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Preface 

People often raise the question, "Why telephone support 
systems? Isn't it more helpful to talk to people face to face?" 
One answer to this question is that, for many people, it is impor
tant to have a service that is anonymous, free, and available at the 
moment of need. 

WISH (Women-in-Self-Help), Westchester, is such a telephone 
support system. It has been a significant service for close to 10,000 
women in our community during the first five years o_f its ex
istence. 

Why did we choose this medium for our form of "laying on of 
hands"? This handbook will attempt to answer this question and 
describe the ways, means, and results of such a program. 



CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 

"You've been working for a firm for 25 years and have jus/ 
been /old il's closing. You are 50 years old and a single woman. 
How do you cope?" 

"Your husband has jusl fold you he is involved wilh anolher 
woman and he is lhinking of moving in wilh her, leaving you wilh 
the young children. Your whole world has collapsed in one 
minute. What to do? Whom do you turn to?" 

The above calls are but two of an infinite variety of calls receiv
ed everyday by a self-help telephone support system called WISH, 
(Women-In-Self-Help). 

This handbook describes this telephone support system and tells 
what it is, when it came into being, what it has accomplished, and 
how it can be duplicated in your community. 

Background 
First, a few words about telephone support systems in general. 

Telephone support systems are an outgrowth of "hot lines" 
developed by young people in the 1960's. These hotlines were in
tended to deal with counter-culture problems resulting from drug 
abuse, the sexual revolution, and the Vietnam War. There was a 
necessity for anonymity, peer contact, and immediate availability 
of help because of the unique and emergency nature of the pro
blems. The characteristics of delivering this service--free, 
anonymous, peer to peer, on the spot help at the moment of need 
have proven to be most useful additions to the repertoire of pro
viding human services. They have been adapted to and incor
porated in meeting the needs of various groups experiencing a 
common stress. They have come to be known as self-help or 
mutual help groups. 
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"Warmlines" 
Telephone support systems, while they are available to in

dividuals in crisis, attempt also to provide support for people ex
periencing the normal stresses of everyday life. In this sense, they 
can be viewed as "warmlines" rather than "hotlines". WISH is an 
example of such a "warmline". It is intended to help women break 
through their isolation in dealing with the problems they have in 
common in their lives. Other examples of "warmlines" are: La 
Leche League, Alliance for the Families of the Mentally Ill 
(ALMI), and Heart Clubs. 

Basic Goals 
Telephone support systems aim to bring together, in an immediate 
and direct way, a person in need of information, and emotional or 
social support, with another person who can meet these needs. The 
basics of a telephone support system such as WISH are: a 
telephone, people trained to do telephone counseling, and a 
resource file of existing community services. The telephone con
tact revolves around the caller's sharing her situation, and the 
counselor's listening "with a woman's ear". The purpose of the 
discussion that follows is to help the caller organize her thoughts, 
express her feelings, raise questions, and i11 so doing, begin to for
mulate a course of action, or a decision, in relation to the reason 
for the call. The caller often needs further help from a community 
resource. The listener then provides specific information about 
these resources. Above all, the listener's goal is to give the caller 
the assurance that she is not and does not have to be alone in deal
ing with her situation. 

Why a service for women? 
Telephone support systems are particularly appropriate for 

women because of the rapid social changes facing all women to
day. Isolation, alienation, lack of availability of extended family, 
mobility, and changes in the relationships between men and 
women have resulted in situational stresses that women have in 
common. Woman-to-woman self-help lines have proven to be an 
excellent method of dealing with these stresses. 

WISH provides an overall support system for women of all ages, 
socio-economic and racial background, and types of problems. A 
telephone service, because of its immediacy, anonymity, and low 
cost, is particularly useful in that all women are able to avail 
themselves of it. 



Telephone support systems, in addition, are available to meet 
the needs of women undergoing specific stresses, such as a marital 
conflict, widowhood, new motherhood, career re-entry, etc. Being 
"just a phone call away," can itself be an immediate reduction of 
stress. Telephone support systems serve as: 

I) sounding boards 
2) providers of immediate human response 
3) means for sorting out alternatives 
4) preventive "safety nets" 
5) information and referral resources. 

Spon.ored or Independent? 
A telephone support system can be sponsored and funded by an 

already existing organization or service agency, or it can be in
dependent. The obvious advantages of being sponsored - having 
all the resources of the parent organization available, i.e., money, 
publicity, personnel, secretarial services - are balanced by the 
freedom of an independent organization to develop its program 
according to its own goals. The satisfactions of independent func
tioning and opportunities for creativity are apt to be greater for 
the staff in a free standing organization. An independent program 
also is freer to move quickly and responsively to changes needed in 
its program. Since self-help services often develop because of a gap 
in community support services, this is an important advantage. 

Requirements 
Any community can have a telephone support system for 

women. It requires, first and foremost, a nucleus of committed 
women who are willing to volunteer to share the time required for 
this purpose. These women need to locate a place from which the 
program can operate and a small amount of money to cover the in
itial costs of telephone and other operating expenses. (Tax free 
status and incorporation allows for obtaining many services at 
minimal or no cost.) Before embarking upon any activity, 
however, it is important to discuss plans and purposes with rele
vant community agencies, to gain community backi11g. 

3 
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CHAPTER II 
ORGANIZING THE PROGRAM 

Getting started 
The heart of every self-help program is people. To get started 

one needs a minimum of two· like-minded people who are willing 
and able to define what they wish to do, and assume responsibility 
for doing the groundwork and launching the program. Starting 
with two people serves as an immediate check and balance system. 
Ideas are bounced back and forth and tested. Two people can en
courage each other and share the work and decision making. It is 
important not to bite off more than you can chew. Set a modest 
goal at first. Growth can come later. The groundwork requires the 
following: 

Finding a place 
There are many existing community institutions, such as chur

ches, schools, or community centers that may well have available 
space they would be glad to provide for a minimal fee, or no fee, 
to a non-profit organization. Making the most of all the personal 
and community contacts that you have, and gaining acceptance in 
one of these institutions is often aided by personal contacts. 
Spread the word among everyone you know that you arc looking 
for office space. In this, as in every other aspect of your self-help 
endeavor, persistence is essential. 

The question arises as to whether a program might not operate 
out of someone's home. Our view and experience weigh strongly in 
favor of being office-based. Having an office ensures that all your 
working materials are in one place and available to all. It is profes
sional, objective, and establishes for the whole community, in
cluding the volunteers, the seriousness of your purpose. For the 
volunteers, it provides a central place for meeting and storage of 
records. Operating from one person's home leaves the program 
and the group dependent upon that person and leaves the 
organization in an "invited guest" position. 



Knowledge of your community 
Pefore beginning a telephone support system, it is wise to 

discuss your intentions with the established services in the com
munity - government, voluntary service agencies such as the 
Mental Health Association, family agencies, the local Y, and 
volunteer groups such as religious oranizations, the Junior 
League, etc. If the community has a self-help clearinghouse, it is 
good to check in with them. If no other organization is meeting 
this need, you can begin by making contact with relevant service 
groups and discussing with them what you have in mind. Use these 
contacts as a start. They will lead to others. The response is apt to 
be positive if you are adding to community services and doing so 
on your own. The purpose of talking with established service 
groups is to receive their backing, enlist their support, and to be 
sure you are not duplicating services. 

Financing the program 
The financing of a self-help program on an all volunteer basis 

can be done on a minimal budget. The original investment in star
ting the WISH program in Baltimore in 1974 was $ I 50. The basics 
for which you will need some money are: 

Telephone 
Rent and equipment 
Office supplies, i.e., flyers, brochures, stationery, typewriter, 

file 
Postage 
Printing with logo 
Publicity 

Telephone bills can be kept to a minimum because the program 
is a "call in" service. Rent is usually quite low if space is donated 
by a local church or school. Media publicity should be limited to 
public service announcements which are provided free of charge to 
not-for-profit organizations. 

The initial funding can be shared by those who believe in the 
concept of the program. The initial investment for a six month 
testing period of the program needs to cover the cost of telephone 
installation and bills, rent if required, printing of publicity 
materials, and mailings. This initial 6 month investment need not 
exceed $500. Once the program has taken root, you can turn to the 
community for ongoing financial support. If your organization 
continues on an all volunteer basis, you can operate on a budget 
of, minimally, $2,000 per year. 

5 
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Incorporation and tax exemption 
It is advisable to become incorporated as a not-for-profit 

organization for tax purposes, protection against liability of staff, 
and organizational credibility. The legal expenses involved can 
often be obtained as a contribution from an interested legal firm. 
Obtaining a not-for-profit tax status opens the door for con
tinuous fund raising. Telephone support systems are entitled to in
corporation under the classification of educational institutions. 
However, you do not need to wait to receive your tax exempt 
status before organizing your service. 

Organizational format 
Your service needs to be visible, identifiable, and credible. It is 

helpful to have a name and logo that communicates quickly who 
you are and what you do, stationery that contains the names of 
known people in your community, and if possible, a catch phrase 
that describes your program. 

Locating initial staff 
The staff for self-help programs is usually unpaid. Secretarial 

help and equipment are sometimes possible to obtain on a 
volunteer basis. In the long run it is desirable to have at least a part 
time paid secretary/ office manager, but when just getting started, 
try to get a volunteer. 

A simple but effective way of locating initial staff is through 
word of mouth. Two co-founders can usually find a sufficient 
number of women among their friends and acquaintances who are 
both interested in and suitable for the program. With enthusiastic, 
committed women who are willing to launch a full five day a week 
program by taking two shifts initially, you can begin with 10 
women. The other alternative is to start the program on a half day 
basis. To obtain additional volunteers, you can inform the com
munity groups in your area of this need. If your community has a 
Volunteer Service Bureau, it is a good clearing house for 
volunteers. The public media, especially the local newspapers, will 
also mention the formation of the new group and the call for 
volunteers. 



CHAPTER III 

THE WISH TRAINING PROGRAM 

Introduction 
WISH training is designed to enable volunteers to listen and 

provide understanding, emotional support, and informed refer
rals. It is a process that begins with telephone screening and per
sonal interviews, is followed by a two day seminar and by a three 
month on-the-job training period with an experienced peer 
counselor. 

Telephone screening 
Screening of volunteers begins with the initial telephone call by 

the prospective volunteer. WISH informs the caller of the expecta
tions of the job, including a commitment of three hours a week for 
a period of at least six months as well as one monthly staff 
meeting. If the caller can meet these minimum requirements, you 
should consider with the caller her reasons for her interest in work
ing for this program. While most people are self-selecting, the 
telephone screening can weed out people who are obviously inap
propriate. For instance, typically appropriate responses are, "I 
think I'm a good listener", and "friends are always calling to talk 
to me". The occasional questionable response by a prospective 
volunteer is "my marriage just broke up and I need something to 
fill up my time" or "I've tried volunteering and no one has ever 
appreciated me". Such responses need to be explored further and 
considered along with the whole tenor of the conversation. 

The application 
An application is then sent requesting primarily information 

regarding reasons for interest in the service. We do not ask age or 
marital status, as we have no exclusionary elegibility requirements. 
Our main concern is in the potential volunteer's interest in 
volunteering and we try to discover this in several different ways. 
When the application is returned to us, the return being another 

7 
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indication of the serious interest of the applicant, we arrange an 
appointment to discuss the program further and its suitability for 
the applicant. 

The interview 
The interview includes such matters as whether the applicant 

will receive satisfaction from a single anonymous phone call and 
whether she can adjust to the unpredictability of the number of 
calls on any one shift. If there is a question on the part of the inter
viewer, she is responsible for bringing it up with the applicant iri a 
constructive way. For instance, if the applicant is really looking 
primarily to enlarge her social contacts and activities, the inter
viewer might raise the question of whether she would be getting 
what she is looking for from this experience and suggest an alter
native, i.e., the "Y". The interviewer should also clarify whether 
the applicant has any overt prejudices which could interfere with 
her ability to be objective and non-judgmental in helping the 
caller. If there is question about an applicant's suitability, this 
should be discussed with her. It is important not to go along with 
an applicant simply because it is difficult to turn someone away. In 
the long run it is wiser to redirect the person elsewhere at an earlier 
point. Questions about applicants can always be discussed with 
other staff members before a final decision is made. 

Training materials 
A folder of the training materials is usually given to the appli

cant at the end of the interview, which the applicant reads prior to 
the training seminar. The basic materials included are: the articles: 
A Self Help Telephone Service for Women, and Telephone 
Therapy: Some Common Errors and Fallacies, (see Further 
Readings.) Materials about "The WISH philosophy and 
methods", as well as flyers and a log sheet are also included. The 
log sheets are our means of record keeping and are kept in a log 
book that is referred to by all the staff to keep them abreast of 
calls received. 

Training seminars 
Training sessions are led by two experienced WISH volunteers. 

The first session of the training seminar deals with the philosophy 
and objectives of WISH abstractly presented in the articles men
tioned above and brought to life using the shared experience of the 
participants. The goal of this first session is for everyone to get a 
beginning sense of what we mean by woman-to-woman counsel
ing, and a sense of rapport and common purpose among all the 



participants. 
The second part of the seminar is devoted to experiential train

ing. Primarily, by means of role-playing typical calls, the trainees 
get a live sense of what is involved in doing telephone peer counsel
ing. Each participant has an opportunity to role-play as the caller 
and as the telephone counselor. The two leaders do the initial 
demonstration for both roles. This serves both as role modeling 
and as an ice-breaker. 

In role-playing, the main teaching goals are to point up the 
values of listening, tuning in on feelings, enabling the caller to find 
available constructive alternatives, and taking some positive ac
tion. Another goal in role-playing, is to have the applicant ex
perience how it feels to be the caller and how it feels to be the 
listener. As each trainee has the opportunity to play out each role 
in relation to different kinds of calls, the discussion that follows 
centers around what the trainee was feeling while she was handling 
the call. 

The leader raises the question with the trainee who played the 
role of the caller as to whether she feels she was helped and concur
rently, with the "helper", as to whether she feels she was helpful. 
This brings to the fore specifics that are reviewed in terms of what 
was happening non-verbally as well as what was said overtly. In 
this way, we begin to see how we need to be tuned in to our own 
and the callers' feelings of frustration, anger and anxiety. How to 
deal with these feelings are inevitably part of the discussion, as 
such feelings may be often provoked by a call. 

At the end of the training sessions, time should be allotted for a 
brief one to one discussion between the trainee and the trainer as 
to whether or not the trainee is ready for the next phase of the pro
gram which is "on-the-job-training". Occasionally there is some 
question about the suitability of the trainee for the service which 
should be discussed. Unless it is unequivocally clear that the 
trainee is unsuitable, the on-the-job-training should emphasize 
areas in which questions have been raised about the trainee. 

On the job training 
The "on-the-job training period" is the time during which the 

trainee gradually begins to integrate the goals touched on in the 
training sessions. The experienced staff person serves as a model at 
first, and then as a resource and support in helping the new staff 
member. The pattern is simple. After the new volunteer listens to a 
call handled by an experienced person, the call is discussed in 
terms of: what made the caller call WISH; what did she want or 
need at this particular time; what were we able to provide or not 
provide? In reviewing these questions, we arc really asking, "What 

9 
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did we hear; how did we respond; did we feel we were helpful; and 
how did we help?" The senior volunteer also reviews the call in 
terms of whether we were able to offer the caller options she was 
not aware of, and to motivate her to take constructive action in her 
own behalf. 

Written on each desk are the following guidelines for reviewing 
calls: 

Remember to: 
I. Lis1e11 to the caller's request. 
2. Empalhize with her position. 
3. Focus on her needs and feelings. 
4. Suggesl options, reflect alternatives, but DO NOT decide 

for her. 

Use of referrals 
If the call is one in which the caller requires further help, she is 

referred by the volunteer to additional resources. It is important to 
share and explain to the trainee why certain resources were sug
gested. In this way, the trainee is introduced to the referral 
resources and gradually becomes familiar with them. It is also ex
plained to the trainee that it is our policy to offer a caBer more 
than one resource for a particular need. We do so because we are 
an anonymous, one-time contact, and are not in a position to 
make a finely selected referral, and also to encourage the caller to 
use her own judgment in determining which resource is most 
suitable for her. This is, in itself, strengthening. 

Peer supervision 
The trainer also serves to support the new person in her beginn

ing attempts at telephone peer counseling. She, the trainer, is there 
to help the new person with the expected feelings of anxiety, self
criticism, and insecurity when she is first getting started. Since the 
trainer is right there on the spot when the trainee is taking the call, 
the trainer can also make suggestions and point out certain addi
tional resources from the file. 



CHAPTER IV 

RESOURCES 

Development of a referral file 
How do you develop a resource file of appropriate support services 

for women? You can start by making a list of womens' needs and 
problems, i.e., reviewing in terms of the above, a woman's life cycle 
from adolescence to old age. Once you have developed such a list, 
you will want to obtain as complete a resource file as possible of all 
the existing human services in your area. These should include formal 
as well as informal resources. Formal resources are in the local social 
service directory, and if this is not available, can usually be obtained 
from local municipal offices. Informal resources include all the self
help organizations, hotlines, and natural support systems, such as 
community services and networks supplied by local churches, etc. 
As time goes on, clipping local newspaper items and getting on 
relevant mailing lists will provide you with up to date resources 
that you will add to your file. 

Organization of a referral file 
Once you have gathered this general information, you will want to 

organize this material by culling and classifying it. By grouping 
resources that are similar under general headings, you can start your 
classification system. For instance, all resources dealing with the 
needs and problems of senior citizens can be listed under the general 
category of" Aging". After completing your list of general headings, 
you can select and file the specific resources that are most relevant to 
your target group. You should end up with an alphabetized, cross 
referenced resource file. This file should be actively checked at inter
vals for currency, accuracy, and usefulness. 

Form of referral file 
Our experience indicates that a card file or rollodcx system is the 

most efficient and easiest to use. To be able to add and remove cards 
is important. The wave of the future, however, is in the direction of a 
computerized system. 

11 
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In addition to peer counseling, which is the major service you pro
vide, you may also have to refer your callers to relevant resources for 
additional help. The telephone call to you is often the first step that 
leads to needed professional help. Our records show that approx
imately two-thirds of our callers require referrals. 

SAMPLE RESOURCE CARD 

MENTAL HEALTH 

CONTACT SERVICE 
ORGANIZATION PHONE PERSON DESCRIPTION 

Mental Health # Ms. X Walk-in crisis 
A~sociation 

Address 

counseling. 
Suicide 
prevention. 
Abused 
Spouse 
Hotline. 
Referrals to private 

psychotherapist. 
Support Groups. 

The above card contains what we have found to be the essential 
and most helpful information. It is important to have a description 
of the services offered by the agency. It is also most helpful in 
making a referral to be able to give the caller the name of a specific 
person to contact, though this is not always possible. Cross 
referencing of the heading MENTAL HEAL TH can be to 
CRISES, BATTERED WOMEN, FAMILY PROBLEMS, and 
SUPPORT GROUPS. 



CHAPTER V 

PUBLICITY and PUBLIC RELATIONS 

Introduction 
A telephone peer counseling service is of value only if potential callers 

know of its existence. How do we accomplish this with as little outlay of 
money as possible? The unavoidable expenses for publicity are the cost of 
printing and mailing publicity materials, and a listing in the yellow pages of 
the telephone book. The materials, which can include brochures, flyers, and 
cards, should be clear, attractive, and professional looking, but should be 
kept short and simple. Some examples of our publicity materials are on 
page 15. 

Cost of publicity 
As a tax exempt organization, you are exempt from paying tax on these 

printed materials. In addition, you might be fortunate and be able to tap in
to '.'friends and contributors" who will be willing to provide printing at cost. 
Reproduction of these materials, i.e., copying in quantity, may also be ob
tained as a generous contribution. Distribution of these materials occa
sionally entails mailing costs. If you are going to be doing extensive mailings 
(over 2(XX) pieces a year) it would be worth the initial expense of getting bulk 
mailing rates (currently under 6¢ a piece). Once you have taken care of the 
production of your initial printed materials, you have unlimited oppor
tunities for the distribution of them free of charge. 

Media publicity 
You are also entitled to free publicity through a variety of media. Radio 

and TV are required by law to give a certain percentage of their media time 
for public service announcements. It is advisable to put together 30 and ffi 
second radio and TV spots for this purpose, and write and telephone radio 
and TV Community Relations Departments in your community. Tiris often 
requires diligent follow-up. Here is a typical radio spot we have used: 

13 



14 

RADIO SPOT 

Do you wish you had someone to talk to, another womar 
who will listen empathetically to your problems without 
making judgments? Do you have a troubled marriage, dif
ficulty with your child, a struggle to make ends meet, the 
problems of a single parent? If so, call WISH (Women-in
Self-Help) in Westchester any weekday between 9 A.M. and 
4 P.M. It's free! It's anonymous! It's immediate! A train 
ed volunteer will answer your call - a women like 
yourself who will listen with a woman's ear. A Japanes< 
speaking volunteer is available Tuesday and Thursday 
mornings, and a Spanish speaking volunteer is available 
on Wednesday mornings. Call Wish (914-946-5757), that's 
9!4-946-5757. 

The most effective, as well as the most difficult publicity to obtain is a 
feature article in newspapers and magazines and interviews on radio and 
TV. Be aggresive and ingenious in getting to the reporters and interviewers 
who might be interested in you. Send them materials about your service 
that will be attractive and relevant to their program. Follow up with phone 
calls. It is helpful if you know a particular person to contact. In addition, 
any special event can be an occasion for a local press release, radio or TV 
spot announcement. The development of cable TV is another source for 
publicity. 

Certain weekly advertising papers, such as "National Pennysaver" will 
also print items about your organization as a tax exempt service. 

C.Ommunity publicity 
Churches, synagogues, libraries, social service, and ciVIc organizations are 

often cooperative in distributing and publicizin3' your materials. Distribu
tion, which can be by hand or mail can go to: supermarkets, doctors' and 
dentists' offices, real estate concerns, PT A's, pharmacies, banks,beauty 
parlors, hospitals, neighborhood health centers, and other public places that 
are appropriate for your service. 

In addition to your regular white page listings, you can also request inclu
sion in special listings of community services that are in most telephone 
books. 

Simultaneous with publicity of your program to the general public, it is 
important to apprise all other relevant community organizations of your 
services. This often results in a request for speakers at meetings and par
ticipation in programs sponsored by these organizations. There is usually an 
opportunity to present the literature of your service on a table or bulletin 
board at such meetings. 



It may seem difficult to find people on your staff to carry out all 
the public relations tasks cited above. You will probably discover 
that there are volunteers who are attracted to this kind of activity 
and will find it rewarding and challenging. 

914·946•5757 

\nfomt8-tinn 
Refe1n\1l 
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CHAPTER VI 

ADMINISTRATION 

Introduction 
We mentioned that, basically, a telephone support system re

quires a telephone, volunteers, and a list of available community 
resources. Once you have found a place, a group of initial 
volunteers, and developed a resource file, how do you organize 
your day to day activities? Who is responsible for what? What are 
the responsibilities? 

Staff scheduling 
First and foremost, you need a scheduling system for the 

volunteer staff and someone who is responsible for this. Assuming 
that your staff is all part time, it works well to slot the staff into 
periods of time that are convenient for the individual volunteers 
and assure coverage of all the times during which the service is 
available. This is not always easy to do. It is useful to have I) a list 
of all staff members, their names, addresses, and phone numbers; 
2) the current schedule, one for each staff member. It is important 
to require all volunteers to get substitutes for themselves if, for one 
reason or another, they are unable to cover their shifts. The list of 
volunteers and the schedule makes it possible and easier to do this. 

Office tasks 
There are certain office tasks that need regular attention. Setting 

up a filing system, typing, providing a method for expediting 
outgoing mail, and ordering the necessary supplies are among the 
duties of a secretary. A part time secretary can usually take care of 
the above. It is also important to keep accurate records of all your 
financial intake and outgo. One of the volunteers can assume the 
duties of treasurer. 

Interstaff communication 
lnterstaff communication is crucial in a program where there are 

no more than two volunteers on duty at the same time. Channels 



for such communication are: the use of individual folders for 
messages for each staff member; notices on bulletin boards to ap
prise staff members of important new resources and general staff 
information. Staff meetings should take place at least once a 
month and are very important for the cohesive functioning of the 
program. 

Each volunteer, when she covers her shift, is responsible for 
reading the logbook and checking her folder and the bulletin 
boards. This form of silent communication provides a link for all 
the volunteers. 

Division of staff responsibilities 
In addition to these basic responsibilities, it is of considerable 

help to have individual staff members in charge of different 
aspects of program management. Among these aspects are: I) 
publicity and public relations; 2) fund raising; 3) training of new 
volunteers; 4) handling the organization's finances; 5) program 
development, including special projects; 6) keeping the resource 
file and bulletin board current; 7) staff meeting planning. 

An independent telephone service that is organized on a non
hierarchical basis can function quite eff-ectively when respon
sibilities are shared and taken seriously. When matters dealing 
with the philosophy of the organization require immediate deci
sions, it is prudent to have one or two people delegated to make 
these decisions. In addition, overall responsibility for seeing that 
all tasks are carried out should rest with one or two individuals 
who also function as the nominal head(s) of the organization. 
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CHAPTER VII 

FUND RAISING 

Grants 
After you have obtained the initial outlay of money for laun

ching your service, you will need to approach the community for 
ongoing support. You have proved your credibility in the com
munity, i.e., you are receiving calls, providing service, and sustain
ing the program. You can now begin to investigate possible 
sources for further funding. Your local library should have the 
Foundation Directory which lists all the private foundations that 
give grants to not-for-pr'ofit organizations. The listing notes what 
type of organization the foundation will fund. You can then select 
the ones which you think might be interested in funding your ser
vice. Th~ Federal Registry will list the government granting 
sources. There are also local foundations in each community 
which should be tapped and which might be particularly interested 
in your organization. In addition, there are books on "grantsman
ship," courses, and materials. 

Use of community contacts 
You might wish to approach your federal, state and municipal 

elected representatives as a contact to support you in your grant 
applications or for any suggestions. Your liaison with relevant 
community groups, i.e., mental health organizations, women's 
groups, Y's, fraternal, religious, and political organizations, can 
also be helpful. 

The private sector, i.e., business and personal contacts 
should also be approached. Letters appropriate to each group 
usually yield some positive results. 

Special events 
Special events for fund raising, such as luncheons, raffles, auc

tions, flea markets, and tag sales, are means of raising money and 
publicizing your program simultaneously. See page 19. 



OCTOBER 1982 

SAKS & COMPANY 

:6(, Salutes: 

W.1. S.H. 
(WOMEN IN SELF HELP) 

With A Breakfast Of: 
FASHION & BEAUTY 

9:00 a.m. 

• for reservations call 946-5757 
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CHAPTER VIII 

ACCOUNT ABILITY AND RESEARCH 

Self-help organizations are vulnerable to questions regarding the 
validity of their service, particularly when the service is 
anonymous and follow-up is limited by this fact. It is, therefore, 
important to have a simple but effective means of keeping routine 
statistics and to build in some information-getting system that 
allows for the possibility of systematic research. This can be done 
through careful consideration of what you wish to include in the 
basic log sheet. For instance, the classification system for the calls, 
notation of service given, and such other specifics as length of call 
and how the caller heard about the service, provide information 
that can be put to important practical use in evaluating your pro
gram. This is useful for future program planning as well as for in
terpreting your program to the community. Professional resear
chers also can then be called upon to do more sophisticated studies 
that provide more incisive information about the value and ef
ficacy of your work. 



CHAPTER IX 
WISH - THE LIFE AND GROWTH OF ONE 

TELEPHONE SUPPORT SYSTEM 

Beginnings 
WISH, Westchester, began November 1976, in two rooms, 

generously provided by a local church, with two telephones fund
ed originally by the beginning staff. The program had its origins in 
the city of Baltimore where it has been operating successfully for 
the last eight years. One of the founders of the Baltimore program 
moved to Westchester County and decided to try to replicate the 
program there. She and another local social worker began to plan. 
Through word of mouth, they gathered a nucleus of about 10 in
terested volunteers to staff the program from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. 
weekdays. These hours were originally chosen to reach women at 
home and because of the feasibility of these hours for volunteers. 
As a woman's support system, and not necessarily a crisis-oriented 
service, the hours seemed appropriate. 

The initial staff was trained by the founders. Resources were 
developed by the volunteers who culled appropriate material from 
the local social service directory, newspapers, and other sources 
with which they were familiar. The log book was instituted for the 
purpose of recording calls and keeping statistics. A classification 
system, based on the type of calls anticipated in the community, 
was set up. The telephone company provided WISH with a "hunt 
on" telephone system for its callers. Callers are given one 
telephone number. When this number is busy, a second telephone 
line is automatically available. 

The first 6 months were the most trying ones since, inevitably, 
there were few calls. As with any new venture, it takes time for it 
to become known, used, and recommended. The founders 
prepared the staff for this. Fortunately, there was enough work in
volved in preparing the resources, working on publicity, and 
discussing incoming calls to keep the volunteers actively involved. 
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Shifts were only for three hours, thus making it possible to bear 
with slow periods. 

Types of calls 
The number of calls gradually increased as a result of publicity 

and word of mouth as can be seen from these statistics: 

Year No. of Calls 
1976-1977 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 980 
1977-1978 ................................. 1420 
1978-1979 ................................. 1800 
1979-1980 ................................. 2400 
1980-1981 ................................. 2500 

It might be of interest here to describe the kinds of calls that 
began to come in. They ranged from marital and family relation
ship problems, depression, child care, abuse, housing, career 
guidance, employment, financial difficulties, to discrimination 
and legal issues. In addition to the calls listed at the beginning of 
this handbook, here are some further examples: 

/. You've recently moved to a new city far away from your 
friends and family. Everyone in your immediate family, through 
your help, hoc, c;ettlerl in, and you are Jina/iv alone with yourself. 
But what do you do now? You hardfv knmv a soul and you are 
beginning to feel resentment at having had to make this move 
altogether. You are beginning to feel a "h/ue funk" coming on 
which you don't feel you can share with your famifv. What to do? 
Whom do you talk to? 

2. You are the mother of a nine month old hahy who has just 
dumped his cereal on the floor for the fourth time. Exasperated, 
you finally scream at him. He bursts into tears and you are over
whelmed with remorse, He is im:onsolahle, does 1101 let you com
fort him, bu, finally falls asleep in his playpen. Your hehm·iour 
gnaws at you and you are rapidly heco111ing depressed. What to 
do? Whom do you talk to? 

3. Your husband died 6 111onth ago. You thought you \\'ere 
managing prelly well hut suddenly you are feeling overwhe/111ed 
with a sense of loss. Whar do you do? 

Problem calls 
Special problem calls, which we anticipated and prepared for to 

some degree, were those dealing with the crisis of suicide and bat
tering as well as repeat callers, and silent callers. With crisis calls, 
we support the caller by referring her to the appropriate agency. 
Most communities have emergency services, such as suicide 



prevention hotlines, and emergency financial aid. It is helpful to 
establish specific referral procedures with these emergency services 
so that the referral goes smoothly and quickly. 

WISH does occasionally receive "repeat" calls. Repeat calls can 
be of various kinds. Some provide feedback about the help receiv
ed. Others come from the same person periodically but about dif
ferent concerns. Still others are from callers who begin to use the 
service as a "crutch.' It is difficult to decide how to handle these 
latter calls since the callers often use the service as one of their last 
resorts. It requires walking a fine line between not rejecting the 
caller and yet limiting the call so that it is not used as a substitute 
for more constructive action. 

Occasionally, the volunteer receives a call during which silence 
prevails. This might be the beginning of an "obscene" call or a 
case where the caller is having difficulty getting started. With 
regard to the former, the best policy is to terminate the call as 
quickly and calmly as possible. With regard to the latter, the idea is 
to give the caller as much time and encouragement as she needs to 
open up about her problem. 

Once you have seen your program through its first year, it is a 
good idea to take a backward look. You might want to see if your 
calls have been accelerating, whether they represent a cross-section 
of your population, if there are certain patterns to the kind of calls 
and if some of the calls uncover needs that are not being met by the 
community. With regard to the latter, it is particularly exciting and 
rewarding if, within the limits and nature of your own telephone 
support system, you can develop a way of meeting these needs, as 
will be demonstrated in the following chapter. 

23 



24 

CHAPTER X 

WISH SATELLITE SERVICES 

Mother's Connection 
WISH, Westchester, for instance, after receiving a large number 

of calls from mothers of infants and toddlers who were feeling 
isolated and lonely, developed a "spinoff" service called "The 
Mother's Connection." By the use of the WISH telephone 
number, these mother could be "connected" with other mothers 
in their neighborhoods in a similar situation. Some mothers 
volunteered to be the coordinating mothers in their areas. "The 
Mother's Connection" has made it possible for the isolated 
mother to find companionship for herself and her children and 
develop mutual aid programs according to her needs and interests 
at no cost, and through the use of an already existing service. 

Japanese Connection 
About two and a half years after it was established, WISH saw a 

need for extending its services to the Japanese speaking population 
of Westchester. WISH, therefore, started a "spinoff" service, 
"The Japanese Connection". 

"The Japanese Connection" is addressed primarily to the wives 
of Japanese business men who come to the U.S. for two to five 
years. The wives often do not speak English comfortably, are un
familiar with U.S. customs and are separated from family and 
friends. Three Japanese speaking volunteers were recruited and 
trained to deal with the many questions and problems that beset 
women in a foreign country. The volunteers were found as a result 
of contacting a variety of community resources that had a relation
ship to this population. When even only one or two minority peo
ple are convinced that there is a genuine need for sening their 
minority group, you and they are able to begin to provide a service 
for them. The Japanese volunteers themselves were then able to set 
up their own resource file and provide for publicity in their own 
local media in their own language. 



Spanish Connection 
"The Spanish Connection" was modeled after "The Japanese 

Connection" and began its services shortly after. The program was 
prepared to explore the needs of Spanish speaking U.S. residents 
who will remain here permanently. Calls from this population tend 
to revolve around jobs, housing, economic and family problems. 
An immediate and concerned response from a person who speaks 
one's own language is of great help in coping with the problems 
mentioned. 

Black Women's Connection 
Our newest "spinoff" has been targeted to the needs of Black 

women in Westchester. Minority women are even more isolated in 
the suburbs than the majority population. Social and support 
groups that do exist tend not to attract Black women. WISH, 
therefore, at the suggestion of our Black volunteers, developed a 
network, comparable to "The Mother's Connection," for this 
group. "The Black Women's Connection' is a neighborhood bas
ed support group for Black women. Its purpose is for Black 
women to share common interests, mutual support, companion
ship, and social activities. It is for married, single, separated and 
divorced and widowed women. Coordinators are volunteers who 
were recruited through a small notice in the local newspaper. 
Referrals to these coordinators are made through the WISH 
telephone number. WISH provides backup and publicity for the 
program. This program is in its beginnings, but already gives pro
mise of serving a useful purpose. 

On the next pages are some examples of flyers for our Satellite 
services. 
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CHAPTER XI 

THE JOYS OF WORKING AT WISH 

Introduction 
A major aspect of the WISH service 1s its value to the 

volunteers. It is important for the staff to get satisfaction from 
providing services. This happens in many ways. 

The WISH process is a structured transformation of women's 
personal life experiences into a significant resource for the com
munity. This resource has been heretofore undervalued and 
therefore unchanneled. The WISH process places a value on 
womens' contribution to women and channels it in an organized 
way. 

The experience of working at WISH provides volunteers with 
immediate gratification. Positive feedback from callers who say at 
the end of a call, "I feel much better now", or at the beginning of 
a call, "You helped me so much once before," or "You helped me 
realize what I have to do next," are all confirmations to the 
volunteer of the value of what she has to offer. Even without such 
statements the volunteer often knows that the caller has received 
the needed support. This kind of immediate gratification is rare. 

Learning Through Helping 
In addition to feeling useful and appreciated, the volunteer is 

continually learning more about other women - the various pro
blems they have and the constructive and destructive ways they 
deal with them. The result of this is that they understand more 
about womens' strengths and vulnerabilities. For instance, when a 
listener hears from a caller about a problem she is having in her 
marriage and can offer suggestions as to possible actions she can 
take to improve her situation, she is learning as well as helping. 
She is enlarging her perspective all the time. 

Helping Each Other 
We also help each other. While there is no structure for using 
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WISH as a support group for the staff's 
personal problems, there is hardly a person who hasn't on occa

sion casually raised an issue with another staff member by saying 
"I have a WISH problem," and relating it. Usually there is some 
feedback that is helpful. Indirectly, the WISH organization thus 
serves to some degree as a support group for the staff as well as for 
the callers. 

Egalitarian Form Of Organization 
Because WISH is organized on a non-hierarchical basis, where 

people are not assigned to, but volunteer for responsibilities, and 
the work is shared, it is free of competition, and the usual juggling 
for position. The rewards are purely internal and personal. The at
mosphere, therefore, is comfortable and congenial. 

The WISH service is also stripped to the bone in terms of 
bureaucratic structure. This means that the caller does not have to 
deal with talking to intermediaries, giving unnecessary informa
tion, having to wait for appointments, or paying a fee. This allows 
the volunteer to give her direct and immediate attention to the con
cerns of the caller. Unbound by procedural requirements, all of 
the volunteers' energies, including her warm receptive respon
siveness can go directly. to the caller. This is gratifying to the 
volunteer as well. 

Growth Opportunities 
Becoming skilled in delivering the WISH service is the first step in 

growth for the staff volunteers. The staff member may never have 
been able to use her knowledge and experience about women's 
issues except with her own family and among her friends. In seeing 
her skills used as part of a service that is making a respected con
tribution to the community, she has opened the door for her own 
further development. 

Working side by side with women of different ages, marital 
status, ethnic, religious and educational backgrounds, the 
volunteer enlarges her direct experience with all kinds of women. 
Our services have been extended to and staffed by a variety of 
minority groups. This experience has been most enriching. 

Staff Education 
A staff education program via staff meetings or seminars also 

adds to the growth opportunities for the volunteers. Regular staff 
meetings are essential to maintain cohesiveness and organization 



and provide an opportunity for the entire staff to get together. 
Staff meetings are also used to increase knowledge and skills via 
speakers and discussion of problem calls. 

New Programs 
Staff meetings often result in suggestions for moving the pro

gram forward as members often have creative ideas for adding to 
the basic services. As an independent self-help service, it is possible 
to implement these ideas. New tasks and responsibilities are under
taken which engender excitement and enthusiasm. Stagnation is 
avoided. As the program grows, it inevitably provides additional 
growth opportunities for the staff. 
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SUMMARY 
You have now read all about a telephone support system for 

women called WISH, its history, services, form of organization, 
and how you can start a similar program in your community. The 
WISH program has proven to be a useful and accepted service for 
women in three states on the East Coast: Maryland, New Jersey, 
and New York. For lay women who are interested in providing 
direct human helping services to other women, on a volunteer 
basis, WISH enlarges and extends their opportunities. 

This handbook is intended as a guide for developing WISH pro
grams in other communities in the United States or overseas. Ob
viously, communities vary in their needs, and adaptations of the 
WISH program to meet different needs are encouraged. For those 
interested in implementing the basic WISH program in their com
munity, however, additional information and help is available. 
Consultations and "starter" workshops can be arranged. Write or 
telephone WISH. 

468 Rosedale Avenue 
White Plains, N. Y. 10605 
(914) 946-5757 

WISH Baltimore 
P.O. Box 11076 

WISH OFFICES 

Baltimore, Maryland 21212 
(301) 433-9400 

WISH Essex County 
321 Milburn Ave. 
Milburn, New Jersey 07041 
(201) 678-9474 
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