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Abstract,

Help-Seeking Behavior -

Help-seeking -behavior among a diverse sample of Black

adults was investigated. Results of this,investigition
-

-

indicatled,,that informal, as well as lorinal, sources of

support ate critical in the lives of Blacks when

seeking, aid .tf a problem. *The type of support

.

utilized, however, depends upon the nature of tfie

problem enc'ountered. The s ignificance of these

findings, and implications for future research are

discussed.
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Help-Seeking Behavior Among a Diverse
4

Sample of Black Men and Women

Help-seeking behavior has been defined as any

conznunication' about a problem or troublesome event that

i s directed t toward obtaining support advice or

assistance in times' of distress" (Gourash, 1978).

Individual'i may seek help.from both formal and informal

sources of'-support. Formal sources of support include,

for example, assistance received f oinmental health

agencies, physicians, and other forms of professional

help. Informal sources of suPporl iXclude'assistance

(

received from an individual's ownosocial network of

relatives and' friends. Researchers, and.practi'tioneis

acknowledge thq importanct of 'both professionar and

informal support systems in'helping 'individuals adjust
.

to troublesbme transitions and unexpected crises.
,

A number of inveatigat3rs have examined,
.

help-seeking behaVor (see- reviews by. Gottlieb, 1976;
.

MCKinla, ,Few of these studiesshowever,

document sources of . help utilized by Blacks.

Exceptions include, for example, research reported. by

Brunswick (1979), Hendricks, Ho*ard, and Gary (1981),

Leashore (1980) and neighbors (1981). 4,As a result of

the limited state of knowledge on help-seeking behavibr
Ms

r 1
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a study wan undertaken. The

-purpos study was to investigate the use of

formal 4 r mal sotincesof help amongia diverse'
. .

sampler of min and women. In idai t ion,

information was ascertained regarding the type of help

Orovied/ by hese sources and how satisfied, the

respondents with this help.
Method

Subjects
.

The respondents consisted of a random

probability- based sample of 451 Black adults residing

in Richmond; Viiginia.- Approximately two` thirds (60.8
.

.percent) of the sample were women and the median age,.

was 37.3 years. A.,descriptivesummary of, the sample is

provided in Table 1.

Instrument

A structured,- interview questionnarie, consisting.
A

a of) a,number of open and close-ended items, was usedAn

this research. More specifically, respondents were

'asked had they experienced any financial, employment,,

crime, fami ly or hkalith-related problems within the

past five years. The participants were sltbsequently

aske : 1) who helped them with these problems', 2 what' .

4
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_

type of help, was provided, and 2) how satisfied were

they with the respontes of' others to their problems.

Procedure
"

Par ti cipant s "were, in Very iewed with structured,

face-to-face interviews during the late summer and fall

of 1981,. Six hundred and twenty-fdur, resid.ents were
.

aelected to participate in 'thi.s\.researehthr,ough a

multi- stage, cluster. -sampling. The overall response

rate was 72.3 percent, yielding a sample of 451. A

compariso; with 1980 census data indicated that the
..

sample was..

nin

irly representative of the general Black

population ._in, -Virginia. -,

Results

Table 2 illustrates the incidence of financial,

employ'ment crime, family and. health-re1ated 'problems

reported .by the' respondents. As indicated, finance-
,

and health related ,problems were the 'areas identified

most frequently by .the respondents. That is, 44.9

Jrcent of the samplereported finance-related problem?

and 42.6 percent reported health related problems. The

other areas did not appear, to be as problematic.

5 -
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Help-Spekfng Behavior,

Two specific problem areas, finance- and

-. health -related, were .further exiunine42t6 'deterinine the

extent to 'which formal andAiforMal sources .were used

when respondebis were seeking aid.. They were *elected

for further analysis because. they represented the

- - .

problems 'most often reported by the respondents:

Table 3 indicates that respondents turned to bath

formal and informal. sources for help with finance and

health - related problems. The nature of the problem'

encountered,.howeveri'appeared to ing/uendefthe type of

source. that Was .used. More specifically, /8.5 perdent,

'ofd' the sample turned to forMal sources of .support when
:

.

seeking aid., to a health-related 'problem, -whereas

percent of the simple _turned to inforMal sources of

support when seaThuaid to a-finance7related prOblena.

Respondent* were also more likely not to seek help frOm
y

anyone when encountered with.a finande-relited problem

(14.1 percent) as compared to a health-related problem

,(1.1. percent). None of the demographic variabdes

examined in this research were significantly related_to

he Use of formal versus informal sources of help.

6
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Type of Help Provided-
i

. ;

Help - Seeking Behavior
- '

In terms of financ'e'-veiated problems, the largest

amount of help received'was in.theforfi of loans (35.0

liletient) and gifts (27.3 percent); the least, amount of

heIp was in the 'fa-ram of instrumental' and emotional
(j

support (3.9 perceni). 'The type of help received most

/ 0

often- by ilidiviciutrs with' health-related problems was

in the form of _instrumental support 144-rg percent) .

Satisfaction with/Help Provided

As illustrated in Table 4 the majority (86.7

percent) of the sample° was eith r fsatsisfied" or !very

./

satisfied" with the' response of ot'h'ers to their

problems. Only 13.3 percent ofd, the sample indicated

1th the help' they received from
"ditsatiiflict ion"

Others.

There

perceived

educational

That is, a,

`4)

was a significant relationship between

satisfaction with assistance receivedfand

level, X.2 (2, N,'=.451) = l< .05.

greater propoiiion of individuals with some

college education (94.9 percent) waa s&tisfied with the

a

responses of others to their problems than individuals

who had not graduated from high school (83.5

percent) or those witi only ,a high school education

,(85.1 percent). None of: the oti er demographic

7
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ariab1es examined in this study were significantly

related to perceived satisfaction 'with the responses of

others.

Discussion

Overall, the results of th.i.s investigation

inditaed that the'majoriy of the sample sought

assistance to, problems encountered in 'times of

distress. Since some research suggests that Blacks aie

eluctant to seek help, particularly from. formal

sources cif assistance (Cainon & Lockei1976; Grieenley. &

Michan i c 1976; Shap i ro . 1975; Windle 1980) these

findingi.are noteworthy.. .:

- The ,respondents in this study used both formal and

inforMal sources of The type ofpreblem

encountered, however,.appeared
determine,the type of

assistance .thht was used to -a' greater extente"than

various. -demographic faCtors. The majority 'of the-

espondents. s'ougb.t help frmnintalmal networks to a.

increaaed degree when faced with
;

a finance-related

probl* yet formal networks were used more often as, a

source of 'help with lealth-related problems. Thus, it

ap-pear %,that Blacks do- seek formal help When it is

--.4...
appropriate to do so such as when a medical prob4em

.

,

- arises. Previous research on Blacks also' suggests that'
. 1

..
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ti

\the type. of.Prolgem,ezperienced influendes where help

Os sought (Brown, 1978;. Cook & Weiger, 1983; aridricks

et ar.i '1981; Leutz., 1976; Libernan'& Mullen, 1978;

Schreiber 1978).
t.

As expectedr the help.: received from informal

sotr_ces -were primarily socioemotiona4 support and

instrumental support in ti...form of various gifts and

loans. Formal sources of assistance were more likely

to provide help im the form,of instrumental support,.

Furthermore, an overwhelming Aroportion'of the sample

was sat islied with the aid they received fro-m their

souroes of support, both-formal'and informal.

In summary, formal and, informal sources. of support

are critica.1 in the lives of Blacks when seeking aid to

A problem. Since individuals seek different sources V-
.-4

as i s tance for different types': Rf prob 1 ems this

suggests that some type of "Selection'processl takes

place. to help individuals decide where.they should go

to seek assistance. ReSearch 'should be..conducted that

examines the dynamics that go nte this-SelectiOn

,process.. rn addition, future research should

extensively document the appropriateness and

effectiveness-of using different sources of help under

..

le
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varying conditions. Such research can have .important'

'implications for sbcial and clinical practice.

s.

,s
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Descriptive Summary of Sample
..

Demographic Characteristics

"f-

Percent

Sex

Ate

Male
Female

18-30 years
31-45 years
46-75 years
Over 65

Education
8 years o less 96 21.4

9-11 'year
134 29.8

High Sch 1 Graduate 113 25.2

Some College
67 14.9

College Graduate 25 5.6

Graduate School 14 3.1

177.

274
39.2
60.8

63 36.4
23.9
24.1
15.4

Household Income

Less than $6,000 100 27.5

$6,000 - $11,999 83 22.9

$12,000 - $24,999 - 117 32.2

.$25,00k - or more 63 17.3

Emtiloyment -Status

Not Employee 195'

Employed
253

Mari tal Status

43.5.
56.5

Never-Married 149 33.0

Married 162 35.9

Widowed 53 11.8
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Table 1 (contended)

Dera6graphlc pharacteristics

- 15

Per ent*

Divorced/4parated
87

Family Type

Nuclear ,,

Extended

213
84

71.7
28.3

*Pi,rcentages may not equal. 100.0 due' =to rounding..

r- .

.i.

1

r
\

Includes -unemployed individ'uals seeking work,.

hoMemakers, students, retired Andividuals and disabled

persons.
,
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Table
-ProbleMs Encountered by Respondents

Problem Areas.

: *

WEncountered % N Encountered

Financial 44.8 202

Employment 1,9.3 8?

Crime 10.4 47

Family 19.5 88

Health 41-.0 185

,..........m.m.....4
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Table 3

Help Sought from Formal vs. InfoI Supports
f

as C'Fusition of Type of Problem

Help-Seeking Behavior

.
Financial Health

Source of Help % N _
% N'

-------...7-----7--------

Formal

Informal

No One

17

"19.3 37 78.5 143

66.7 128 20.2 37

14.1 27

18.
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Table 4

ti

Help-Seeking Behavior

ParceiVed Satisfaction of Respondents-With
the Responses of Otheis to Theis PriAloms .

1 1 8

Respdnse

,

Very Satisf it . _ ,72 '17.7a

Satisfied .,
. 281 69.0

Dissatisfied .35 8.6

Very Dissatisfied 19 4.7.
9
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