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ABSTRACT 

This research examines the issue of recruitment to 

workplace literacy assistance programs and uses concepts 

identified and developed from varied literatures and field 

interviews in three experimental studies of help-seeking 

behavior in the workplace. The results indicate that 

supervisory support is critical in encouraging employees to 

seek help for skill deficiencies that may be perceived as 

stigmatizing. The anonymity of the program appears to 

lessen the perceived costs of such a decision. On the other 

hand, pressure (manipulated as counselling about a work 

problem) serves primarily to lessen the perceived 

supportiveness of the supervisor. Limitations and areas for 

future research are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

introduction 

Skill deficiencies, alcohol and drug abuse, and mental 

and emotional problems affect many American workers, keeping 

them from reaching their productive potential, and costing 

industry billions of dollars in turnover, absenteeism and _ 

poor work performance (Schoultz, 1986; Berney, 1988). 

Workers typically conceal problems such as these until an 

extreme point where the problem is completely out of control 

and is seriously affecting their performance. Early 

intervention could prevent these extreme situations and 

bring about more effective solutions to less full-blown 

problems, but this requires discovering the sources of the 

problems. 

Short of intensive mental, emotional, and physical 

testing of the workforce, however, workers must identify 

themselves. To receive the help they need to overcome these 

problems, they must first disclose to someone in authority 

that they have a serious problem that they cannot handle. 

The dilemma these workers face, however, is that disclosing 

their problem, a necessary first step in improving an 

untenable situation, may be perceived as initially worsening 

that situation. This makes the question of how to get 



workers to overcome their fears and identify themselves with 

problems they have spent years concealing a central concern 

in efforts to improve the quality of the workforce. 

The answer to this question requires identifying 

factors that may influence help-seeking behavior in the 

workplace. This paper explores concepts from relevant 

literatures and information from field interviews in an 

attempt to identify some possible influences on help-seeking 

behavior. The applicability of relevant factors is examined 

in three experimental studies designed to illuminate the 

problems associated with help-seeking in the workplace. The 

specific context in which this behavior is explored is one 

of skill deficiencies. In the first study, the problem 

portrayed is a basic skills deficiency while the second and 

third studies examine higher-level and more specialized 

skill deficiencies. 

Illiteracy in the Workplace 

These skill-related deficiencies are examined for two 

reasons - the pervasiveness of the problem and the relative 

lack of empirical work examining it. In particular, basic 

skill deficiencies in the workplace are a serious and 

growing problem. In America, the National Adult Literacy 

Project determined that 20 million adults are illiterate and 
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45 million have not completed high school (McGrail, 1984). 

Literacy is defined by the National Literacy Act of 1991 as 

"an individual's ability to read, write, and speak in 

English, and compute and solve problems at levels of 

proficiency necessary to function on the job and in society, 

to achieve one's goals, and develop one's knowledge and 

potential." (Business Council for Effective Literacy (BCEL), 

1991). Although the number of illiterates in the labor 

force is unknown, some estimates of the number of 

functionally illiterate workers run as high as one in three 

(Charlier, 1990) or one in five (Choate, 1989). With high 

school graduation rates decreasing (Richman, 1988; Kozol, 

1990) and skill requirements increasing (Workforce 2000, 

1987; The Bottom Line, 1988), corporate America is facing a 

shortfall of adequately skilled workers. Employers have 

begun to recognize this and are committing various corporate 

assets (money, training sites and materials, personnel) to 

rectify deficiencies in present and future employees. In 

doing so, they have begun to edge into the domain of 

educators by offering a variety of education programs from 

basic skills courses to continuing education programs 

(Ehrlich, 1988; Bernardon, 1989; Ross, 1986); some corporate 

executives have even gone into the business of running 

schools (Graham, 1990). However, voluntary participation 

rates for most company-sponsored or even community-sponsored 
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basic education programs are quite low. 

In 1982, only 5 million people were taking part in any 

kind of literacy assistance program (McGrail, 1984). 

Although there are more current national surveys underway1, 

state studies are showing that participation in programs is 

still a problem. In New York, for instance, 200,000 adults 

are enrolled in literacy programs, but another 2 million are 

in need of literacy services (BCEL, 1992). Although the 

majority of companies do not know what percentage of their 

workforce is functionally illiterate or deficient in some 

basic skills, the evidence from a variety of studies of 

student achievement and worker skill levels (Wall Street 

Journal Reports, 1990) indicates that American employees 

suffer skill deficiencies ranging from complete illiteracy 

to functional illiteracy to technologically out-dated 

skills. Anecdotal evidence and interviews with literacy 

professionals also supports the conclusion that the number 

of workers who get help is much smaller than the number who 

need it. 

Skill Deficiencies as Violations of Norms 

In an attempt to identify the reasons for this low 

*For example, the National Adult Literacy Survey is currently 
being conducted by the Educational Testing Service. 
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participation rate, it is important to understand that the 

issue concerns corrective, rather than progressive or pro

active training. In progressive training programs, such as 

executive development workshops, participation is not only 

career-enhancing but the opportunity to participate may come 

about as a reward or as an acknowledgement of merit or 

potential. With corrective training for the skill-deficient 

worker, participation is an acknowledgment of a problem and 

may be as threatening as it is helpful for career 

advancement. After all, the skill level of a deficient 

worker is, by definition, less than normatively expected. 

These deficiencies can be differentiated according to 

whether the violated norm is socially defined, functionally 

defined (work-related), or both. Skill deficiencies that 

violate both societal and work role expectations would 

obviously be the least likely to be revealed. 

Although the reluctance to disclose information about 

oneself that violates expectations or norms exists in many 

contexts, it is particularly salient for illiterates because 

of these dual violations. Illiteracy in the workplace is at 

once a personally stigmatizing problem (in that our society 

assumes a basic level of literacy of all people) and a 

career or job-threatening problem (in jobs where literacy is 

required or expected). 

This dual violation problem serves only to make a 
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decision about disclosing such a problem more difficult. 

The dilemma of the functionally illiterate worker is that he 

can only improve his unattractive situation by first 

exposing himself in a way that may, at least initially, 

worsen it. The employee needs the help of some kind of 

literacy assistance program to overcome a personally 

embarrassing and potentially career-damaging deficiency, but 

to obtain this help he needs to disclose to someone in 

authority (supervisor, personnel manager, adult education 

coordinator) that he can not function at a level generally 

assumed of a competent adult. 

Concern about the violation of both societal and work 

norms introduces both social psychological (e.g., stigma) 

and economic (e.g., the threat of job loss) factors into the 

calculation of the costs and benefits of help-seeking. For 

instance, most programs conducted on company time require 

the disclosure of the problem to a supervisor in order to 

enroll in the program. This disclosure allows the employee 

to benefit by getting help, but it is also potentially 

costly (personally stigmatizing and detrimental to one's 

public self-presentation as a competent person) for the 

individual. An analysis of the decision made by those 

individuals who choose not to get help might show the 

cost/benefit ratio of the disclosure choice to be higher 

than the cost/benefit ratio of the choice to take no action 
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(status quo choice). Although such a rational actor model 

of this decision process is probably not descriptively 

accurate, the cost/benefit framework offers a simple and 

straightforward way to think about effects of relevant 

factors in the decision to disclose. 

Overview 

The information contained in this thesis is organized 

to provide a coherent story about how and why certain 

factors may encourage help-seeking behavior in the 

workplace. The first chapter argues for the importance of 

the research, presenting evidence about illiteracy in the 

workplace and describing skill deficiencies as violations of 

expectations or norms. It introduces a simple cost/benefit 

framework for the analysis of the help-seeking decision. 

Chapter two provides a literature review that pulls from 

diverse fields to identify important influences on help-

seeking behavior and supplements the insights obtained with 

information from seven field interviews. Chapter three 

presents a simple model of the decision process and a 

comprehensive framework in which to view the decision. 

Chapters four, five, and six present the methodology and 

results obtained from laboratory studies one, two, and three 

(respectively). Finally, chapter seven presents a final 



discussion and conclusions about the research presented and 

suggests avenues for future research. 
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Chapter 2 

Influences on Help-Seeking Behavior 

The range of potential influences on the disclosure 

decision is great and different factors may result from 

different aspects of the situation. It may be useful, 

therefore, to categorize these influences into factors 

inherent in the individual, factors associated with the work 

environment, and factors associated with the assistance 

program itself. 

The factors selected for examination in this research 

were derived from a variety of sources. First, I restricted 

the search to important structural variables. Although I 

recognize the importance of individual differences in 

decision processes, I have chosen instead to focus on the 

structural domain because of the potential for broad 

applicability and the greater ease in manipulating such 

factors, in particular, work-environment characteristics 

and program characteristics appear to be the most useful. 

Since there is little empirical or even analytical work 

on the recruitment issue in workplace literacy programs that 

can provide appropriate background information for an 

examination of this specific help-seeking behavior, I have 
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reviewed literature on literacy and stigma to define the 

problem and to note how fears about the disclosure of the 

problem lead to impression management. Further evidence on 

the impression management problem and ways to elicit 

socially undesirable information comes from the research on 

socially desirable responding conducted by researchers 

concerned with the measurement of social attitudes. Next, I 

look to research conducted on a program with important 

similarities to workplace literacy programs. The literature 

on Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) provides some 

empirical evidence on help-seeking behavior. 

The insights obtained through the literature review are 

supplemented by information from seven local interviews with 

personnel officers (including managers of both EAP programs 

and educational programs), counsellors, and workplace 

literacy professionals. This work revealed three factors (a 

program characteristic and two work situation 

characteristics) that appear to encourage help-seeking 

behavior and the prerequisite disclosure: 1) anonymity; 2) 

supervisory support; and 3) pressure to disclose. 

The Stigma of Illiteracy 

In the literature on literacy and stigma, the problem 

of illiteracy is considered purely in its social dimension. 
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Illiterates, particularly those who hold jobs, are usually 

depicted as people who are painfully aware of their 

inadequacy and who go through great pains to conceal it. 

Their illiteracy causes them great distress and is a burden 

they would like to eliminate (Kozol, 1980; Levine, 1986). 

However, the idea of disclosing their problem in order to 

seek help is also unattractive. "Disclosure...represents a 

reversal of what has often been many years of systematic and 

almost painfully elaborate concealment. However 

confidential the arrangements, the process of initiating 

formal tuition can appear highly threatening from the 

student's perspective." (Levine, 1986). 

The barriers to this disclosure are often discussed in 

terms of stigma and impression management concerns. Goffman 

(1963) describes stigma as a discrepancy between the social 

identity (or set of attributes) assumed of the individual by 

society and the actual social identity of the individual, 

where the discrepancy is highly discrediting. This 

definition certainly describes the situation of most 

functionally illiterate employees, except that in their case 

the discrepancy is not only social but also task-related. 

This stigmatization is the cause of "the identity management 

problems encountered by those who have to endure the 

negative social esteem they have in others' eyes." (Levine, 

1986). The goal for these individuals, therefore, is to 
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manage information about their failing (Goffman, 1963). 

It would appear, then, that illiterate workers who have 

not sought help for their problem find the costs of 

disclosure higher than the benefit. They are more concerned 

with impression management than with any present or future 

benefits that might be derived from the disclosure and the 

subsequent increased literacy.2 What then might decrease 

an individual's concern with impression management? An 

intuitively obvious answer would be to reduce or eliminate 

concerns about audience reaction by making it possible for 

people to seek help without having to make the deficits 

public. 

Anonymity and Impression Management 

The literature on socially desirable responding fully 

supports this intuitive view about the importance of 

anonymity in obtaining truthful information. Paulhus 

(1984), for example, found that impression management was a 

2 That increased literacy is valued is an assumption supported 
by the literature. Except in some extreme cases where an 
individual's referent group is one in which perpetual joblessness 
and illiteracy have become the norm, the goal of literacy is 
believed to be highly desirable. 
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major factor3 in socially desirable responses and that 

anonymity significantly reduced the tendency to respond in a 

socially desirable manner. Other researchers have found 

that the Generalized Bogus Pipeline, a technique developed 

to increase the validity of self-reports, was outperformed 

by anonymity in obtaining more valid self-reports (Hill, 

Dill, and Davenport, 1988). The importance of anonymity in 

lessening concerns about impression management and 

encouraging the self-reports or disclosure of unfavorable 

information is corroborated through interviews with 

corporate personnel officers overseeing EAPs. 

An EAP is a counselling and referral program used by 

companies to assist workers and their families with personal 

problems, such as stress-related disorders, the death of a 

loved one, and substance abuse. If employees are also 

having work-related problems, participation in the EAP is 

usually requested or required by the company. Otherwise, 

participation is voluntary. Neither EAPs, nor the research 

on EAPs, focus specifically on literacy problems (although 

workers can and have been referred to literacy programs 

through the services of an EAP), but this body of literature 

3 Self-deception is also an important factor in socially 
desirable responding, but the evidence is clear that this is a 
problem independent from impression management concerns involving 
and influenced by different mechanisms and is not of issue in this 
study (Millham and Kellog, 1980; Paulhus, 1984). 
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is nevertheless relevant to the problems of the illiterate 

worker for two reasons. First, both EAPs and literacy 

programs are company-sponsored programs offered to troubled 

workers. Secondly, illiteracy in the workplace is at once a 

work-related skill deficiency and a personal problem that is 

at least as stigmatizing as many of the problems addressed 

through EAPs. 

It is this stigmatization and the attendant impression 

management concerns that the interviewed personnel officers 

felt was the critical problem in an employee's help-seeking 

behavior. In situations where employee participation in an 

EAP is desirable but completely voluntary, the anonymity of 

the employee was considered by personnel experts to be the 

crucial element in encouraging participation in the program. 

In most cases, not even the employee's supervisor was 

informed about the employee's use of the EAP. This 

interview information, together with the literature on 

socially desirable responding and on the impression 

management concerns of deficient individuals, suggests that 

anonymity may be an important determinant of willingness to 

seek help. Based on this evidence, this variable was 

manipulated in the study to be described below in order to 

assess its affects on the likelihood of help-seeking. 

The Role of Supervisory Support 
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In the EAP literature, much of the empirical work has 

dealt with the problem of alcoholism and drug abuse and has 

focused on successful participation in and completion of 

programs, rather than on recruitment to such programs 

(Sonnenstuhl and Trice, 1987; Trice and Schonbrunn, 1981; 

Trice and Beyer, 1984) .4 As such, most of the EAP research 

involves program participants who were already identified by 

management as potential candidates for an EAP and thus can 

not speak directly to the issue of anonymity as an 

inducement to disclosure. What these studies do provide is 

evidence about the importance of managerial support on 

employees' participation in EAPs. 

Managerial support appears to be an important variable 

in an employee's acceptance or rejection of EAP assistance. 

Specifically, the use of a constructive confrontation 

strategy by supervisors has been shown to be very effective 

in encouraging employees to accept help. This strategy 

involves confronting the problem worker with evidence of 

performance or work-related problems without accusations 

about the source of the problem. Once confronted, the 

employee is engaged in a constructive discussion about ways 

to eliminate the problem behavior and encouraged to take 

4 Current research is beginning to reflect the expanding 
boundaries of EAPS into such areas as wellness, stress management, 
and drug testing. (Blum and Roman, 1989). 



advantage of the EAP. In a study of supervisors in a major 

corporation, it was found that the kind and number of 

discussions with the troubled employee was a good indicator 

of the employee accepting help. In particular, the 

supervisor's use of constructive topics had a strong 

influence in getting the employee to agree to assistance 

(Trice and Beyer, 1984). 

In the literature, the constructive confrontation 

strategy is discussed as an element, or indication, of 

supervisory support. Although it is true that the 

confrontation construct, as operationalized in the research, 

is not independent of supervisory support, I believe this 

construct confounds two underlying variables which may be 

conceptually distinct - supervisory support and 

confrontation. These two constructs should be examined 

separately to determine their relative effectiveness in 

increasing help-seeking behavior. It is possible that these 

two variables, instead of working synergistically, are 

actually working at cross-purposes. 

The supervisory support construct is the portion of 

constructive confrontation that involves the supervisor's 

attitude toward the employee. In most studies, the number 

of conversations the supervisor has with the worker and the 

constructiveness of the topics serve as indicators of 

supervisory concern and involvement in the welfare of the 
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worker. 

In this aspect of constructive confrontation, the 

effect of supervisory support would be to reduce the 

impression management concerns of the employee. The 

supervisor is not only a member of society who could apply 

social sanctions and rewards, but a legitimate work 

authority who can apply economic sanctions and rewards. In 

the case of disclosure of unfavorable information, the 

supportiveness of the supervisor would not, unless 

explicitly suggested, provide expectations of the awarding 

or withholding of rewards. Instead, the effect is on the 

perception or expectation of negative sanctions. It follows 

that the more supportive the supervisor, the lower the 

expectation of negative sanctions and the less the concern 

with impression management. The evidence from the EAP 

literature is that supervisor supportiveness 

(operationalized by repeat discussions and/or by 

constructive topics) positively affects acceptance of help 

and performance in the program (Trice and Sonnenstuhl, 1986; 

Trice and Beyer, 1984). 

While the EAP literature suggests that a supportive 

supervisor increases the likelihood that an identified 

"problem employee" will accept help, literacy practitioners 

believe that such support is also critical in self-referrals 

to literacy programs. Several interviews with a literacy 
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professional conducting workplace literacy programs 

corroborated the importance of managerial support both in 

encouraging disclosure and in maintaining participation in 

literacy assistance programs. 

The Effects of Confrontation 

What is often not explicitly measured, but is, 

nonetheless, always present in EAP studies, is what lies 

behind the element of confrontation: the threat of negative 

sanctions or punishment for failing to accept help and 

overcome the problem). When the supervisor confronts the 

worker about manifestations of the personal problem in his 

work behavior and encourages him to resolve the problem, he 

is also exerting his managerial authority to pressure the 

worker into taking the necessary steps to rectify the 

problem. In many of the EAP studies, the threat is made 

explicit in the form of progressive discipline procedures 

(Trice and Beyer, 1984). As is suggested in the literature 

on punishment or negative power, the literature on EAPs 

shows that when the negative sanctions are actually applied, 

there are negative effects on program outcomes (Trice and 

Beyer, 1984). This effect is corroborated by personnel 

officers who have dealt with the problem of motivating 

alcoholic or drug-dependent employees to participate in an 
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EAP. Although the threat of the discipline procedures was 

sometimes enough to encourage participation, recidivism was 

still a problem, particularly in those cases where some 

discipline was actually applied. 

The confrontation component of the constructive 

confrontation strategy provides pressure to disclose and 

resolve the problem. Unlike the use of confrontation in 

practice, however, the pressure construct used in the 

following studies will not rely on blatant coercion in 

explicit references to corrective discipline, but will only 

indirectly imply the costs of inaction. When the supervisor 

exerts pressure by counselling the employee about a work 

problem, the implication is that the supervisor has the 

power to penalize the employee and that there will be 

consequences for inaction. In other words, this technique 

focuses the worker's attention on the supervisor's coercive 

or punishment power and thus may increase the expectation of 

negative work-related sanctions for failing to seek help. 

In sum, the literature not only helps us identify the 

variables that should affect the disclosure decision, but 

provides us some help in determining how they affect a 

disclosure decision. It appears that workers are reluctant 

to admit to their deficiencies because they are afraid or 

worried about the potential social and/or work-related 

outcomes of a disclosure of such unfavorable information. 
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This causes them to engage in impression management 

activities whereby they continue to conceal the problem 

instead of disclosing it and seeking help for it. We can 

think of the fears feeding this impression management as the 

potential costs of the disclosure decision and test whether 

these costs play a role in the disclosure decision. 
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CHAPTER 3 

A Model of Choice: Disclosure or Status Quo 

In a benefit and cost analysis framework, there are 

four ways to increase the likelihood of a disclosure 

decision: 1) increase the perceived benefits of disclosure 

(e.g., offer rewards for completion of assistance program 

(benefit value) or provide information proving efficacy of 

course for increasing literacy (benefit instrumentality)); 

2) decrease the costs of disclosure (e.g., assure workers 

they will incur no work-related penalties for the 

disclosure); 3) decrease benefits of the status quo (e.g., 

encourage self-improvement as normative for workers); and 4) 

increase costs of the status quo (e.g., place penalties on 

or withhold benefits from workers who are not improving). 

In this research, I am primarily examining variables that 

would affect the costs of the decision (that is, focusing on 

2 and 4, above), so a simple comparison of the costs of 

disclosure versus the costs of maintaining the status quo is 

all that is necessary. 

A basic model of this decision process would have the 

program and work characteristics affecting the perception of 

the costs of disclosure or of maintaining the status quo. 
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The perception of these costs and benefits, in turn, should 

affect the decision to seek help. Specifically, I 

hypothesize that a decrease in the cost of disclosure or an 

increase in the cost of maintaining the status quo (because 

this increases/decreases the value of the disclosure/status 

quo decision) will make a disclosure decision more likely. 

The costs involved in the decision have both social 

(psychological) and economic (work-related) components, 

representing the product of costs level and value weights, 

that affect the overall ratio.5 

It may be useful to model these effects as change 

strategies. The "pull" strategy is aimed at changing the 

ratios for disclosure to make that choice more likely. In 

Table 3.1, it is modelled by the effect of the variables 

supervisory support and anonymity on the benefit/cost ratio. 

By decreasing both the perceived social and economic costs 

of a disclosure decision, the ratio of benefit to cost 

50f course, the strength of the perceived benefit of 
disclosure may depend on the perceived instrumentality of the 
literacy assistance. Because this perception may have as much to 
do with individual beliefs about self-efficacy and the quality of 
program content as it may with the structural components of the 
program, the actual calculation of the overall benefit of 
disclosure will not be addressed. For the purposes of this study, 
it is not necessary to calculate any expected value product of 
choices. I assume stable values for the benefits of disclosure and 
the maintenance of the status quo and therefore focus primarily on 
the costs of the choices. The only exception to this is the 
manipulation of the instrumentality of the literacy program in the 
third study. 
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improves, thereby making the decision to disclose more 

likely. 

The opposite strategy can be considered a "push" 

strategy. Some variables (pressure, in particular) may 

increase the work-related costs of continuing the status 

quo, thereby decreasing the benefit/cost ratio of the status 

quo and pushing the choice away from concealment toward 

action (Table 3.1). 

Questions about the Process and Outcome 

This model, then, suggests that the independent 

variables affect help-seeking behavior through their effects 

on perceptions about the costs of the decision. In an 

attempt to test the validity of this model and to examine 

the effects of the proposed factors independent of this 

model, the following studies explore 5 main questions: 1) Do 

anonymity, supervisory support, and pressure influence the 

likelihood of problem disclosure? 2) Are costs of disclosure 

(reasons workers might engage in impression management) 

salient? 3) Is there a relationship between the independent 

variables and the costs associated with a disclosure 

decision? 4) Is there a relationship between these costs and 

help-seeking behavior? and 5) Do the results found in the 

workplace literacy context generalize to other contexts? 



TABLE 3.1 

Effects of Independent Variables on Cost 

Variables and Outcome Variables 

Variables *CW CL C„ Outcome d d s s 

Social Work Social Work 

Supervisory _ _ 

Support 

Anonymity _ _ +R d 

Pressure + -R 

•Where Cd = costs of disclosure 
Rd = ratio of benefits to costs of 

disclosure 
Cg = costs of status quo 
Rs = ratio of benefits to costs of 

status quo 



32 

The first and second experiments examine the effects of 

anonymity, supervisory support and pressure on the social 

and work costs of disclosure and on the subsequent decision 

outcome. The third experiment expands the range of 

variables by examining the effect of additional program 

characteristics. 
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CHAPTER 4 

A Study of Help-Seeking Decisions 

in a Workplace Literacy Context 

The primary purpose of the first study was to test the 

effects of anonymity, supervisory support, and pressure on 

the disclosure decision and on the social costs (social 

reputation and jests) and work costs (work reputation, loss 

of promotional opportunities, loss of job) of the disclosure 

decision. Because of the exploratory nature of this study, 

however, I also looked to see whether the cost variables 

were salient and whether they were significantly correlated 

with the disclosure decision. I also tried to measure the 

likelihood of a worker seeking help from sources other than 

a company-sponsored assistance program to see whether the 

independent variables influenced help-seeking behavior apart 

from the decision to disclose the problem to the supervisor 

and attend the company program. Finally, I did some 

preliminary testing to see how other program characteristics 

might affect a disclosure decision. 

Hypotheses 
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The following predictions about the independent 

variables and their relationship with the cost variables 

rely heavily on the concept of impression management. Based 

on the reasoning presented in the previous chapters, I 

anticipate the following results. 

Main Effects: 

HI: There should be less concern about incurring both 
the work costs and social costs of disclosure when 
supervisory support is high than when it is low. 

H2: A disclosure decision will be more likely 
under conditions of high anonymity than under 
conditions of low anonymity. 

H3: A disclosure decision will be more likely under 
conditions of high supervisory support than under 
conditions of low supervisory support. 

H4: A disclosure decision will be more likely when 
pressure is high than when it is low. 

H5: A decision to seek help from other sources will be 
more likely when pressure is high than when it is low. 

It should be noted that evidence for the importance of 

pressure in evoking disclosure of literacy problems is 

weaker than for the other two variables. It has only been 

shown to be effective for EAPs and, in particular, for drug-

dependent employees. It is possible that the confrontation 

aspect is necessary to overcome problems of self-deception 

that more often plague alcoholics than illiterates (it is 

hard to fool yourself about the ability to read) and will 

have little or adverse effect on illiterates or others for 



whom self-deception is not a problem. It is also possible 

that this variable may have a negative effect on problem 

disclosure. The evidence of recidivism among involuntary 

participants in EAPS shows that the threat of punishment 

might cause avoidance. One might expect, therefore, that 

the combination of high pressure with less favorable levels 

of the other factors would cause a decline in help-seeking 

behavior. The combination of low supervisory support and 

low anonymity with high pressure is most likely to have this 

effect. Thus, I hypothesize the following interaction 

effect: 

H6: When both supervisory support and anonymity are 
low, high pressure will make a disclosure decision 
less likely than low pressure. 

In addition to these specific hypotheses, I expected to 

find differences in responses to the program variables 

explored. Because these differences are based on common 

sense and intuition (although a few were suggested in the 

field interviews) rather than theory, I do not propose 

specific hypotheses; however, I do expect to find that 

differences in the enrollment process, payment 

responsibility, time and location of program, and program 

reputation will differentially affect help-seeking behavior. 

An easy enrollment process, company payment for the 

program, an on-site program, a program conducted during work 
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hours, and a program with a good reputation are more likely 

to promote disclosure than complex enrollment, worker 

payment, an off-site program, a program offered after work 

hours, and a program that doesn't have a good reputation. 

The rationale for the expectations about the first four 

variables is one of convenience; that is, a program with 

such characteristics - complex enrollments, worker payment, 

off-site, and during work - obviously presents more of a 

barrier to disclosure and participation than characteristics 

that make the program more accessible or convenient. For 

the last variable, the rationale for the prediction is that 

an individual should have higher expectations of success in 

a program with a good reputation (because it increases the 

perceived instrumentality of the program) than one without 

such a reputation and thus be more likely to attend. 

Methods 

In this study, I tested the effects of three variables 

- supervisory support, anonymity and pressure - on the 

decision (process and outcome) to disclose the existence of 

skill deficiencies in order to seek help for them. An 

important caveat to this research is that the population of 

interest is impossible to test. One cannot identify 

individuals who are concealing literacy deficiencies until 
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they disclose their problem and once they disclose it they 

are self-selected on the dependent variable. And even then 

their ability to respond to a questionnaire is limited. I 

chose to use university students as representative of the 

general population's view about a skill deficient person's 

likelihood of disclosing a problem in order to seek help. 

In the workplace literacy context of the first study, the 

use of this subject group, of course, limits 

generalizability. Because of this limitation, the second 

and third studies sought to replicate and extend the results 

found in the first study in a context more appropriate for 

this subject group. 

Subjects 

The subjects were 212 male and female university 

students enrolled in an undergraduate organizational 

behavior course. These students volunteered to participate 

in the study on their own time and received extra credit 

points for their participation. 

Procedure 

The subjects' task was to read one brief scenario about 

a skill deficient worker and to answer a series of questions 

following the scenario. The study materials consisted of a 

written set of instructions, a brief scenario, and ten 

questions about that scenario (Appendix A). Once the 

subjects had the materials, the entire task took 
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approximately 10-15 minutes. 

Design 

The design of this experimental study was a 2x2x2x2 

full factorial with scenario as the fourth factor. Two 

scenarios were used to ensure that the results obtained 

could be generalized to the situation represented and not 

solely to the particular scenario depicted. The two 

scenarios were pre-tested to ensure that there were no 

differences in the perception of the literacy level of the 

workers, relative skill deficiency of the workers, general 

social stigmatization of this level of illiteracy, and job 

status between the two scenarios. 

Both scenarios involved a male worker who was a parts 

assembler. One worked for an auto parts manufacturer on an 

assembly line; the other worked for a government contractor 

assembling electronic components. The literacy level of the 

workers was described as very low (elementary level) and 

also as below that of co-workers in the same job. Each 

worker had the option of signing up for a basic skills 

program sponsored by his company, but, to do this, he would 

have to tell his supervisor. It was not mentioned whether 

the supervisor was male or female. 

The independent variables tested were supervisory 

support, anonymity, and pressure and each of these factors 

had two levels - high and low. The following paragraph from 



39 

one of the scenarios shows the high level of each factor 

(pressure, supervisory support, and anonymity, 

respectively), with the manipulation underlined. The low 

level of each factor is explained in the parentheses. 

John has a good, steady assembly-line job for an auto-
parts manufacturer, but he doesn't have enough basic 
math skills to fill out his time card properly. His 
reading and writing skills are so poor that he brings 
company memos and paperwork home for his wife to 
explain or help fill out. No one else in his 
department seems to have this problem, and he doesn't 
think he can conceal the problem indefinitely because 
some plant information, particularly technical and 
procedural changes, is periodically posted on the 
company bulletin board. John can only pick up this 
information through the casual conversations of his 
coworkers, which aren't always a reliable source. In 
fact, he was iust counselled by his supervisor for his 
failure to implement the most recent changes. His 
supervisor attributed this problem and other persistent 
mistakes to poor work habits, because he doesn't 
realize thev are a result of John's literacy problems. 
(Low pressure condition simply excludes these two 
sentences). His company sponsors a basic skills 
program that John could sign up for, but, to do this, 
he would have to tell his supervisor that he would like 
to attend this program. John finds his supervisor very 
easy to talk to and, in the past, very helpful. 
(Unfortunately, he doesn't find his supervisor very 
easy to talk to or very helpful.) Participation is 
confidential so no one besides his supervisor would 
have to know. (Since the program is conducted on 
company time, his co-workers would also find out that 
he was participating in the program.) 

Measures 

The effectiveness of the manipulations of the 

independent variables was measured as an averaged response 

to multiple items on the questionnaire. Supervisory support 

was measured as the accuracy of descriptions of the 
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supervisor as supportive, harsh (reverse scored), critical 

(reverse scored), and warm (Cronbach's alpha =.89). 

Anonymity was measured as the likelihood that the worker 

could participate in the program without having anyone 

besides his supervisor find out (reverse scored), how likely 

co-workers would be to find out about the problem if the 

worker sought help, and how likely everyone in the 

department would be to find out if the worker sought help 

(alpha=.80). Pressure was only measured by one item, the 

amount of pressure to solve the problem the worker was 

facing, because there was no variance in the second item 

which asked about the importance of correcting the problem. 

The dependent variable of primary interest, help-

seeking behavior, was measured as an average of responses to 

the following two questions (alpha =.70): 1) "How likely is 

John to tell his supervisor that he wants to attend the 

program offered by the company?" and 2) "How likely is John 

to ignore the problem and continue in his present 

situation?" (The last item was reverse scored.) The costs 

variables examined were measured as the extent of concern 

about the possibility of certain outcomes "if John's 

literacy problem were to become common knowledge because of 
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his participation in an assistance program."6 There were 

two individual items, social reputation ("having people at 

work think poorly of him") and jests (having people at work 

make fun of him"), that formed the social cost measure 

(alpha=.77). Three individual items, work reputation 

("having people at work lose faith in his ability to do his 

work"), loss of promotional opportunities ("losing promotion 

opportunities"), and loss of job ("losing the job he has 

now"), formed the work cost measure (alpha=.66). There were 

five items (five sources of assistance) to measure the 

likelihood of the worker using alternate sources of 

assistance if the company program were not available. Since 

a combination of the average responses to the five items was 

not reliable as a single measure, each item was analyzed as 

a separate measure. And finally, there were some 

exploratory questions about the effect of particular program 

characteristics on help-seeking behavior. These questions 

asked how likely a worker like the one described would be to 

use a program with the following characteristics: 1) payment 

- the company pays for the program versus the worker must 

pay; 2) complexity of enrollment - a complex enrollment 

process versus an easy one; 3) reputation - a good 

6 This wording did not permit a test of the effect of 
anonymity on the costs of a decision to disclose nor the effect of 
pressure on the costs of a decision to maintain the status quo. 
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reputation versus no reputation (first time offered); 4) 

time - offered during work hours versus after work hours; 

and 5) location - offered on-site versus off-site. 

Results 

A pretest of the two scenarios was conducted to 

determine whether there were differences in how subjects 

perceived the deficiency level, level of stigmatization, and 

job status and level depicted in the scenarios, net of 

independent variable manipulations. The results indicated 

that there were no significant differences between scenarios 

on these items which constitute the background for the 

scenarios. One important point to note, however, is that 

the amount of stigmatization perceived in the scenarios (2.4 

and 3 on a scale where 1 = very embarrassed and 7 = very 

proud) was substantial. This indicates that the scenarios 

do embody the appropriate conflicts. Despite the fact that 

the pretest showed no differences in the basic situations 

depicted, there were a few significant differences between 

scenarios in the main analyses. These differences will be 

analyzed with separate ANOVAs and the results will be 

reported by scenario. 

Manipulation Checks 

Manipulation checks on the independent variables 
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confirmed that these variables were perceived as intended by 

the subjects. The supervisory support manipulation check 

was very strong (F1 196=411.813, p<.001) with subjects in the 

high support condition (x=5.21, s.d.=.96)7 indicating that 

the supervisor was more supportive than subjects in the low 

support condition (x=2.73, s.d.=.85). However, the measure 

also showed a main effect of pressure (F1 196=7.821, pc.Ol) 

and an interaction effect involving scene, support and 

pressure. Apparently, the high pressure condition caused 

the supervisor to be perceived as less supportive (x=3.85, 

s.d.=1.45) than the low pressure condition (x=4.10, 

s.d.=1.62). Separate analyses by scenario revealed (Table 

4.1) main effects for supervisory support in both scenarios, 

a main effect for pressure in scenario one, and a two-way 

interaction in scenario two. Analysis of the differences 

between the means in this interaction revealed that 

increased pressure significantly reduced the supportiveness 

of an otherwise supportive supervisor (Table 4.2). The 

other manipulations were clean (Table 4.1). The anonymity 

check was strong and significant with high anonymity 

subjects indicating that the worker's problem was less 

likely to be exposed (x=3.70, s.d.=1.23) than the subjects 

in the low anonymity condition (x=5.28, s.d.=1.00). The 

7 Throughout this document, x always designates the mean and 
s.d. the standard deviation for the measure being reported. 
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TABLE 4.1 

ANOVA Summary for Manipulation Checks: 

Significant Effects only 

Measure Effects df MS 

Supervisory Scene 1: S 1,97 163.41 193.62 .000 
Support (S) P 1,97 3.88 4.56 .035 

Scene 2: S 1,97 166.81 218.84 .000 
SxP 1,97 5.51 7.23 .008 

Anonymity(A) A 1,197 133.79 103.52 .000 

Pressure(P) P 1,197 6.14 6.49 .012 
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TABLE 4.2 

Means for SxP Interaction (Table 4.1) for Scenario 2 

Supervisory 
Support 

Pressure 

low high 

low 2.63_ 2.79 a a 

high 5.59b 4.83c 

Note: Means with different subscripts differ significantly 
at p < .05 
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pressure manipulation check was relatively small but 

significant with subjects in the high pressure condition 

indicating greater pressure (x=6.07, s.d.=.86) than subjects 

in the low pressure condition (x=5.74, s.d.=1.09). 

It is important to note here that the responses to one 

of the items measuring anonymity and the pressure measure 

were both skewed and this has substantial meaning for the 

problem being examined in this research. The fact that the 

population mean on the general anonymity question was 3.17 

(on a 7-point scale where 1 = not at all likely and 7 = very 

likely) and that for 63% of the subjects the level of 

anonymity was below the midpoint indicates that subjects 

believe anonymity is difficult to maintain, even when a 

program is devised to be anonymous. 

On the other hand, the pressure measure was skewed in 

the opposite direction, with 94% of the subjects indicating 

that the level of pressure was above the mid-point. These 

results show that the subjects have realistically responded 

to the scenarios and have perceived the situations as 

serious and difficult ones in which workers face 

considerable pressure to resolve their problems and in which 

workers would be skeptical about the likelihood of retaining 

their anonymity. 

Effects on Costs 

The cost hypothesis was not supported by the data. 
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Although the cumulative social and work cost measures were 

reliable (alpha = .77 and .66, respectively), supervisory 

support did not have a significant effect on concern about 

the work and social costs of disclosure. Each of the 

individual cost items, however, was perceived to be of 

significant concern to a worker facing a decision to 

disclose his problem and seek help (Table 4.3). In 

addition, there was evidence of a correlational relationship 

between the work cost variable and help-seeking behavior 

(Table 4.3). 

Effects on Help-Seeking 

The ANOVA results supported only one of the 

hypothesized main effects of the independent variables on 

the help-seeking measure. Table 4.4 shows the ANOVA results 

and Table 4.5 shows the cell means. Supervisory support had 

a strong and significant main effect on the likelihood of 

seeking help. For the anonymity manipulation, the 

difference between means was in the hypothesized direction, 

but was not significant. The means for the pressure 

variable, however, were virtually identical. The 

interaction hypothesized also was not supported. 

Of the five dependent variables measuring the 

likelihood of seeking help from other sources, only two 

showed any significant effects. There were small, but 

significant interactions for help-seeking from 
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TABLE 4.3 

Cost Variables: 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations 

Variable Mean Sd 

Correlation 
with 

helo-seekina 

Social reputation 5.7 1.15 

Ridicule 5.3 1.44 

Social cost measure 5.5 1.17 r=-.1000 

Work reputation 5.5 1.37 

Promotional opportunity 5.4 1.52 

Job Loss 4.6 1.74 

Work cost measure 5.1 1.16 r=-.1855* 

* p < .01 
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TABLE 4.4 

Summary of ANOVA Main Effects for Help-Seeking 

Source df MS F 

Help-seekina 

Scenario 1 .079 .065 

Supervisory support 1 31.63 2 6.03* 

Anonymity 1 3.18 2.62 

Pressure 1 .00 .00 

Error 196 1.22 

*P < .001 



TABLE 4.5 

Cell Means and Standard Deviations for Help-Seeking 

50 

Experimental 
Conditions 

High support Low Support 

Anonymity Anonymity 
High Low Overall High Low Overall 

High Pressure 

Means 
s.d. 

4.21 
1.27 

3.50 
1.15 

3.86 
1.25 

2.87 
. 8 2  

3.15 
.87 

3.01 
.85 

Low Pressure 

Means 
s.d. 

3.94 3.66 3.80 3.22 2.94 3.08 
1.23 1.17 1.20 1.09 1.06 1.08 

Overall 

Means 
s.d. 

4.08 
1.24 

3.58 
1.15 

3.05 
.97 

3.05 
.98 
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family/friends8 and help-seeking from a counsellor, but 

mean comparison tests (Student-Newman-Keuls at p < .05) 

revealed no significant differences. 

For help-seeking from the supervisor, there was a 

significant main effect for supervisory support 

(F1,97= 15.986, pc.OOl) in scenario 2 and a significant main 

effect for both supervisory support (F1 97=19.809, p<.001) 

and pressure (F1 97=4.426, p<.05) in scenario 1. Increasing 

support had a positive effect (x=2.94, s.d.=1.61 for high 

support and x=1.80, s.d.=1.31 for low support in scenario 

two; x=2.60, s.d.=1.39 for high support and x=1.64, s.d.=.79 

for low support in scenario one), but pressure had a 

negative effect (x=1.91, s.d.=l.ll for high pressure, 

x=2.34, s.d.=1.3 0 for low pressure). 

Although support had the expected positive effect on 

willingness to seek help from the supervisor, it had a 

negative effect (F1 197=7.969, p<.01) on willingness to seek 

help from coworkers (x=1.73, s.d.=1.03 for high support, 

x=2.18, s.d.=1.21 for low support). Apparently, workers 

were not perceived as likely to seek help from coworkers 

when they had a supportive supervisor to go to. There was 

8The worker depicted in scenario one was perceived as more 
likely to seek help from family/friends than the worker depicted in 
scenario two, but the background information in scenario one (i.e., 
the worker had a wife who had been helping him fill out paperwork) 
drives this effect. 



no significant effect for seeking help from others who 

shared the problem. 

Effects of program characteristics 

Of the program characteristics variables, payment, 

enrollment complexity and program reputation were found to 

have the expected effect. However, program location and 

time had an effect counter to the one expected (Table 4.6). 

While a program for which the company paid, the enrollment 

process was simple, and the reputation was good was seen as 

more likely to encourage participation than the alternative 

conditions, a program at the work site and on company time 

was seen as less likely to encourage participation than the 

alternative conditions. To further explore those results 

which ran counter to the convenience hypothesis, ANOVAs were 

run to see what effect the independent variables had on the 

location and time characteristics. 

The ANOVA results show that the anonymity condition 

depicted in the scenarios affects the desirability of a 

program with these characteristics in the following manner: 

1) An on-site program was seen as more likely to be attended 

(F1 95=4.64l, p < .05; scenario one, only) when anonymity was 

high (x=3.52, s.d.=1.81) than when it was low (x=2.84, 

s.d.=l.27) and an off-site program was considered more 

attractive (F, 197=11.3 6 6, p < .001) when the condition was 

low anonymity (x=5.88, s.d.=1.06) than 



TABLE 4.6 

Means* for Participation in Programs by Program 

Characteristic 

LOCATION: ON-SITE 

3.47 

OFF-SITE 

5.60 

PAYMENT: WORKER 

2.63 

COMPANY 

5.78 

TIME: DURING WORK 

3.98 

AFTER WORK 

5. 07 

ENROLLMENT: COMPLEX 

1.95 

SIMPLE 

5.90 

REPUTATION NONE-1st TIME 

3.34 

HELPFUL 

5.65 

*Mean differences between pairs significant at p < .001 
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when it was high (x=5.31, s.d.=1.33); 2) When the program 

was on company time, it was seen by subjects in the high 

anonymity condition (x=4.58, s.d.=1.69) as more likely to be 

attended (F1 197=29.167, p < .001) than by those in the low 

anonymity condition (x=3.36, s.d.=1.65), and when it was 

conducted after work hours, the program was seen by those in 

the low anonymity condition (x=5.69, s.d.=1.15) as more 

likely to be attended (F1 197=39.454, p < .001) than by those 

in the high anonymity condition (x=4.47, s.d.=1.60). 

Supervisory support was also significant any time the 

program involved work (on-site (F=11.259, pc.001, for 

scenario 2) or on company time (F=9.815, p<.005)) with, as 

would be expected, the supportive supervisor (x=4.26, 

s.d.=1.78 for on-site and x= 4.33, s.d.=1.79 for on company 

time) making the program more likely to be attended than a 

non-supportive supervisor (x=3.22, s.d.=1.34 for on-site and 

x=3.63, s.d.=1.69 for on company time). As long as the 

program is anonymous, then, the convenience theory is 

upheld, but when anonymity is not guaranteed, subjects 

preferred participation off-site and not during work. This 

preference may be explained by the fact that programs with 

little connection to work are more likely to preserve the 

participants' anonymity and those that remain connected with 

the company are more likely to jeopardize anonymity. 
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Discussion 

A primary issue that needs to be addressed in this 

study is the suitability of the subjects used. As mentioned 

previously, the most appropriate population to sample is 

impossible to study in this type of experimental design. 

The issue being raised here is whether a student population 

is able to respond in a realistic manner to the stimuli 

presented to them. There is evidence, however, that the 

sample used in this study did indeed view the situations 

depicted in the scenarios in an appropriate manner. 

The mean and median responses of the entire sample 

population for the dependent measures of willingness to seek 

help were both below the neutral point, indicating a general 

reluctance to seek help, regardless of the circumstance. 

These responses are surprising, given an overall mean/median 

of the subjects' response to the importance of correcting 

the problem of 6.573/7.00 (there were no effects of the 

independent variables on this measure). This is an 

indication that the subjects, although overly optimistic, 

recognized the reality that illiterates are extremely 

reluctant to admit their illiteracy, even when help is 

available for it. Descriptive statistics on the responses 

to the items measuring help-seeking from alternative sources 

(Table 4.7) provides additional evidence of realistic 
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TABLE 4.7 

Means and Standard Deviations for Help-Seeking 

from Other Sources 

Other Sources Means Standard Deviations 

family/friends 4.76 1.71 

teacher/counselor 4.18 1.59 

supervisor 2.24 1.40 

coworkers 1.95 1.14 

others with 5.26 1.51 

problem 



responding. Subjects indicated that workers would be more 

likely to use alternative sources outside the workplace 

(friends/family, teacher/counsellor, others who share 

problem) than those within the workplace (supervisor and 

coworkers) and responded more favorably to outside sources 

than to the company-sponsored program (comparing Table 4.7 

to Table 4.5). This may indicate that workplace literacy 

programs may not be the preferred choice of assistance for 

skill-deficient workers. 

Despite these indications that there is a general 

reluctance to seek help from a workplace literacy program, 

supervisory support had a very strong effect in encouraging 

help seeking behavior. One reason why anonymity failed to 

have a significant effect on help-seeking while the 

predicted direction was evidenced might be the rather 

realistic belief about the inability to maintain anonymity, 

which was reflected by the skewness of the population mean 

on the general anonymity question. This skewness issue may 

also be one reason the pressure manipulation failed to show 

the predicted effect. The extreme pressure in this 

situation, reflecting the stigma associated with being 

functionally illiterate, may have made this manipulation too 

insensitive to have much direct measurable effect on the 

perceived likelihood of help-seeking behavior and/or may be 

responsible for some dysfunctional effects of increasing 
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pressure. In fact, the main effect of pressure seems to be 

to decrease perceptions of the supportiveness of the 

supervisor. 

Although the results of this study failed to support 

the cost hypotheses (and therefore the process model of 

help-seeking decisions), this was not a very thorough test. 

The measures of costs did not allow for a comparison of the 

costs of the disclosure versus the status quo choice. A 

more thorough examination of the effects of the independent 

variables on perceptions of costs is necessary. 

Finally, it must be acknowledged that, despite the 

realistic responses of the subjects, the use of a student 

population in a study of help-seeking in the workplace 

limits the generalizability of the results. The scope of 

this study of help-seeking behavior should be expanded to 

include contexts in which accessible populations such as the 

one used in this study are completely appropriate. 
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CHAPTER 5 

A Study of Help-seeking Decisions 

of Skill-deficient Students 

A second study was conducted to address the 

generalizability limitations in the first study, to further 

explore the role of costs and to eliminate or refine some 

problematic measures. Although the help-seeking decision is 

placed in a context of a college environment and the skill 

deficiency examined is at a higher level, the independent 

variables are the same as in the first study. However, this 

study expands on the first by measuring the cost variables 

as consequences of both a decision to disclose and a 

decision to maintain the status quo. Another change is that 

the question about help-seeking from alternate sources was 

consolidated and generalized because the results on the 

specific measures were inconsistent in the first study. In 

addition, the exploratory questions about other program 

variables were dropped. 

Hypotheses 

This study tests the same hypotheses as the first study 

and makes additional predictions about the social and work 
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costs of the decision. As a program characteristic, 

anonymity should have no effect on the concern about costs 

when the decision is to maintain the status quo. An 

increase in pressure, because it may increase the 

expectation of negative sanctions from the supervisor if the 

problem is not corrected, should cause more concern about 

the costs of a status quo decision. Greater supervisory 

support, on the other hand, may work to make a worker less 

concerned about receiving negative work and social 

sanctions, regardless of the decision. Therefore, the 

hypotheses tested in this study are as follows: 

Main Effects: 

HI: There will be less concern about incurring both 
the social costs and work costs of disclosure when 
anonymity is high than when it is low. 

H2: There should be less concern about incurring 
both the work costs and social costs of disclosure 
when supervisory support is high than when it is 
low. 

H3: There will be less concern about incurring the 
social and work costs of maintaining the status quo 
when supervisory support is high than when it is low. 

H4: There should be more concern about incurring 
the work costs of maintaining the status quo when 
pressure is high than when it is low. 

H5: A disclosure decision will be more likely 
under conditions of high anonymity than under 
conditions of low anonymity. 

H6: A disclosure decision will be more likely 
under conditions of high supervisory support than 
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under conditions of low supervisory support. 

H7: A disclosure decision will be more likely when 
pressure is high than when it is low. 

H8: A decision to seek help from other sources will be 
more likely when pressure is high than when it is low. 

Methods 

This study tested the effects of three variables, 

supervisory support, anonymity, and pressure, on the 

decision (process and outcome) to admit to skill 

deficiencies in order to seek help for them. The purpose of 

this study was to refine and expand on the first study in a 

context more directly relevant to the subject pool. Here, 

the deficiency depicted was of a university student who 

lacked the skills necessary for a required course. 

Subjects 

The subjects were 159 male and female university 

students enrolled in an undergraduate organizational 

behavior course. These students volunteered to participate 

in the study on their own time and received extra credit 

points for their participation. 

Procedure 

The subjects1 task was to read one brief scenario about 

a skill deficient student and to answer a series of 

questions following the scenario. The study materials 
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(Appendix A) consisted of a written set of instructions, a 

brief scenario, and ten questions about that scenario. Once 

the subjects had the materials, the entire task took 

approximately 10-15 minutes. 

Design 

The design of this experimental study was a 2x2x2x2 

full factorial with scenario as the fourth factor. Two 

scenarios were used to ensure that the results obtained 

could be generalized to the situation represented and not 

solely to the particular scenario depicted. The two 

scenarios were pre-tested to ensure that there were no 

differences in the perception of the literacy and stigma 

levels between the two scenarios. 

Both scenarios involved a male student who was a senior 

at a public university. Both were enrolled in required 

courses for which their skills were deficient; one could not 

write the lengthy papers required and the other could not do 

the statistical analyses required. It was mentioned that 

the student depicted was the only one in the class who 

seemed to have that problem. Each student had the option of 

signing up for a special skills course offered by the 

University, but, to do this, he would have to be referred by 

his instructor. It was not mentioned whether the instructor 

was male or female. 

The independent variables were operationalized in a 
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similar fashion as in the first study. Supervisory support 

was manipulated by how easy to talk to and how helpful the 

instructor was. Anonymity was manipulated by requiring that 

the student leave class early to make it to the program on 

time, ensuring that classmates would find out, versus having 

participation in the program confidential so no one would 

find out. Pressure was considered high when the student had 

received feedback from the instructor about poor performance 

in class and low when it was simply explained that the 

student could not get away with the problem indefinitely. 

Measures 

The manipulations of the independent variables were 

measured either as averaged responses to multiple items or 

as responses to single items on the questionnaire. 

Supervisory support was measured as the accuracy of 

descriptions of the instructor as supportive, harsh (reverse 

scored), critical (reverse scored), and warm (alpha =.81). 

Anonymity was measured as the likelihood that the student 

could participate in the program without having anyone 

besides his instructor find out. Pressure was measured by 

asking about the amount of pressure the student was 

currently facing to solve the problem. The importance of 

correcting the problem was also measured. 

The dependent variable of primary interest, help-

seeking behavior, was measured by the same items as in the 
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first study (alpha=.73). The five questions about help-

seeking from others sources were consolidated into one 

general item, "If the university-sponsored assistance 

program was not available, how likely would John be to seek 

help from another source?". 

The cost variables were measured as the extent of 

concern about the possibility of certain outcomes 

"...occurring as a consequence of admitting his problem and 

attending the program." and "...occurring as a consequence 

of not attending the program to get help for his problem." 

This was done to measure the social and work costs of a 

decision to disclose and also of a decision to maintain the 

status quo. There were three items, social reputation 

("having people in the class think poorly of him"), jests 

("having people in the class make fun of him"), and social 

exposure ("having other students or acquaintances find out 

about his problem"), that formed the social cost measure 

(alpha=.90 for disclosure costs and alpha=.92 for status quo 

costs). Three items, "failing the course and ruining his 

GPA", "getting dropped from the course", and "being delayed 

or prevented from graduating", formed the work cost measure 

(alpha=.86 for disclosure costs and alpha=.76 for status quo 

costs). 
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A small pretest of the two scenarios revealed that 

there were no significant differences perceived in the 

relative level of the skill deficiency or in the level of 

stigmatization associated with it. As in the first study, 

however, there were a few significant differences between 

scenarios in the ANOVAs and these will be reported and 

analyzed with separate ANOVAs for each scenario. 

Manipulation Checks 

Manipulation checks on the independent variables again 

confirmed that these variables were perceived as intended by 

the subjects (Table 5.1). The supervisory support 

manipulation was very strong with subjects in the high 

support condition indicating a more supportive supervisor 

(x=4.96, s.d.=1.06) than subjects in the low support 

condition (x=3.05, s.d.=.99). As in the first study, 

however, the measure also showed a main effect of pressure 

and an interaction effect - this time between support and 

pressure. Again, increasing pressure had the effect of 

decreasing the perceived supportiveness of the supervisor 

(x=4.41, s.d.=l.40 for low pressure and x=3.61, s.d.=1.28 

for high pressure). An unsupportive supervisor who applied 

pressure was seen as the least supportive and a supportive 

supervisor who didn't apply pressure was the most 
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TABLE 5.1 

ANOVA Summary for Manipulation Checks: 

Significant Effects only 

Measure Effects df MS 

Supervisory 

Support (S) 

S 1,142 141.86 160.41 .000 

P 1,142 23.63 26.72 .000 

SxP 1,142 4.91 5.56 .020 

Anonymity(A) 1,142 30.68 9.44 .003 

Pressure(P) scene 2: SxAxP 1, 72 2.81 6.01 .017 
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supportive. A supportive supervisor who applied pressure, 

however, was still seen as more supportive than an 

unsupportive supervisor who did not apply pressure (Table 

5.2). 

The anonymity measure showed a strong effect of 

anonymity with subjects in the high anonymity condition 

indicating that the student's problem was less likely to be 

exposed (x=3.93, s.d.=1.80) than subjects in the low 

anonymity condition (x=4.82, s.d.=1.80). The pressure 

measure revealed no main effects. Instead, there was a 

significant four-way interaction which, when analyzed 

separately by scenario, revealed nothing of significance in 

scenario one but a significant three-way interaction in 

scenario two. However, a mean differences test using the 

Student-Newman-Keuls procedure (p < .05) revealed no 

significant differences between the means for this 

interaction. 

The skewness problem found with the anonymity measure 

in the first study was not found in this study; however, the 

skewed response to the pressure measure was even greater 

than in the first study. Approximately 99.5% of the 

subjects indicated that the level of pressure was above the 

mid-point. Given the extreme skewness present, it is not 

surprising that there was no difference in the level of 

perceived pressure as a function of the pressure 
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Means for SxP 

TABLE 5.2 

Interaction (Table 5.1) 

Pressure 

low high 

Supervisory 
low 3.27. a 2.84b 

Supervisory 
Support 

high 5.51c 4.39d 

Note: Means with different subscripts differ significantly 
at p < .05 
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manipulation. 

Effects on Costs 

The tests of the cost variables revealed partial 

support for some of the hypotheses. Although there were no 

effects of the independent variables on the work costs of 

disclosure, the social costs showed a main effect for 

anonymity (F1133=13.794, p < .001), partially supporting 

hypothesis 1, where low anonymity caused more worry about 

the social costs of disclosure (x=4.77, s.d.=1.62) than high 

anonymity (x=3.77, s.d.=1.68). There was also an 

interaction involving scene. A separate analysis by 

scenario (Table 5.3) revealed a main effect of anonymity and 

an interaction of support and anonymity in scenario one and 

a main effect of anonymity and an interaction of pressure 

and anonymity in scenario two. In scenario one, anonymity 

does not seem to make much of a difference in the perception 

of social costs when the supervisor is supportive, but makes 

a large difference when the supervisor is not supportive, 

with the low support, low anonymity condition causing more 

worry about costs than any other condition (Table 5.4). In 

scenario two, anonymity makes a difference only when 

pressure is low and social costs are perceived to be higher 

when anonymity and pressure are low than in any other 

condition (Table 5.4). 

For the status quo decision, the only effect on work 
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TABLE 5.3 

Summary for ANOVA Main Effects by Scenario 

for social Cost Measure 

Source df MS 

Costs-Scenario 1 

Supervisory support(A) 

Anonymity(B) 

Pressure(C) 

A x B 

A x C 

B x C 

A x B x C 

Error 64 

3.22 

21.37 

.16 

14.53 

.09 

.38 

.46 

2.46 

1.31 

8 . 6 8 * *  

.07 

5.91* 

.04 

.15 

.19 

Costs-Scenario 2 

Supervisory support(A) 

Anonymity(B) 

Pressure(C) 

A x B 

A x C 

B x C 

A x B X C 

Error 69 

.50 

16.19 

2.84 

. 0 6  

.16 

18.63 

. 0 0  

2.90 

.17 

5.58* 

.98 

. 0 2  

.05 

6.42* 

. 0 0  

** p < .005 
* p < .02 



TABLE 5.4 

Means for Cost Interactions (Table 5.3) by Scenario 

Scenario 1; 

Anonymity 

Supervisory 
Support 

low 

high 

low 

5.59a 

4 . 2 6 u  

high 

3.59t 

4.17, 

Scenario 2: 

Pressure 

Anonymity 
low 

low 

5.26. 

high 3.43t 

high 

3.97t 

4.02, 

Note: Means with different subscripts differ significantly 
at p < .05 
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costs was that these costs were perceived to be somewhat 

higher (F1 133=4.403, p < .05) in scenario two (x=5.80, 

s.d.=.98) than in scenario one (x=5.4, s.d.=1.27). A test 

of the social costs of the status quo decision revealed a 3-

way interaction of support, anonymity, and pressure 

(Fi 133=4.58, p=.034). However, a comparison of the means 

(Student-Newman-Keuls at p < .05) revealed no significant 

differences. 

While costs, in general, were perceived to be somewhat 

less salient in this study than in the first, there were 

some differences in the level of concern about outcomes as a 

result of a disclosure decision versus a status quo decision 

(Table 5.5). A status quo decision led to more concern 

about work costs and less concern about social costs than a 

disclosure decision. However, there appeared to be no 

relationship between the costs and the dependent measures of 

help-seeking (there were no significant correlations). 

Effects on Help-Seeking 

As in the first study, the ANOVA results supported only 

one of the hypothesized main effects of the independent 

variables on the help-seeking measure (Table 5.6). 

Supervisory support had a strong and significant main effect 

on the likelihood of seeking help from the assistance 

program with a highly supportive supervisor seen as more 

likely to encourage help-seeking (x=5.19, s.d.=1.07) than an 
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TABLE 5.5 

Cost Variables: 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations 

Variables Disclosure Decision Status Quo Decision 

means/sd r= means/sd r= 

fail course 4.61/1.98 

dropped from 3.70/1.97 
course 

6.18/1.21 

4.96/1.78 

graduation 
prevented 

4.28/1/92 5.45/1.59 

ruin career 4.70/1.92 5.72/1.43 

work costs 4.32/1.64 -.04 5.57/1.15 .09 

reputation 4.36/1.89 3.76/1.69 

jests 3.86/1.92 3.31/1.69 

others find 
out 

4.62/1.80 3.81/1.85 

social costs 4.27/1.71 -.13 3.62/1.61 .00 
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TABLE 5.6 

Summary of ANOVA Main Effects for Help-Seeking 

Source df MS 

Help-seekina 

Scenario 1 3.72 2.48 

Supervisory support 1 77.91 51.95* 

Anonymity 1 2.3 6 1.57 

Pressure 1 .08 .04 

Error 142 1.50 

*P < .001 



unsupportive supervisor (x=3.80, s.d.=1.37). There was a 

significant (F1U2=4.411, p < .05) three-way interaction 

between scenario, supervisory support, and pressure, but 

separate ANOVAs for each scenario revealed only main effects 

of different magnitudes for supervisory support (scenario 

one: F171=41.281, p < .001, x=3.49, s.d.=1.31 low support, 

x=5.19, s.d.=1.0 for high support; and scenario two: 

F172=15.198, p < .001, x=4.10, s.d.=1.36 for low support, 

x=5.20, s.d.=1.15 for high support). For the anonymity 

manipulation, the difference between means was in 

the hypothesized direction (i.e. for high anonymity x=4.62, 

s.d.=1.26 and for low anonymity x=4.38, s.d.=1.54), but not 

significant. 

None of the independent variables had any effect on 

help-seeking from other sources, failing to confirm 

hypothesis 7. (Contrary to the first study, the population 

mean on the measure was lower than the population mean for 

the other help-seeking measures). 

Discussion 

It is clear that supervisory support has a substantial 

effect on help-seeking behavior. The results also indicate 

that pressure is already great in these situations and a 

confrontation imposing additional pressure only has the 
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deleterious effect of reducing perceptions of the 

supportiveness of the supervisor. For anonymity, the result 

is not so clear. This manipulation appears to have some 

effect on the social costs of disclosure, but does not 

significantly affect help-seeking behavior. The specific 

influence of anonymity will be examined further in the third 

study which focuses on the effects of program 

characteristics on help-seeking behavior. 
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CHAPTER 6 

A Study of the Effects of Program Characteristics 

on Help-seeking Behavior 

The third study tested new independent variables, 

specifically program variables, that were introduced in the 

first study and now tested in a context identical to the 

second study. Based on the results of the first experiment, 

the program characteristics examined were location, 

reputation and anonymity. Anonymity was included again 

because there was some evidence, however sparse, that it had 

some influence in the help-seeking process, but more 

research was necessary to understand it. In addition, the 

anonymity of the program appeared, in the first study, to 

influence the salience of the program location. For a 

better understanding of this relationship, it was necessary 

to include both factors as independent variables. 

The examination of the five program characteristics in 

the first experiment revealed intuitively obvious effects 

for three of the variables. That is, company payment, easy 

enrollment, and a good reputation were found to be more 

likely to promote disclosure than were client payment, 

complex enrollment, and no reputation (first time offered). 

One of the variables, however, was expected to be useful in 
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the cost analysis model. The reputation of the program is 

one indication of the instrumentality of the program. This 

manipulation should therefore affect help-seeking behavior 

by influencing the perceived benefits of disclosure and 

program attendance. However, this study does not examine 

the effects on the perception of benefits, but simply 

measures the outcome effect on the disclosure decision. 

The other two variables tested, location and time of 

program, had counter-intuitive effects. The original 

expectation, supported by some of the interview data, was 

that a program offered on-site and on company time would be 

more convenient and therefore more likely to induce 

participation in the program. However, the results showed 

the opposite effect. Programs held off-site and after work 

were more likely to encourage a disclosure decision. Since 

the analysis suggested that these two variables had similar 

effects and had a similar relationship with anonymity, only 

one, location, is included as an independent variable in 

this study, along with anonymity and program reputation. 

Hypotheses 

In addition to the three independent variables, the 

role of the cost variables in the help-seeking decision was 

examined. The specific hypotheses in this study were as 
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follows: 

Main Effects: 

HI: There will be less concern about social and work 
costs of a disclosure decision when location is off-
site than when it is on-site. 

H2: There will be less concern about social and work 
costs of a disclosure decision when the program is 
anonymous than when it is not. 

H3: A disclosure decision is more likely when the 
assistance program is off-site than when it is on-site. 

H4: A disclosure decision is more likely when the 
assistance program is anonymous than when it is not. 

H5: A disclosure decision is more likely when the 
assistance program has a good reputation than when it 
has a poor one. 

In addition to the main effects hypothesized, 

interactions between the anonymity and location variables 

are expected, as suggested by the results of the first 

study. A program on-site should be more attractive 

(because it is more convenient) when the program is 

anonymous and a program off-site should be more attractive 

(because it better conceals one's identity) when the program 

is not anonymous. 

Interaction Effects: 

H6: When the program is anonymous, an on-site program 
is more likely to promote a disclosure decision than an 
off-site program. 

H7: When the program is not anonymous, an off-site 
program is more likely to promote a disclosure decision 
than an on-site program. 
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Methods 

This study examined the effect of three program 

variables, reputation, anonymity, and location, on the 

decision (process and outcome) to admit to skill 

deficiencies in order to seek help for them. 

Subjects 

The subjects were 155 male and female university 

students enrolled in an undergraduate organizational 

behavior course. These students volunteered to participate 

in the study on their own time and received extra credit 

points for their participation. 

Procedure 

The subjects' task was to read one brief scenario about 

a skill deficient student and to answer a series of 

questions following the scenario. The study materials 

(Appendix A) consisted of a written set of instructions, a 

brief scenario, and ten questions about that scenario. Once 

the subjects had the materials, the entire task took 

approximately 10-15 minutes. 

Design 

The design of this experimental study was a 2x2x2x2 

full factorial with scenario as the fourth factor. Two 

scenarios were used to ensure that the results obtained 

could be generalized to the situation represented and not 



81 

solely to the particular scenario depicted. The two 

scenarios were identical to the ones used in the second 

study except for the independent variables manipulated. In 

this study, we substituted two program characteristics for 

the support and pressure variables used in the second study 

and retained the anonymity variable. 

Each of the independent variables tested had two levels 

- good and poor for program reputation, on-site and off-site 

for location, and high and low for anonymity. The following 

paragraph from one of the scenarios shows the first level 

(good, on-site, and high) of each factor (reputation, 

location, and anonymity, respectively), with the 

manipulation underlined. The second level of each factor 

(poor, off-site and low) is explained in the parentheses. 

Early in the semester, John's instructor had read them 
a memo describing a program to provide special help for 
students with writing problems. Although his 
instructor hadn't heard anything about the program, 
John overheard a couple of his classmates talking about 
friends who participated in the program as sophomores 
and felt it had really helped them a great deal, 
("...felt it hadn't really helped them at all.") The 
program was being held in the Tutoring Services 
conference room, located in the same building and on 
the same floor as John's class, ("...at the Student 
Assistance Center, located across campus,") and 
students could attend if referred by their instructor. 
Participation is confidential, so no one besides John's 
instructor would have to know. ("Since the writing 
program starts immediately after his class, John would 
have to leave early every day to make it there on time 
and his classmates, especially the others in his group, 
would realize he was attending the program.") 
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Measures 

The manipulations of the independent variables were 

measured as averaged responses to multiple items on the 

questionnaire. Program reputation was measured as the 

quality and the usefulness of the program (alpha=.74). 

Anonymity was measured as the likelihood that the student 

could participate in the program without having anyone 

besides his instructor find out (reverse scored) and how 

likely classmates would be to find out if the student sought 

help (alpha=.76). Location was intended to be measured by a 

question about the convenience of the program. 

The dependent variable of primary interest, help-

seeking behavior, was measured in the same manner as the 

first two studies and once again was reliable (alpha=.73). 

The costs variables were measured in a manner identical to 

the second study and had the following reliabilities: work 

costs of disclosure (alpha=.87); social costs of disclosure 

(alpha=.91); work costs of the status quo (alpha=.87); 

social costs of the status quo (alpha=.72). Finally, the 

salience of the cost measures and their relationship to 

help-seeking behavior was also examined. 

Results 

Since the background in the scenarios used in this 
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study were identical to those in the second study, there was 

no need for a pretest of the scenario. As in the first two 

studies, the ANOVA results indicated a few differences 

between scenarios and these will be analyzed by separate 

ANOVAs. 

Manipulation Checks 

Manipulation checks on the independent variables 

confirmed that these variables were perceived as intended by 

the subjects, although two of the measures were not clearly 

distinguishable (Table 6.1). The manipulation for program 

reputation was strong and significant with the good 

reputation condition revealing a better reputation (x=6.01, 

s.d.=.75) than the poor reputation condition (x=4.68, 

s.d.=1.12). For the location measure, an on-site program 

was considered to be more convenient (x=5.11, s.d.=1.66) 

than an across campus site (x=4.61, s.d.=l.72), but a 

program that was anonymous was also seen as more convenient 

(x=5.88, s.d.=1.10) than a program that was not anonymous 

(x=3.90, s.d.=1.62). Although subjects clearly perceived 

the on-site program as closer and therefore more convenient, 

they apparently had a broader interpretation of convenience 

than the researcher intended with this measure. 

There was a significant effect of anonymity on the 

anonymity measure (F1 139=30.50, p < .001), but there was also 

a significant three-way interaction between scene, 
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TABLE 6.1 

ANOVA Summary for Manipulation Checks: 

Significant Effects Only 

Measure Effects df MS 

Program (R) R 1,139 68.45 77.26 .000 
Reputation 

Location (L) L 1,139 7.96 4.12 .044 
A 1,139 150.74 77.98 .000 

Anonymity(A) 
Scene 1: A 

Scene 2: A 
L 

1, 71 19.75 

1, 68 46.69 
1, 68 9.89 

10.48 .002 

21.13 .000 
4.48 .038 
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location and anonymity (F1 139=4.78, p < .05). Separate 

ANOVAs by scenario revealed that high anonymity was 

perceived as less likely to expose a student's problem 

(x=3.59, s.d.=1.35) than low anonymity (x=4.59, s.d.=1.33) 

in scenario one, but that both an anonymous (x=3.32, 

s.d.=1.48) and an off-site program (x=3.79, s.d.=1.67) were 

perceived as more anonymous than a non-anonymous (x=4.85, 

s.d.=1.55) and on-site (x=4.13, s.d.=1.69) program in 

scenario two. 

Effects on Costs 

There were no significant effects of the independent 

variables on either the work costs of disclosure or the 

social costs of the status quo. There was, however, a 

significant main effect for anonymity (F1 129=6.00 p < .02) 

and a four-way interaction for the social costs of 

disclosure (F, 129=6 . 85, p < .01). The main effect of 

anonymity supports the hypothesis about social costs 

presented in hypothesis 3 and replicates the cost finding in 

study two in which low anonymity caused more concern about 

the social costs of disclosure (x=4.67, s.d.=1.69) than high 

anonymity (x=4.05, s.d.=1.62). Since the interaction 

involved scene, this effect was analyzed separately by 

scenario and resulted in a significant main effect of 

anonymity (F., 129=6.53, p < .02) in scenario 2 and nothing 

significant in scenario one. In addition, there was a 
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significant effect of location (F, 129=9.66, p < .002) on the 

work costs of the status quo decision in which an on-site 

program was perceived as more worrisome in terms of 

incurring work costs because of a decision to maintain the 

status quo (x=6.08, s.d.=.78) than an across campus site 

(x=5.61, s.d.=1.01). 

The salience of these costs was perceived similarly to 

those in the second study (Table 6.2) but this time there 

was some relationship between one of the cost variables and 

the measure of help-seeking behavior. The social costs of 

the disclosure decision were significantly correlated with 

the likelihood of seeking help (Table 6.2). 

Effects on help-seeking 

The ANOVA results supported only one of the 

hypothesized main effects of the independent variables on 

help-seeking (Table 6.3). A program with a good reputation 

was significantly more likely (x=5.00, s.d.=1.17) to result 

in a decision to disclose the deficiency and seek help than 

a program with a poor reputation (x=4.29, s.d.=1.34). 

Anonymity, once again, was not significant, while the 

differences between the means was in the hypothesized 

direction (i.e. x=4.78, s.d.= 1.35 for the high anonymity 

condition and x=4.49, s.d.=1.25 for the low anonymity 

condition). 
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TABLE 6.2 

Cost Variables: 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations 

Variables Disclosure Decision Status Quo Decision 

means/sd r= means/sd r= 

fail course 4.72/1.83 

dropped from 3.73/1.96 
course 

6.34/0.95 

5.19/1.66 

graduation 
prevented 

4.47/1.81 5.93/1.21 

ruin career 4.60/1.89 5.95/1.10 

work costs 4.39/1.59 -.09 5.85/0.93 .02 

reputation 4.48/1.77 3.95/1.64 

jests 4.03/1.87 3.52/1.72 

others find 
out 

4.60/1.81 4.04/1.76 

social costs 4.36/1.70 -.36* 3.84/1.52 -.05 

( p < .01 
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TABLE 6.3 

Summary of ANOVA Main Effects for Help-Seeking 

Source df MS F 

Help-seeking 

Scenario 

Program reputation 

Location 

Anonymity 

Error 

*P < .001 

1 3.38 2.11 

1 20.39 12.72* 

1 .10 .06 

1 3.98 2.48 

139 1.60 



89 

CHAPTER 7 

Discussion and Conclusions 

This research examined factors that were hypothesized 

to influence a decision to seek help for a skill deficiency. 

Although the focus was on the outcome of the help-seeking 

decision, the experiments were also designed to test a 

proposed model of the decision process. The results of the 

three experiments just described provide some answers for 

the five general questions posed earlier. 

Influences on help-seeking behavior 

The first question was whether the work and program 

variables proposed influence the likelihood of problem 

disclosure and, therefore, help-seeking behavior. The 

answer is that supervisory support and program reputation 

proved to be important factors in influencing help-seeking 

behavior by encouraging problem disclosure. The effect of 

supervisory support was replicated in the second study - a 

context much more appropriate for the subjects used - and 

program reputation proved important in both the first and 

third studies. Although anonymity did not significantly 

affect help-seeking in any of the studies, it did appear to 
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lessen some of the costs associated with an disclosure 

decision. 

One possible explanation of why, despite expert 

opinions to the contrary, anonymity did not have the 

hypothesized effects is that the decision to disclose one's 

problem by telling a supervisor and the behavior of 

attending an assistance program are influenced by different 

forces. Although the anonymity of a program did not appear 

to be of significant immediate concern in disclosing a skill 

deficiency to a supervisor, it is still likely that it may 

be important at the moment when one has to walk into the 

class. As was shown, anonymity did affect the perceptions 

of costs associated with the decisions. 

Program location, in the third study, not only had 

effects similar to anonymity, but was so closely related to 

this construct that location actually affected the 

perceptions of the anonymity of the program. Although an 

on-site program was seen as more convenient, an off-site 

program was seen as more likely to protect one's identity. 

Confrontation, operationalized by the pressure 

manipulation, proved to have no effect on the decision to 

disclose. This does not indicate that pressure does not 

affect the decision to seek help, but rather that a high 

level of pressure and an emphasis on the importance of 

correcting the problem are already inherent in this kind of 



91 

decision. Additional pressure not only failed to encourage 

a decision to seek help, but had a detrimental effect in 

both the first and second studies on the perception of a 

supervisor's supportiveness. 

Influences on Perceptions of Costs 

Questions two and three asked if the cost variables 

were salient and if there was a relationship between the 

independent variables and the cost variables. The results 

indicated that, indeed, the cost variables were salient, but 

the relationship between the independent variables and the 

cost variables was not always clearly established. Although 

the first study revealed no effect of the independent 

variables on perceptions of costs (only the effect of 

supervisory support was examined), the results of both the 

second and third studies suggest that anonymity decreases 

the worry about the social costs of disclosure. In 

addition, an on-site program appeared to increase 

perceptions of the work costs of inaction. 

One reason why supervisory support encouraged a 

disclosure decision but failed to have an effect on the 

costs variables may be, again, that subjects see the 

decision to disclose a problem to a supervisor as a separate 

decision from a participation decision and the costs that 
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follow such a disclosure decision are only secondarily, and 

sequentially, considered. Anonymity, on the other hand, was 

seen as a program variable that directly affected the costs 

following a decision. 

The Effects of Cost Perceptions on Help-Seeking 

The fourth question inquired about a relationship 

between the cost variables and help-seeking behavior. 

Although there is some evidence that this relationship 

exists, it is by no means conclusive. For example, the work 

costs of disclosure were significantly (negatively) 

correlated with help-seeking behavior in study one, the 

social costs of disclosure were significantly (negatively) 

correlated with help-seeking in study three, and no 

relationship between costs and help-seeking behavior was 

found in study two. 

The Replication of Results Across Contexts 

The final question posed was whether the factors 

influencing help-seeking behavior would also be found to 

affect help-seeking behavior in a context other than 

workplace literacy. Although there were some differences by 

scenario within a particular study as well as across 



studies, the general answer to this question is positive. 

Based upon the results of these three studies, the following 

findings appear to be fairly generalizable: strong 

supervisory support and a good program reputation positively 

affect help-seeking behavior; the general level of pressure 

felt by skill-deficient individuals is extremely high; the 

additional pressure of confronting an individual about a 

problem does not increase help-seeking behavior and actually 

decreases perceptions of supervisory support; and the costs 

that might result from a decision about help-seeking are 

generally very salient. However, the effects of the 

independent variables on perceptions of costs and the 

relationship between the cost variables and the final 

decision about help-seeking were not as conclusively 

replicated. 

Directions for Future Research 

What emerges most clearly from these studies is the 

conclusion that a rational cost/benefit analysis of the 

decision to seek help for a stigmatizing problem is not a 

very helpful model for predicting such behavior. Although 

some of the hypothesized effects of the work situation and 

program characteristics were supported, there was .little 

support for the process (or model) by which the effect was 
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achieved. In order to find a more appropriate model of the 

decision process, it may be first necessary to conceptually 

separate the decision to disclose the problem to some 

authority figure from the decision to actually participate 

in such a program. It is likely, as these findings suggest, 

that different factors will affect these two decisions and 

the decision processes themselves may be very different. 

One interesting area of decision theory that might be 

successfully applied to a study of help-seeking behavior is 

that of framing. As mentioned in the beginning of this 

paper, progressive training programs are much more 

positively viewed than are corrective training programs. 

While there are real and substantive differences between 

these programs, one major difference is simply the 

implication that a progressive program takes people who are 

already average, or above average, and gives them the 

opportunity to become better while a corrective program 

takes below average, or deficient, people and tries to bring 

them up to normative levels. The responsibility for the 

current state of the person, above or below average, is 

attributed to the individual. Some assistance programs and 

even public policies have taken the responsibility off the 

individual through a framing mechanism. For example, it is 

much easier now for alcoholics to seek help for an addiction 

now that alcoholism has been officially labelled a disease. 
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Rape victims are more likely to come forward to report the 

crime now that the public is more aware that they are 

victims of a crime and do not share any responsibility for 

it. It would be interesting to test whether the framing of 

other personal problems, like illiteracy, can affect 

disclosure and program participation rates. 

Although the most appropriate way to study the problem 

presented in this paper is to experiment with a group of 

people who are illiterate or who have other stigmatizing 

problems who have not yet disclosed them or sought help for 

them, this group is impossible to identify, for obvious 

reasons. Any other approach taken will be artificial and 

will have limitations, as did the laboratory studies 

presented here, but using a variety of methods to 

investigate this problem would help compensate for the flaws 

of any one method. Field studies or interviews with groups 

of people currently participating in assistance programs or 

using groups likely to have a higher percentage of people 

(or more likely to personally know people) who have such a 

problem might be an appropriate next step. 



APPENDIX A 

Instructions and Sample Questionnaires used 

in Laboratory Studies 



STUDY ONE MATERIALS 
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INSTRUCTIONS 

On the next page, you will find a scenario about an employee 
who has a particular work-related skill deficiency and a 
brief set of questions about him. Please read the story and 
answer the questions following it. 

The purpose of this study is to find out what companies can 
do to help employees overcome problems like these. The 
story you will read is based on a real-life example. As you 
have probably heard, many employers and government 
authorities are concerned about the quality of the American 
workforce, so gathering information like this is extremely 
important. 

Please give the story on the next page careful attention and 
answer every question. The questions ask you to make 
judgments about a person named John. For instance, you will 
be asked to tell us how likely you think John is to take 
various actions to solve his problems. Some of the 
questions may seem difficult to answer given the limited 
information you have, but please do the best you can and 
base your answers on what you know from the scenario. 
Please be sure to answer all the questions - do not leave 
any blank. 

Thank you for your help with this research project. 
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1.111 John has a good, steady assembly-line job for an 
auto-parts manufacturer, but he doesn't have enough basic 
math skills to fill out his time card properly. His reading 
and writing skills are so poor that he brings company memos 
and paperwork home for his wife to explain or help fill out. 
No one else in his department seems to have this problem, 
and he doesn't think he can conceal the problem indefinitely 
because some plant information, particularly technical and 
procedural changes, is periodically posted on the company 
bulletin board. John can only pick up this information 
through the casual conversations of his coworkers, which 
aren't always a reliable source. His company sponsors a 
basic skills program that he could sign up for, but, to do 
this, he would have to tell his supervisor that he would 
like to attend this program. Unfortunately, he doesn't find 
his supervisor very easy to talk to or very helpful. Since 
the program is conducted on company time, his co-workers 
would also find out that he was participating in the 
program. 

1. If John's literacy problem were to become common 
knowledge because of his participation in an assistance 
program, how worried would John be about the possibility of 
each of the following outcomes? 

Not at all Very 
worried worried 

Having people at work think 12 3 4 5 6 7 
poorly of him 

Having people at work make 12 3 4 5 6 7 
fun of him 

Having people at work lose 12 3 4 5 6 7 
in his ability to do 
his work 

Losing promotion 12 3 4 5 6 7 
opportunities 

Losing the job he has now 12 3 4 5 6 7 

2. How likely is John to ignore the problem and continue in 
his present situation? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 

likely likely 
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3. How likely is John to tell his supervisor that he wants 
to attend the program offered by the company? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

If the company-sponsored assistance program were not 
available, how likely would John be to seek help from 
each of the following sources? 

Not at all 
likely 

Very 
likely 

Friends or family members 
A teacher or counselor 

outside the company 
His supervisor 
His co-workers 
A group of people who 

share his problem 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

How accurate is each of the following adjectives as a 
description of John's supervisor? 

Not at all 
accurate 

Very 
accurate 

Supportive 
Harsh 
Warm 
Critical 

1 
1 
1 
1 

2 
2 
2 
2 

3 
3 
3 
3 

4 
4 
4 
4 

5 
5 
5 
5 

6 7 
6 7 
6 7 
6 7 

How likely is it that John can participate in the 
company program without having anyone besides his 
supervisor find out about it? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 
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7. How important is it for John to correct his problem? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
important important 

8. In this scenario, how likely are the following 
individuals and groups to find out about John's problem 
if he seeks help for it? 

Not at all 
likely 

Very 
likely 

Supervisor 
Top managers 
His co-workers or peers 
Everyone in his department 
Everyone in the company 

2 
2 
2 
2 
2 

3 
3 
3 
3 
3 

4 
4 
4 
4 
4 

5 
5 
5 
5 
5 

6 
6 
6 
6 
6 

7 
7 
7 
7 
7 

9. How much pressure to solve his problem is John facing 
right now? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Very little A great deal 

10. Skills training programs can be conducted in many 
different ways, and some approaches are likely to be 
more effective for some people than for others. The 
list below describes a variety of ways that a training 
program might be set up. Taking into account everything 
that you know about John, how likely is it that a person 
in his situation would participate in a training program 
that had each of the following characteristics? 



Not at all 
likely 

A program conducted at work 
A program he had to pay 

for himself 
A program conducted on 

company time 
A program that required a 

complex enrollment form 
A program that had been shown 

to be helpful to others 
A program conducted after work 

hours or on the weekend 
A program paid for by his 

company 
A program conducted away from 

the work site 
A program that is being tried 

out for the first time 
A program that required only 

a phone call or an oral 
commitment to enroll 

2 
2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 
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2.222 Mark works on the production line of a department of 
defense subcontractor. He is an assembler of circuit boards 
and other electronic components. Although his work is 
routine, he is occasionally required to work on a new 
assembly that requires him to read the instructions or 
specifications. This is a problem for Mark because he can 
only read and write at a very elementary level. He has 
concealed this problem in the past by using the usually 
detailed pictures that are in the blueprints and by watching 
his coworkers - none of whom seem to have any problem 
reading and understanding the instructions. Mark doesn't 
think he can continue in this manner indefinitely because 
the pictures in the blueprints occasionally omit important 
steps and sometimes the coworkers near him are working on 
different assemblies. In fact, he was just counselled by 
his supervisor for his errors on the most recent assembly. 
His supervisor attributed this problem and other persistent 
mistakes to poor work habits because he doesn't realize they 
are a result of Mark's literacy problems. His company 
sponsors a basic skills program that he could sign up for, 
but, to do this, he would have to tell his supervisor that 
he would like to attend this program. Mark finds his 
supervisor very easy to talk to and, in the past, very 
helpful. Participation is confidential so no one besides 
his supervisor would have to know. 

1. If Mark's literacy problem were to become common 
knowledge because of his participation in an assistance 
program, how worried would MArk be about the possibility of 
each of the following outcomes? 

Not at all Very 
worried worried 

Having people at work think 12 3 4 5 6 7 
poorly of him 

Having people at work make 12 3 4 5 6 7 
fun of him 

Having people at work lose 12 3 4 5 6 7 
in his ability to do 
his work 

Losing promotion 12 3 4 5 6 7 
opportunities 

Losing the job he has now 12 3 4 5 6 7 
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2. How likely is Mark to ignore the problem and continue in 
his present situation? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 

likely likely 

3. How likely is Mark to tell his supervisor that he wants 
to attend the program offered by the company? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

If the company-sponsored assistance program were not 
available, how likely would Mark be to seek help from 
each of the following sources? 

Friends or family members 
A teacher or counselor 

outside the company 
His supervisor 
His co-workers 
A group of people who 

share his problem 

Not at all 
likely 

1 
1 

1 
1 
1 

2 
2 

2 
2 
2 

3 
3 

3 
3 
3 

4 
4 

4 
4 
4 

5 
5 

5 
5 
5 

6 
6 

Very 
likely 

7 
7 

6 7 
6 7 
6 7 

5. How accurate is each of the following adjectives as a 
description of Mark's supervisor? 

Not at all 
accurate 

Very 
accurate 

Supportive 
Harsh 
Warm 
Critical 

1 2 
1 2 
1 2 
1 2 

3 4 
3 4 
3 4 
3 4 

5 
5 
5 
5 

6 7 
6 7 
6 7 
6 7 
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How likely is it that Mark can participate in the 
company program without having anyone besides his 
supervisor find out about it? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

7. How important is it for Mark to correct his problem? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
important important 

8. In this scenario, how likely are the following 
individuals and groups to find out about Mark's problem 
if he seeks help for it? 

Not at all 
likely 

Very 
likely 

Supervisor 12 3 4 5 6 7 
Top managers 12 3 4 5 6 7 
His co-workers or peers 12 3 4 5 6 7 
Everyone in his department 12 3 4 5 6 7 
Everyone in the company 12 3 4 5 6 7 

9. How much pressure to solve his problem is Mark facing 
right now? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Very little A great deal 
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10. Skills training programs can be conducted in many 
different ways, and some approaches are likely to be 
more effective for some people than for others. The 
list below describes a variety of ways that a training 
program might be set up. Taking into account everything 
that you know about Mark, how likely is it that a person 
in his situation would participate in a training program 
that had each of the following characteristics? 

Not at all 
likely 

Very 
likely 

A program conducted at work 
A program he had to pay 

for himself 
A program conducted on 

company time 
A program that required a 

complex enrollment form 
A program that had been shown 

to be helpful to others 
A program conducted after work 

hours or on the weekend 
A program paid for by his 

company 
A program conducted away from 

the work site 
A program that is being tried 

out for the first time 
A program that required only 

a phone call or an oral 
commitment to enroll 

2 3 4 5 6 7 
2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 



STUDY TWO MATERIALS 
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INSTRUCTIONS 

On the next page, you will find a scenario about a student 
who has a particular academic skill deficiency and a brief 
set of questions about him. Please read the story and 
answer the questions following it. 

The purpose of this study is to find out what can be done to 
help people overcome skill deficiencies. The story you will 
read is based on a real-life example. As you have probably 
heard, many employers and government authorities are 
concerned about the skills of workers they hire out of 
college and about the quality of the American workforce in 
general, so gathering information like this is extremely 
important. 

Please give the story on the next page careful attention and 
answer every question. The questions ask you to make 
judgments about a person named John. For instance, you will 
be asked to tell us how likely you think John is to take 
various actions to solve his problems. Some of the 
questions may seem difficult to answer given the limited 
information you have, but please do the best you can and 
base your answers on what you know from the scenario. 
Please be sure to answer all the questions - do not leave 
any blank. 

Thank you for your help with this research project. 
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1.111 John is a senior at a large public university. He 
plans to take an entry-level management job with a consumer 
products company after he graduates, but, to get the job he 
wants, he will have to maintain his current 3.0 GPA. 
However, he has been having trouble in one of his required 
courses; the course requires three 10-page (minimum) papers, 
and he really doesn't even know how to begin. He has never 
had to write such a long paper; even when he had to produce 
much shorter ones, he had to have his best friend help him 
turn his ideas into a coherent, well-written paper. 

The papers for this course will be graded on 
professionalism as well as content, and will make up a major 
portion of John's grs.de. Although no one else in the class 
seems to think these assignments are a problem, John feels 
that they are well beyond his ability. Even if John could 
get enough help from his friend to do these assignments, he 
doesn't think he can get away with his writing problem 
indefinitely, since most management jobs require written 
reports and other forms of written communication. 

Early in the semester, John's instructor had read them 
a memo describing a program to provide special help for 
students with writing problems. The program was being held 
at the Student Assistance Center and students could attend 
if referred by their instructor. Unfortunately, John 
doesn't find his instructor very easy to talk to or very 
helpful. Since the time of the writing program overlaps 
with the last fifteen minutes of his course, John would have 
to leave early every day and his classmates would realize he 
was attending the program. 
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1. In this scenario, how worried would John be about the 
possibility of each of the following outcomes occurring 
as a consequence of admitting his problem and attending 
the program? 

Not at all 
worried 

Very 
worried 

Failing the course and ruining 
his GPA 

Getting dropped from the course 
Being delayed or prevented 

from graduating 
Ruining his management career 
Having people in the class 

think poorly of him 
Having people in the class 

make fun of him 
Having other students or 

acquaintances find out 
about his problem 

2 
2 

2 
2 

2 

2 

3 
3 

3 
3 

3 

3 

4 
4 

4 
4 

4 

4 

5 
5 

5 
5 

5 

5 

6 
6 

6 
6 

6 

6 

7 
7 

7 
7 

7 

7 

In this scenario, how worried would John be about the 
possibility of each of the following outcomes occurring 
as a consequence of not attending the program to get 
help for his problem? 

Not at all Very 
worried worried 

Failing the course and ruining 
his GPA 

Getting dropped from the course 
Being delayed or prevented 

from graduating 
Ruining his management career 
Having people in the class 

think poorly of him 
Having people in the class 

make fun of him 
Having other students or 

acquaintances find out 
about his problem 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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3. How likely is John to ignore the problem and continue in 
his present situation? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

4. How likely is John to tell his instructor that he wants 
to attend the program offered by the university? 

1 2 
Not at all 
likely 

7 
Very 
likely 

5. If the university-sponsored assistance program were not 
available, how likely would John be to seek help from 
other sources? 

Not at all 
likely 

7 
Very 
likely 

How accurate is each of the following adjectives as a 
description of John's instructor? 

Not at all 
accurate 

Very 
accurate 

Supportive 
Harsh 
Warm 
Critical 

1 
1 
1 
1 

2 
2 
2 
2 

3 
3 
3 
3 

4 
4 
4 
4 

5 
5 
5 
5 

6 7 
6 7 
6 7 
6 7 

7. How likely is it that John can participate in the 
university program without having anyone besides his 
instructor find out about it? 

1 2 
Not at all 
likely 

3 4 5 6 7 
Very 
likely 
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8. How important is it for John to correct his problem? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
important important 

9. In this scenario, how likely are the following 
individuals and groups to find out about John's problem 
if he seeks help for it? 

Not at all Very 
likely likely 

Instructor 12 3 4 5 6 7 
Classmates 12 3 4 5 6 7 
His friends and aquaintances 12 3 4 5 6 7 
Students in his other 12 3 4 5 6 7 

classes 

10. How much pressure to solve his problem is John facing 
right now? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Very little A great 

deal 
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2.222 Mark is a senior at a large public university. He 
plans to take an entry-level management job with a consumer 
products company after he graduates, but, to get the job he 
wants, he will have to maintain his current 3.0 GPA. 
However, he has been having trouble in one of his required 
courses; the course, an upper-division marketing research 
class, requires an empirical research project complete with 
data analysis. Since Mark barely made it through his 
undergraduate statistics course, a pre-requisite for this 
marketing course, he never acquired the necessary knowledge 
and thinks that he will be unable to complete the required 
research project. 

Mark's class has been divided into groups and each 
group member must run at least one statistical analysis on 
the computer and present the results in order to pass the 
course. Although no one else in Mark's group, or in the 
class for that matter, seems to think this assignment is a 
problem, Mark feels it is well beyond his ability. In fact, 
his instructor just returned his latest homework assignment 
which involved, among other things, some of the most basic 
fundamentals of statistics. The instructor commented that 
it was unacceptable work and, not realizing what Mark's 
problem was, suggested that he needed to start working 
harder and taking the course seriously. Even if he could 
muddle through this assignment, he doesn't think he can get 
away with his statistics problem indefinitely because most 
marketing management jobs require a knowledge of statistics 
in order to understand and use the various studies marketing 
researchers employ. 

Early in the semester, Mark's instructor had read them 
a memo describing a program to provide special help for 
students in the fundamentals of statistics. The program was 
being held at the Student Assistance Center and students 
could attend if referred by their instructor. Mark finds 
his instructor very easy to talk to and, in the past, very 
helpful. Participation is confidential so no one besides 
his instructor would have to know. 
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1. In this scenario, how worried would Mark be about the 
possibility of each of the following outcomes occurring 
as a consequence of admitting his problem and attending 
the program? 

Not at all 
worried 

Very 
worried 

Failing the course and ruining 
his GPA 

Getting dropped from the course 
Being delayed or prevented 

from graduating 
Ruining his management career 
Having people in the class 

think poorly of him 
Having people in the class 

make fun of him 
Having other students or 

acquaintances find out 
about his problem 

2 
2 

2 
2 

2 

2 

3 
3 

3 
3 

3 

3 

4 
4 

4 
4 

4 

4 

5 
5 

5 
5 

5 

5 

6 
6 

6 
6 

6 

6 

7 
7 

7 
7 

7 

7 

2. In this scenario, how worried would Mark be about the 
possibility of each of the following outcomes occurring 
as a consequence of not attending the program to get 
help for his problem? 

Not at all 
worried 

Very 
worried 

Failing the course and ruining 
his GPA 

Getting dropped from the course 
Being delayed or prevented 

from graduating 
Ruining his management career 
Having people in the class 

think poorly of him 
Having people in the class 

make fun of him 
Having other students or 

acquaintances find out 
about his problem 

2 
2 

2 
2 

2 

2 

3 
3 

3 
3 

3 

3 

4 
4 

4 
4 

4 

4 

5 
5 

5 
5 

5 

5 

6 
6 

6 
6 

6 

6 

7 
7 

7 
7 

7 

7 
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3. How likely is Mark to ignore the problem and continue in 
his present situation? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

4. How likely is Mark to tell his instructor that he wants 
to attend the program offered by the university? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

If the university-sponsored assistance program were not 
available, how likely would Mark be to seek help from 
other sources? 

Not at all 
likely 

7 
Very 
likely 

6. How accurate is each of the following adjectives as a 
description of Mark's instructor? 

Not at all 
accurate 

Very 
accurate 

Supportive 
Harsh 
Warm 
Critical 

1 2 
1 2 
1 2 
1 2 

3 
3 
3 
3 

4 
4 
4 
4 

5 
5 
5 
5 

6 7 
6 7 
6 7 
6 7 

7. How likely is it that Mark can participate in the 
university program without having anyone besides his 
instructor find out about it? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 
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8. How important is it for Mark to correct his problem? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
important important 

9. In this scenario, how likely are the following 
individuals and groups to find out about Mark's problem 
if he seeks help for it? 

Not at all Very 
likely likely 

Instructor 12 3 4 5 6 7 
Classmates 12 3 4 5 6 7 
His friends and aquaintances 12 3 4 5 6 7 
Students in his other 12 3 4 5 6 7 

classes 

10. How much pressure to solve his problem is Mark facing 
right now? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Very little A great 

deal 



STUDY THREE MATERIALS 
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1.111 John is a senior at a large public university. He 
plans to take an entry-level management job with a consumer 
products company after he graduates, but, to get the job he 
wants, he will have to maintain his current 3.0 GPA. 
However, he has been having trouble in one of his required 
courses; the course requires three 10-page (minimum) papers, 
and he really doesn't even know how to begin. He has never 
had to write such a long paper; even when he had to produce 
much shorter ones, he had to have his best friend help him 
turn his ideas into a coherent, well-written paper. 

The papers for this course will be graded on 
professionalism as well as content, and will make up a major 
portion of John's grade. Although no one else in the class 
seems to think these assignments are a problem, John feels 
that they are well beyond his ability. Even if John could 
get enough help from his friend to do these assignments, he 
doesn't think he can get away with his writing problem 
indefinitely, since most management jobs require written 
reports and other forms of written communication. 

Early in the semester, John's instructor had read them 
a memo describing a program to provide special help for 
students with writing problems. Although his instructor 
hadn't heard anything about the program, John overheard a 
couple of his classmates talking about friends who 
participated in the program as sophomores and felt it hadn't 
really helped them at all. The program was being held at 
the Student Assistance Center, located across campus, and 
students could attend if referred by their instructor. 
Since the writing program starts immediately after his 
class, John would have to leave early every day to make it 
there on time and his classmates would realize he was 
attending the program. 



119 

1. In this scenario, how worried would John be about the 
possibility of each of the following outcomes occurring 
as a consequence of admitting his problem and attending 
the program? 

Not at all 
worried 

Very 
worried 

Failing the course and ruining 
his GPA 

Getting dropped from the course 
Being delayed or prevented 

from graduating 
Ruining his management career 
Having people in the class 

think poorly of him 
Having people in the class 

make fun of him 
Having other students or 

acquaintances find out 
about his problem 

2 
2 

2 
2 

2 

2 

3 
3 

3 
3 

3 

3 

4 
4 

4 
4 

4 

4 

5 
5 

5 
5 

5 

5 

6 
6 

6 
6 

6 

6 

7 
7 

7 
7 

7 

7 

2. In this scenario, how worried would John be about the 
possibility of each of the following outcomes occurring 
as a consequence of not attending the program to get 
help for his problem? 

Not at all 
worried 

Very 
worried 

Failing the course and ruining 
his GPA 

Getting dropped from the course 
Being delayed or prevented 

from graduating 
Ruining his management career 
Having people in the class 

think poorly of him 
Having people in the class 

make fun of him 
Having other students or 

acquaintances find out 
about his problem 

2 
2 

2 
2 

2 

2 

3 
3 

3 
3 

3 

3 

4 
4 

4 
4 

4 

4 

5 
5 

5 
5 

5 

5 

6 
6 

6 
6 

6 

6 

7 
7 

7 
7 

7 

7 
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3. How likely is John to ignore the problem and continue in 
his present situation? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

4. How likely is John to tell his instructor that he wants 
to attend the program offered by the university? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

5. If the university-sponsored assistance program were not 
available, how likely would John be to seek help from 
other sources? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

6. How convenient is it for John to attend the program? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
convenient convenient 

7. How likely is it that John can participate in the 
university program without having anyone besides his 
instructor find out about it? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 
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8, What is John likely to think about the quality of the 
writing program? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Very poor Very good 
program program 

9. In this scenario, how likely are the following 
individuals and groups to find out about John's problem 
if he seeks help for it? 

Not at all Very 
likely likely 

Instructor 12 3 4 5 6 7 
Classmates 12 3 4 5 6 7 
His friends and 12 3 4 5 6 7 

acquaintances 
Students in his other 12 3 4 5 6 7 

classes 

10. How useful will this program seem to John? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
useful useful 
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2.222 Mark is a senior at a large public university. He 
plans to take an entry-level management job with a consumer 
products company after he graduates, but, to get the job he 
wants, he will have to maintain his current 3.0 GPA. 
However, he has been having trouble in one of his required 
courses; the course, an upper-division marketing research 
class, requires an empirical research project complete with 
data analysis. Since Mark barely made it through his 
undergraduate statistics course, a pre-requisite for this 
marketing course, he never acquired the necessary knowledge 
and thinks that he will be unable to complete the required 
research project. 

Mark's class has been divided into groups and each 
group member must run at least one statistical analysis on 
the computer and present the results in order to pass the 
course. Although no one else in Mark's group, or in the 
class for that matter, seems to think this assignment is a 
problem, Mark feels it is well beyond his ability. Even if 
he could muddle through this assignment, he doesn't think he 
can get away with his statistics problem indefinitely 
because most marketing management jobs require a knowledge 
of statistics in order to understand and use the various 
studies marketing researchers employ. 

Early in the semester, Mark's instructor had read them 
a memo describing a program to provide special help for 
students in the fundamentals of statistics. Although his 
instructor hadn't heard anything about the program, Mark 
overheard a couple of his classmates talking about friends 
who participated in the program as sophomores and felt it 
had really helped them a great deal. The program was being 
held in the Tutoring Services conference room, located in 
the same building and on the same floor as Mark's class, and 
students could attend if referred by their instructor. 
Participation is confidential, so no one besides Mark's 
instructor would have to know. 
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1. In this scenario, how worried would Mark be about the 
possibility of each of the following outcomes occurring 
as a consequence of admitting his problem and attending 
the program? 

Not at all 
worried 

Very 
worried 

Failing the course and ruining 
his GPA 

Getting dropped from the course 
Being delayed or prevented 

from graduating 
Ruining his management career 
Having people in the class 

think poorly of him 
Having people in the class 

make fun of him 
Having other students or 

acquaintances find out 
about his problem 

2. In this scenario, how worried would Mark be about the 
possibility of each of the following outcomes occurring 
as a consequence of not attending the program to get 
help for his problem? 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 
2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 
2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not at all 
worried 

Very 
worried 

Failing the course and ruining 
his GPA 

Getting dropped from the course 
Being delayed or prevented 

from graduating 
Ruining his management career 
Having people in the class 

think poorly of him 
Having people in the class 

make fun of him 
Having other students or 

acquaintances find out 
about his problem 

2 
2 

2 
2 

2 

2 

3 
3 

3 
3 

3 

3 

4 
4 

4 
4 

4 

4 

5 
5 

5 
5 

5 

5 

6 
6 

6 
6 

6 

6 

7 
7 

7 
7 

7 

7 
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3. How likely is Mark to ignore the problem and continue in 
his present situation? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

4. How likely is Mark to tell his instructor that he wants 
to attend the program offered by the university? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
likely likely 

5. If the university-sponsored assistance program were not 
available, how likely would Mark be to seek help from 
other sources? 

Not at all 
likely 

7 
Very 
likely 

6. How convenient is it for Mark to attend the program? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
convenient convenient 

7. How likely is it that Mark can participate in the 
university program without having anyone besides his 
instructor find out about it? 

1 2 
Not at all 
likely 

3 4 5 6 7 
Very 

likely 



125 

8. What is Mark likely to think about the quality of the 
writing program? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Very poor Very good 
program program 

In this scenario, how likely are the following 
individuals and groups to find out about Mark's problem 
if he seeks help for it? 

Instructor 
Classmates 
His friends and 

acquaintances 
Students in his other 

classes 

Not at all 
likely 

1 2 
1 
1 

2 
2 

4 
4 
4 

5 
5 
5 

Very 
likely 
6 7 
6 
6 

7 
7 

10. How useful will this program seem to Mark? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Not at all Very 
useful useful 
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