENDING 
PROGRAMME
Spirasi befrienders offer emotional, 
informational and instrumental 
supports such as assistance with 
learning about the new society 
and learning the language.  The 
importance of social and community 
relationships for refugee quality 
of life is highlighted by the IRCT 
[4], and the Spirasi befriending 
programme is a practical example 
of how this can be supported 
through connecting a refugee with a 
trained volunteer living in their local 
community. 
 
The main aims of the Spirasi 
befriending programme are to 
reduce isolation and loneliness 
whilst providing support with 
integration into Irish society.  The 
benefits of the Spirasi befriending 
programme for the integration 
opportunities of survivors of 
torture in Ireland, are expressed in 
Spirasi befriendee testimonials [5], 
which illustrate how befriending is 
woven into the fabric of the Spirasi 
holistic approach.  The programme 
currently has 82 active befrienders 
with an average age of 63 years (the 
median age being 67 years).  The 
majority of befrienders are Irish and 
there are befrienders in 17 of the 26 
counties in the Republic of Ireland, 
with 48% of befrienders based 
outside Dublin.  Befrienders come 
from a variety of backgrounds which 
include teaching, nursing, health 
care, engineering, architecture, 
business, the arts and journalism.
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METHODOLOGY

ETHICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS
As the befriendee participants in this 
study were from a forced migration 
background this meant that their 
past experiences and present 
circumstances all interacted to 
make them a population who were 
considered to be vulnerable. As a 
result, there were a number of ethical 
issues which needed to be addressed. 
Although befrienders were less likely 
to be from vulnerable populations, 
they were also covered by the 
following ethical considerations:

(i) Voluntary participation and 
obtaining informed consent

Informed consent for participation 
in the study was sought from each 
individual participant. Cultural 
differences and issues regarding 
the PI’s power vis-a vis that of some 
of the participants, meant that 
considerable attention needed to be 
paid to obtaining informed consent in 
an appropriate way. To this end, the 
PI took each participant through an 
information sheet and consent form 
after the participants’ initial scrutiny of 
this information.

As the befriendee participants were 
considered to be a vulnerable and 
marginalised group there was a 
concern that they may have felt under 
pressure to participate. To address 
this, the information sheet about the 
research provided to all potential 
participants emphasised the voluntary 
nature of their participation and the 
fact that they could withdraw at any 
time.  Neither the PI nor the Spirasi 
Befriending Officer pressurised 
anyone to participate, and this was 

made very clear in all communications 
with potential participants, all of whom 
were given the opportunity to ask 
any questions that they may have 
had before agreeing to participate. 
Furthermore, obtaining informed 
consent was considered an ongoing 
process. Should an individual have 
agreed to participate but then seemed 
disinterested, uncomfortable or upset 
during the focus group or workshop, 
the PI asked them whether they 
wished to take a break, reschedule 
(in the case of the focus groups) 
or withdraw as per the protocol 
developed by the PI for dealing with 
stressed participants. Participants 
were also informed that they could 
withdraw their consent for their data 
to be used, as long as the request 
was made within a month of data 
collection. Although the information 
sheet and consent form were 
proposed in different languages to 
ensure that participants were able to 
understand all aspects of the study, 
all participants were happy using 
the English versions.  No participant 
withdrew from the research.

(ii) Causing no harm

The PI had a duty of care towards 
those participating in the research. 
The safety and welfare of the 
participants was prioritised at every 
stage of the research. In an effort 
not to cause any harm, particularly 
re-traumatisation, the PI did not 
ask any participants about their 
experiences before they arrived in 
Ireland or why they came to Ireland. It 
was, however, recognized that some 
participants may have chosen to 
impart this information. In addition, it 
was conceivable that participants may 
have become upset by other questions 
asked by the PI which in spite of 
their best efforts to be sensitive in 
their questioning, may have acted as 
negative triggers. The PI was mindful 
of this and ensured that every effort 
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was made to minimise stress. As a 
practising psychotherapist working 
exclusively with vulnerable displaced 
populations, the PI was skilled in 
talking to individuals about sensitive 
and emotional topics. These skills 
helped to ensure that the focus groups 
and portrait workshop were conducted 
in an appropriate way and that the 
welfare of the participants was always 
given precedence.

In the event of a participant becoming 
upset, the PI’s protocol for dealing 
with stressed participants was 
followed.  Focus group participants 
were offered the opportunity to take 
a break, participate in a future focus 
group or withdraw from the research. 
Portrait workshop participants were 
offered the opportunity to take a 
break or withdraw from the workshop.  
This protocol outlined the sources 
of support from Spirasi available to 
the participants should they become 
upset, contact details of whom were 
provided by the PI to the participant 
upon request.  In addition, in instances 
where a participant became upset, the 
PI would make contact later that day 
and the following day to see whether 
they needed any further support and 
to signpost again the Spirasi supports 
available to them.

(iii) Confidentiality/Anonymity

A unique code name was assigned 
to each focus group participant and 
all information was gathered, stored 
and accessed using this code name 
on a computer with an encrypted 
hard drive. Once at the analysis stage 
the data was anonymized using 
pseudonyms for all participants, 
ensuring that no personal data or 
identifiable information would be 
included in any resulting publications 
or presentations.  The PI was 
conscious that service providers 
or other refugees might be able to 
identify a participant if certain

types of information or combinations 
of information were provided – for 
example if both country of origin and 
age were provided, or if details were 
given of where the participant lived 
in conjunction with other information.  
Extreme care was therefore taken 
regarding the level of information 
which was documented.

APPROACH
An inductive3 qualitative approach 
was considered appropriate for 
the research given the relatively 
small number of participants in the 
Spirasi befriending programme (the 
programme has approximately 100 
befriendees and 82 befrienders at the 
time of writing), and the importance 
of an in-depth exploration of their 
experiences of the programme.  
Although the research could not be 
considered truly participatory as the 
participants were not involved in its 
planning or design, every effort was 
made at all other stages to respond 
to their ongoing needs.  For example, 
individual interviews were part of the 
original research design but after 
the first focus group it became clear 
that participants were more likely to 
feel more comfortable and safe in a 
group setting where they could freely 
share their insights with other Spirasi 
clients, so an additional two focus 
groups replaced the originally planned 
interviews.  Also, the plan to give 
participants vouchers in recognition 
of their participation was changed to 
cash as it became apparent that this 
would be of greater immediate use to 
them.

 3This is a bottom up approach in research – 
it starts by looking at lived experiences
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RECRUITMENT 
METHODS
The Spirasi Befriending Officer 
e-mailed a request for expressions of 
interest in participating in the research 
(interviews were included at this 
stage along with focus groups and 
the portrait workshop), to all Spirasi 
befriendees and befrienders.  The 
e-mail included a detailed information 
sheet about the research and those 
who were interested in participating 
were asked to make their interest 
known to the Befriending Officer who 
then asked whether they would prefer 
to be contacted by phone or email 
by the PI.  The PI then got in touch 
with the potential participants by their 
preferred means of contact, provided 
further information and answered any 
questions they had.
Those who confirmed that they 
wished to participate in the focus 
group were asked to confirm this with 
the PI by e-mail and return the signed 
informed consent form by a mutually 
agreed date. They were also asked 
whether they would like an interpreter 
present, a service which none of the 
participants availed of.  Befrienders 
and befriendees were then invited to 
participate in the portrait workshop 
within their befriending pairs.  
Seven pairs expressed a desire to 
participate and on the day one of the 
befriendees was unable to come so 
the Postdoctoral researcher stood in 
for the befriendee. 

DATA COLLECTION
Four of the focus groups and the 
portrait workshop were conducted 
in Trinity College, Dublin between 
February and May 2022.  An 
additional focus group took place via 
Zoom to facilitate those who were 
unable to travel to Dublin.   
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I. Focus group composition 

Focus group one: (2 male and 5 female 
befriendees)

Focus group two:  (3 male and 4 female 
befrienders)

Focus group three: (1 female 
befriending pair, 1 male befriender, 
Befriending Officer)

Focus group four (online) (2 female 
befriending pairs, 1 male befriender 
and the Befriending Officer)

Focus group five: (1 male befriending 
pair and the Befriending Officer)

Befriendee origin 
by region

Number of 
befriendees in 
Programme

% of befriendees 
in Programme

Number of 
befriendees 
participating in 
research

% of befriendees 
participating in 
research

Africa 76 70% 11 73%

Middle East 11 10% 1 7%

South Asia 18 17% 2 13%

Europe 4 4% 1 7%

Total 109 15

Table 1 Befriendee countries of origin

Table 2 demonstrates the length of time the 15 befriendees who participated in 
the research have been linked to their befriender:

Amount of time 
linked

< 6 mths >6 months <12 
months

>12 months < 24 
months

>24 months

No of befriendees 2 3 5 5

Table 2 Amount of time befriendees have been linked to their befrienders

The befriendees were aged 
between 29 and 46.  As 
documenting country of origin and 
exact age in the individual focus 
group extracts would increase the 
possibility of befriendees being 
identified, the age is not included 
for each participant and a continent 
or part of a continent is identified 
instead of the actual country.  Table 
1 (below) shows that the countries 
of origin of the befriendees are 
broadly representative of the Spirasi 
befriending programme as a whole:
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II. Focus group topics

While the topics for the semi-structured 
focus group guides were identified 
through discussions between the Spirasi 
Befriending Officer and the PI and 
informed by the Befriending Officer’s 
extensive interactions with befrienders 
and befriendees from the time she 
started working on the programme in 
2017, as well as the PI’s experiences 
of therapy work with people seeking 
international protection during the 
same time period, the direction of the 
discussion was shaped by participant 
voices in all five focus groups.  The focus 
group guides included the following 
topics for exploration:

   experiences of being befriended

   the nature of the befriending role

   befriending as part of the holistic 
iiiapproach

   the best ways to distinguish between 
iiiSpirasi support services

   the best ways of explaining the 
iiibefriending relationship 

   experiences of befriender recruitment 
iiiand training

   the evolution of befriender perceptions 
iiiof those seeking asylum

   different ways of improving befriending 
iiisupports.  

III. One day portrait workshop

Facilitators: a community artist 
spontaneous befriending pair

Participants:  7 befriender/befriendee 
pairs (all female)

Observers: Spirasi Befriending Officer, 
Spirasi Psychosocial Coordinator and 
the PI.

Before the practical workshop day, 
a Zoom preparation meeting took 
place where the two artists welcomed 
all of the participants and talked 
them through the proposed content 
and format of the workshop.  The 
PI and Befriending Officer provided 
reassurance and information about 
the day as well as other practical 
information to the participant pairs.  
At this meeting the participant pairs 
were invited to share, in advance 
of the workshop, images, text and 
photographs with the artists that could 
be incorporated into the background 
collage for the portrait artwork. The 
choice of materials was left up to the 
participants, and included text in their 
own languages, scripts, photos, and 
images.  Not all participants were able 
to bring these materials on the day and 
a wide range of collaging materials 
was provided by the artists who also 
supplied all other art materials.   The 
pairs were encouraged to discuss 
together what they thought might best 
represent their characters. During 
the workshop session, the participant 
pairs were re-introduced to the artists 
and guided and supported through all 
stages of the process.

Firstly, the pairs created collaged 
surfaces for their artwork and were 
encouraged to include something 
which would link their two portraits 
– for example a matching pattern or 
texture on the materials
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They were then shown how to use a 
template to guide them in drawing the 
features of their partner’s face.

They then worked together to decide 
how best to portray their friends, which 
colours to use, which patterns to 
make use of and which other textures 
and materials might help convey 
something of their personalities.  
The workshop was documented 
through photographs and written PI, 
Befriending Officer and Psychosocial 
Coordinator reflections. The portraits 
were prepared by the artists for 
exhibition at the launch of the 
research findings on 7th September 
2022 in Trinity College, Dublin

DEBRIEFING 
ARRANGEMENTS 
AND PAYMENT
A ten-minute debriefing period was 
allocated at the end of each focus 
group and the portrait workshop. The 
PI thanked the participants for taking 
part, asked for any further questions 
and again provided them with her 
contact details should they think of 
anything else after the debriefing.  
In addition, all participants were 
encouraged to contact their Spirasi 
therapist, the Spirasi Psychosocial 
Coordinator or the Spirasi Therapy 
Coordinator as appropriate, should 
they have wished to avail of additional 
support after their participation in the 
research.  The Spirasi Befriending 
Officer provided advance notice 
to the Spirasi clinicians involved in 
the care of each participant. The PI 
also informed the participants that 
they would be given the opportunity 
to review transcripts of their 
contributions to the focus group.  All 
participants were invited to attend the 
launch where they would be provided 
with a copy of the final report. 

All focus group participant 
befriendees were offered 25 euros as 
a token of appreciation in recognition 
of the value of their time and as 
an expression of gratitude for their 
commitment to the research. Travel 
costs were also covered for the 
participants.  The money was given 
to the participants at the end of each 
focus group.
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LIMITATIONS OF 
THE RESEARCH
As this study is based on the 
experiences of 15 befriendees who 
are survivors of torture, 16 befrienders 
and the Spirasi Befriending Officer 
in Dublin, Ireland, the findings are 
not representative of all befriending 
experiences for survivors of torture 
in Ireland.  Furthermore, in spite of 
efforts to ensure gender balance, the 
greater number of female befrienders 
in the Spirasi befriending programme 
meant that there were a significantly 
higher number of female

participants in the research.  78% 
of active befrienders are female, 
reflecting the predominance of women 
in the volunteering sector in Ireland 
[24], and as befriending pairs are for 
the vast majority same sex pairs, this 
ratio is also reflected in the befriendee 
population.  However, Table 3 below, 
which provides information about 
the gender ratio in the Befriending 
Programme and the research, shows 
broad alignment between the two:

BEFRIENDERS Male Female

Overall, in Programme 22% 78%

Focus Groups 40% 60%

Portrait Workshop 0% 100%

Overall, in research 25% 75%

BEFRIENDEES Male Female

Overall, in Programme 40% 60%

Focus Groups 33% 67%

Portrait Workshop 0% 100%

Overall, in research 20% 80%

Table 3 Gender ratios of befrienders and befriendees
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It is important to note that these 
figures do not include recently trained 
befrienders who are currently waiting 
to be matched with befriendees.  This 
gender imbalance was especially 
evident in the portrait workshop where 
the participants were exclusively 
female.  A preponderance of female 
participants is a familiar pattern in 
other community and therapeutic 
arts production contexts [20], 
which may reflect the perception 
that arts activities are more of a 
female preserve.  Given the finding 
that such activity can provide an 
effective therapeutic vehicle for self-
development and personal expression, 
it would be important to try to address 
this gender imbalance in future 
projects by actively encouraging 
potential male participants,

In addition to the gender imbalance, 
there were some disparities between 
the expected number of focus group 
participants and the actual number 
who turned up on the day.   There 
were also befriendees who brought 
other befriendees who had not 
formally signed up which meant that 
for some the ethics process had to 
be fully engaged in at that point.  This 
reflects the complex lives of people 
seeking asylum and the need for 
flexibility on the part of research teams 
working with such populations.  

In spite of these limitations, this in-
depth exploration of befriendee and 
befriender experiences of the Spirasi 
befriending programme through focus 
groups and the portrait workshop, 
provides invaluable multi-layered data 
which will ground recommendations 
for the future of the Spirasi befriending 
programme.   

DATA ANALYSIS
Data consisted of the following:

Focus groups: all focus groups were 
audio recorded and transcribed.  The 
transcripts were then reviewed for 
precision and de-identified.   

Portrait workshop:
Participant evaluations of the 
workshop focusing on the ways in 
which it had helped to develop their 
friendships.

PI, Befriending Officer and 
Psychosocial Coordinator 
observations and photos.
The data was transcribed using the 
Jefferson Conversation Analysis 
transcription system [26]   and 
analysed using Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006) thematic analysis process [27] 
Pseudonyms were used throughout 
to protect participant anonymity. The 
overall inductive approach of the 
research meant that there was no pre-
determined coding frame.  

FOCUS GROUPS
Although there was some overlap 
between the themes identified in the 
befriendee and befriender data sets 
it was decided to carry out separate 
analyses on the two data sets to 
ensure ample space for both sets of 
voices.  However, themes from the 
befriending pair data set were folded 
into the befriendee and befriender 
data sets as appropriate due to 
substantial overlap.   Transcripts were 
read repeatedly for familiarisation with 
the complexity and scope of the data 
and interesting features were assigned 
initial codes which were combined 
into potential themes according to 
similarity and prevalence and then re-
checked against the data.

Befriendee (incorporating befriending 
pairs) focus groups 
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The thematic analysis carried out 
on the combined befriendee and 
befriending pair data identified 38 
categories, comprising 86% of the 
data, which were grouped into the 
following six key themes:

1.  Befriending as part of a holistic 
iiiiiapproach to recovery

2.  Helping with integration into Irish 
iiiiisociety

3.  Importance of a trusting and 
iiiiiconfidential relationship

4.  Combatting loneliness and 
iiiiiprotecting against suicide

5.  Practical support

6.  Increasing the scope of the 
iiiiiprogramme

Portrait workshop
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THEME 1: BEFRIENDING AS A PART OF THE 
HOLISTIC APPROACH TO RECOVERY

This was a strong theme in the data as befriendees talked about their different 
experiences of the services offered by Spirasi, and commented on how 
effective it was to be able to engage in different services as they needed them:

Well, when I first came to Spirasi I was in a bad way and from the first 
meeting I felt welcomed and I was really listened to and I hadn’t felt 
that before.  I went to therapy which I didn’t even know what it was 
before but they were so patient and then they said it would be good 
to have a befriender so I just agreed and those two things together 
literally saved my life. (Afiya, F, Africa)

Mamadou agreed that it was having access to different things that could help 
that made the difference and that the psychosocial support at the beginning 
was crucial:

For me the first stage when I first went to Spirasi was so important.  
I’m not sure what that’s called but I was given help with information 
on different things which I could get like learning about education 
and how to get medical help and actually I was treated with respect 
as a human being.  Then a bit later on they offered me a befriender 
and actually I’d forgotten that, but also help with language.  
(Mamadou, M, Africa)

Claude recognised that survivors needed different things and he appreciated 
having access to the different Spirasi services as well as being helped to 
identify which services he needed: 

It was like one place with lots of different ways of helping you and 
looking back I think that’s what works the best cos not everyone 
needs the same thing and sometimes you need different things 
at different times and Spirasi really has everything you need.  I 
didn’t even know what I needed but they helped me with that too.  
Befriending was a really important part of that. (Claude, M, Africa)

For Tanya, the befriending programme was a vital part of the services offered 
by Spirasi and she explains that when she was first referred to Spirasi this was 
not something which she had ever thought about:

Well, when I went to Spirasi I’m not sure exactly what I was looking 
for.  I was just lost in my life and they helped me to find my way again 
between the medical side of things and my befriender – but I really 
needed both of those things to start coping better. (Tanya, F, Africa).

 

19



 

16

 

THEME 2:  HELPING WITH INTEGRATION INTO 
IRISH SOCIETY

Many of the befriendees talked about the importance of their befriending 
relationship for their integration into Irish society. This led to a discussion of 
what participants understood by the word ‘integration’:

When I say integration it’s like OK you come to Ireland, now how to 
use your life, how to be good with Irish people, how to talk and learn 
with them that’s why I say integration because without that it’s very 
hard to live your life.  When they gave me a befriender,  I said Oh my 
God he will help me with integration. (Claude, M, Africa)

One befriender likened the integration experience to being a child:

When you start to live in Ireland you like a child, you start to walk, like 
you study how to speak, how to shop, you study everything and it’s 
so hard.  It’s like starting from zero and you had your whole identity 
in your country and then you have to start all over again. (Veronika, F, 
Eastern Europe)

An important aspect of integration for many befriendees, was having the 
opportunity to practise English with their befriender, although several 
participants laughed about their assumption when they first came that 
everyone spoke Irish:

Language is so important.  We have to learn English at school in my 
country but we don’t bother because we never actually plan to go 
to an English country so I didn’t care about English.  First I asked 
my befriender to tell me things in Irish and he told me ‘don’t choose 
Irish, choose English first’ – I didn’t realise!  (Mamadou, M, Africa)

A befriendee in the befriending pairs focus group talked about being 
embarrassed to speak English to Irish people and the difference which her 
befriender made:

Because I don’t have any Irish friend because it’s a language barrier 
and I’m always embarrassed.  And it’s easy when you know a person 
and you can, you know, I think I sometimes I speak my (Eastern 
European) English and she (befriender) understands me.  Because 
I always build my sentences in my language and just translate to 
English and she understands. (Veronika, F, Eastern Europe)
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Another befriendee talked about the importance of their befriender providing 
information about Irish culture and history:

The befriending programme is very good because it leads you to 
easy integration for example I came to Ireland and knew nothing 
about this country and I was interested in knowing more about the 
history and I won’t know until I get someone who was born here to 
make me understand things which I want to know. (Afiya, F, Africa) 

Learning about which sports were played in Ireland and how to get involved 
was also important for several participants:

I love football and my befriender took me to matches and helped 
me to get in touch with a local club so I could do some training.  
(Mamadou, M, Africa)

Closely linked to the perceived importance of befriending for integration, is the 
befriendee experience of developing a trusting and confidential relationship 
within the befriending pair.

THEME 3:  IMPORTANCE OF A TRUSTING AND 
CONFIDENTIAL RELATIONSHIP

Several befriendees talked about the higher level of trust which they 
experienced with their befrienders from the befriending programme compared 
to friends from the reception centre:

You don’t trust the people around you. So, when I have a friend in 
the (reception) centre and I talk to them about my problem, so [...] 
will come in, I will tell her and she will share with everyone and I’ll 
be thinking that I am sharing my confidential information. So the 
befrienders... I think they are really playing a big role, especially in 
confidentiality issues. Because we get to trust them. We know that 
they won’t pass the information on, not even to Spirasi. (Tanya, F, 
Africa)

The trust aspect also came up during a discussion around whether the role 
of a befriender was explained well at the start.  The same befriendee talked 
about the difference between a therapist and a befriender:

It was well explained because a befriender is a friend who I can 
open myself to – that’s different from a therapist. A therapist is more 
about my case – what affected me and what brought me to Ireland.  
I trust both but a befriender wants to spend time with me and get to 
know me and that builds a different longer-lasting trust.  (Tanya, F, 
Africa)
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The time taken to build up this trust was also articulated in the data.  One 
befriendee talked about the difficulties she experienced when she had to have 
a new befriender because her first one moved away, emphasising the time it 
took to build another relationship:

I got a friend through the programme and then she moved away and 
I got another one....it was like starting all over again and although it 
was very nice I found that it took time – it was like starting all over 
again but over time I kind of built something and shared things I 
wouldn’t share with others. (Kayla, F, Africa)

This trusting and confidential relationship was also an important dimension of 
the third theme of combatting loneliness and protecting against suicide.

THEME 4: COMBATTING LONELINESS AND 
PROTECTING AGAINST SUICIDE

Several befriendees participating in the focus groups talked candidly about 
their feelings of loneliness and contemplating suicide and about the role of 
their Spirasi befriender in helping them to move away from suicidal thoughts 
into a more hopeful space where they felt less alone.   For one befriendee, the 
introduction to Spirasi came after she had experienced a traumatic incident in 
the reception centre:

You don’t trust the people around you. So, when I have a friend in 
the (reception) centre and I talk to them about my problem, so [...] 
will come in, I will tell her and she will share with everyone and I’ll 
be thinking that I am sharing my confidential information. So the 
befrienders... I think they are really playing a big role, especially in 
confidentiality issues. Because we get to trust them. We know that 
they won’t pass the information on, not even to Spirasi. (Tanya, F, 
Africa)

The importance of the befriender in helping to combat feelings of loneliness 
was evoked by a number of befriendees:

I never feel alone since they gave us this befriender.  Imagine my 
wife and kids in another country of Africa and me here and now my 
befriender makes me feel less alone. (Claude, M, Africa)

This participant evoked the strong sense of loneliness which could be 
experienced in communal living with many people around and the difference 
made by the befriender just being available: 
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Even though there are lots of people in the Direct Provision Centre4  

I felt really lonely until I accepted a befriender. Now I have someone 
who I can always call on for help when I’m not feeling good in my 
mind and I feel so much less alone.  (Muzhir, M, Asia)

The importance of the feeling of having someone there to call on for 
emotional support extended into practical support for many of the participants, 
as captured in the fourth theme.

THEME 5:  PRACTICAL SUPPORT

The befriendees evoked many different practical supports which their 
befrienders provided, many of which centred on everyday tasks and activities 
such as helping to navigate the Irish health and education systems and finding 
employment:

So she helped me with most of the things I didn’t know how to do 
like how to access different health services and how to apply for 
College.  So she’s always in front of me helping me with all that stuff.  
(Miremba, F, Africa)

Help with communicating with school staff was also mentioned by several 
befriendees:

She helped me to communicate with my son’s teacher. (Veronika, F, 
Eastern Europe)

Befrienders are also reported to have provided practical support with children 
and this is seen as particularly helpful in ensuring some respite for families 
living in reception centres:

My befriender has been a very good person to me and my family.  
She comes and takes the kids out cos we definitely need it especially 
living in a Direct Provision Centre.  (Tanya, F, Africa)

Befrienders are also reported to have provided practical support with children 
and this is seen as particularly helpful in ensuring some respite for families 
living in reception centres:

So he helped me to understand how the system worked and really 
I suppose how to be in the interview, what they were looking for, we 
even practised the whole interview but he made it clear that I didn’t 
have to say everything which I was going to say in the interview, but 
we looked more at the kind of order of things and practised the way I 
was going to say stuff.   (Abdul, M, Asia)

4 Direct Provision is Ireland’s reception system for those seeking International protection in Ireland.  Under the Direct Provision system 

people are accommodated across the country in communal institutional centres or former hotel style settings.
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Given the extent of the perceived emotional and practical benefits, many 
befriendees highlighted the importance of increasing the scope of the 
programme. 

THEME 6:  INCREASING THE SCOPE OF THE 
PROGRAMME

The befriendees agreed that it was important for the programme to be expanded 
so that it would be accessible to as many people seeking international protection 
as possible.   Tanya highlighted the importance of befriending relationships for the 
mental health of all international protection applicants:

I feel that everyone in Direct Provision needs the kinds of Spirasi 
friends that they can talk to because really we are dealing with 
mental health and most of the people here they struggle and it’s real 
issues which are affecting us.  So having a befriender, because not 
every issue or incident must go to therapy but sometimes you have 
to talk to someone instead of bottling up because that’s what’s killing 
us is the bottling up and that affects everyone. (Tanya, F, Africa)

Claude agrees that the befriending programme should be rolled out in all of the 
Direct Provision centres:

Yeah we need to find some room to make sure that everyone coming 
to this country can have a befriender and the best place is the Direct 
Provision Centres.  (Claude, M, Africa)

Veronika suggests that Spirasi should go to all of the Direct Provision centres and 
explain the benefits of befriending:

I feel that if people knew how helpful it could be they would want 
to do it but people don’t know about it and I don’t know if there are 
enough befrienders for everyone but maybe people should get to 
know about it more. (Veronika, F, Eastern Europe)

In addition to an expansion of the befriending programme, it was clear that the 
focus group participants, who had never met before, had benefited from coming 
together as a group and were keen to meet again.  Miremba suggested further 
developing the befriending programme by inviting all befriendees and their 
befrienders to come together once or twice a year to do something nice together:

Like we came here today.  I have never met these people in my life 
but I have enjoyed meeting them today and it would be really nice if 
we could meet once or maybe twice a year with our befrienders too. 
(Miremba, F, Africa)

So strong was the desire to keep in touch as a group that when one of the focus 
group participants suggested setting up a WhatsApp group all participants agreed 
that they wanted to be part of it.  
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BEFRIENDER AND 
BEFRIENDING 
PAIRS FOCUS 
GROUPS
The thematic analysis carried out 
on the combined befriender and 
befriending pair data identified 41 
categories, comprising 84% of the 
data, which were grouped into the 
following six key themes:

Befrienders (and befriending pairs):

1.  Need for regular trauma-informed 
iiiiitraining

2.  Amount of information available 
iiiiiabout the befriendee

3.  Relationship building and support 
iiiiifor the befriendee

4.  Reciprocity and mutual kindness

5.  A desire to share resources and 
iiiiiexperiences with other befrienders

THEME 1: NEED FOR REGULAR TRAUMA-
INFORMED TRAINING

Several befrienders suggested that it would be a good idea to have a shortened 
refresher training just before they met their befriendee for the first time as the 
matching process could take a few months:

I was just saying that I’d like a refresher possibly because between 
the time that I did the course to actually being assigned a person 
was a while and I think that once the interaction is happening, 
depending on the pace, I’d actually have forgotten the course 
material. (Jim, male befriender)

Anna was in agreement, adding that there was a great deal of material presented 
during the training:

Yeah you know that there’s a lot to take in – it’s an intensive two 
hours and you can only take in a certain amount at a time. (Anna, 
female befriender) 

Patrick was keen to take this a step further and suggested that follow ups or drop-
in sessions would be useful every three months:

Yeah I think that a follow up or drop in session every three months 
would be a really good idea.  Even half an hour.  Just so that you 
can raise questions that you’re not sure of or talk about and share 
ideas about certain areas that you don’t know how to handle.  It 
could be facilitated by one of the Spirasi psychologists (Patrick, male 
befriender)

Closely related to the ideas for additional training was the subject brought up by 
the befrienders of how much befrienders should know about befriendees before 
they meet for the first time:
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THEME 2: AMOUNT OF INFORMATION AVAILABLE 
ABOUT THE BEFRIENDEE

For Naomi, more information would have been useful:

For example, like I felt it would have been useful to have a little bit 
more information , like I knew nothing about the friend, so I have no 
background information.  I know a lot of it is private and confidential 
but I think that a little bit of background would help you in how you 
approach the friendship, you know for me that was something I 
kind of had to garner on my own and feel my way around because 
sometimes you can’t approach certain topics or you don’t know what 
topics to approach, so you were a bit guarded starting off.  (Naomi, 
female befriender)

Anna agreed and specified that at the very minimum, it would be useful to have 
some information about the family situation of the befriendee:

Yeah, more information would definitely be helpful especially on their 
family situation like are their families alive or dead.  You know, there 
is just this big gap when you are befriending someone and you have 
absolutely no knowledge about the person who is standing in front of 
you. (Anna, female befriender)

Alan wondered if the new GDPR regulations made it more difficult to be provided 
with information about potential befriendees:

I would like to have known a little bit more about the person I was 
befriending.  Maybe it was easier some years ago, but now it will be 
impossible because of increased GDPR.  Maybe befrienders could 
be trusted with a little bit more information – maybe this could be 
agreed with the befriendee beforehand? (Alan, male befriender)

Joyce is more circumspect:

I think even a little tiny bit of information like are they alone or do 
they have contact with someone, but I don’t think we need to know 
a lot about them as that can make a friendship very difficult too. 
(Joyce, female befriender)

It is clear from this focus group discussion that the befrienders feel differently 
about the nature and amount of befriendee information which should be 
made available to them but that checking to see what the befriendees would 
be comfortable with may be a clear way forward.  It is also clear that this is an 
important part of the relationship building aspect.
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THEME 3: RELATIONSHIP BUILDING AND 
SUPPORT FOR THE BEFRIENDEE

Joyce talked about trust being the foundation of relationship building with her 
befriendee and illustrated the different ways in which this could be developed:

Well one subject I found easy to broach at the outset was about her 
religion, about her faith – myself and my husband have different 
faiths and I’ve always been around different faiths so I felt that I 
could understand different religions and this was a way that we 
could relate well together.  I was also able to build the relationship 
around talking about food and health – these were things that really 
interested us both and the trust just built from there – it happened 
so naturally. (Joyce, female befriender)

The befrienders talked about when a befriending relationship developed into a 
friendship and agreed that there was no typical timeframe.  This included a lack of 
agreement on what a typical befriending relationship should look like in terms of 
engagement:

It varies from person to person.  Yeah some people need to see you 
more and some contact you a lot and then others are quite okay on 
their own apart from when something comes up where they need 
support (Mary, female befriender)

The need for flexibility around availability and how much befriending is desired was 
also borne out by comments from a number of the befrienders:

I think I started with the notion of once a week and then he 
suggested once a fortnite so I think he was finding it quite intense, 
but having said that with another befriendee he wanted more so I 
just fitted in with whatever was needed and it would also depend on 
the week that was in it. (Patrick, male befriender)

Support on a practical level was also important:

The documentation was a big deal.  I was able to help with it.  It was 
very very very very important because it’s a minefield of confusion 
right?’ (Mary, female befriender)

Yes to explain in simple English what it means, just to answer the 
forms – it can all be so confusing (Alan, male befriender)
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THEME 4: RECIPROCITY AND MUTUAL KINDNESS

All of the befrienders spoke about what a privilege it was to be a part of the life of a 
befriendee and how they were inspired by the befriendee and gained so much from 
the relationship:

I feel inspired by her like extremely – to hold down a job in another 
country, not to be able to go back home, to stay mentally stable and 
still cook for oneself – she has been an inspiration to me and to 
be honest I think that I get more than I give to be honest.  (Naomi, 
female befriender)

Anna also feels inspired by her befriendee:

I am hugely inspired.  My befriendee has an allotment and her 
mother sends her seeds and now I’m helping her to sell the 
vegetables so she has a little business which she developed all by 
herself.  She’s hugely inspirational and to be honest I didn’t really 
think about that until Naomi mentioned it there.  The mental stability 
to be able to do that is exceptional so I feel honoured, actually that’s 
the way I feel honoured and privileged to be her friend. (Anna, 
female befriender) 

There were also many stories of mutual kindness where befrienders and 
befriendees had shared gifts.  Anna talks of her befriendee cooking for her:

She’s a marvellous cook and when we were coming out of lockdown 
(from Covid-19) we’d meet in the park and she would bring tea and 
homemade cakes.  We would always bring each other something 
whether it was from the allotment or something homemade – it was 
just something we always did from the beginning. (Anna, female 
befriender).   

Anna also evoked the kindness and thoughtfulness which she felt characterised 
their relationship from the beginning:

I was terribly impressed for my birthday which was before your 
birthday where you made your mother go around all the galleries to 
get me a beautiful picture.  I feel there was kindness on both sides 
– you were very kind to me and I hope I’m kind to you.  So there was 
kindness there from the beginning and a connection.  (Anna, female 
befriender) 

Patrick talks about the tradition of bringing gifts which developed between himself 
and his befriendee:

You know even when we meet in a cafe he always brings a little 
something when you’re not really supposed to bring your own food.  
He began to bring in a packet of biscuits, little cake or sweets, but 
you can’t stop him.  Just a token of appreciation and I generally 
get out first to buy the tea but I let him buy it sometimes and the 
gift it doesn’t have to be big, just something small, it’s the thought.  
(Patrick, male befriender)
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In addition to sharing tokens of appreciation within befriending pairs,  befrienders 
talked about wanting to share experiences and ideas with other befrienders. 

THEME 5:  A DESIRE TO SHARE RESOURCES AND 
EXPERIENCES WITH OTHER BEFRIENDERS

Naomi talked about developing the possibility to share experiences, ideas and 
resources with other befrienders:

Maybe a message board where we could put something we have 
learned, maybe you know excluding the person’s name and details, 
just to say that something was a positive idea that worked. (Naomi, 
female befriender)

There was universal agreement that this would be very beneficial and Alan took it 
one step further:

Well actually I think that would be really good.  Even locally, if we are 
put in touch with other befrienders because sometimes I might get 
asked a question which I simply don’t know the answer to, let’s say 
about a service, and I could ask another befriender whether they 
have had any experience with that.  (Alan, male befriender)

Mary then suggested that a buddy system would work well:

I think that some kind of a buddy scheme would be useful, I think 
that’s really what you’re talking about here.  There’s one person 
that you would kind of bounce off if you’re paired.  (Mary, female 
befriender)

There was also broad agreement that Covid 19 had increased IT skills and that 
as well as face to face engagement there were now opportunities for befrienders 
to connect using Zoom, thereby increasing the number of opportunities for 
befrienders to engage in some form of buddying-up or mentoring:

Now we could even do some of this sharing via Zoom meetings – 
as well as looking at organising more localised get togethers.  (Jim, 
male befriender).   
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  PORTRAIT 
WORKSHOP
The portrait workshop was attended 
by the two artists, the PI, the Spirasi 
Befriending Officer, the Spirasi 
Psychosocial Coordinator and seven 
befriending pairs.  The workshop 
evaluation asked the befriending pairs 
the following three questions and 
conducted thematic analysis on the 
responses:

(1) What did you enjoy about the 
iiiiiiiportrait workshop?

(2) How did it impact your befriending 
iiiiiiirelationship?

(3) Do you have any ideas for future 
iiiiiiiworkshops?

The befriender and befriendee 
participants were asked to talk to each 
other about their experiences of the 
workshop and to provide joint feedback, 
thereby ensuring representation of both 
voices.  This feedback was submitted 
by the befriender to the PI in written 
format as some befriendees were not 
confident in their written English.  In 
order to ensure that neither member 
of the befriending pair was identifiable, 
hyphenated pseudonyms were used 
to represent both members, with the 
befriender pseudonym listed first.

Thirty-one categories relating to 
experiences of the portrait workshop 
were identified across a combination of 
the responses to all three questions and 
the PI reflections and grouped into the 
following five themes:

Theme 1 Deepening social connections

Theme 2 Intercultural and creative 
exchanges

Theme 3 A safe space

Theme 4 Normality and acceptance in 
times of conflict and struggle

Theme 5 Shared humanity 30



  
THEME 1: DEEPENING SOCIAL CONNECTIONS

The importance of the workshop for deepening social connections was an 
experience  which was shared by all of those who completed the workshop 
evaluation:

It was a lovely experience to share and felt very equal.  I hope it 
deepened our friendship and enriched our journey together. (Jane-
Dembe)

One pair talked about the fact that they had not met up for a while and highlighted 
the value of sharing a creative experience together:

When you do special activities or share experiences it adds another 
layer of getting to know each other.  It reinforced how much we 
have in common and how easy it is to be in each other’s company.  
(Gillian-Zendaya)

Befriending pairs also made suggestions for other creative possibilities to ensure 
regular deeper connecting experiences:

Maybe a writer’s workshop, where we are given random words 
to create a story about our experiences and hopes for the future.  
(Diana-Nina)

Perhaps creative dance or movement, puppetry, cookery or maybe a 
textile project. (Gillian-Zendaya)

THEME 2: INTERCULTURAL AND CREATIVE 
EXCHANGES

Gillian-Zendaya described the benefits of intercultural and creative exchanges:

It was amazing having the opportunity to be with people from other 
cultures and share a creative experience together (Gillian-Zendaya)

This was echoed by another befriending pair who also described connecting with 
other participants during the portrait workshop:

So wonderful to witness and experience how the arts bring people 
closer and forge connections that are otherwise hard to make.  
Strangers become friends in no time.   (Andrea-Uma)

In her observing role the PI also documents the creative exchanges which 
she observes throughout the day including during lunchtime where one of the 
participants shares her own art with everyone:
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Lunchtime was a very special part of the day.  As we sat outside 
and ate together in the sunshine, one of the befriendees shared 
some art which she had produced from everyday materials such 
as paper bags and scraps of materials she had found. In her quiet 
way she took the whole group through her creative process.  It was 
an incredibly powerful moment as we passed the art around.  It 
became clear that she hadn’t shared this art with anyone else and I 
witnessed her confidence grow as other participants expressed their 
admiration and appreciation.  (PI reflections)

THEME 3: A SAFE SPACE

All of the participants commented on how safely they felt held throughout the day 
and Alison-Shyla linked this to being able to connect with others outside of their 
befriending pairs:

Being with the group, held so safely enabled us to go beyond the 
limits of two and that was really special.  (Alison-Shyla)

An environment of respect was also evoked:

The presence of artists who could guide as well as the PI and 
Befriending Officer’s warm empathic presence created great safety 
and respect in this workshop.  It was just so gentle and respectful.  
(Jane-Dembe)

Participants also talked about feeling safe enough to produce art when the 
participants did not consider themselves to be artists: 

There was no pressure to create something perfect or beautiful in 
the conventional sense. (Andrea-Uma)

The creative process itself was also perceived as stimulating a sense of 
playfulness within the safety of the workshop:

I could have continued for hours on Saturday!  What I liked most is 
that the process itself was effortless and playful.  (Andrea-Uma)
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THEME 4: NORMALITY AND ACCEPTANCE IN TIMES OF 
CONFLICT AND STRUGGLE

There was a strong feeling amongst the participants that the day took them out of 
their usual difficult lives and made them feel ‘normal’.

That day we were all friends, having fun and truly enjoying ourselves.  
As a former refugee myself I understand what it means to simply 
wish for normality and being accepted for who I am in my new 
surroundings.  (Andrea-Uma)

This was echoed by another befriending pair who talked about enjoying the time  
away from everything:

I absolutely loved the workshop!  As I was observing the participants 
around me, it was the normality that striked me the most (sic).  
These women must have been through so much horror in their lives.  
(Andrea-Uma)

The PI also reflected on the feeling/ atmosphere of acceptance as well as the fun 
aspects of the workshop:

The room was filled with activity and laughter.  There was a powerful 
juxtaposition of calm and fun at the same time.  I felt the intensity of 
the befriending pairs looking at each other’s faces throughout the 
workshop.   It was as if they were discovering one another for the first 
time whilst experiencing a deep acceptance.  (PI reflections) 

THEME 5: SHARED HUMANITY

Alexandra-Malia talked about the workshop being characterised by a deep 
humanity on the part of the participants, artists and Spirasi staff:

We felt that this workshop wove a deep thread of our shared and 
common humanity. (Alexandra-Malia)

Gillian-Zendaya highlighted the inclusive aspect of the workshop:

We liked the equality and great respect evident in the gentleness 
and inclusivity of this workshop. (Gillian-Zendaya)

This humanity in the room was also reflected on by the PI:

For me this workshop epitomised the human aspect of befriending 
and the fact that creating connections with others is what being 
human is all about.   Today we saw many more connections and 
networks being formed in a respectful, inclusive and generous way 
through shared creative activity, which was incredibly powerful.
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Finally, the Spirasi Befriending 
Officer and the Spirasi Psychosocial 
Coordinator attended the Portrait 
Workshop as observers and their 
reflections reinforce the main 
themes identified from the workshop 
evaluations:

The tone for the workshop was 
set so well by the sharing circle at 
the very start which was facilitated 
with such gentle compassion.  It 
established a strong sense of safety, 
trust and re-assurance which allowed 
the befriending pairs to relax and to 
engage wholeheartedly in creating 
the collage portraits of each other.  
Such a strong sense of fun was 
apparent throughout the day and 
yet an intensity of engagement in 
the process was also very evident.  
Lunchtime was particularly special 
as the befriending pairs gathered 
and mingled with each other allowing 
them to observe and appreciate the 
beautiful surroundings, with many 
commenting that this was their first 
time inside the grounds of Trinity.  
Gathering, at the end of the workshop, 
around the beautiful portraits and 

and listening to the insightful 
reflections on the experience of 
the workshop bookended the day 
brilliantly. 

I found it hard to put into words the 
experience of being present at the 
workshop as it was such a strong 
‘felt’ response.  It was a privilege 
to see how the bond between the 
individual befriending pairs flourished 
into a strong collective one over the 
course of the day.  The silent link 
facilitating and nurturing this was 
the deeply creative power of the arts.  
Incorporating this learning into our 
befriending work going forward is key.  
(Spirasi Befriending Officer)  

Attending the portrait workshop was 
a real privilege.  The atmosphere 
was filled with peace, respect and 
a sense of comfort and familiarity 
among the participants.  Observing 
the interactions between befriending 
pairs, it seemed that there was such 
enjoyment of taking the time together 
to do something new, building on the 
relationship that was already there 
between them - the creation of new
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possibilities through the safety of a 
familiar friendship perhaps.  Each 
pair took such care to produce the 
best representation possible of their 
partner and the sense of equality 
between partners was tangible.  
One thing that was notable was the 
absence of fear in the room - the fear 
of getting it wrong, of being judged 
or of not producing something to a 
high enough standard; there was a 
strong feeling of acceptance and that 
whatever the finished product was 
would be good enough.  The art which 
resulted was powerful - such beauty 
and diversity created by blending 
different materials together in each 
participant’s unique way.  It was lovely 
to observe so much laughter and joy in 
the room as well as the clear sense of 
depth and meaning involved. (Spirasi 
Psychosocial Coordinator)

Before making the recommendations 
it would seem appropriate to give the 
final word on the Spirasi befriending 
programme to the befriendees 
and the following quotation sums 
up the impact and meaning of the 
programme through the eyes of one 
befriendee:

And when we started the 
friendship with my friend, she is 
such a wonderful person, such 
a powerful woman, you know, so 
much energy and we just started 
from simple things, you know.  
We just started to talk about the 
voyage, about everything, and just 
step by step, we got to know each 
other and then I could call on her 
when I was feeling down and just 
needed someone to listen.  The 
therapy in Spriasi was great too 
but that isn’t forever and this is 
different cos she’s always there 
for me and we are now friends for 
life. (Veronika, F, Eastern Europe)
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RECOMMENDATIONS
RECOMMENDATIONS

The following eight recommendations 
are based on the research findings:

(1) Increasing the scope and reach of 
the Spirasi befriending programme

There was a strong feeling amongst 
all participants in the befriending 
programme that given the numerous 
benefits of befriending which they 
identified in the research, the scope and 
reach of the befriending programme 
should be extended, and that all 
residents of Direct Provision Centres 
should be offered the chance to engage 
in the programme.  This will require 
additional Spirasi staffing resources 
which will necessitate the exploration 
of new ways to diversify its income and 
increase fundraising opportunities. The 
high percentage estimates of torture 
survivors arriving in Ireland in the first 
six months of 2022 demonstrates the 
need for a national community response 
such as befriending, as the scope is 
beyond the capacity of professional 
services.  

(2) Raising awareness of the Spirasi 
befriending programme 

Related to the above recommendation it 
would be necessary to raise awareness 
of the programme in order to increase 
funding streams and recruit more 
befrienders.  

(3) Conducting a review of the delivery 
methods and timeframe of the 
befriending training 

A review of the delivery methods and 
timeframe of the training would be 
necessary in order to ensure optimal 
delivery and retention of the training 
information be the befrienders.

 (4) Organising regular social events for 
groups of befrienders and their
befriendees

Regular social events for befriending 
pairs would deepen relationships, 
expand social networks and offer 
additional integration opportunities. 

(5) Setting up a mentoring/peer support 
service for befrienders

A peer support service for befrienders 
would facilitate befriender shared 
understandings and mutual 
empowerment.

(6) Setting up a befriending platform 
where befrienders can share ideas and 
resources which they have found useful

A platform where befrienders could 
share useful resources and ideas 
would ensure the dissemination of best 
practice.

(7) Conducting a review of the optimum 
amount of information about potential 
befriendees which should be provided to 
befrienders

Further research should be conducted 
with Spirasi clinicians and befrienders 
to ascertain whether there is an 
optimum amount of personal befriendee 
information which should be provided 
to befrienders and the nature of this 
information.

(8) Introducing expressive arts into 
activities designed to build befriending 
relationships

The introduction of expressive arts into 
befriending pair activities will provide 
a creative space in which to build 
strong social connections and trusting 
relationships. 
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CONCLUDING 
REMARKS
The results of this research clearly 
demonstrate that although the main aims 
of the Spirasi befriending programme 
namely to reduce isolation and loneliness 
whilst providing support with integration 
into Irish society, are being fulfilled in the 
current programme, the demand for this 
service is far higher than Spirasi’s current 
capacity.  The themes identified in the 
rich data elicited from the focus groups 
and portrait workshop firmly ground 
the Befriending Programme in Spirasi’s 
holistic approach to recovery, which 
according to the befriendee participants 
is instrumental in promoting integration, 
modelling trusting relationships, 
combatting loneliness and protecting 
against suicide.  The befriender data

provides thoughtful and innovative 
ideas to ensure consolidation of the 
programme, including reflections on 
the format and frequency of training 
delivery, the desire to share resources 
and experiences with other befrienders 
and the importance of raising awareness 
of the mutual benefits associated with 
the programme.  The portrait workshop 
evaluations and reflections complement 
this data by illustrating the importance of 
collaborative expressive arts activities to 
further strengthen relationships, provide 
a context of normality and acceptance 
in times of conflict and struggle, and to 
experience a shared humanity in the 
context of connecting intercultural and 
creative exchanges.  
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