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Introduction
This toolkit is for anyone thinking about using Skype to facilitate peer support.

It follows a pilot project carried out by Action for M.E., the UK’s leading charity for people 
with Myalgic Encephalomyelitis and their carers, and funded by the Long Term Conditions 
Alliance Scotland (LTCAS) to explore the potential of using Skype for peer support. This 
project came about as many people with M.E. are unable to access peer support from 
local support groups because they are too ill to attend (one in four people with M.E. are 
housebound) or there is simply no local group near them.

The aim of the toolkit is to provide information on the practicalities of setting up a Skype 
peer support group.



What is Skype?
Skype is software that enables people to 
make free voice and video calls, send 
instant messages and share files with 
others using Skype. You need access to 
the internet and most people use Skype 
on their computer at home or work.

The best thing about Skype is that you 
have the option of seeing, as well as 
hearing, the person you are talking to. 
Many people use Skype for keeping in 
touch with family abroad as they find it is 
more personal than a telephone call or 
email. It is also free, as long as you are 
within your broadband limit.

To be able to see and hear the person you 
are calling, you will need a webcam and 
headset with a microphone. However, if 
you have a laptop computer, it will most 
likely have a webcam and microphone 
built in, so you don’t need any extra 
equipment. You can use Skype to talk to 
one person or a group of people. 

What is peer support?
Peer support means different things to 
different people. There are also many 
different types of peer support services. 
For the purposes of this toolkit, we would 
describe peer support as people sharing 
knowledge, experience, emotional and 
practical support with one another. This 
relationship is often based on people 
sharing a common experience, for 
example, living with M.E.

How can Skype be used 
for peer support?
Many people with long term conditions, 
such as M.E., are housebound. This means 
that even if they are lucky enough to have 
a local support group near them, they may 
not be well enough to attend. Many 
people in this situation try to find peer 
support online through, for example, 
forums (such as those hosted on our 
Online M.E. Centre), chatrooms or 
Facebook.

There are many great benefits to online 
peer support, for example, you can access 
it at any time of day, at a time when you 
feel at your best. 

However, you may find that you miss the 
personal touch of being able to hear and 
see who you are in touch with. Skype 
allows you to do this with one other 
person or as part of a group of people 
sharing peer support.

Through our pilot, we have found that four 
to six is the ideal number of people to 
take part in a Skype group. This could be 
the same group of people or different 
people could opt in and out at different 
times, for example, if a speaker of interest 
had been invited to take part.
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How do I use Skype? 
You need to download Skype on to your 
computer and set up your own Skype 
account:

Downloading Skype 
Go to the Skype website –  
www.skype.com/intl/en-gb/get-skype/

You can download Skype for Windows, 
Mac (Apple Mac), Ipad and Iphone. For 
most calls you will use Skype Free, so 
press the blue ‘Download Skype’ button 
on the screen. The process for installation 
is regularly updated so simply follow the 
instructions given to you onscreen. 

Setting up a Skype account
Once Skype is installed, you can create 
your own Skype account. You need an 
email address to do this so make sure you 
have it to hand. Again, follow the 
instructions to create an account. 

When choosing a Skype name, remember 
that this is the name you will give to 
people you are in touch with. It could be 
your real name or a made up fun name if 
you prefer. Write down your Skype name 
and password somewhere safe as you will 
need these each time you log into Skype. 
Finally, if you don’t want to receive 
publicity material from Skype, make sure 
you uncheck this box.

Adding your photo
You can add a photo of yourself to your 
Skype account. This can be particularly 
helpful if you are having a voice only call 
with someone as it makes it much more 
personal than talking to a blank screen.

When setting up your account, you will be 
given the chance to take your photo via 
your computer screen or you can 
download a photo you already have on 
your computer by pressing the ‘browse’ 
option instead.

Adding contacts
To make a Skype call you need to add the 
Skype name of whoever you want to be in 
touch with to your contact list. To do this, 
click on ‘Contacts’ at the top left of the 
page and then ‘add contact’, at the 
bottom.

If you know the person’s Skype name, add 
it here. If you don’t, you can search for it 
by typing their name into the search box 
that sits below the Contacts heading, then 
press ‘Find this person’. You then send the 
person a message asking if you can add 
her/him to your contacts list. 

Registering for group calls
Skype Free allows you to make free group 
calls, but without the video facility. This 
means you can hear, but cannot see the 
others in the group. To have calls where 
you can see everyone in the group, one 
member of the group needs to subscribe 
to Skype Premium.



The cost of Skype Premium can vary 
significantly depending on what offers are 
available, but should not cost more than 
£5.99 per month. If a group of five or six 
people wanted to share this cost, they 
could each pay approximately £1 per 
month. To buy Skype premium go to: 
www.skype.com/intl/en-is/prices/premium.

If you are going to make group calls, it is 
worth creating a group contact. This 
means you only have one button to click 
each time you make this call. To do this, 
click ‘Create a group’ at the bottom left of 
your page and add the relevant contact 
names. Then, give the group a name, for 
example, ‘Highland group’. Your group 
contact will appear on your contacts list as 
a little green icon with a circle of white 
dots inside.

Using Skype
Now you are ready to make a Skype call. 
Unlike email, you and the person you want 
to speak to need to be logged on to 
Skype, so you will ideally have arranged a 
time in advance and agreed who will make 
the call (to avoid ringing each other and 
getting an engaged tone).

To log on to Skype, double click  
on the icon on your screen.

Click on ‘sign in’.

A ‘welcome to Skype’ screen will appear. 
Enter your user name and password.

When you access your account, your list of 
contacts are on your left hand side. Beside 
each person’s name is what looks a bit like 
a small green cloud.

If someone is logged on to Skype, the 
cloud will have a little tick image inside. If 
the person is not logged on, the cloud will 
be clear/white inside. 

Making a Skype call 
If your contact is logged on, click on their 
name to make your call.

Two green tabs will appear on your right, 
call (voice only) or video call.

Click which option you want to use and 
you will be dialled through.

Making a Skype group call
If you have made a group contact, click on 
it to call each person in the group. The 
photo of each individual in the group will 
appear at the top right of your screen 
allowing you to see who is logged on 
(green cloud with tick) and who is not 
(green cloud, white/clear inside).

The green    tab will appear 

alongside    below the photos of 
those in your group. If someone in your 
group is not yet logged on, you can start 
the call and add them later once you know 
they are logged on (green cloud with 
white tick). To add them to the call, hover 
your mouse at the bottom of your screen 
and click on the + sign. This gives you the 
option to ‘Add people to this call’.

Ask the person not to call you as you will 
put everyone else on hold if you try to 
answer.
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Receiving a call 
When someone is calling you using video, 
you will be given the option ‘Answer’, 
‘Answer with video’ or ‘Decline’.

Once you have clicked ‘Answer with 
video’, the sound should start followed by 
an image of the caller. If you click on 
‘Answer’ by mistake, you can hover your 
mouse over the foot of your screen and 
click on the camcorder icon.

Ending a call 
To end a call, click on the red button with 
a telephone receiver on it.

Instant messaging
Instant messaging is available to you at 
the bottom right of your screen and allows 
you to type a message to a contact.

Just click on the person you’d like to send 
a message to and type in the box, for 
example, “I’m running a bit late – ready in 
5 minutes!”

Potential problems  
and solutions
As Skype relies on broadband, sometimes 
the connection is not as strong as you 
would like it to be. This is particularly the 
case in rural areas. At times the video may 
begin to break up, or there is some 
speech delay, or the voice quality is not 
very clear. There are a number of things 
you can try:

•	 Stop and start the call again. 

•	Check all webcams and headsets are 
plugged in properly and switched on. 

•	Make sure the video camera icon at the 
bottom of the screen is switched on (to 
find, hover your mouse at bottom of the 
screen). 

•	 If the volume needs adjusted use the 
slider on the volume icon at the bottom 
of your screen. Having volume too loud 
on one computer can result in feedback 
noises in everyone else’s. 

•	 If the brightness needs adjusted try 
using F9 and F10 keys. 

•	Consider changing the time of day of 
your call. Our pilot found changing the 
time from 5pm to 2pm made a 
difference to the connection.

If nothing is obviously wrong, our pilot 
groups have found that if you revert to 
‘voice only’ the voice/audio quality, at 
least, improves. You can do this easily by 
hovering your mouse at the bottom of the 
screen and clicking off the video camera 
icon.
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Points worth 
remembering
Before holding a group meeting, it is 
always worth testing out Skype one to one 
first with each person taking part. This 
gives everyone the chance to check they 
are set up with Skype properly, their 
settings eg volume are correct and that 
they are using it in the best room in their 
house for broadband quality as well as 
picture clarity which is often dependent on 
the lighting of the room.

It is also important to remember that the 
transmission of sound via Skype is one way 
only, so talking over someone will block 
the sound. It is therefore important that 
those taking part in a group call take it in 
turns to speak. This can be difficult during 
a lively group meeting so if someone is 
facilitating the group meeting, s/he needs 
to ensure everyone has a chance to speak.

Looking at a screen can be more tiring 
than seeing someone face to face so, if 
used by people with M.E., limit the time 
so as not to provoke symptoms.

It is also good to have an alternative 
contact number for everyone involved so if 
there are problems with the Skype you can 
text or speak on the phone to reassure 
people they are not being ignored.
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