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Abstract

Student support services are provided in colleges and universities, including some designed to help students in various areas of their academic experience.  It has been found, however, that students whom faculty and administration consider to be in need of help do not seek it.  This pilot study interviewed students individually and in groups to gain a general picture of what they regard to be help and where they tend to get it.  Findings suggest that what faculty and administrators view to be helpful is not always seen that way by their target population.  Suggestions for further research are presented.
College Students’ Attitudes toward

Seeking Help: a Pilot Study

Although the primary mission of colleges and universities has been and continues to be higher education, over the years these institutions have added an array of support services for their students.  These services are designed to help students in obtaining the education that is offered.  They accomplish this by assisting students in areas where problems might arise that could obstruct the students' efforts to complete their degrees.  The help provided has included such things as medical assistance, psychological counseling, academic advisement and counseling, tutoring, and services for special populations (e.g., services for students who have disabilities). 

The presumption and intent is that students in need (e.g., students at risk of not succeeding in their academic pursuits) will seek, use, and benefit from help.  It should be noted, however, that while some research indicates that students do in fact benefit from obtaining help, other research fails to support this notion.  For example, Nelson (1994) found that college students who were receptive to help did achieve better than those who were not receptive.  On the other hand, Rickwood (1995) found that when adolescents obtained help it did not alleviate their difficulties, perhaps because focusing on the difficulties intensified them.

The problem is that some students who might benefit from the help offered by the support services may not seek and secure this proffered assistance.  Some may utilize this help more than others, and some may not utilize it at all.  Friedlander (1980) observed that students who are at risk are generally underachievers who consequently tend not to seek help on their own, or use campus resources, while successful students are motivated, high achievers who do seek out and use the support services.  


Whether or not students seek and receive help may depend upon their individual background, upon their personality, and the nature of the situation leading to help seeking.  The intent of the present study was to further explore factors that may, or may not contribute to students choosing to seek and then find help.

Group factors  


Research has suggested that there are detectable difference between groups, and who chapters of textbooks have been devoted to this topic (e.g., Cloninger, 1996).  The differences that have been addressed include such things as ethnicity and gender.  There is, for example, evidence that with regard to gender, men are individualistic and women are concerned with social connections.  With regard to ethnicity, there are variations on how different ethnic groups view individualism as compared to community (some are more individualistic, while others are more collectivistic).


How people approach help-seeking and the utilization of help may be influenced by either their gender, or their ethnic identity, or both.  For example, those who are more individualistic may value self-reliance and devalue help.  Consequently, males may be less inclined to seek and use help, and members of collectivistic cultures may be more inclined to seek and use help.

Individual personality and situational factors


Help-seeking can be viewed from the perspective of the individual person and his, or her dispositions and life situation, topics that are addressed in the study of personality.  In other words, help-seeking and utilization may be seen as arising in those situations for the individual where he or she perceives there is a need for help and is disposed to act upon that perception.


Coping and adaptation are areas of personality functioning that involve a person’s responses to situations of stress and adversity (Cloninger, 1996).  Help-seeking and utilization can be seen as a means for coping and adapting to such situations.  Research has indicated that people first appraise the situation to decide whether some coping or adaptation is necessary and second (if a necessity is perceived) cope either by focusing upon solutions, or upon emotions aroused by the situation, or both (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Lazarus, 1993).  Emotion focused coping is most productive when the situation cannot be changed (e.g., the death of a loved one), while solution focused coping is most productive when the situation can be changed (e.g., a flat tire).  As noted above, this coping may involve seeking and receiving help. For example, when one has a flat tire on the freeway, one may try to solve this situation by calling a roadside service to seek assistance in changing the tire.  Similarly, a student who is earning low grades may seek tutoring.  As another example, in the event a loved one dies, a person may seek emotional support and assistance from friends and relatives.  Similarly, as student who has test-taking anxiety may seek assistance from the student counseling center.

Help-seeking

In reviewing the literature regarding help-seeking, researchers have explored who seeks help, the types of problems for which they seek help and factors that affect help-seeking.

Who seeks help.  After reviewing the literature, Cheatham, Shelton and Ray (1987) found a consistent pattern that distinguishes those who seek help.  They concluded that help-seekers "are likely to have high educational and income levels, are young and identify themselves as Jewish or as not strongly religious, are from urban or suburban environments and are women" (p. 559).

With regard to ethnicity in general, it has been noted that minority students may not choose to use support services and thus have a lower utilization of services (Lee, 1982; Barker and Adelman, 1991).  However, while some research has indicated that white students will seek help more frequently than African American students (Winer, Pasca, Dinello & Weingarten, 1974), other research has failed to find a significant difference between white and African American students (Boesch and Cimbolic, 1994).

Types of problems.  Additional research has explored the sorts of problems for which students might seek help and where they might go to obtain help.   In general, the sorts of problems students encounter at colleges and universities fall into two broad categories, personal-social problems and educational-vocational problems (Christensen, et al., 1976). Adolescents tend to seek help for problems relating to interpersonal relationships, education and health (Bolder & Fallon, 1995). The potential sources of help for these problems include such things as friends, relatives (parents, siblings, more distant relatives), faculty members, mental health professionals, clergy, and physical health professionals (Christensen et al., 1976, Cimbolic et al., 1981).  Kelly and Achter (1995) found that the more personal the issue the less favorable attitude the students have toward seeking and receiving help.  Further, it has been observed that often the primary preference is self-help followed by help from friends (Cimbolic et al., 1981), and that men are more likely to favor self-help, while women will use help from others, especially psychological and medical facilities (Cheatham et al., 1987).  Solberg and Scott (1994) found that in general, if a student who is less identified with the majority culture looks for help beyond his or her friends and family, he or she is more likely to seek help from community elders, religious leaders, student organizations and church groups.

Factors affecting help-seeking.  Many social and psychological factors may contribute to whether and when students of diverse backgrounds use support services provided at colleges and universities.  A key issue noted in the literature is whether the student observes threats or benefits in the potential sources of help (Ryan & Pintrich, 1991); if the benefits outweigh the threats, the student will have higher motivation to seek and receive help. In other words, students (and people in general) consider the cost-benefit ratio when considering whether to seek help; if the cost is too high and the benefit too low, they won't seek help, but if the cost is low and the benefit high, they will.  

What are the potential costs (threats)?  Seeking help often involves self-disclosure (at the very least, one cannot obtain help without revealing what she or he needs help with), and Hinson and Swanson (1993) note that those who feel overly exposed (coupled with the severity of the problem) are less likely to seek help.  Nelson (1994) notes that African-American students fear being shunned or embarrassed if they seek help.  In a large study that sought to identify and measure a broad range of barriers to help-seeking behavior in adolescents, Kuhl, Jarken-Horlick and Morrisey (1997) found that potential obstacles to help-seeking are affordability, alienation (e.g., feeling disconnected from and not understood by potential help sources), confidentiality, family as sufficient to help, knowledge of resources, locus of control (e.g., concerns about being controlled by externals), peers as sufficient to help, perception of help-giver (e.g., trust that the help-giver is truly motivated to help), self-awareness (e.g., embarrassment over need for help), self-perception (e.g., awareness of problems), self-sufficiency, stigma. time availability, and usefulness of help.

Toward a definition and model of help
Although there has been considerable research into help-seeking, the current review of the literature failed to discover a discussion of either a general definition of help, or an articulated model of help and help-seeking.  

Defining help.  Some approaches to help-seeking and utilization may assume that help was something defined by the help-seeker and simply sought to discover those circumstance when help would be sought and from whom.  Others have assumed that help was what was offered by the various sources of help (e.g., student counseling center) and sought to discover why and when these sources might be used, or not used.  In the first case, the researcher assumes the help seeker has a subjective definition of what constitutes help and, on the basis of that definition.  Other research into help and help-seeking takes the approach that help is whatever is offered by the source of the help.  Thus, for example, the counseling provided by a student counseling center is defined as help.

Based upon both the literature review and an analysis of this topic, it is suggested here that help may be seen as having the following characteristics.  First, help is an interaction between at least one individual (the person who is helped) and at least one other person who provides the help.  Second, the person who is helped has some “need for help,” which he or she recognizes and perceives (as a result of a primary assessment of the situation, as noted above).  This “need” involves something that is experienced as a “want” or a “desire,” the satisfaction of which is experienced as beneficial.  Third, there is an action (the “help”) on the part of another person that will satisfy the "need."  In order for "help" to take place, the action has to occur in the context of the "need."  Should the action occur without a "need," there is no "help" taking place. Thus, the  action would not occur, were there no “need” for the help.  Fourth, the helping person is motivated to provide “help” (he or she intends to be helpful) and/or is qualified, or able in some way, to provide the “help.”  If not intending to help, or not qualified, or able, there is no “help.” 

Given these characteristics of help, people might not seek help for a variety of reasons.  First, they may not perceive a need (they conclude, after doing a primary assessment, that there is no threat).  The perception that there is no need may be accurate, because, in fact, there is none.  On the other hand, it may be inaccurate.  There may be a need, but somehow the person fails to see it; either because it is not visible to him or her (e.g., a tear in the back of his or her shirt), or because she or he avoids seeing the need.  In either case, she or he will not seek help.

Even if a need is perceived, a person still may not seek help, because he or she does not see any help available. This is a second reason for not seeking help.  As before, the perception that there is no help available may be accurate, in which case, there simply is no help to seek or use.  However, this perception may be inaccurate.  There may be help available, but the person is unable to see it, or prefers not to see it.  Finally, there may be those who intend to provide help and who believe they are fully capable of giving it, but the person needing help may not agree, or believe that they are truly motivate or qualified to give them help.  In all these cases, the person will recognize a need for help but will neither seek help, nor use help volunteered


Even if a person recognizes a need for help and the presence of qualified help available, he or she may feel there is a cost in receiving help that is too high.  This represents a third reason for not seeking help.  In this case, as noted above, the cost outweighs the benefit.  The costs in receiving help include such things as material costs (e.g., money), psychological costs (e.g., loss of power, excessive psychological self-exposure, loss of self esteem, loss of self-reliance, increase of dependency, and perception of incompetence by others).  It should be noted that these costs may explain why a person might decline to acknowledge a need for help, or to acknowledge that help is available.

Further questions regarding help-seeking

As the research reviewed above indicates, there has been considerable research regarding help-seeking and the use of help, and there have been important findings derived from that research.  Nevertheless, there remain some questions regarding these findings.


Perhaps, the single most important issue is whether or not the empirical research to date takes a broad enough view, either in terms of each study individually, or all studies combined.  In other words, there appears that there has been no effort to formulate and apply a general model of help-seeking and help-utilization as has been proposed here (see above).  What has often happened is that researchers: (a) identify sources of help (usually defined by the help-givers) whose benefits are assumed to be valid in themselves, (b) identify potential negative or aversive consequences (i.e., the costs involved) in seeking and receiving help (on the part of individuals or groups) from the purported source of help, and (c) determine whether there are costs that outweigh the benefits, thereby preventing help-seeking.  As a result, researchers have not explored such things as the basic definitions of help used by the individuals studied.  If a person, or a group of people, don’t use the help offered, it may be because they do not define it as help in the first place.  Or it may be because they weren’t aware the help was there.


The research conducted in this study attempts to fill this gap in the literature.  By using a more general model of help, help-seeking and help-utilization, it is possible to expand the range of answers to the question: Why do people seek help, or not seek help?  This is exploratory research, and the intention will be to interview potential help-seekers to find out their definitions of help and the factors that influence when they do and do not seek and use help.

By failing to address this matter of defining help, the research to date has not explored whether seeking, or not seeking help, from a particular resources has to do with whether or not that resource meets the definition of help in the help-seeker.  The pilot study conducted in this project attempted to address these matters.

1. Data analysis:

Analysis of the data collected from the students can be divided into findings in general regarding "help" and "help-seeking" and findings concerning responses to the specific stimulus questions.

a. General findings:

When the participants were divided on the basis of ethnicity, there were no major differences between them.  Thus, for example, there was no clear evidence in this pilot study that African American students have a concept of help that is radically different from white students; consequently, on the basis of this research we cannot say that minority students do NOT seek help from on-campus resources, because these resources fail to meet their definition of help.  

It had been thought that part of an operating definition of help would include the competency of the helping agent.  In other words, help would could only occur if the helper is qualified to help.  Further it was thought that this element of help would differ between ethnic groups.  As noted above, there were no distinctions between ethnic groups with regard to the definition of help.  And, in fact, participants in general did not think of help in terms of ability to provide help.

While the participants never directly addressed the matter of competency, or qualification to provide help, they did examine the matter of intent.  This arose both spontaneously and in response to follow-up questions concerning competency to help.  Some felt that help only occurred when benefits resulted, and these benefits could only occur if the "helper" is, in fact, able to help.  These participants asserted that "help must be useful."  Others did not see this as relevant.  They felt help is defined more by intent than by outcome.  In this case, help occurs when someone tries to help, whether or not he or she succeeds.  These participants stated "help is trying to do something for another person."  

Interestingly, it tended to be female participants who viewed help more in terms of intent, while males viewed it more in terms of outcome.  In this sense, the female participants appeared more concerned with the relational matters.  The help arises out of friendly intent, regardless of whether or not the person helped actually benefits.  Thus, a female would be likely to say she felted helped by another person, as long as that person intended to help, even if she did not in fact derive a benefit from the help.  The male perspective sees help as something that leads to a specific benefit and without that benefit there is no help.

Finally, somewhat in keeping with the prior finding, there was a difference in perspective on help between those who were interviewed who may be defined as help-givers and those not seen as help-givers.  The participants who are staff at the Counseling Center and the participants who were students working in the Student Affairs Division at ULV all have roles as help-givers.  For the help-givers, help is framed more in terms of giving help, while for the others it is seen more in terms of receiving help.  The help-givers would tend to use statements like "Help is doing something for another person who needs to get help."  The others would use statement like "Help is seeking to relieve stress or tension."

b. Specific findings:

These findings concern the specific stimulus questions posed during the focus groups.

Question one: What is help?

On this question, participants indicated that help was something a person sought when in need of assistance.  In fact, need was a very important aspect of help.  The following responses are indicative of that view:

"[Help is a] person place or thing to go to when in trouble or need of assistance."

"Providing for a lack or need."

Question two: What makes something helpful?
Participants thought something was helpful when it met a need and/or when it enabled a person to now, or in the future, meet that need on her or his own.  Typical and frequent responses were:

"When you learn how to do something on your own."

"Gives you independence."

Question three: What are possible sources for help, especially here on the ULV campus?
The students taken as a whole were aware of nearly all the on-campus resources for help at ULV.  They also listed off-campus resources, such as their parents, or people in general.  The one on-campus area that was least mentioned was Campus Safety.  The most cited on-campus sources were the Learning Enhancement Center, the Health Center, the Counseling Center, and Residence Life personnel.

Question four: Why do people seek help?
The great majority of responses to this question had to do with the presence of a clear and genuine a need for help.  Underlying all help-seeking, then, was the recognition of a need for help.  Participants said such things as

"They realize the need."

"They become willing to admit they have a problem."

"When they begin to feel worse."

Question five: Why don't people seek help?
Some participants turned around the answer to question four to answer this question.  They said people will not seek help when they fail to recognize that they need it, or when they do not actually have the need in the first place, either because there is no problem, or there is a problem they can fix on their own. They made such statement as

"When they don't think they have a problem."

"When they don't need help."

"They feel they can, or should, handle things themselves."

Other participants answered this question in terms of some cost involved in seeking help.  They tended to say that when the costs outweighed the benefits, a person would not seek help.  They made such statements as

"They feel embarrassed."

"There is a negative image about those who need help."

"They are intimidated, especially by faculty or authority figures."

Question six: Why would a person NOT seek help at the ULV Counseling Center?
This question was a specific follow-up to question five.  It was raised, because the principle investigator of this study is the Director of the Center.

The primary reason offered was the location of the Center.  Currently, the Counseling Center is located on-campus in an area that has high student foot-traffic.  Several participants in the study noted this fact and stated that students would not want to be seen entering the Center, for fear others would identify them as "mentally ill."  To some extent, then, it appears that this issue arises from a more general problem concerning stigma attached to emotional difficulties.  A typical response to question six was:

"Too embarrassing to be seen there."

2. Toward a model of help and help-seeking

Based upon both the literature review and the finding of the pilot study, the help is seen as having the following characteristics:

a. Help is an interaction between at least one individual (the person who is helped) and another person who provides the help.

b. The person who is helped has some “need for help,” which he or she recognizes and perceives.  This “need” involves something that is experienced as a “want” or a “desire,” the satisfaction of which is experienced as beneficial.

c. There is an action (the “help”) on the part of the person.  The action would not occur, were there no “need” for the help.

d. The helping person is motivated to provide “help” (he or she intends to be helpful) and/or is qualified, or able in some way, to provide the “help.”  If not intending to help, or not qualified, or able, there is no “help.” 

Given these characteristics of help, people might NOT seek help, because

a. Because they don’t “need” help. . .

· because they simply do not have the need

· because they fail to recognize a need that they have because it is not visible to them

· because they defend against recognizing it (see 3b note below)

b. Because there is no help available

· there is no source available, period

· there is a source of help but they don’t know it, or it is not visible to them

· there is a supposed source of help, but that source isn’t truly motivated and/or “qualified" (that is, those who intend to help are not competent) to provide the help.

c. Because there is a “cost” to seeking and receiving help that outweighs the benefit that might derive from the help, and that cost might include :

· material costs, such as money

· psychological costs, such as loss of power, excessive self-exposure, loss of self-esteem, loss of self-reliance (being dependant), experience of, or perception by others of incompetence

· other costs

NOTE: It may be hypothesized that it is the presence of these costs which might, on occasion, lead an individual to decide they don’t have a “need” in the first place (see 1b above)

A. In general, who benefited from your project?

The students, staff and faculty at ULV will benefit from this project.  The information derived from this report will lead to: (a) enhancement of existing sources of help on campus, and (b) further exploration of the issues in seeking and receiving help.

B. Specifically, how did the project recipients benefit?

Sources of help on campus will be able to modify approaches to providing help to make it easier and more beneficial for students to seek and receive help.

D. State how the project addressed the Irvine Grant goals you listed in section I.

This project explored the various issues concerning perceptions of help and seeking and receiving help.  It looked at these issues in terms of cultural diversity, gender and groups giving and receiving help.  These findings can be important in improving the overall climate for diverse population in our community at large.

V.  Next Steps

A. State your recommendations for future efforts.

It is recommended that further research based upon the model of help and help-seeking that was derived as a result of this project (both the literature review and the data collected and analyzed).  A further study, using questions derived from this model, can more systematically address when and how there is both success and failure in helping students.

B. Identify how you will share the results of your efforts with colleagues and the University 

    community.

The results of this project will be shared with the various administrators involved in the various efforts to provide help on this campus.
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