THURSDAY, JULY 30, 2026

THE MINNESOTA STAR TRIBUNE 11

CONNECTIONS

A short phone call can
make a big difference

By HOPE MUNOZ
For the Minnesota Star Tribune

On any given weekday after-
noon, usually Tuesdays, Joyce
Harris receives a phone call at her
home in Minneapolis. At the other
end of the line sits Mary Maas in St.
Paul. Like old friends, they discuss
a range of topics from weather to
politics to restaurant recommen-
dations, but there’s one peculiar-
ity: They have never met in person.

The calls began in 2024 after
Harris retired from a career in
insurance, retail and with the city
of Minneapolis. Her life is starkly
different from when she was in the
workforce. At 81, she lives alone
and enjoys the freedom that comes

with fewer obligations. Every
so often, she chats with the bell-
man or mailman and spends time
with her boyfriend, a semi-retired
accountant.

Before retirement, Harris was
surrounded by people. She joked
that when she worked at Dayton-
Hudson Corp., the forerunner
to Target, people would come in
and tell her their life stories. “You
didn’t have to ask anything,” she
said. “They just start talking and
talking and talking and talking.”

After retirement, she realized
that many of her friends were peo-
ple she had worked with and were
still in the professional world. She
missed the interaction, the routine
conversations that were part of her

daily life for decades.

“Youdon’t have that community
anymore,” Harris said.

In 2024, Harris signed up for a
program called Phone Compan-
ions, hosted by the Minnesota-
based nonprofit Friends & Co. The
organization pairs volunteer call-
ers with older adults.

Harris joked that she was “really
just looking for a guy to talk to.”
Instead, she was matched with a
female volunteer, Maas, during the
run-up to the presidential election.
Thetwo bonded over their aligned
political views and shared sense of
humor.

“We hit it off. We just really con-
nected,” said the 86-year-old Maas.
“Like-minded in many areas, it

Mary Maas, 86, of St. Paul, with
her client Jack. Maas volun-
teers for the Minnesota-based
Friends & Co’s program called
Phone Companions.
Friends & Co

was so easy to talk to Joyce, and
we would get angry together about
what’s going on in the country or
the city.”

‘Flowers before bread’

Before joining Friends & Co,
Maas worked at Amicus Reconnect,
are-entry program for people with
criminal backgrounds to find hous-
ing, jobs and other resources. After
she retired about four years ago,
Friends & Codrew herinbecause of
its saying, “flowers before bread.”
She liked the idea of focusing on
providing services other than just
physical necessities.

Maas first connected with a
caller for over a year and enjoyed
it. After his death, she matched
with Harris.

In addition to Phone Compan-
ions, Friends & Co has other pro-
grams to combat social isolation,
such as Coffee Talk, which hosts
20-minute, one-on-one, drop-in
phone calls, as well as in-person
programs for home visits and gath-
erings. Loneliness and isolation
affect about a quarter of the older
adult population, increasing their
risk for developing physical and
mental health conditions. Social
connection reduces that risk.

Friends & Co, formerly known
as Little Brothers — Friends of the
Elderly Twin Cities, was founded in
1972. Almost 50 years later, during
the COVID-19 pandemic, it started
Phone Companions and Coffee
Talk. On average, 300 volunteers
and callers use Phone Companions
each month, and the organization
has tallied 10,000 Coffee Talk calls
over the past five years.

The pandemic brought lone-
liness to the forefront, spurring
companionship programs to help
older people combat it. Organiza-
tions would connect people with
someone to talk to on the phone
or take walks with. With the advent
of artificial intelligence, robots are
substituting for human compan-
ionship. For example, in South
Korea, which has a high rate of
suicide among older adults, more
than 12,000 older people have
received robotic companions from
the government.

At Friends & Co, connection is
oftered in the form of about 150
phone volunteers and 10 Coffee
Talk callers, who live in the com-
munity and are willing to listen and
converse.

“Older adults have actually said
there’s something in us calling in
and knowing that we’re talking to
somebody that’s not getting paid to
talk tous,” said Paul Cram, Friends
& Co’s marketing and communi-
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cations manager. “That makes it
feel more special. It feels like they
actually care about me as a human
being.”

Mixed signals

The longest-running of the
country’sso-called “warm” linesis
Friendship Line from the Institute
on Aging in San Francisco. During
the pandemic, its callers shot up
from4,000amonthto 9,000. Now
the organization completes around
16,000 calls per month.

Founded in 1973 by Patrick
Arbore, Friendship Line operates
as a 24/7 emotional support line
available in eight languages for
adults over age 60 throughout Cali-
fornia. In addition to casual conver-
sation, its staff and volunteers are
trained to handle calls related to
grief and suicide prevention.

In 2024, the institute published
a study that followed 121 older
adults using Friendship Line over
six months. It reported a decrease
in loneliness from 46% to 28%, a

drop in depression rates from 36%
to 25% and a reduction in anxiety
rates from 63% to 43%.

“As you get older, you start to
feel less visible,” said Katy Spence,
the senior director of Friendship
Line. “And there are things like
your health and your social con-
nections that start to decrease.”

Spence said the line is effec-
tive for people who need to talk to
someone immediately, providing
a service that even a face-to-face
visit can’t, because help is so swift.

But the research on the effec-
tiveness of phone friendship lines
is mixed. A 2015 study led by Vet-
erans Affairs Portland Health Care
System found that depressive
symptoms remained unchangedin
adults over 50 who received regu-
lar phone calls, but that in-person
visits from family and friends low-
ered those symptoms.

For around 40 years, the Adven-
tures in Caring Foundation in Santa
Barbara, Calif., ran a program
called the Medicine of Compas-

sion. It involved college students
visiting nursing home residents
receiving end-of-life care and
emphasized compassion, human-
ity and in-person connection. Then
the pandemic hit, and gone were
visits to long-term care facilities.
So the foundation created Phone
a Friend, a telephone companion-
ship program.

“Phone calls are absolutely bet-
ter than nothing,” said Simon Fox,
the foundation’s executive direc-
tor. “They’re the next best thing.”

When the pandemic ended, the
foundation only had resources for
one of the programs and resur-
rected Medicine of Compassion.

“The in-person connection is so
much more meaningtul and pow-
erful for both the senior and the
student,” Fox said.

For many, however, the phoneis
a better option. It reduces liability
issues that could come withahome
visit and eliminates travel, which
can be a barrier for volunteers.

“Some folks don’t want people
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in their homes, you know, for a vari- “We kind of need a lot of differ-
ety of reasons,” said Angie Perone, ent solutions, and so I think that’s
director of the Center for Advanced one of many that could work bet-
Study of Aging Services at the Uni- ter for some and less for others,”
versity of California, Berkeley. “So Perone said.
they just prefer a telephone call.”
After some studies, including a Let’s do lunch
1991 paper from Indiana Univer- For Harris and Maas in Min-
sity, showed phone lines have little nesota, who came of age in the
impact on mental health, Perone 1950s when long phone conversa-
said it was harder to get funding for tions fueled female friendships,
“warm” lines. But the older LGBTQ the calls are filling a crucial need.
clients she had been working with Their weekly conversations have
at anonprofit were requesting such not only brightened their days but
programs. After a year-long pilot As part of the Visiting Compan- also broadened their perspectives,
phone program funded by a Michi- ions program from Minnesota- though they don’t talk about poli-
gan foundation and the University based Friends & Co, client Ruth tics as much as they used to.
of Michigan School of Social Work Ann and volunteer Pat Cook, “Each week it’s just, it’s inspir-
Gerontology, Perone published meet at a restaurant. The ing,” Maas said.
a 2019 study that found “warm” nonprofit Friends & Co also After the long Minnesota winter, 0 ino. three locations! Visit us TODAY!
lines provided more inclusive and created Phone Companions, a they talked about meeting up for e CaSINO,ENTee FOCCRIINIRLIDTT US :
culturally responsive services for remote version of the program. lunch, something they did not get TURTLE LAKE CASINO 1.800.846.8946
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Still, Perone said she would lonely after her retirement people who feel like old friends.
not discount other methods that found companionship through “This year it’s going to happen,” FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL MEDIA! n .
engage older people, including the Friends & Co’s phone program. Maas said. “I can come over and
Al bots South Korea is using. Friends & Co pick her up, and we can go out.”



