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Abstract

T H E  C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  DF S O C I A L  SUPPORT: T H E I R  IMPACT U P O N  

P S Y C H O L O G I C A L  W E L L - B E I N G  AN D  THE E X P E R I E N C E  OF S T R E S S  IN 

B L A C K  AMERICANS.

by B r e n d a  A. C l a r k

Adviser: P r o f e s s o r  A n d e r s o n  J. F r a n k l i n

Social s u p p o r t  is a m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l  c o n c e p t  w hich 

d e s c r i b e s  the p r o c e s s  by w h i c h  goods, inf o r m a t i o n ,  and 

s e r v i c e s  are c o n v e y e d  f r o m  on e  pe r s o n  to another. Its 

impact upon p s y c h o l o g i c a l  w e l l - b e i n g  and s t r e s s  h a s  been 

h y p o t h e s i z e d  but little e m pirical d a t a  e x i s t s  which 

d e m o n s t r a t e s  its a r e a s  of p a r t i c u l a r  i n f l u e n c e  and efficacy. 

This s tudy a n a l y z e d  dat a  f r o m  the National Sur v e y  of B lack 

A m e r i c a n s  (University Df Michigan, 1979) w h e r e  a c r o s s  

sectional s a m p l e  of black a d u l t s  was i n t e r v i e w e d  on a r a n g e  

of topics p e r t i n e n t  to their life functioning. T h i s  s t u d y  

e x a m i n e d  t h e  r e s p o n s e s  of the 2 , 1 0 7  s u b j e c t s  who r e p o r t e d  

the o c c u r e n c e  of e v e r y d a y  life s t r e s s o r s  and g a t h e r e d  d ata  

as to the c o m p o s i t i o n ,  use, and e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of t h e i r  

social support systems. These data Were then c o n t r a s t e d  w ith 

the s e l f - r e p o r t e d  d e g r e e  of st r e s s  and p s y c h o l o g i c a l  

w e l 1-being.



V

T h e  resul ts i n d i c a t e d  that w h i l e  w o m e n  u s e d  -family, 

church, and -friendship s u p p o r t s  m o r e  o f t e n  t h a n  men, they 

w e r e  les s  s a t i s f i e d  wit h  t h e  h e l p  r e ceived. C h u r c h  s u p p o r t  

did v a r y  w i t h  ag e  in th^ m a l e s  surveyed. A  p o s i t i v e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  w e l l - b e i n g  and a g e  was 

f o u n d  (p<,05), but a s t r o n g  n e g a t i v e  c o r r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  

p s y c h o l o g i c a l  w e l l - b e i n g  and s t r e s s  w a s  s h o w n  <p<.01).

I m p l i c a t i o n s  for s e r v i c e  d e l i v e r y  to y o u n g  f a m i l i e s  and 

women a r e  d i s c u s s e d  as the a n a l y s i s  of t h e s e  groups'  

p a t t e r n s  of social s y s t e m  u s e  i n d i c a t e s  t h e  n e e d  for m o r e  

effectual social support.
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1 .

C h a p t e r _ O n e  

I n t r o d u c t i o n

The p u r p o s e  of t his d i s s e r t a t i o n  is to e x a m i n e  a number  

of psychosocial f a c t o r s  w hich may i n f l u e n c e  the e x p e r i e n c e  

of p s y c h o l o g i c a l  w e l l - b e i n g  and affect the ill e f f e c t s  of 

s t r e s s  w hen a p e r s o n  is f aced with problems. T h e s e  

p s y c h o l o g i c a l  f a c t o r s  are c o l l e c t i v e l y  te r m e d  social 

s u p p o r t .

Th e  anecdotal e v i d e n c e  of the e x i s t e n c e  of a c o m b i n a t i o n  

of f a c t o r s  that e n a b l e  p e r s o n s  faced with a d v e r s e  c o n d i t i o n s  

to p e r s e v e r e  and excel s u r r o u n d  us. As an u n d e r g r a d u a t e  

s tud e n t  of p s y c h o l o g y  I was f a s c i n a t e d  by the a c c o u n t s  of 

d r a m a t i c  a b e r r a t i o n s  in thou g h t  and a c t i o n s  c i t e d  in c a s e  

s t u d i e s  and of their v a r y i n g  d e g r e e  of p r o g r e s s  t o w a r d s  a 

s t a t e  of g r e a t e r  equi l i b r i u m .  The lengthy, d e t a i l e d  h i s t o r y  

of e a r l y  life, childhood, and m a t u r a t i o n  w o u l d  be r e c o u n t e d  

f o l l o w e d  by a p r e s e n t a t i o n  of tre a t m e n t  m o d a l i t y  and 

s u b s e q u e n t  d e v e lopments. H o w ever, no matter h o w  well 

f o r m u l a t e d  the theoretical s t a t e m e n t s  or s u c c i n c t l y  

d e l i v e r e d  the cas e  m a terial, o n e  q u e s t i o n  w o u l d  r e m a i n  w ith 

me. Why did t h i s  p e r s o n  e x p e r i e n c e  suc h  a h i g h  d e g r e e  Of 

b r e a k d o w n  w h i l e  h i s  or her c o u n t e r p a r t ,  a p e r s o n  w i t h  an



equal level of trauma is -functioning, productive, and 

r e a s o n a b l y  c o n tent?

I saw e v i d e n c e  of,t h i s  paradoxical situation in my 

community. Borne very pro m i s i n g  children ful f i l l e d  and 

ex c eeded all e x p e c t a t i o n s  for their future; ot h e r s  seemed to 

flounder and fail at the very point at which it seemed that 

they should be ready to stretch out and mov e  forward. This 

s c e nario is not unique to the black community. It must be 

added that the pred i c t i v e  element of succ e s s  or failure 

could not be based upon some of the usual factors cited 

<i.e. S c a n z o n i , 1971): single paren t - m o t h e r  headed 

household, low income, urban environment. Even in the 

pr e s e n c e  of these f a c t o r s  some black c h i ldren h ave done well 

in the past and c o n tinue to do so even when they are faced 

with even greater challenges. T o d a y ' s  youth must p a r t i c i p a t e  

in the computer g e neration yet not be seduced by the ea s i l y  

ava i l a b l e  s o u r c e s  of drugs. It is not enough to simply get 

into a college, one must be e l i g i b l e  to enter one that will 

give the best p r e p a r a t i o n  for one's chosen field, complete  

the co u r s e  of studies, and fac e  the proba b l e  n e c e s s i t y  for 

g r a d u a t e  study.

The above e x a m p l e  h i g h l i g h t s  the plight of youth but by 

logical ext e n s i o n  the basic question also ha s  r e l e v a n c e  for 

the adult population. In the fac e  of the vast number of 

factors that p o t e n t i a l l y  c ause breakdown and severe



disruption of fun c t i o n i n g -  why are there not more persons 

expressing and displaying the symptoms of impending 

c o l l a p s e ?  A n t o n o v s k y  (19B1) states the e v i d e n c e  in this 

manner, "Given the ubiquity of p a thogens - microbiological, 

chemical, physical, psychological, social, and cultural - It 

seems to me self-evident that everyone should succumb to 

this b ombardment and const a n t l y  be dying" (p. 13). There

must be some well spring of strength that allows people  

e x p e r iencing high levels of a d versity to go onward and 

achi eve.

We are drawn to the term support, the definition of which 

c aptures the essence of this ability to meet adversity. 

Support: "to keep from falling; to bear the weight of; to

sustain; to bear or tolerate; to encourage; to furnish with 

a means of living" (Webster's Dictionary). None of these 

elements seem unfamiliar to us, in fact they seem quite 

basic and may even fall into the c a t egory of things that are 

easily taken for granted. However, the p r o c e s s e s  of giving 

and receiving these res o u r c e s  and their effe c t s  upon such 

varied yet interrelated areas of self-esteem, physical 

health, economic stability, psychological well-being, and 

family and peer relat i o n s h i p s  b e s peaks a power that should 

not be minimized.

Yet, social support is not a panacea for all ills. The 

early researchers' (House, 1981; Marmot, 1983; Turner, 1983)



original e n t h u s i a s m  -for this concept was dimmed as they 

•found that social support alone, no matter how extensive, 

speci-fic, or w ell-intentioned, could not -fulfill all needs. 

This r e velation of sorts caused some theorists (Thoits,

19B2) to decry the u s e f u l n e s s  of the concept, social 

support- This may have been an overly harsh analysis of the 

evidence which denies the full exposition of the particular 

contr i b u t i o n s  of social support to the e x p e r i e n c e  of 

psychological well-being. The empirical l i t e r a t u r e  suggests 

that the social support s y s t e m  may be p r o p e r l y  identified as 

an important feat u r e  in a p e r s o n ' s  rep e t o i r e  of means and 

methods far achieving psychological w e l l - b e i n g  and 

m inimizing the ill-effects of stressful situa t i o n s  

(Dohrenwend S- D o h r e n w e n d , 1984; Pearlin St Schooler, 197B) . 

The influence that an individual's social context will have 

upon his r e s p o n s e  to the exigencies, or in psychosocial 

terms, the s t r e s s e s  of life, has only r e c ently begun to 

receive any s ystematic a t t ention (Cobb, 1976). The social 

support sys t e m  has part i c u l a r  rel e v a n c e  to the black 

American popul a t i o n  which e m b o d i e s  a unique c ombination of 

st r essors and resources; a s o u r c e  of dat a  fro m  which a new 

perspe c t i v e  on this fascin a t i n g  question may be drawn.



influence on health has expanded tremendously. The 

anecdotal e v i d e n c e  may be traced back to the biblical

pronou n c e m e n t  that it is not good for man to be alone. With

the advent of modern psychology, a major port i o n  of the 

theoretical effort went into the a n a lysis of the nuclear 

family and its effect upon the individual's development. In 

Freudian writings little exposition is done of the role of 

any 'family' memb e r s  beyond the parents. The interpersonal 

school (e.g. Sullivan, Horney, Berne) c o n s i d e r s  the

differential impact of various family members, childhood

peer relationships, and later adult relationships. Yet it 

is m are through the w r i t i n g s  of s o c i o l o g i s t s  such as 

D u r k h e i m  that systematic investigation into the societal 

influences upon the q u a l i t y  of human r e l a t i o n s h i p  was

undertaken. His work, Suicide: B_5tydY_i.Q_Sgciol.ggy (1951),

e nunciated the concern of many twentieth century 

s o c i o l o g i s t s  that among m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  of the rapid 

m o d e r n i z a t i o n  and u r b a n i z a t i o n  of society was a b r e akdown in 

social connectedness. "Durkheim believed that this loss of 

social integration, or ’anomie', was antithetical to 

psychological well-being" (Brownell & Shumaker, 1984, p.l). 

In his stud i e s  he found a higher p e r c e n t a g e  of suicide among 

those who had few personal ties. The c o n s e q u e n c e s  of the 

w e akening or dearth of social ties hav e  been post u l a t e d  in 

both the physical and mental health domains. D u e  to the 

social g r o u p ' s  lessened o p p o r t u n i t y  to p r o v i d e  this cardinal 

function, t h e  t r a n s mission of societal norms, folk



Statement of Problem

One of the -features that disti n g u i s h e s  human bei n g s  from 

other o r ganisms on the ecological table is the potential for 

the develo p m e n t  of enduring ties to one or several others. 

T hese ties, social ties, may be a source of comfort or 

c onflict to the individual. Most often it is a dual 

experience, yet one that has been found to be a major 

d eterminant of one's e x p e r i e n c e  of life. Naturally, there 

are a m u l t i plicity of other factors which have an impact 

upon a person. Income, class, race, gender, health, 

ethnicity, education, and living e nvironment (i.e. 

n e i g h borhood setting) are just a few v a riables which can 

have a profound effect on the qual i t y  of life. However, the 

social scientist, environmental planner, or legislator must 

make an informed decision as to which factor or combin a t i o n  

of factors may be selec t e d  that are both critical to the 

p e r son's and thereby s o ciety's improvement and a m e n a b l e  to 

intervention. The social network and more particularly, the 

p r o c e s s  of social support have been identified as areas 

worthy Df study, policy development, and prog r a m  

implementation.

T h e  body of literature on social c o n n e c t i o n s  and its



knowledge, and group identity will be decreased.

Hi stor i cal 1 y , the -four areas that have been selected -for 

investigation in this study are ackn o w l e d g e d  by s o c i o l o g i s t s  

as p rime m eans of c o n veying t his in-formation. They are the 

-family, -friends, the church, and the com m u n i t y  or 

neighborhood. Ideally t hese -forces work to p r o m o t e  a better 

social c l i m a t e  through the m a i n t e n a n c e  and e n h a n c e m e n t  of 

mental and physical health. The b y - p r o d u c t s  o-f this e-f-fort 

include higher pro d u c t i v i t y  and an increased level of 

individual and group psychological well-being. W hile it is 

read i l y  accepted that a concept such as psychological 

w e ll-being is pr i m a r i l y  s u b j e c t i v e l y  judged n e v e r t h e l e s s  

there ex i s t s  a level where most people would o b j e c t i v e l y 

agree as to its r e l ative absence or presence. We, as 

psychological researchers, are challenged to d e m o n s t r a t e 

e v i d e n c e  of its exi s t e n c e  and to identify the salient 

con t r i b u t o r s  to its augmentation.

The q u e s t i o n s  central to this inves t i g a t i o n  are the 

presence, composition, and p e rceived e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of social 

support among a national s a m p l e  of black A m e r i c a n s  

e x p e r iencing an 'ordinary' level of stress. Dohrenwend, 

Dohrenwend, Dodson, and Shrout (1984) ter m  t h i s  level of 

stress as "the daily hass l e s  of life", however, it may be 

argued that the black p o p u l a t i o n ' s  mean level of stress 

w ould be expected to be higher than t h e  national n o r m  due to 

their higher degree of e x p o s u r e  to known c o n t r i b u t a n t s  to



stress and illness. The interrelated cond i t i o n s  o-f economic 

turmoi 1 , higher r ates o-f health p r o b l e m s  and c o m p l i c a t i o n s 

(e.g. h y p e r t e n s i o n ) , inadequate housing, substandard 

educational p r o g r a m m i n g  and instruction, and a general 

milieu o-f social p r e ssure comb i n e  to create a continuum of 

daily distress. Historically, the strength and res i l e n c y  of 

the black family have been cited as the crucial mitigating 

f act o r s  which have impeded the full d e s t r u c t i v e  impact of 

the aforeme n t i o n e d  stressors. Lin, Simeons, E n s e l , and Kuo's 

(1979) study of social support, stressful life events, and 

illness states that "familial support obv i o u s l y  plays an 

important role in reducing the likelihood of stress and the 

onset of illness" (p.110). They cite supporting evidence 

(i.e. Cobb, 1976; Dean S< Lin, 1977) for that widely held 

view and proc e e d  to claim that research evidence "suggests 

that such support may be e f f e c t i v e l y  provided through a 

p e r s o n ' s  ties to e x t r a c u rricular i n d i v i d u a l s  and groups as 

well" (p.110). These studies (i.e. Nuckolls, et a l ., 1972;

Gore ,1978; Andrews, et a l ., 197B) merit d i scussion later in 

the text. However, Joseph White unequi vocab 1 y asserts in The 

E ^ y c h g l o g y _ g f _ B 1 a c k s  (1984) that "prior to the advent of the 

c o m p r e h e n s i v e  mental health care c e n t e r s  in the Flack 

community in the late 1 9 6 0 's, there existed and still exists 

an informal network of individuals, extended family groups, 

churches, and social o r g a n i z a t i o n s  who have been looking out 

for the mental health n eeds of the community" (p.153).



Some {Barrera Zt Balls, 19B3) claim that g o vernment  

s p o nsored and pri v a t e l y  owned social serv i c e  a g e ncies  

staffed by p r o f e s s i o n a l s  have s u pplanted many of the roles 

t r a d i t i o n a l 1y f i 11ed by the 'natural' social support system. 

Yet, it is my observ a t i o n  that while income m a i n t e n a n c e  

programs, physicians, and therapists p e r f o r m  important 

functions in assisting families to retain their financial, 

physical, and mental health, they achieve their respe c t i v e  

success not in a vacuum but in a medium in which the social 

support sys t e m  is a critical factor. An interesting 

research question involves an analysis Df the impact of the 

'natural' support system upon the utiliz a t i o n  and 

effec t i v e n e s s  of the professional support system. Gourash 

<1978) does not address this question directly in her review 

of help-see! ing beh a v i o r s  but does c laim that a major 

function of social networks is the "transmission of values 

and norms that f acilitate or disco u r a g e  the use of 

professional services" (p.416). In some subcultures, people 

turn to professional agencies only when assi s t a n c e  is not 

available wi t h i n  the network. T h erefore an important issue 

is raised. The level of h e l p — seeking b e h avior in the black 

co m m u n i t y  has been found to be lower than the national norm 

(Baker, 1977; Neighbors, et a l ., 19B3). If these persons 

tend to initially turn to family and friends for aid, what 

type and q u a l i t y  of a ssistance are they receiving and how 

doe s  it affect their mental h e a l t h ?  Neighbors' (19B4) 

analysis of how income and two psychosocial variables
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(problem s e v e r i t y  and p r o b l e m  type) affect help-seeking 

among black people showed that even though the low income 

group was more likely to have experienced a higher degree o-f 

problem severity there was no d ifference between their 

utilization of professional servi c e s  and that of higher 

income blacks. More p r o blems did not produce greater usage 

of services. Nei g h b o r s  considered the lack of equity 

between groups to be "an e ncouraging finding" (p.17).

"Parity in utilization, however, is not enough if the 

underlying need for help is greater among low income blacks 

than it is for high income blacks" (Neighbors, 1984, p . 17). 

Neighbors (1984) calls this the "unmet need". He asserts 

that more information is needed on how these blacks who did 

not seek professional help cope with their personal 

problems.

C o m m u n i t y  p s y c h o l o g i s t s  argue that "mental illness is not 

the 'private misery of an individual', but is intrinsically 

tied to the b r eakdown of natural sour c e s  of support in the 

individual's life involving family, job, friendship, and 

religious affiliation" (Holahan & Moos, 1982, p. 403-404). 

Even though there exists a substantial q u a ntity of empirical 

data which a d v ances the v iew of a conn e c t i o n  existing 

between social support and physical and psychological health 

(Antonovsky, 1979; Cobb, 1976; Nuckolls, et a l .,1972), 

little is known about how varied sources of social support 

r elate to health.



Jackson, Chatters, and N e i g h b o r s  (1982) contend that a 

multidimensional and m u l t i — faceted view of mental health is 

"certainly a p p r o p r i a t e  in an examination o-f the mental 

health status o-f Black Americans" (p. 22). Their rationale 

is that "as an oppressed minority, many o-f their Cblack 

Americans'! health problems are as much as (if not more) a 

■function of environmental fact o r s  than the outcome of 

intrapsychic conflict" (1982, p . 22). A stress and a daptation 

framework (Neighbors, Bowman, Jackson, & Gurin, 1983; Shinn, 

Lehman, S< Wong, 1984) allows for the consi d e r a t i o n  of social 

group m e m b e r s h i p s  and p a rticular life e x p e r i e n c e s  in the 

un d e rstanding of an i n d i v idual's r e s ponse to stress.

The stress and a d aptation p e r s p e c t i v e  asserts that 

pers o n s  with elevated levels of d i s tress are at greater risk 

than the norm for deve l o p i n g  specific forms of illness.

This o rientation p e r m i t s  for a q u a l i tative evalu a t i o n  of the 

social c o n d i t i o n s  that influence personal distress. This 

inter v e n t i o n - b a s e d  focus re l i e s  upon the identification of 

the p o p u l a t i o n ' s  s t r e n g t h ’s and w e a k n e s s e s  with an eye 

towards "upgrading those w e a k n e s s e s  and taking adv a n t a g e  of 

those s t r e n g t h s  to r e d u c e  the occ u r e n c e  and impact of 

stressful events" (Neighbors, et a l ., 1 9 B 3 ) . P r eventive 

human s e r v i c e  programs impact will be max i m i z e d  through the 

informed intervention in popu l a t i o n  s u b - g r o u p s  known to be 

at risk of d e v e l o p i n g  extr e m e  levels of psychological
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distress.

Tw o  additional r e a s o n s  -for a d a p t i n g  a s t r e s s  and 

adaptation framework are: (a) the inclusion of social and

s o c i a l - p sychological f a c t o r s  that affect the hel p - s e e k i n g  

process, (b) the focus on one of the more p o s i t i v e  aspects 

of black coping - successful prob l e m  solving. The e f f i c i e n c y  

of the social support s y s t e m  is implicated as a major 

contributor to the s u c c e s s  or f a i l u r e  of p o s i t i v e  adaption 

in the face of stressful circumstances.

There are several levels of social syst e m s  that impinge 

on the psychological well- b e i n g  of black pe o p l e  (White, 

1984). The societal context, e n c o u n t e r s  with the 

professional world, and personal r e l a t i o n s h i p s  are only a 

s ampling of the st r a t a  dealt with on a daily basis. In 

addition one must be attuned to the div e r s i t y  of "the black 

community". Green (1970) c a u t i o n s  against the tendency to 

consider the m u l t i p r o b 1e m , destitute, or 'street' family as 

typical or r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of black culture while "all other 

types are either deviants f r o m  this norm, irrelevant, or 

culturally white" (p. 269). She makes the statement that 

"complex s o cieties are d i s t i n g u i s h e d  from simple societies 

by the greater number and diversity' of roles which 

individuals play as an integral part of every d a y  living" (p. 

271). It is not atypical for an individual to work in a 

cor p o r a t e  setting in one geographical area, p a r t i c i p a t e  in a



recreational club in another, s erve on their local church 

board or committee, attend c i v i c / n e i g h b o r h o o d  o r g a nization 

meetings, be a parent, sibling, or child r e l a t i v e  to his or 

her nuclear family or family of origin, and e m b o d y  a 

p a rticular c o m b i n a t i o n  of the r o l e s  of aunt or uncle, 

cousin, n e p h e w  or niece, and friend to the e x t ended family. 

It is the differentia] a d a p t a t i o n  of pe o p l e  of African 

descent to American soci e t y  that p r o d u c e s  t hese v a r i a t i o n s 

of the black experience. Pearl in and S c h ooler <1978) would 

m a i n t a i n  that "it is b e c a u s e  of v a r i a t i o n s  in coping 

e f f i c a c y  that peo p l e  expo s e d  to similar life stra i n s  may 

harbor q u i t e  d i fferent levels of stress" (p.B). Therefore, 

there are several p o s s i b l e  e x p l a n a t i o n s  for d i f f e r e n c e s  in 

coping a b i l i t i e s  or psychological well-being. The roles of 

life experiences, group membership, and pe r s o n a l i t y  factors, 

and r e s p o n s e  style may be considered. Thomas and Sillen 

(1972) claim that "in d i fferent p e r s o n s  sub j e c t e d  to the 

s ame stress, the r e s ponse may range fro m  c o n s t r u c t i v e  

a d a ption to a b r e a k d o w n  of normal fun c t i o n i n g "  (p.48). The 

q u e stion is posed: "What kinds of pe o p l e  e m p l o y  what kinds

of r e s p o n s e s  with what kinds of a d v a n t a g e s  [success]?"

(Pearl in & Schooler, 1978).

PurE2SS_®Q^_Q!2 J.®Eti.ves
The p u r p o s e  of this s tudy is to e x a m i n e  the 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of social supp o r t  and their r e l a t i o n s h i p  to 

the levels of psychological w e l l - b e i n g  and e v e r y d a y - t y p e



stress r e p o r t e d  by p a r t i c i p a n t s  in the Nat ional,_Suryey_gf

(1979). The d imensions of social support 

sy s t e m  availability, utilization, and per c e i v e d  

e f f e c t i v e n e s s  will be spmpled across the social network 

d o m a i n s  of n e i g hborhood, church, family, and friends in 

order to prod u c e  a quotient for the summed e x p e r i e n c e  of 

social support.

The o b j e c t i v e s  of this study are to investigate:

1. The d i f f e r e n c e s  in the c o m p o n e n t s  of the 

social support syst e m s  of m a l e s  and 

females.

2. The d i f f e r e n c e s  in the c o m p o n e n t s  of the 

social support systems of different age 

groups.

3. The c o m p o n e n t s  of social support that 

i n f luence the exper i e n c e  of psychological 

well-being.

4. The c o m p o n e n t s  of social support that 

i n f luence the e x p e r i e n c e  of stress.

Study_Rat i_onal.e

The under l y i n g  premise for this s tudy is that there is 

base level of social support needed for the m a i n t e n a n c e  of 

psychological well- b e i n g  in the face of stress. Previous 

re s earch has dem o n s t r a t e d  a r e l a t ionship between social



s upport and coping a b ilities across age ra n g e s  <Gourash, 

197(3; Hirsh, 19(35) . High levels of social support were 

found to offer some prot e c t i o n  against physical ailments 

including c o r o n a r y  heart d i s e a s e  and h y p e r t e n s i o n  (Marmot, 

1983; Cobb, 1976). The psychological c o n s e q u e n c e s  of social 

support can include lower r ates of d e p r e s s i o n  (Billings & 

Moos, 19B4; Dressier, 1985), lessened isolation (Guam, 1983; 

Bankoff, 1983), and a s u b j e c t i v e  rating of feeling happier 

(Phillips, 1967a). W hile the possible n e g ative c o n s e q u e n c e s  

of higher levels of social contact cannot be ignored (Rook, 

1984; Turner, 1983; Ehinn, Lehman, & Wong, 1984) including 

the greater o p p o r t u n i t y  for interpersonal conflict, 

o v e r - r e l i a n c e  or depen d e n c y  upon others, and lessened drive 

for the d evelopment of personal ideals, the concensus 

rema i n s  that in spite of the p o s s i b l e  ill effects of social 

contact, social support is a powerful, g e n e r a l l y  posit i v e  

contri b u t o r  to o ne's psychological w e l l - b e i n g  (Schulz & 

Saklofske, 1 9 B 3 ) .

Vaux and H a r r i s o n  (1965) c l a s s i f y  social support as a 

"metaconstruct involving several t h e o r e t i c a l l y  legimate 

c o m p o n e n t s  including the support network, resources, 

s u p p o r t i v e  interactions, and p e r c e p t i o n s / b e l i e f s  that one is 

supported" (p.246). This c o r r e s p o n d s  to the d i m e n s i o n s  of 

support sy s t e m  availability, utilization, and perceived 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s  used in this study. However, a rev i e w  of the 

li terature s hows no p r e v i o u s  attempt to link the dimen s i o n s



o-f social support with the d o m a i n s  (neighborhood, church, 

■family, and -friends) o-f its ef-ficacy in other than a 

d e s c r i p t i v e  manner (P-fouts St Sa-fier, 19B1; Brownell 8< 

Shumaker, 19B4; Tardy, 1 9 B 5 ) . The c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of a 

social support s y s t e m  that can adequ a t e l y  a d d r e s s  the needs 

of a people expo s e d  to a higher differential of the 

e x i g e n c i e s  o-f li-Fe remain open to study. It -follows from the 

ev i dence cited above that this is an area worthy of further 

i nqui r y .

D e f ^ n i t i o n _ g f _ J e r m s

The f o l l o w i n g  d e f i n i t i o n s  have been adopted for the 

purposes of this study.

Sgci_al__Bupggrt is the tran s m i s s i o n  of information, 

materials, or s e r v i c e s  from one agent (be it individual or 

organizational) to a person in need with the intention of 

producing a p o s i t i v e  effect.

S o c i a l _ S u e E g r t _ S y s t e m  is the network of non-professional 

co n t a c t s  which are the means of con v e y i n g  social support and 

forms the “salient r e f e r e n c e  group of the individual" 

(Mitchell 8< Trickett, I960).

Esychol.ggi_cal__WelLl-being is the combin a t i o n  of 

intrapersonal, i n t e r p e r s o n a l , and environmental factors



which influence an indi v i d u a l ' s  e x p e r i e n c e  o-f mental health.

Stress is the e x p e r i e n c e  o-f stimuli that produce strain and 

require adaption in order to rest o r e  an es t a b l i s h e d  

equilibrium.

is a fundamental social group which d e s i g n a t e s  people 

who are g e n e t i c a l l y  related or have assumed a l i festyle of 

regular mutual reliance.

Eclgnds ara pers o n s  who share an attachment through mutual 

esteem and affection.

^g i a h bgrhogd is a geographic vicinity with d i s t i nctive  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  r e cognized by its d w e l l e r s  and others.

Qtiynch a coll e c t i v e  body of pers o n s  who share some 

co m m o nality of theistic b e l i e f s  and who worship within an 

organized r e l i g i o u s  system.

Summary

The proc e s s  of social support and the r e l a t i v e  e f f i c a c y  

of the social support sy s t e m  are c u r r e n t l y  being regarded as 

areas worthy of study due to their potential impact upon an 

individual's degree of psychological well- b e i n g  and h i s  or



her r e s p o n s e  to the s t r e s s e s  o-f li-fe. The traditional 

r e l i a n c e  upon the lay n e t w o r k  by black A m e r i c a n s  make this 

grou p ' s  p a t t e r n s  of network u sage of p a r t i c u l a r  interest.

W i d e - r a n g i n g  social, educational, and political 

i m p l i c a t i o n s  rest upon the s y stematic id e n t i f i c a t i o n  and 

analysis of the process by which social support has its 

greatest effect.

The p r o files of the social support s y s t e m s  of persons wh 

vary according to their reported degree of psychological 

well- b e i n g  and degree of stress is the area, in which we wi 1 

conduct our study.
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Chapte r T w o  

Li.tErature_Revlew5__Sgcial _SuBBgrti 

0s^chglggical__Wel_l-beiLngJ__aQd_Stres5

Sac iLa!^_SLigggrt: An_Emergi.ng_Def ini.t i_gn

The t e r m  social support is being heard with increasing 

-frequency t h e s e  days. However, t h e o r i s t s  and r e s e a r c h e r s  are 

still in the p r o c e s s  of p r o d u c i n g  a working d e finition for 

this popu l a r  m eans of d e s i g n a t i n g  actions, res o u r c e s  and 

ideas related to the concept of s u s t a i n i n g  a human being's 

ma x i m u m  efficacy.

The initial a t t e m p t s  at pr o v i d i n g  a conceptual basis for 

the d o c u m e n t e d  s u p p o r t i v e  aspe c t s  of interpersonal 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  d e v e l o p e d  from an epidemiological perspective. 

Cassel (1974), Caplan (1974), and A n t o n o v s k y  (1974) were 

among the first to offer r e s e a r c h  e v i d e n c e  that supported 

the h y p o t h e s i s  that the d i s r u p t i o n  of social ties under 

stressful environmental c o n d i t i o n s  could increase one's 

likelihood of s u ccumbing to illness or disease. Cassel 

(1974) a d d r e s s e d  the physical health i m p l i c a t i o n s  while 

Caplan (1974) p o s t u l a t e d  that social supp o r t  would protect  

i n d i v i d u a l s  f r o m  the p s y c hological c o n s e q u e n c e s  of stressful



circumstances. This viewpoint came to be known as the

b u ffering hypothesis. This theory can be c h a r a c t e r i 2 ed as

direct assi s t a n c e  or mutual aid type of intervention. 

Caplan's viewpoint <has been s u mmarized by Brownell and 

Shumaker (1985):

Social support consists of significant 

others who:

(a) help people mobilize their

psychological resources in order to deal

with emotional problems.

(b) share p e o ple's tasks.

<c) provide i n d i v iduals with money, 

materials, tools, skills, information, and 

a dvice in order to help them deal wit!) the 

particular stressful situation to which they 

are exposed. <p. 2)

Later r e s e a r c h e r s  (House, 1981; Dean S< Lin, 1977; Quam,19S3; 

Delgado & H u m m - D e l g a d o , 19B2) would d i f f e r e n t i a t e  between 

the c a tegories of instrumental support or aid which involve 

be h aviors that d i r e c t l y  assist the person in need from 

informational support which is composed of "information 

useful in coping with personal and environmental problems" 

(House, 1981, p . 23). House goes on to d i s t i n g u i s h  "appraisal 

support" from the mor e  general category of emotional 

support. It is p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e l evant to s e l f - e v a l u a t i o n  and



social comparisons, fact o r s  which impinge d i r e c t l y  upon the 

maintenance of a d e q u a t e  psychological r e s o u r c e s . (1) He 

posits that "all should be c o n s i d e r e d  as potential forms of 

support and their impact on stress and health (and the 

relation between these) be treated as an empirical question" 

(p. 24).
»

Sidney C o b b ' s  (1976) outl i n e  of social supp o r t  does not 

include the instrumental or activit y - b a s e d  f e a t u r e s  which 

c h a r a c t e r i z e  the a f o r e m e n t i o n e d  definitions. He defi n e s  

social support as three c l a s s e s  of information:

1- Information leading the subject to 

beli e v e  that he is cared for and

1o v e d .

2- Information leading the subject to 

beli e v e  he is esteemed and valued. 

(Comparable to Hous e ' s  (1981) "appraisal 

s u p p o r t ").

3- Information leading the subject to 

b e l i e v e  that he belo n g s  to a netw o r k  of 

c o m m u n i c a t i o n  and mutual obligation.

(p.300).

He c o n s i d e r s  a c t i v i t i e s  to be "material services" versus  

being a form of information. He states that “the s e r v i c e s  do 

not in t h e m s e l v e s  c o n s t i t u t e  such support b e c a u s e  social



support, being i n f o r m a t i o n , cannot be measured as mass or 

energy" (1976, p.301), Cobb b a s e s  his entire de-finition upon 

the di s t i n c t i o n  between a c t i v i t y  and information due to his 

belief that a person's r e l i a n c e  upon the goods and servi c e s  

that others may provide might foster dependency. It is his 

opinion that the t hree clas s e s  of i nformation listed above 

stimulate independent behavior through pro v i d i n g  a sound 

emotional and c o g n i t i v e  u n d e r g i r d i n g  from which the 

individual may depart to be e f f e c t i v e  in his or her world. 

Therein lies the major o b j e c t i v e  of s u p p o r t i v e  

relationships: to give the individual in need or d i s tress  

the necessary resources, whether it be material or 

i n f o r m a t i o n a l , to be able to meet and o v e rcome the posed 

challenge. Cobb's (1976) r e v i e w  of the data, including 

studies by Nuckolls, Cassel, and Kaplan (1972), Antonovsky, 

(1974), Gore (1973), and C.M. Pa r k e s  (1972); focused upon 

the moderating effects of social support on the t ransitions  

through the life c ycle and s p e cific life events. He admitted 

that the areas investigated (i.e. pregnancy, birth, 

hospitalisation, r e c overy fro m  illness, employment 

termination, bereavement, aging and retirement) were more of 

question as to whether social support can m o d erate the 

effects of chronic stress such as that are ex p e r i e n c e d  by 

air controllers" (p. 312). However, there are life events 

that virtually all i n d i v iduals will h ave and e x p e r i e n c e  as a 

threat to their equilibrium. Cobb c o n c l u d e d  that there were 

enough n e g a t i v e  f i n d i n g s  to m ake it clear that social



support is not a panacea, yet the range o-f situa t i o n s  where 

it can be a m e l i orative is encour a g i n g  (p. 310).

The_Ef f ects_of _Soc i_al__Buggor t

Mitchell, Billings, and Moos <1982) present the argument 

that social support has a direct and an indirect (or 

interactive) effect upon physical health and psychological 

well-being. The instrumental c o m p o n e n t s  of interpersonal 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  prov i d e  direct influence through promoting  

p o s i t i v e  health behaviors, assisting with or rel i e v i n g  one 

of burd e n s o m e  tasks, and g e n e r a l l y  raising the level of 

self-esteem. A n t o n o v s k y  <1981) would assert that these 

beh a v i o r s  would increase one's ability to fight disease, 

both mental and physical. He c h a r a c t e r i z e s  social s u p ports  

as "generalized r e s i s t a n c e  r e s o u r c e s  - GRP.'s" also called 

"intepersonal relational GRR's" <1981, p . 114). The major 

prem i s e  is that interpersonal contact perm i t s  the 

t r a n s mission of acts or ideas that can have a beneficial 

effect. However, Fischer (1983) repo r t s  of a c a m paign by the 

C a l i f o r n i a  state department of mental health with the title, 

"Friends can be good medicine". Fifty urban, suburban, town, 

and vill a g e  neigh b o r h o o d s  were surveyed. While no assertion 

of c a u s a l i t y  was made, this su r v e y  cited several instances 

of the n e g a t i v e  impact of being a friend or a social support



to another. Same e x a m p l e s  are:

1- Women drained by the ef f o r t  of 

s u p p o r t i n g  alcoholic and abusive 

h u s b a n d s .

2- Adult lives n a r rowed b e c a u s e  of having 

to care for invalid parents.

3- Parents in anguish over deli n q u e n t  

teenage children.

4- Frie n d s  su f f e r i n g  the str a i n  of their 

friends' vari o u s  life changes. (Those 

who felt such strain also r e p orted 

s y m p t o m s  of impaired psychological  

well-being. However, this w a s  not 

el a b o r a t e d  upon or quantified.) <p. 7B)

The obli g a t i o n  towards r e c i p r o c i t y  for support given is also 

a factor in the cost of b eing a r e c ipient of social support. 

Pilisu! (1982) states that w hile t here is the "obvious fact 

that not all social ties are supportive. CThe3 effe c t s  of 

r e p r e s s i v e  or o t h e r w i s e  d e s t r u c t i v e  a s s o c i a t i o n s  Cdol not 

erase the associ a t i o n  b e t w e e n  social c o n n e c t e d n e s s  and 

health" (p. 22).

Social support may h ave an indirect i n f l u e n c e  upon 

w e ll-being by "decreasing the number and th e  s e v e r i t y  of
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stressful life events in an individual's life" (Brownell & 

Shumaker, 1984, p . 3). The supp o r t i v e  network can t r a n s f o r m  

the nature of the s t r essor itself rather than simply assist 

the individual in h a n dling the problem. Laza r u s  (1975) found 

that one's appraisal of a particular life event may be 

altered by the input fro m  a s u pportive network. By 

cognit i v e l y  r edefining a seemingly mass i v e  d i f f i c u l t y  into a 

series of smaller, mor e  a p p r o achable u n d e r t a k i n g s  one can 

achieve mastery over the situation. Other resear c h e r s  

(Billing Moos, 1984; Ki ecol t — G1 aser ?< Greenberg, 1984) 

concur that pers o n s  with higher levels of active coping 

m e c h a n i s m s  and social support subs e q u e n t l y  e x p e r i e n c e  fewer- 

n e g a t i v e  life events. The availablity of these coping 

resources m a y  be helpful in resolving minor problems before  

they become str e s s o r s  (p. B 8 6 ) .

Bi l lings and Moos (19B4) studied adults dia g n o s e d  as 

experiencing unipolar depression. Their results point toward 

the third means of looking at the effects of social support: 

in t e r a c t i v e  effects. B i l l i n g s  and Moos found that depressed 

persons have a pauc i t y  of social support due to (a) a lack 

of nec e s s a r y  social sk i l l s  to develop and use social 

res o u r c e s  and (b) their b e h avior er o d e s  exist i n g  support 

from friends and f a m i l y  m e m b e r s  (1984). B i l l i n g s  and Moos 

try to addr e s s  the c a u s a l i t y  issue. Doe s  social support 

p r o m o t e s  good health, or is it that good health makes a 

person more likely to rece i v e  support? As with many debates,
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the in t e r a c t i v e  h y p o t h e s i s  seems to best define and d e s cribe 

the outcome.

Thoits <1982) made a (Systematic re v i e w  of several 

studies that claimed that social support was a buffer 

against life stress. She dis c u s s e s  p o s s i b l e  reas o n s  for only 

mo d e r a t e  levels of correl a t i o n  between the number of life 

events e x p e r ienced and the subsequent level of disturbance.

She claims that according to the buf f e r i n g  (interactive) 

hypothesis, "individuals with a strong social support system

should be better able to cope with major life changes; those

with little or no social support may be more v u lnerable to

life changes; par t i c u l a r l y  u n d e s i r a b l e  ones" (p. 145). She

ra i s e s  three c r iticisms that have direct bear i n g  upon the 

design of a study to meas u r e  social support. From her 

reviews she found that:

1- Most stud i e s  suffer f r o m  inadequate

c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n  and o p e r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of

social support.

2- The m a j o r i t y  of stud i e s  has either 

t h e o r e t i c a l 1y or o p e r a t i o n a l l y  c o nfounded the 

direct effect of life e v e n t s  upon social 

support with the i n t e r a c t i v e  (buffering)

effect of events with the support.

3- Most re s e a r c h e r s  have focu s e d  upon the



bu f fering (interactive) effect of social 

support on distress, and have failed to 

e xam i n e  the t h e o r e t i c a l 1y p e rtinent and 

p r a c t i c a l l y  s ignificant main effect of 

social support upon distress. (19B2, p. 14

Thoits c riticized the Nuckolls (et a l ., 1972) study of the 

support n e t works of pregnant women and that of Lin, Simeone, 

E n s e l , and Kuo (1979) for their imprecise d e f i n i t i o n s  of 

social support. Even though Cobb (1976) and H ouse (1981) 

differ in their c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n  of support, Thoits found 

their d e f i n i t i o n s  captured more of the t o t a l i t y  of its 

impact. She asse r t s  that "these d e f i n i t i o n s  e x plicitly 

direct the r e s e a r c h e r ' s  attention to various types, sources, 

and degrees of support received from s ignificant others and 

tD the structural p r o p e r t i e s  of the support systems, foci 

which have been lacking in most previous work" (p. 148).

The consensus is that social support is a multidimensional 

concept. The e t i o l o g y  and specific c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of these 

capa c i t i e s  may be debated but there is little question that 

people are the agents that convey these m e s s a g e s  either 

i n d i vidually or through an institution. The addition of 

’social' to the basic definition of support identifies the 

manner of c o m m u n i c a t i o n . R.J. Turner (1983) states, "What 

pr e s u m m a b l y  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  social support fro m  the broader 

concept (support) is that it n e c e s s a r i l y  involved the 

pr e s e n c e  and p r o d u c t s  of stable human relatio n s h i p s "  (p.
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107) .

ComBQnents_gf._Sgci al__SuEBgrt

The terms ‘social support', ‘social bonds', and 'social 

<support> network' are often interchanged in the social 

science literature. All relate to the interplay between 

p eople and the "social orbits in which they participate" 

<Gottlieb, 1981, p . 9) yet each chara c t e r i z e s  a distinct 

aspect o-f the process.

The concept o-f a social network was o r iginated by J.A. 

Barnes, an anthrop o l o g i s t  w hose classic study (1954) of a 

N o r wegian parrish e s t a b l i s h e d  a conceptual model for 

d e scribing social interrelations. To define ’network', he 

said:

E ach person is, as it were, in touch with

a number of persons, some of which are 

d i r e c t l y  in touch with each other and some 

of whom are not.... I find it convenient to

talk of a social field of this kind as a 

network. The image I have is of a set of

points, some of which are joined by lines. The

po i n t s  of the image are people, or sometimes 

groups, and the lines indicate which people



interact with each other. We can, o-f course, 

think o-f the w hole o-f social li-fe g e nerating a 

n e t w o r k  of thi s  kind.

The linkages between the people in the network may be 

termed the social bonds. These bonds may vary in strength 

due to their r e l a t i v e  importance to the targeted person, 

thereby d etermining what is c o m monly called emotional 

distance. "The rel a t i o n s h i p  between network str u c t u r e  and 

individual f u n c t ioning beco m e s  meaningful in light of our 

ability to s y s t e m a t i c a l 1y assess specific structural 

(anchorage, range, density, and reasonability) and 

interactional (content, intensity, d i r e c t e d n e s s , and 

frequency) charac t e r i s t i c s "  (Pfouts S< Safier, 1981, p. 659). 

Pf o u t s  and Safier go on to d e f i n e  each term and d e s c r i b e  the 

current state of social network research and analysis. 

However, for the p u r p o s e s  of this study, we will c oncentrate  

upon disting u i s h i n g  between broad categ o r i e s  of the 

structural and interactional p r o cesses of social network 

f unctioning and how it is mediated through the proc e s s  of 

social support.

Ihe_Process_of _Sgci.al^_Sugggrt

The classic network indicators: size, density, 

accessibility, k inship-reliance, f r e q u e n c y  of contact, and 

stability" (Pfouts & Safier, 1981, p. 65B) relate to the



structural eleme n t s  o-f network performance. The c o n cepts D-f 

support s y s t e m  composition, availability, and utilization 

may be deri v e d  -from them. These c omponents will be 

p r e s e n t e d  more -fully in the text.

The interactional p r o c e s s e s  of network functioning 

involve the p e rceived amount and adequacy of socio-emotional 

and instrumental aid received fro m  various support system 

members. An operational definition of the social support 

proc e s s  as what is experi e n c e d  as a result of effective  

utilization and m o b i l ization of the social support network 

touches upon the a f o r e m e n t i o n e d  structural c o mponents for 

indeed they must be present and active in order for support 

to be evidenced, but it goes beyond that to tap the 

perceptual - m easurement dimension: How effective is the 

help r e c e i v e d ?  This crucial determinant gives us an 

indication of whether the structural elements were existant, 

effective, and how they were experienced. At this juncture, 

we will look at several r e s e a r c h e r s ' theories as to the 

causes of d i f f e r e n c e  levels of social support system 

effi cacy.

The_Bgci_al S u p p o r t _ S y s t e m

Before we proceed, we are called upon to distinguish the 

social support system from the social network. Greenblatt, 

Becerra, and S e r e a t e t i n i d e s  (19B1) title one section of



their article "Social N e t w o r k s  as Social Support Systems" 

and thusly skirt the issue. They both are c o m p r i s e d  of the 

same elements but the term social support sy s t e m  seems to g 

beyond identifying the linkages and bonds between p e r s o n s  t 

c a p t u r e  the dynamic interplay between the s p ecified person 

and his relationships, be it with individuals, groups, or 

institutions. Mitchell and Trickett (19B0) ph r a s e  it in 

this manner: Although social support systems are often 

thought of in terms of some formally r e c o g n i z e d  entity 

<i.e. , family, neighborhood, church, or social 

o r g a n i z a t i o n s , self-help groups, etc.), it is often some 

uni q u e  confi g u r a t i o n  of these that c o m p r i s e s  the salient 

reference group of the individual. The conc e p t  ... p r e sents 

one way of c u t t i n g  across these b o undaries and examining th 

total social field within which the individual is embedded, 

(p. 32)

Baker (1977) h i g h l i g h t s  the g r o u p i n g s  of individuals in a 

community which deal with short term cri s e s  and life 

tr a n s i t i o n s  as "natural support systems". "The word 

' n a t u r a l ' is used to d i f f e r e n t i a t e  such syst e m s  from the 

professional ca r e - g i v i n g  s y s t e m s  of the community" (p. 140) 

Baker c o n s i d e r s  that it is essential that t h e s e  groups are 

not direc t e d  by c a r e - g i v i n g  professionals. The premise is 

that over— r e l i a n c e  upon the professional support network 

would not o nly rob the natural support s y s t e m  of its 

influence and viability, but would also d i m i n i s h  a dynamic
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f orum for the development and e nhancement of group 

i n t e r - r e l a t e d n e s s  and commonality. Later r e s e a r c h e r s  

(Neighbors, et a l ., 1983; Eckenrode, 1983) would term this 

as the lay or informal support*system. D e l g a d o  and 

H u m m - D e l g a d o  (1982) cite this factor as crucial to the 

Hispanic c o m m u n i t y ' s  viability. The c o n s e n s u s  derived is 

that the means of c o m m u n i c a t i n g  social support is through 

the social support system.

The social support system may be divi d e d  into four 

domains: neighborhood, church, family, and friends. The

presence, absence, and influence of each has particular 

implications for the d e l i v e r y  of social support.

The c o n c e p t s  of c o m m u n i t y  or the nei_ghgrhood share 

similar d e r i v a t i o n s  but differ on some pivotal points. A 

n e i g h b o r h o o d  is defined by proximity: comprised of people

who live next door, on the block, or within an average 

walking distance. "The close spatial location of n e i ghbors 

m akes them par t i c u l a r l y  unique to perf o r m  fun c t i o n s  which 

other network members would find difficult" (Unger &

Wandersman, 19B5, p. 141). A co m m u n i t y  may exist on a mor e  

symbolic level based upon affectional ties rather than the 

mere n e a r n e s s  of living quarters. Fischer (1982) states 

that modern u r b a n i s m  has p r o v i d e d  r e s i d e n t s  with social 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s  outside of the n e i g h borhood that compete with 

potential ties with neighbors. Vet it has been found that
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even "the extent to which neighbors are willing to greet and 

visit with each other can s erve as a source o-f social 

be l o n g i n g n e s s  and reduce f e e lings of social isolation often 

fostered within cities" {Unger Wandersman, 19B5, p. 142). 

This contact can take place on the casual level of 

so c i a b i l i t y  or on a more intimate level possibly involving 

reciprocity. This is called "socioemotional support"

(ibid., 19B5). The n e i g h borhood may serve as a reference 

group (Warren, 1 9 B 1 ) whereby one tests their beliefs about 

oth e r s  and society. It may also be a link to other helping 

systems, f a c i l itating a newco m e r ' s  adaptation to the area. 

The org a n i z e d  n e i g h borhood also provi d e s  an o p p o r t u n i t y  for 

interaction between individuals and groups (Klein, 1968). 

Green (1970) obsers'es that those black c ommunities that are 

able to maintain a sense of neighborhood are better able to 

w i t h s t a n d  threatening forces. They may foster a sense of 

identif i c a t i o n  in addition to providing support and 

r e s o u r c e s  in solving both individual and neighborhood 

problems.

W o r t h y  of mention are the p o s sible negative consequences 

of n e i g h b o r i n g  (i.e., e x c e s s i v e  demands upon time and 

resources, lack of privacy, insular, re s t r i c t i v e  attitudes). 

Yet the fact that the u t i l i zation of personal social 

n e t w o r k s  can provide r e sources that are not only beneficial 

to individual e nhancement but aso to the "internal 

fu n c t i o n i n g  of the n e i g h b o r h o o d  itself" (Unger & Wandersman,



1985, p. 147) nec e s s i t a t e s  its study.

It seems apparent that the -functions o-f the neighborhood  

will signi-ficant implications for psychological well-being 

(Klein, 1968; Unger & Wandersman, 19B5). Marginal people, 

with respect to shelter, social acceptance, or status, will 

h ave psychological p r o blems different from those who are not 

(Sarason, 1976; Klein, 1968). Klein states that "it is only 

through the a s s o c iations and institutions of th e  community 

that essential interpersonal and institutional s u p ports  

bec o m e  accessible" (1968, p. 5).

One of the institutions within the black c o mmunity which 

has been a major forum for the development and c o m m unication 

of social support is the church. The church has served as a 

meeting place, political arena (Frazier, 1963), and a link 

to the larger society — serv i n g  as an interpreter and 

teacher (Hamilton, 1972).

Prior to the 1930's ... the church was pretty 

much unrivaled in the black co m m u n i t y  as the 

major i nstitution of black folk. There were 

no labor unions; there were few other social, 

political, or e c o nomic a g e n c i e s  in the black 

c o mmunity among the lower class. Thus the 

church was the center.

Hamilton, 1972, p. 13



The church p r o vided two major -functions. First it provided 

a great port i o n  o-f the social organization and sta b i l i t y  in 

the black community. With its pastor— centered s t r ucture of 

several o r g a n i z e d  c o m m i t t e e s  and boards, each with its own 

officers, pe o p l e  learned and practiced o r g a n i z a t i a n a l , 

political, and leadership skills.

Secondly, on an individual basis, the church is a place 

where one can be known, be important, and also experience  

the sense that one is a continuing object of concern on the 

part of other people (F'ilisuk, 19B2). Seeking help from the 

church also has less stigma attached than seeking out a 

mental health p r a c ticioner (Neighbors, et a l ., 19S3).

Within recent years there has been a. r esurgence in church 

membership among younger, w e l l - e d u c a t e d  black people. 

However, their reasons differ from those of their parents. 

They do not simply seek a setting to exercise their 

a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  or organizational skills, nor do they search 

for a mere balm. Instead they involve t h e m s e l v e s  with 

c h u r c h e s  that are "actively engaged in doing c o n s t r u c t i v e  

things" (Hamilton, 1972) for masses of black people. They 

are looking to church to have a socio-political adjunct to 

their spiritual base.

Lewis and Lo o n e y  (19B3) found in their study of eighteen 

work i n g  c lass black f a m i l i e s  that more of the pare n t s  in the
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most competent -Families were involved in both church 

activ i t i e s  and youth oriented groups. They summarized that 

"religious beliefs and a c t i v i t i e s  were at the core of family 

life for the most c o mpetent f a m i l i e s  and appeared less 

important to the least competent families" (p. 107). Even

though their results may not b e  g e n e r a l i z a b l e  to all black 

f a m i l i e s  due to r e s t r i c t i o n s  in the geographic, economic, 

and sample size component of their study, it follows that 

the conv e y a n c e  of basic values such as e m p a t h y  and concern 

for others can be o r i enting c o gnitive s t r u c t u r e s  for 

function i n g .

Much has been written about the role of the fami_l.y in 

teaching, t r a n s mitting the culture, and m o d e l i n g  behavior 

-for the young (Bott, 1971). W hile it s e e m s  evident that 

these factors play a crucial role in th e  d evelopment and 

m a i n t e n a n c e  of psychological w e l l - b e i n g  as well as providing 

information about and a m eans of dealing with stressful 

situations, it is only in recent years that these features 

have been looked upon as a conceptual whole.

Dressier (1985a) set out to test the p r o p o s i t i o n  that a 

p e r s p e c t i v e  of functional black families as being comprised 

of an "ego-centered" e x t ended kin support sy s t e m  converges 

with the l i terature an social support syst e m s  and mental 

health. He posits that "if the extended fa m i l y  is a basic 

support system in the black community, then the amount of
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support wi t h i n  that family sys t e m  should be i n versely 

related to mental health problems" (1985, p. 40). Extended 

kin support was m e a sured by c o u n t i n g  the number of p r o blems  

for which an individual responded with "family" and/or 

"relatives". This was contr a s t e d  with non-tin support. He 

found that far his sample of 2B5 black adults living in a 

major black c o m m u n i t y  of a southern city, e x t e n d e d  kin 

support was s i g n i f i c a n t l y  related to fewer s y m p t o m s  of 

depression. However, he found the strength of the 

a s s o c i a t i o n  to be "considerably less than that of 

d emographic f a c t o r s  or economic stressors" (Dressier,

!9S5a>. Dressier suggests that there is a "psychological 

cost" involved in receiving support from the traditional 

black c o m m u n i t y  sources related to a loss of personal 

i n d e p endence and coming under the close s c r u t i n y  of older 

family members (also Granovetter, 1973).

Raymond, Rhoads, and R a y m o n d ' s  study (19B0) of Chicano, 

black, and w hite family and group involvement found some 

interesting differences. For both the Chic a n o  and the black 

subjects, t h e  family wa s  found to be the domain of greatest  

personal involvement. This finding may be pa r t i a l l y  

exp l a i n e d  by these groups' lesser access to the types of 

jobs and social e n t e r p r i s e s  that would be greater s o u r c e s  of 

support and esteem. However, for C h i c a n o s  and whites, 

income was the strongest predictor of overall well-being.

For the b l a c k s  studied, fa m i l y  hap p i n e s s  wa s  the highest
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rated indicator (also Vaus!, 1985).

H ines and B o y d - F r a n k l i n  (1982) use the term "black 

familial embeddedness" to d e s c r i b e  the ^'necessary1' inclusion 

of e x t ended family memb e r s  in any conception of the life of 

the family. McAdoo (1978) found that the p r e s e n c e  of a 

responsive, sensitive g r a n d m o t h e r  seemed to buffer the 

infant against the d e l e t e r i o u s  influence of an unprepared or 

i nsensitive mother. In a circular manner, adolescent 

moth e r s  who attended school or worked received more 

a s s i s t a n c e  in child care, listing arrangements, and 

housework. They thereby r e p o r t e d  more peer group and 

individual support due to their lessened isolation and 

increased access to p o t e n t i a l l y  este e m - b u i l d i n g  situations. 

Wilson (1986) found that the p r e s e n c e  of additional adults 

was not inherently p roblematic due to the commu n i c a t i o n  

p a t terns in the black h o u s e h o l d s  studied. The adults spoke 

to each other and the chldren d i r ected the majority of their 

c o n v e r s a t i o n  to the mother. He des c r i b e s  the additional 

adults as "relievers to the p r i m a r y  caregiver Crather! than 

pa r t i c i p a n t C s l  in the ad u l t - c h i l d  interactions" (p. 252).

The g r a n d p a r e n t s  appeared content with not being the parents 

to their g r a n d c h i l d r e n  and did not want to return to the 

level of r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and r estriction of f orms of personal 

expr e s s i o n  inherent in parenting.

Gaudin and Davis (1985) stud i e d  the n e t w o r k s  of rural



black moth e r s  and found them to be more kin dominated, 

smaller, and less s u p p o r t i v e  than those of w hite mothers.

Yet in further interviews t hey found that blacks tended to 

exclude expr e s s i v e  support fro m  their conce p t i o n  of support. 

These families also identified fewer n e i g h b o r s  as important 

people in their lives. While their networks were less 

h e t e r o g e n e o u s , they were also more durable. Granovetter 

(1973) b e l i e v e s  that the greater div e r s i t y  or heter o g e n e i t y 

in network c omposition gives an individual a greater range 

of r e sources to call upon when needed thereby providing 

potential access to "tangible suppo r t i v e  r e sources and 

helpful information in their communities" (p. 1362). Gaudin

and Davis h y p o t h e s i z e  that the low socio e c o n o m i c  status 

black rural f a m ilies studied are a very vulnerable 

sub-population at high risk for becoming "dysfunctional when 

illness, loss of income, or similar fa m i l y  crises place 

unusual demands on the family unit" (p. 1020). Some of the

potential results cited were child abuse and neglect, crime, 

and delinquency.

Studies on the effects of social support on family 

m embers show some interesting, gendet— linked results. 

Dressier (1985a) found that black men (but not black women) 

who r e p orted m e mbership in an active exten d e d  network 

r e p orted fewer symptoms of depression. The greater role 

s t r i c t u r e s  upon women in the southern city sampled along 

with the differential st a t u s  of black men was credited for



black men was credited -for this -finding.

Within the [black! community, males can 

provide man y  ... res o u r c e s  within their 

support sy s t e m  so that their p lace in 

that s y s t e m  is highly valued. And because 

a-f their r e l a t i v e l y  higher status as males 

in the traditional social str u c t u r e  of this 

black: c o m m u n i t y  they are subject to few 

restrictions.

Dressier, 19B5a, p. 46

Horowitz (1977) found that rel a t i v e s  tended to offer "lay" 

sol u t i o n s  (i.e. take vacation, quit job) to psychiatric 

problems, whereas friends gave r e ferrals to professional 

h e l p e r s .

Ackerman (1958) defi n e s  a healthy family group in terms 

of the "kind and degree of success the fam i l y  a c h ieves in 

the fulfillment of its basic functions" (p. 328): prote c t i o n  

from danger, material satisfaction, and integration into the



community. B i l l i n g s l e y  (1968) d e c l a r e s  that no area of 

American life was "more g l a r i n g l y  ignored, more distorted or 

more systematical 1 y d e v a l u e d  than black family life" (p. 49) 

in spite of its efforts and level of r e l a t i v e  success in 

a chieving t hese goals in the fac e  of over w h e l m i n g  odds. The 

"fluid, r e silient c a p a c i t y  to adapt to change" can be 

innervated through the energy potential within an o p e rative 

extended family.

Many t h e o r i s t s  ( A s c h e n b r e n n e r , 1973; McAdoo, 1978; White, 

1984) pred i c t  that other A m e r i c a n  f a m i l i e s  are and will 

i ncreasingly adopt the e x t ended family lifestyle and 

pa renting approach common to black families. It has been 

found to offer a high degree of s e c u r i t y  plus the scope to 

address individual needs. M c A d o o  (1978) asserts that "black 

f a m ilies h a v e  managed to sustain their families under 

p r essures that are now being shared by a growing number of 

n o n — black f a milies" (p. 776).

Frie n d s  are often the sa f e t y  net for indivi d u a l s  in 

distress. F r i e n d s h i p s  can deve l o p  on an org a n i z e d  basis 

(Vau.x , 19B5) such as fraternal, church, school, or ethnic 

a s s o c i a t i o n s  or can be the o u t growth of living proximity. 

Litwak and Szelenyi (1969) found that friends were often the 

first agent of support in times of emergency. Having 

p ers o n s  ava i l a b l e  to p r o v i d e  that needed action or 

i nformation was found to be a de t e r m i n a n t  of s a t i s faction
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with living a r r a n g e m e n t s  and personal security.

Among black people, the ■friendship network: often takes on 

the intense emotional cha r a c t e r  of family ties (McAdoo,

1978; A s c h e n b r e n n e r , 1973). Some friends are often 

addressed with familial titles (e.g., cousin, sister, 

brother, play-mother). The c o nnection to psychological 

w e ll-being and the r e duction of the ill-ef f e c t s  of stress is 

illustrated in Joseph Whit e ' s  statement:

R e s i l i e n c e  and r e v i t a l i z a t i o n  of the human 

spirit are fa c i l i t a t e d  by a s e n s e  of humor 

and by the knowledge that one is not alone, 

t here are others who bear witness to the 

pr o found sorrows of existence. Through 

this sharing, beg i n n i n g  with the extended 

family, we reach out and touch others and 

are c o nnected to them in a series of i n t e r ­

dependent rela t i o n s h i p  n e t w o r k s  guided by 

a spirit of co o p e r a t i o n  and mutual aid.

(1984, p. 3)

All we have seen, all four doma i n s  are inter— related, 

often c o m p r i s e d  of the same in d i v i d u a l s  perfo r m i n g  varying 

roles in their s e l f - m a i n t e n a n c e  and d e v e l o p m e n t  and that of 

their community.

U t i l i z ation of the Social Supggrt System



The dynamic element that c h a r a c t e r i z e s  the social supp o r t  

system is its utilization. All the structural e l e m e n t s  may 

be present but unless they are activated in an approp r i a t e  

manner the interactional p r operties will not be put into 

e-f-Fect and social support will not be realized. Ec k e n r o d e  

<1983) claims that it is use-fu! to di s t i n g u i s h  between a 

network o-f potential s u p p o r t e r s  and those s u pporters  

actually m o bilized in t imes of stress. Two q u e s t i o n s  arise. 

Whom does the distr e s s e d  person seek out? - Is it a 

relative, friend, or a c q u a i n t a n c e ?  What factors influence 

the u t i l i zation of social s u p p o r t ?

N e ighbors (et a l ., 1983), using data obtained from the 

W a t i _ o n a l _ _ 5 u r y e y _ o £ k _ A m e r i _ c a n s  <1979), found a high 

report of the use of informal help e r s  (family and friends) 

during p e r i o d s  of distress. Its seems that the informal 

network may be considered the 'first line of defense' during 

a crisis.

A belief in the benefit of hel p - s e e k i n g  is basic to its 

utilization and has been found to have a direct effect on 

the m o b i l i z a t i o n  of s u p ports and the number of potential 

supporters (Bourash, 1978; Eckenrode, 1983). Guam's (1983) 

study of the informal neto r k s  of elde r l y  women drew three 

conclusions: (a) the structural prope r t i e s  or q u a l i t i e s  of

the friendship, (b) the specific task involved, and (c) the



character of the subject herself were important determ i n a n t  

of the use of social supports. This summation i ntroduces 

two e l e m e n t s  that deserve consideration: t h e  nature of the 

task at hand and the p e r s o n a l i t y  features of the* person 

called upon to provide support.

Litwak and Szelenyi <1969) found that informal supporter 

had differential fun c t i o n s  in the p r o v i s i o n s  of services. 

Re l a t i v e s  were most often called upon to called upon to 

supply long-term assi s t a n c e  of an instrumental type. 

N e i g h b o r s  were often the first sought out in eme r g e n c y  

situations. Frie n d s  helped most with peer human 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  or personal and social p r o b l e m s  associated 

with human des'elopment. W hile the anecdotal evide n c e  for 

this schemat i z a t i o n  is abundant, there is little empirical 

evide n c e  in the literature. However, it he i g h t e n s  the call 

for more i n v e stigation into the nature of informal helping.

2 Q or 5_and_Sgci_al__ Support

The p e r s o n a l i t y  f e a t u r e s  of the person who benefits from 

social support has r e c eived mor e  attention in the 

literature. Tolsdorf <1976) compared two gr o u p s  of p a t i e n t s  

from a Veterans' A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  hospital. He found that an 

important factor in d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  the p a t i e n t s  with a 

medical d i a g n o s i s  f rom those with a p s y c h i a t r i c  d i a g n o s i s  

was their o rientation t o w a r d s  m o bilizing and using their



interpersonal networks during times of stress. Psychiatric 

patients were more apt to view their n e t w o r k s  with distrust 

and to discount them as sources o-f support. Tolsdorf cites 

the historical element of n e g a t i v i s m  towards significant 

others as being an etiological factor in their clinical 

diagnosis. It should be added that the c o n v e r s e  is also a 

possibility. Sarason and Barason's (1982) study on the 

connection between the e xperience of social support and 

attitudes toward the m e n tally ill del v e s  into the 

psychodynamic (Freud, 1-953), ethonol ogi cal (Bowlby, 1980), 

and learning theory (Harlow &. Harlow, 1971) formulations for 

the roles of non-supportive early life experiences, more 

recent life events, and f e e lings of anomie on the perception 

o-f social support. While their findings were inconclusive, 

there is a common thread between their position and that of 

Tolsdorf (1976) and Turner (1983); the lack: of social 

stability makes it difficult to have firm expe c t a t i o n s  about 

relati o n s h i p s  and about other people's behavior. Pearlin 

and Schoo l e r ' s  (197B) t r e atise on the s t r ucture of coping 

cites perceptual mechanisms that may influence one's 

response to a stressful situation by controlling its 

meaning. While they do not c l a ssify it as a person a l i t y  

feature, they do state that "the way an e x p e r i e n c e  is 

recognized and the meaning that is attached to it d e t e r m i n e  

to a large extent the threat posed by that experience" (p. 

6). "The same situation may be highly threat e n i n g  to some 

people and innocuous to others, depending on how they



p e r c e ptually and c o g n i t i v e l y  appraise the experience" 

(Lazarus, 1966, s u mmarized by Pearl in & Schooler, 1978, p. 

6). Two coping mech a n i s m s  that influence mean i n g  and 

subsequent behavior are "selective ignoring" and the makin 

of "positive c a m p a r i s o n s " . Both change the evalu a t i o n  of 

the circ u m s t a n c e  and p r e s u m a b l y  allow for the op p o r t u n i t y  

for more prod u c t i v e  e m o tions and behaviors.

However, the d e v e l opment and usage of coping si ills doe 

not occur in a vacuum. Why one person d e v elops such skill 

and another does not is in part due to different 

experiences, oppor t u n i t i e s  for learning, and p r o bably some 

p e r s o nality p r e d i s p o s i t i o n . Gannellen and Blaney (19B4) 

found a significant c o r r e l a t i o n  between the posse s s i o n  of 

three "personality dimensions": c o n t r o l , commitment, and 

challenge and the perce p t i o n  of eff e c t i v e  social supports. 

They claim that the p e r s o n s  who remain healthy after being 

subjected to high degrees of life stress have a 

"constellation of p e r s o n a l i t y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  that 

diffe r e n t i a t e  them from those who become ill" (p. 155).

This "hardy personality" (Gannellen &. Blaney, 1984) is the 

result of effective interpersonal and intrapersonal coping 

res o u r c e s  and social support. Sarason and Sarason summari 

it in this manner:

Social support is e m b edded in the individual 

matrix of r e l a t i o n s h i p s  with other people. When this matri
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is extensive and deep, the individual needs and r e s pects 

others and is more likely to help them as well as feel that 

help is available. When the matrix is limited, the 

individual may feel less empathy for the p r o b l e m s  and 

limitations of other people and a lessened sense of 

re s ponsibility for their welfare, in addition to a personal 

lack of support.

(19B2, p. 332)

This may be termed the 'social consequence' of social 

support due to the f a r - r eaching implications for the 

development and m aintenance of r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and the 

attainment of a self— sat i s f a c t o r y  level of psychological 

w e l 1-bei n g .

There is some debate on what factors s erve a causal role 

in support system strength or weakness. Hen d e r s o n  (1977) 

claims that a lack of social sk i l l s  causes a d e f i e n c y  in the 

establishment and mainte n a n c e  of the support group. "Their 

p e r s o n a l i t y  a t tributes might lead independently' both to 

neurotic symptoms and to primary group d eficiency" (p. 1B6).

Another interpretation places the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  upon the 

system. Pearlin and Schooler posit that "coping failures, 

therefore, do not n e c e s sarily reflect the s h o r t c o m i n g s  of 

individuals; in a real sense they may rep r e s e n t  the failure  

of social syst e m s  in which indivi d u a l s  are enmeshed" (p.

IB). While no conclusion may be made on this argument, its



e x position p e r m i t s  us to consider both the individual and 

the group as cont r i b u t o r s  to the process.

The _ C g n c e g t _ g f  _Reci.gr gcity

Sarason and Sarason (1982) introduce an element that has 

been alluded to by several theorists. Social support does 

not solely consist of what one gets from others "but also 

[pertains! to a person's inclination to respond to the needs 

of others, to help them, and to exhibit to l e r a n c e  of their 

behavior" (p. 332). The concept of r e c i p r o c i t y  has 

important i m p l i c a t i o n s  for social support for it can be a 

d eterminant in peopl e ' s  degree of w i l l i n g n e s s  to seek and 

accept help. The conflict over b e c oming indebted to another 

was cited by elderly women studied by Gua m  (19B3) and 

Chapman and Pancoast (1985). Shumaker and Brownell (1984) 

draw two i m p l i c a t i o n s  from the reciprocity' model. They' 

th e orize that if people feel that they lack the resources or 

ability to return a service, they may be less likely to seek 

a s s i s t a n c e  or accept it when offered. Through the failure 

or t h w a r t i n g  of reciprocity, the r e l a t ionship between 

p r oviders and recip i e n t s  may d i s i n t e g r a t e . While they 

provide no empirical support for the a f o r ementioned 

hypotheses, they do suggest that allowing the recipient to 

be of some serv i c e  provides the o p p o r t u n i t y  to contr i b u t e  to 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p . This can have an a m e l i o r a t i v e  effect, 

t h e r e b y  e n h ancing the p e r s o n ' s  self-esteem. Another strategy



involves shifting some of the burden from the informal 

network to a formal support system (i.e., health 

p r o f essionals, clergy, therapists). "Formal support 

p ro v i d e r s  do not usually r e q u i r e  r e c i p rocity in the same way 

that informal support p r o v i d e r s  do; ... and are less likely 

to be t h reatened by the n e e d s  of the recipient" (Shumaker 2: 

Brownell, 19 B 4 , p. 15). At times of heightened distress, 

access to the formal support system can help the individual 

not only to regain his or her eq u i l i b r i u m  but m a i ntain a 

sense of s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  that may be d i minished through 

e x t e n d e d  d e p e n d e n c e  upon f a m i l y  and friends. Paries (1973) 

me n t i o n s  this in his work on b ereavement as does Gourash 

(197B) in her review of the literature on help-seeking. 

E c k e n r o d e  (1983) adds backing to this theoretical posit i o n  

as he m a i n t a i n s  that "an o v e r - r e l i a n c e  on o n e ' s  Cinformal! 

support network to deal with every p r o b l e m  situation is not 

an e f f e c t i v e  coping s t r a t e g y  since this puts strain on 

network res o u r c e s  and dec r e a s e s  its w i l l i ngness to respond" 

(p. 525).

Negat i.ye_Sgci§i_Inter act ions

Most models of social support have focused chiefly upon 

the p o s i t i v e  outcomes of social interactions, yet social 

e x c h a n g e  theory suggests that social i n t e r actions involve 

b e n e f i t s  and costs for both r e c i p i e n t s  and p r oviders of 

support. When we consider that all ties are not n e c e s s a r i l y



supportive and can in fact be a source of "disputes, 

e mbarrassment, envy, invasion of privacy, or other n e g ative 

outcomes" (Rook, 1984; p. 1097) the n e c e s s i t y  for a 

d istinction between social interactions (which may 

experienced in a p o s i t i v e  or negative way) and social 

support (which we o p e r a t i o n a l 1y define as a p o s itive 

exchange of material or informational goods) becomes 

c r u c i a l .

N e g ative social interactions are often included as 

stressors in i nventories of stressful life events (i.e., the 

Holmes Rahe Sgciai_Readiystment_Rating_Scal_e, 1967;

K a n n e r , Coyne, Schaefer, & Lazarus' d aily hass l e s  scale, 

1981). Poor family, job, and peer group r e l a t i o n s h i p s  have 

correlated highly with significant psychological outcomes 

(Chapman & P a n c o a s t , 1985; Barrera & Ball, 1983; D ohrenwend

Dohrenwend, 1974; Roof , 1984).

An additional point to consider is the th e o r y  of 

person-envi ronment fit (House, 1981; Shinn, Lehman, ?< Wong, 

1984) as relates to social support. There are instances when 

an interaction is intended to be helpful by the donor but is 

not p e rceived or e xperienced as such by the recipient. A 

lack, of pe r s o n  to e nvironment fit is one m eans of 

d esignating this outcome. Unger and Wande r s m a n  (1985) and 

Hirsh (1985) both f ound that in working with adolescent 

mothers and high s c h o o l / c o l 1ege students a clos e l y  knit kin
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network p r o v i d e d  too much interference at times and 

r e stricted the o p p o r t u n i t i e s  for personal growth r e p orted in 

those a d o l e s c e n t s  with less d ense networks. Among teenage 

mothers, family support was reported as most important 

during the prenatal period. There is a body of literature 

on the varying levels and types of support needed during the

crisis of b e r e a vement (Bankoff, 19E3; Bowl by, 1980; F'arkes,

1973; Walker, M a c Bride & Vachon, 1977). Most studies 

focused upon how as the w i d o w ' s  support needs change (from 

nurtu r a n c e  n e e d s  to i n s trumental/informational 

requirements), the optimal support sources also would be 

expected to vary. For example, a small, close-knit network, 

e x e m p lified by the kin network, may be most eff e c t i v e  in 

providing strong n u r t u r a n c e  support (Caplan, 1974). However, 

Walker (et a l ., 1977) states that;

When the crisis involves a major

psychosoci al transition in which the 

individual loses his c a p acity to fulfill... 

r ole o b l i g a t i o n s  (as in long ter m  

unemployment) or loses a crucial member of 

his support network (as in bereavement 

of a spouse), a small dense netw o r k  may 

entrap the individual within a limited 

set of n o r m a t i v e  expectations, information, 

and social contacts, rather than fulfill his 

need to mak e  a t ransition t o  ne w  social roles.

(p. 36)
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In summary, despite “the obvious -fact that not all social 

ties are supportive" (Pilisuk, 1982), the r e s u l t s  appear to 

find that with the a p p r o p r i a t e  person to e nvironment fit 

(type, timing, quantity, source) that even the "effects of 

repr e s s i v e  or otherwise destructive asso c i a t i o n s  CdoD not 

erase the a ssociation between social c o n n e c t e d n e s s  and 

health" (Pilisuk, 1982 p. 22). The more closely we 

a p p r o x i m a t e  the ideal fit, the greater lilelihood of the 

c o n v e y a n c e  of social support.

1.Pearl in and Schooler (1978) define psychological resources 

as the p e r s o n a l i t y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  that people draw upon to 

help them wit h s t a n d  threats posed by events and objects in 

their environment. These resources, residing within the 

self, can be form i d a b l e  barriers to the stressful 

c o n s e q u e n c e s  of social strain.

P|?Ychol_ogi cal__Wel l^be^ng

Many of the indices of mental health (i.e. , a sense of

worthiness, a sense of personal c o n t r o l , a ppropriate trust 

in others, resilience, autonomy) c o rrespond to the factors 

involved in the ma i n t e n a n c e  of psychological well-being. 

Self-esteem, 1 i f e - s a t i s f a c t i o n , perceived role 

effectiveness, economic well-being, and positive 

interpersonal rel a t i o n s  all share a similar basis. Some 

c o m b i n a t i o n  of events and ex p e r i e n c e s  enables the individual 

to feel a sense of c o m p e t e n c y  or perhaps even mast e r y  in the
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s i t u a t i o n s  which he or she encounters. The coordination of 

a -feeling o-f e-f-ficacy with an attitude o-f h ope — "the world 

is the sort of place in which with appropriate efforts, I 

can expect good outcomes" (Turner & Avison, 1985) - 

e n g e n d e r s  a higher sense of personal control and a sense of 

optimism. Some portion of psychological well-being must be 

c r e dited as being due to p e r s o n a l i t y  yet even this contains 

a segment which includes life circumstances. Turner and 

Avison (19B5) found in their study of neglectful parents 

that in addition to a positive relationship between the 

level of s t r essors and p r o b l e m s  in parenting that low 

personal control (external locus of control) was associated 

with an eleva t e d  risf of "problem parenting". In a 19B3 

study on "class and psychological vulne r a b i l i t y  amony 

women", Turner and Noh sought to discover which factors 

c o rrelated with class position influence or determine the 

d egree of vulne r a b i l i t y  to stress. They found that social 

support and personal control are of s i g n i ficance across 

class levels, however, the strongest r e l a t ionship was found 

in the subgroup where both of these factors were high. 

A p p a r e n t l y  other v a r i a b l e s  should be considered when either 

social support or lower feelings of personal control are 

i n v o l v e d .

R oss and Huber (1985) argue that the ability to meet 

family obligations, whether it be financial, service 

oriented, or emotional, has con s e q u e n c e s  for psychological



well-being. Unem p l o y m e n t  is a devastating situation -for the 

individual who views the primary meaning o-f work as what 

e nab l e s  him or her to be a good provider -for the family.

Ross and Huber also d e s c r i b e  the c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of many 

people in the working and lower middle class, living on the 

edge with their r e sources pushed to the breaking point. 

'‘Couples who are young, often recently married, feel more 

economic hardship than older, more e s t a b lished couples: not 

only are their earning at a low point, but what they have 

must buy more" (Ross & Huber, 19B5, p. 313). While income 

from such sour c e s  as social security, unemployment 

compensation, and public assistance are important for the 

payment of b ills and the purch a s i n g  of goods, it does little 

or nothing for one's feelings of self-worth. Unfortunately, 

the present system p e r p e t u a t e s  r e l iance upon these 

n o n - ’e s t e e m - b u i 1ding ' forms of income procurement, 

d iscourages saving, and even p r e sents these m o n i e s  as an 

enticement of sorts for the d issolution of th e  marital bond.

A low level of education contri b u t e s  to economic 

hardship. A lack of education makes it difficult to cope 

with an i n adequte income. There are both c o g n i t i v e  and 

social i m p l ications for poor education. Education <a) 

exposes pe o p l e  to more than one way of viewing the world,

(b) pros'ides skills, knowledge, and information, (c) 

symbolizes worth to oneself and others, (d) provi d e s  a sense



o-f mast e r y  over one's life and hope for the future, and (e) 

increases the p o s s i b i l i t y  of interacting with educated 

ot h e r s  that can provide a s s i s t a n c e  of some sort (Pearl in S< 

Schooler, 1978; Ross 8t Huber, 19B5). Mc A d o o  (1978) found 

that when a black child's educational attainment was lower 

than his or her parent's, subsequent income was lower. 

Education is a resource that not only has an impact upon the 

direct acqusition of income but also effects the 

o rg a n i z a t i o n  and planning of how the money received will be 

spent. Ross and Huber consider pove r t y  and lack of 

education to have a "synergistic effect" on economic 

hardship, "each making the effect of the other worse (p.

The m e a s u rement of psychol ogi ca.I w e ll-being is an 

engaging dile m m a  for it p r e d o m i n a n t l y  resi d e s  with the 

s u b j e c t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e  of the individual. Additionally, 

while many of the composite influences may be objectively 

noted as absent or present, their p a rticular impact may only 

be h y p o t h e s i z e d  unless the s e l f - report mode is utilized. 

Diener (1984) gives an e x t e n s i v e  re v i e w  of the various types 

(i.e., s i n g l e - i t e m  measures, multi - i t e m  scales, general use 

inventories) of m e a s u r e s  of what he terms s u b j e c t i v e 

well-being. One interesting point raised in his d i s course 

is the theory of the s i m u l t a n e o u s  presence of positive and 

n e g a t i v e  affect within the individual and the low level of 

c o r r e l a t i o n  between the two. Self report does raise concern



about c o n s c i o u s  or u n c o n s c i o u s  distortion and r e s ponse  

artifacts, however, several re s e a r c h e r s  concl u d e  that it is 

the method closest to the data being studied: one's 

p e r c e p t i o n  of one's s tate of psychological well-being. Yet 

interviewer rating, facial coding, and other nonverbal 

m e a s u r e s  may be used to prov i d e  additional sources of 

i nformat i o n .

Bryant and Veroff (1982) state that re s e a r c h e r s  should b 

sensitive to the historical content. N o r m a t i v e  roles for 

men and women have shifted dra m a t i c a l l y  over the last twent 

years. A t t i t u d e s  towards work and p arenthood can no longer 

be c a t e g o r i z e d  according to gender differences. Uncertaint 

about the future was also linked to the current rapid 

chan g e s  in the worl d ' s  political and economic picture which 

now seem to hav e  a greater impact upon the individual's 

everyday existence. Bryant and Veroff feel that caution 

should be exercised in interpreting personal optimism or 

p e s s i m i s m  without c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of the cultural and 

historical context.

Developmental t h e o r i s t s  state that the "valuing of the 

self is learned when one is first accepted by significant 

others, after which an i n t ernalization of these perceptions 

occurs" (Schultz !< Saklofske, 1983; p. B4B) . Brody (1956) 

s tates that this learning proc e s s  be g i n s  in infancy. "The 

ways in which a mother answers to the n eeds of her infant



and the qual i t y  o-f her emotional r e s ponse to him are said to 

d e t ermine in large part the strength and quality o-f his 

subsequent i d entifications and the susceptibility or 

r e s i s t a n c e  he may develop to psychic disturbances" (1956, p. 

22). It is a bi-directional, dyadic r e l a t ionship in which 

each p a r t i c i p a n t  arouses reactions in the other. It follows 

that the perception of an accepting, caring, s upportive 

system or relationship can p ositively influence the attitude 

towards self.

The p r ovision of behavioral norms and the encouragement 

of the p o s i t i v e  attibutes listed above are h y p o t h e s i z e d  as 

lessening the delete r i o u s  effe c t s  of stress and increasing 

one's sense of personal control (Andrews, et a l ., 1978; 

Schultz & Saklofske, 1983). The question arises as to the 

possible r e dundancy between measures of social support and 

those of psychological well-being. Turner (1981) utilized 

two and four factor analysis techniques and found that even 

though some influence existed psychological w ell-being  

appeared to represent a distinct dimension of the 

phenomenon!.



Stress

The b asic a s sumption is that a person's resources, be it 

p e r s o n a l , lay helper, or professional are called upon under 

c ertain c o n d i t i o n s  involving stress. The concept of stress 

is in of itself subject to varying c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n s  and 

o p e r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n s  due to the fact that it is used to 

d e s ignate a v a r i e t y  of r e s ponses to noxious stimuli. By 

c ontrasting stress with tension ("the r e s p o n s e  of an

o r g anism to a stress") Laza r u s  (1977) defines stress as "the

demands that tax or exceed the r e s ources of the system". We 

may classify' the indicators of stress in three manners:

p hysiological, psychological, and social.

Physiological Indicators of Stress

In all m a m m a l s  the complex reaction to s t r e s s  known as 

the alarm r e s p o n s e  (Selye, 1956) is initiated by a 

c o r t i c o t r o p h i n  (ACTH) which ent e r s  the bloods t r e a m  to effect 

the p r o d u c t i o n  of co r t i c o s t e r o i d  h o r mones from the adrenal 

cortex (Henry, et a l ., 1972). Henry goes on to present that 

"the state of anticipation - that is, of having to cope with 

novel and u n p r e d i c t a b l e  situationCsl - is part i c u l a r l y  

potent in e l i c i t i n g  an increased output of 

1 7 - h y d r o x i c o r t i c o s t e r o i d s  from the a d r e n a l . CTlhe 

o r g a n i z a t i o n  of psychological defenses is critical in



determining their level in the circulation" (p. 227). Mason 

<1968) c ites e v i dence from many sources that psychological 

i n fluences are among the most potent natural stimuli known 

to affect this system.

Psychologica1 Aspects

Recent studies with experimental animals have revealed 

the impor t a n c e  of psychological variables in the control of 

somatic stress reactions. W eiss (1972) sought to design a 

situation that would c l e a r l y  show whether psychological 

v a riables could influence the development of pathology  

(gastric ulcers) in an animal. "Was the resultant p a thology 

att r i b u t a b l e  to the fear the animal e x p e r ienced or to some 

direct action of the stressor on physiological processes?" 

(p. 254). In a p r e l i m i n a r y  study, W eiss (1968) placed three 

rats in a apparatus. One was exposed to an electric shock 

which it could avoid and/or escape by touching its nose to a 

panel. A second rat was given exactly the s ame shocks but 

it had no control over them. Thus the two animals received 

the same physical stressor but differed in their control 

over the shock. To assess the effect of the shock stressor 

itself, the third rat r e c e i v e d  no shock at all. The animals 

remained in the a p p aratus for 21 hours, given one trial each 

minute. The a v o i d a n c e - e s c a p e  animal had control over the



shock but was helpless. As expected, the animals able to 

avoid and es c a p e  the shock developed less gastric ulcer a t i o n  

than their h e l p l e s s  partners. But the more s urprising  

result was the m a g n i t u d e  o-f the difference. The yoked 

anim a l s  d e veloped twice as much gastric u l ceration as either 

of the two other experimental conditions. "What the animal 

model fails to take into account is the intervening variable 

of the b u ffering sy s t e m  of psychological defenses and coping 

s t r a t e g i e s  that people use to assign mean i n g  to the 

stimulus, serving to minimise the emotional and stressful 

impact of their environmental perceptions" (Weiss, p. 271).

While the animal experiment does h i ghlight the benefit of 

efficacy, the ability to have control over o n e ' s  outcome, it 

does not explain why people are able to be in quite noxious 

s e t t i n g s  and still perf o r m  adequately. When one brings 

people into the laboratory and tries to stress them in 

various ways "the res p o n s e s  are more v a r i a b l e  and confusing" 

(Weiss, 1972). An e xamination of the social context may 

provide some answers.

The_Sgci_al__Contex t

The i m portance of contact with ot h e r s  is d e m o n s t r a t e d  in 

the classic study by Har l o w  and Harlow (1971). F e e l i n g s  of 

alienation derived from experi e n c e s  of lack of s u p p o r t i v e  

relationships, the oc c u r e n c e  of particular life events, or
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the lack o-f social sta b i l i t y  may make it difficult to have 

firm e x p e c t a t i o n s  about r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and about other 

pe o ple's behavior (Sarason & Sarason, 1982). Henderson 

(1977) states that "mast pe o p l e  require to m a i ntain a 

mini m u m  level of social interaction with others; and that 

below this level the risk increases for the e m ergence of a 

number of psychiatric disorders" (p. 1B5). He considers

neurosis to be one of the socially sanct i o n e d  ways to 

respond to distress. Thomas and Si 11en (1972) write on the 

u n p r e d i c t a b l e  nature of the r e s ponse to stress. They state 

that the r e s ponse may range fro m  " c o n structive adaptation to 

a breakdown of normal functioning" (p. 4 B ) . They see the 

social context as a mediator in whether the ena c t m e n t  of the 

stress r e s p o n s e  is rage, depression, or anxiety. Dressier 

(19S5b) tested the h ypothesis that stress fact o r s  associated  

with cultural change are related to higher levels of belief 

in sorcery. He felt that sorcery fun c t i o n s  as a "culturally 

c onstituted defense mechanism" (p. 275). In the three

cultural groups studied (St. Lucia - West Indies, a rural 

black c o m m u n i t y  in Alabama, recent Puerto Rican e m igrants 

living in Connecticut) he found that higher expos u r e  to 

stressors with limited access to a desired li-^e style was 

expressed in a higher deg r e e  of spiritu a l i s t i c  belief.

Even within a family the same stressor may have a direct 

impact upon onl y  one member or produce d i f ferent degr e e s  of 

strain. The means of r esponding to the s t r essor may create



stress -for other fa m i l y  memb e r s  (Walker, 19B5). An 

individual approach to the effects o-f stress is warranted. 

Lubin and Rubio (1985) -found that the greater the number, 

pressure, unexpectedness, and amount o-f adjustment required 

to respond to life e v e n t s , the more chance of mood 

d i s t u r b a n c e  in both women and men.

In recent years, a great deal of attention has been 

focused upon the most rapi d l y  growing segment of our 

population: the elderly. At this point in life some of the

major life str e s s o r s  are often impinging upon their 

existence: poor health, dimi n i s h e d  financial resources, loss 

of family memb e r s  arid friends, reduced mobility. These 

factors play a major role in the availability, utilization, 

and p e rceived effec t i v e n e s s  of social support. Ward, L a B o r y , 

and Sherman (1985) looked at the effects of social ties on 

the morale of the elderly. They identified kin, friends, 

and family as the sources of social ties and made a 

distinction betw e e n  instrumental and e x p r e s s i v e  types of 

social support. In this 65 plus age group sample it was 

found that friends that are not n e ighbors have minor roles 

in the s u p p o r t - g i v i n g  pict u r e  probably due to reduced 

mobility. Social support flowed mainly from family and 

neighbor/friends. Ward (et a l ., 1985) felt that this 

reflected the "long term r e c i p r o c i t y  and proximity" of these 

two groups. They also found a more p r onounced connection
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between morale and the avai l a b i l i t y  o-f a helper in the 

co m m u n i t y  for "vulnerable" persons (aged 70+, widowed, and 

with some -Functional impairment). Other re s e a r c h e r s  (Scott 

?< Roberto, 19B5; Horowitz, 1985; Rabowski S< Clark, 1985) 

discuss the c o n s e quences incurred by the c aregivers of the 

elderly. Fewer c h i ldren to a family, greater mobil i t y  of 

individuals, and greater p a r t icipation of middle aged wome 

in the labor force are changes in the American f a m ilies that 

may limit the ability of kin to provide support to their 

older family members. Those that do provide either direct 

care or emotional and financial support may find this to be 

a source of str e s s  in their lives. Rakowski and Clark 

(1985) found that u nassisted caregiving was often 

a ccompanied by the susp e n s i o n  or even abandonment of the 

c aretaker's future p lans and gave a negative cast to his or 

her future outlook. Women (daughters, daughters-in-law) 

tend to be the careg i v e r s  to the elderly for the more 

stressful assis t a n c e  activ i t i e s  such as t r a n s p o r t a t i o n , 

household chores, meal preparation, and personal care. An 

increase in the use of the formal support system (i.e., 

homemakers) may be p r e d i c t e d  due to the fact o r s  noted above.

In summary, the terms social support, psychological 

well-being, and stress are theoretical c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n s  of 

the ind i v i d u a l ' s  e x p e r i e n c e  of the co n s e q u e n c e  of life 

events. Early life experiences, p e r s o n a l i t y  features, the 

societal context, physiological predispositions, age,
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gender, end r a c e  may be hypothesized to be some of the 

contributory factors to what the a c t u alization of these 

artifacts of social interaction will be.



Chapter Three

Chapter 3 will present the methods and proc e d u r e s  of the 

study. For the purpose of p r e s e ntation the chapter will be 

divided into four sectionsi descri p t i o n  of the hypotheses, 

d escription of the subjects, d escription of the research 

inst r u m e n t a t i o n  and procedures, and treatment of the data.

IbS-tl'ZQetheses
Four h y p o t h e s e s  were generated for this study.

1- Men and women will report different levels of 

availability, utilisation, and perceived e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of 

the domains of their social support systems.

2- There will be d i f f e r e n c e s  in the levels of 

availability, utilization, and perceived effec t i v e n e s s  of 

the domains of the social support systems of the four age 

groups (IB to 30, 31 to 45, 46 to 59, 60 Flus).

3- The v a r i a b l e s  related to social support (dimensions of 

social support plus the demogr a p h i c  variables) will predict 

the e x p e r i e n c e  of psychological well-being.

4- The v a r iables related to social support will predict 

the e x p e r i e n c e  of stress.



Descr i_gt i gn_gf _the_Sub jects

The present study e x a m i n e d  data -from a cross-sectional 

survey c o nducted by the Survey Research Center of the 

University of Michigan in 1979 and 19B0. This nationally  

re p r e s e n t a t i v e  sample of the adult (IB years old and older! 

black p o p u l a t i o n  living in the continental United States wa 

drawn according to a "multi-stage, area pr o b a b i l i t y  

p r o cedure designed to ensure that every black household had 

the same p r o b a b i l i t y  of selection" (Neighbors, Jackson, 

Bowman, & Burin, 19S3). Only one person within each 

selected black household was r a n d o m l y  chosen from the list 

of eligible adults to be interviewed. The sampling and 

interviewing proce d u r e s  r e s u l t e d  in 2,107 completed 

interviews, r e p r esenting a r e s p o n s e  rate of nearly 70'/.. 

These respon d e n t s  co n s t i t u t e d  the sample of this study.

The sample was separated according to the demographic 

v ariables of age and gender. The scores obtained measured 

the presence and perceived e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of the domains of 

social support (family, friends, neighbors, church). This 

is further cont r a s t e d  with the self reported degree of 

stress and psychological well-being.



Descr Xg t X o n _ o f _ t  h e _ R e s e a r c h _ X n s t  rumen tat i_gn

The National Su r v e y  of Black Ame r i c a n s  (1979) is the 

first national c ross sectional study of black adults living 

in the United States. P r o f e s s i o n a l 1y trained interviewers 

conducted f a c e - t o - f a c e  interviews in sci e n t i f i c a l l y  selected 

areas of the country. Three of the p u r poses of the original 

study w ere to (a) "provide baseline data on a natio n a l l y  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  sample of black Americans" (b) foster the 

"development of indic a t o r s  to identify c u l t u r a l l y  specific 

coping r e s p o n s e s  among black people" (c) "provide a basis to 

guide p r e v e n t i v e  intervention in local black: c o m m u n i t i e s  in 

order to en h a c e  unique coping res o u r c e s  and buffer the 

delete r i o u s  effe c t s  of life stress" <Neighbors, et al . ,

1983).

The 126 page i n terview p o s e s  q u e s t i o n s  to gain 

information on the subjects' p e r c e p t i o n s  of their 

neighborhood, religion, health and problems, employment 

status, family and friendships, use of help resources, and 

personal identity. The m a j o r i t y  of the inquiries were 

pre s e n t e d  with L i k e r t - t y p e  r e s p o n s e  choices, yet there are 

in stances of yes-no, m u l t i p l e  choice, and fill-in res p o n s e s  

(see Append!;; 1 for examples).
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Items from the a f o rementioned sections of the survey vjere 

selected according to their r e l evance to the domains of 

family, friends, neighborhood, and church involvement.

Survey que s t i o n s  which examined and p r o vided information as 

to the dimensions of these features of social support were 

also chosen. The dimensions by which the e f f icacy of social 

support is measured in this study are support availability, 

util i z at i o n , and perceived effectiveness. Appendix 1 

cord aius the selected survey questions. The s e l ection was 

determined by t h e o retically based assumptions about the 

c ompo n e n t s  arid c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of social support.

The d e m o g r a p h i c  variables were chosen to d e t ermine if any 

patterns of social support behavior may be described 

according to gender or age group distinctions. Even in this 

pos t - W o m e n ' s  Movement period, there remains some 

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  between male and female in the assignment of 

social roles. P a t terns of socia l i z a t i o n  produce r oles which 

may be defi n e d  as "agreed-upon e x p e c t a t i o n s  about how we 

ought to act in certain situations" (Melville, 1977, p.

177). Socia l i z a t i o n  based upon gender may have particular 

i m p l i c a t i o n s  for one's assump t i o n s  of certain roles and 

actions toward others. As a result, the e x p r e s s i o n  of f arms 

of social support may be e n h anced or curtailed.

The age gro u p i n g s  are based upon the life stage theory of 

Erikson (1963, pp. 266-268) which argues that particular



challenges and choi c e s  are endemic to each stage whether it 

be late adoles c e n c e  (identity vs. role confusion), early 

a dulthood (intimacy vs. isolation), a d u lthood (generativity 

vs. stagnation), or m a t u r i t y  (ego integrity vs. despair).

The deg r e e  of success or failure at any of these stages and 

the amount of c r e a t i v e  en e r g y  that will be d e posited in the 

effort will p r o b a b l y  influence psychological well- b e i n g  and 

one's contribution towards the social support of others.

This study differs from previ o u s  research using these 

data in that an attempt is being made to see which of the 

c omponent factors of social support have an ameliorative 

effect upon enhancing psychological well- b e i n g  and reducing 

the ill e^+ects of stress.

Bcal_es^_ The stress index comes from a scaling of the 

items tested in q u e stion C25 (see Appendix 2). This index 

was created in 19B2 and is part of the r e s earch files of the 

Survey Research Center (University of Michigan, Ann Arbor). 

This question is posed in order to d e t e r m i n e  the total 

amount of upset to the individual as a result of the 

stresses of the past month. Each subject was read a list of 

common life o c c u r e n c e s  that have been identified both 

anecdo t a l l y  and in the l iterature as potential stressors. 

First, the subject identified which of the p r o b l e m s  he or 

she had e xperienced in the past month. Then the subject
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rated how much upset this caused him or her; a great deal, a 

lot, only a little, or, not at all. The quotient was 

produced by scaling the number of stressful ev e n t s  (life 

events) and the amount of upset (stress) that this produced  

for the individual. There i,s growing r e s earch e v i dence that 

chronic strains and daily hassles of life hav e  more 

debilitating and powerful effects than the 'major' life 

events (Walker, 1935; Billings Moos, 19B4; Dohrenwend, 

Dohrenwend, Dodson, ?' S h r o u t , 19B4).

Fran k l i n ' s  "Psychological Well-being I n d e x " is based upon 

25 items from the interview which tap f a c t o r s  related to 

mental health in general and indices s p e c i f i c a l l y  related to 

black mental health (see Appendix 3). The mental health 

indicators selected as represe n t a t i v e  to this area were two 

s e l f - e s t e e m  factors (positive and negative), happiness, job 

blame, economic well-being, job performance, and 

interpersonal relat i o n s h i p s  (a 7 factor scale, see Appendix 

3). These seven factors were s t a n dardized and scaled into a 

single w e ll-being quotient for the purpose of between group 

comparisons. Individual sampling was con d u c t e d  in a manner 

comp a r a b l e  to that d e scribed for the st r e s s  index. Three 

well-being groups were e stablished by d i v i d i n g  the scale 

scores into the lowest (257), middle (507.), and highest 

(257) quartiles.

Item selection for all variables was limited to the
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existing c omposition and s t r u c t u r e  of the que s t i o n s  in this 

survey and the design o-f their r e s ponse patterns.

T r e a t m e n t _ o f _ t h e _ B a t a

The a n a l y s i s  will proceed in two phases. A series o-f 

b i v a r i a t e  rel ati onshi ps between the demogr a p h i c  v a r iables o-f 

gender (male, -female) and age <18 to 30, 31 to 45, 46 to 59, 

60 FT us) and the d i m e n s i o n s  o-f social support will be 

p r e s e n t e d .

Multi p l e  regression will be employed to comp a r e  the 

psychological well-being inde;; and stress index values with 

the summed responses to the survey que s t i o n s  selected as 

measure o-f the d i mensions (availability, utilization, 

perceived effectiveness) of the domains ( n e i g h b o r h o o d , 

church, family, friends) of social support.

The level of c o n f i d e n c e  was e stablished at .05.



ChapterFour 

Results/Discussign

This chapter will present and discuss the results o-f this 

study. The chapter has been divided into -four sections  

which corr e s p o n d  to an expo s i t i o n  of the hypotheses.

_and_Boc i^al__5ug2gr t

Hy p o t h e s i s  one p r e dicts that men and woman would report 

different levels of the a v a i 1a b i 1i t y , utilization, and 

pe r ceived e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of their social support systems.

The resu l t s  indicate that there are some interesting 

s i m i l a r i t i e s  and di f f e r e n c e s  in the ways that men and women 

estimate and use their support systems. In the domain of 

family there was no signficant diffe r e n c e  in their 

asse s s m e n t  of either the avai l a b i l i t y  or the perceived 

effect i v e n e s s  of familial resources. However, Ta.ble 1 shows 

that women utilized this r e s ource more fully. Forty-four 

percent of the women had d aily contact with family members 

(outside of the home) c o m pared to twenty - f o u r  percent of the 

men surveyed.
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Table 1
Gender and the Utilization o-f Family Contacts

Male Female

N= 2 0 9 0  791 1299

Total 7. 37. B 62.2

Ev e r y d a y  766 191 575

Total '/. 36.7 9.1 27.5

Column 7. (24.1) (44.21

Wee k l y  579 254 325

Total 7. 27.7 12.2 15.6

Column 7. (32.1) (25.0)

Few x Month 346 156 190

Total ’/. 16.6 7.5 9.1

Column '/. (19.7) (14.6)

One x Month 14B 61 E7

Total 7. 7.1 2.9 4.2

Column */. (7.7) (6.7)

Few x Year 123 72 51

Total 7. 5.9 3.4 2.4

Column 7. (9. 1 ) (3.9)

Ha r d l y  Ever 96 42 54

Total 7. 4.6 2.0 2.6

Column 7. (5.3) (4.1)

Never 32 15 17

Total V. 1.5 .7 .B

Column 7. (l.B) (1.3)



Table 2
Gender and the Availability of Friends

N=2091 

Total 7.

Mai e 

793 

37. 9

Female 

1298 

62. 1

Many- 

Total 7. 

Column 7.

182

8.7

87

4.2

(10.9)

95

4.5

(7.3)

Some 

Tot 7. 

Col 7.

318

15.2

134 

6. 4 

(16.9)

184 

8. 8 

(14.2)

A Few 

Tot 7. 

Col 7.

1304 

62. 4

427 

20.4 ■ 

(53.8)

877 

41.9 

(67.6)

None 

Tot 7. 

Col 7.

287

13.7

145

6.9

(18.3)

142

6.8

(10.9)

D-f = 3

C h i - s q u a r e = 4 4 . 1 4 B

N=2091 Mi ssi n g = l 6

p = . 000 0  **



A similar trend can be o b s e r v e d  in the data an the 

ava i l a b i l i t y  and u t i l i z a t i o n  o-f -friend and church 

supports. T a b l e  2 s hows w hile the levels -for women and 

men who either have many or no -friends are virtual ly 

equivalent, there is a s t r iking d i f f e r e n c e  between the 

numb e r s  of men and women who either have some or a few 

friends. E i g h t y - t w o  perc e n t  of the women sampled had 

some or a few friends c o m pared to se v e n t y - o n e  percent of 

the men. W hile 65 percent of all the pers o n s  sampled 

visit their friends either d aily or once a week (see 

Table 3), women utilize this r e s o u r c e  more frequently.

In the dat a  on the a v a i l a b i l i t y  and utiliz a t i o n  of 

church supports a similar pattern emerges. Table 4 

shows that in response to the question, "How important 

is church to you'7", almost 70 percent of all subjects 

said "very important". Women c hose the more f a vorable 

i mpressions (very or fairly important) at a 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  higher level (p<-01) than men. Yet as 

Table 6 demonstrates, 66/i of these black men and women 

sampled attend church on either a weekly b asis or a few 

times a month. However, women did so at a s i g n i f i c a n t l y 

(p<.01) higher level. F e m a l e s  r e p orted a s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

higher level of a c c e s s i b i l i t y  and u sage of these avenues 

of support. Yet in these t hree d o m a i n s  (family, 

friends, and church) t here was no s i g n i f i c a n t  diffe r e n c e  

in the p e r c e i v e d  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of the help received.



Table 3
Gender and the Utilization of Friendship Resources

M ales Females

N= 2 0 9 3  793 1300

Total 7. 37.9 62.1

Ev e ryday 675 1 99 476

Total 7. 32.3 9.5 22. 7

Column 7. (25.1) (36.6)

Once x Week 693 251 442

Tot 7. 33. 1 12.0 21 . 1

Col 7. (31.6) (34.0)

Few x Week 305 132 173

Tot 7. 14.6 6.3 8.3

Col 7. (16. 6) (13. 3)

Once x Month 127 58 69

Tot 7. 6.1 2.8 3. 3

Col 7. (7.3) (5.3)

Few x Year 115 57 56

Tot 7. 5.5 2.7 2. B

Col 7. (7. 1 ) (4.4)

H ardly Ever 178 96 82

Tot 7. 8.5 4.6 3.9

Col 7. (12.1) (6.3)

Df =5 N=2093 Mi ssi ng=

C h i - s q u a r e = 5 4 . 259 p = . 0000**
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Table 4
Gender and the Availability of Church Supports

Male Female

N=1923 700 1223

Tota l / *  36. 4 63.6

Very Import. 1334 431 903

Total 7. 69.4 22.4 47.0

Column 7. (61.6) <73.8>

Fairly Imp. 293 116 177

Tot 7. 15.2 6.0 9.2

Col 71 (16.6) (14.4)

Not Too Imp. 80 44 36

Tot 71 4.2 2.3 1.9

Col 7. (6.3) (2.9)

Not Import. 213 108 105

Tot 7. 11.1 5.6 5.5

Col 7. (15.4) ■ (8.5)

Df=4 N = 1923 Mi s s i n g = 1 8 7

Chi-SqLiare=41. 725 p=.0000 **
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Table 5
Bender and the Utilization of Church Resources

N = 1 922 

Total "/,

Mai es 

701 

36. 5

Fema l e s  

1221 
6 3.5

Everyday 

Total 'A 

Column 7.

07

4.5

20 

1 .5 

(3.9)

59 

3. 1 

(4.8)

Weekly 

Tot 7. 

Col 7.

683 171 

B . 9 

(24.4)

512 

26.6 

(41 . 9)

Few v. Month 5BB 

T o t  7. 30.6

Col 7.

11.7 

(32.1)

363 

IB. 9 

(29.7)

Few ;< Year 372 

Tot 7. 19.4

Col 7.

181 

9.4 

(25.B)

191

9.9

(15.6)

<0nce a Year 192 

Tot 7. 10.0

Col 7.

Df =4
Chi-square = 79.053

96

5.0

(13.7)

N - l 922 
p = .0000 **

96

5.0 

(7.9) 

Mi ssi ng=lB5



This c o r r e s p o n d s  to the -findings of G a nnellen and B l a n e y

(1984) w here it was found that while women have greater 

access to some sources of social support than men, they 

are less satisfied with the help received. There are 

several possible reasons for this finding.

These data and that of Dressier (19B5a) and McAdoo 

(1878) show that black women tend to spend a large 

proportion 'of their time with either fa m i l y  and friends. 

This par a l l e l s  the data on white A m e rican women. This 

type of network c o m p o s i t i o n  has a high 'density' (Pfouts 

& Safier, 19 B 1 ) that not only may limit the types of 

r e s o u r c e s  sought out but also restrict the range of 

b e haviors performed. The role e x p e c tations for behavior 

may become calcified through the limited access to more 

varied modes of thought and action. K o m a r o v s k y  (19675 

found in her study of working class coup l e s  that a joint 

social life was quite uncommon in this stra t u m  as 

c o m pared with others, but when it did occur it provided 

an avenue by which the spouses could "observe other 

m a r r i a g e s  arid judge their own in a more approp r i a t e  

context" (p. 40). The inherent conflict over whether to 

adhere to, modify, or ignore the traditional role 

e x p e c t a t i o n s  for women es t a b l i s h e d  and transm i t t e d  

thro u g h  the contact with family, friends, and church can
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Table 6
Gender and the Perceived Effectiveness of Neighborhood

Co n t a c t s

N=2099 

Total 7.

Mai e 

793 

37. B

Female 

1306 

62. 2

Very Good 

Total 7. 

Column 7.

683 259 

12. 3 

(32.6)

424 

20. 2 
(32.5)

Fairly Good 1 1 

Total V. 56. ̂

Column '/.

46J

(SB. 6 )

720 

34.3 

(55.1)

Fairly Bad 147

Total 7. 7.0

Col umn V,

49

(6.2)

9S 

4.7 

(7. 5)

Very Bad 

Total '/. 

Col umn '/.

B4

4.0

20 
1 .O 

(2.5)

64

3.0

(4.9)

Df =3 N-2099

Chi-square=9.2920
Missing = B 

p = . 0256 *
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able to meet the needs o-f black women in the past than 

presently, or if today's society places mor e  complex and 

varied s i t u a t i o n s  and problems upon it than it can 

ef f e c t i v e l y  manage. Ec k e n r o d e ' s  (19B3) theory that the 

o v e r - r e l i a n c e  upon the informal system produces a strain 

upon it and reduces the likelihood of the obtainment of 

eff e c t i v e  help provides one explanation for this 

finding. It raises the issue of whether the nature of 

today's problems and a concurrent rise in the 

e x p e c t a t i o n s  of success in meeting these demands 

n ec e s s i t a t e s  the increased utilization of the formal 

support system.

On additional p roposition is that the males received 

a different level or type of support. Dressier (19B2a> 

and W hite (1964) write about the unique role that black 

men play in their social systems. A black male who is 

only r e asonably successful by s o c iety's standards may 

still provide positive e l e ments to his immediate family 

and the enjoining social orbit. As a result due to the 

increased value placed upon his positive personae, he is 

privy to a more munificent share of the helpgiving 

resources. This study found that males r e p orted an 

equivalent level of access to family members. The 

theory' of p e r s o n - t o - e n v i r o n m e n t  fit may also be 

o p e r a t i v e  w h e r e b y  the type of support c u r r e n t l y  being 

o ffered by the informal support system more closely
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me s h e s  with the needs o-F the male papulation.

This s tudy does confirm the position o-f Hamilton 

(1972) that the black church c o n t i n u e s  to play an 

important role in the lives of black men and women. In 

this national sample, a t tendance and the rating of its 

i mportance were high. Perh a p s  some of the 

disench a n t m e n t  with the seeming lack of p rogressive 

movement reported by writers in the 1960's has been 

r e p laced by an estimation of the church's role to be a 

spiritual base and a hub for specific c o m munity agendas 

(i.e. senior citizen housing, church sponsored schools).

It is interesting to note that in this sample 

n e i g h b o r h o o d  conta c t s  were not rated as a strong source 

of support (neighbor a v a i l ability and utilization: 

n o n - s i g n i f i c a n t  d ifferences between males and females, 

low percentages). In fact, t w e n t y — seven percent of the 

total sa m p l e  never visited a neighbor. Table 6  shows 

vir t u a l l y  equivalent e s t i m a t i o n s  by men and women of 

their sat i s f a c t i o n  with n e i g h borhood contacts. Women 

tended to more f requently report that their neighborhood 

was a very bad place to live (4.9% vs. 2.571). It may be 

that n e i g h b o r h o o d s  can prov i d e  a more indirect type of 

support. The finding that the people sampled did not 

^eel that their n e i g h b o r h o o d s  were a d e t r a c t i v e
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component o-f their ex i s t e n c e  suggests that some 

"socioemotional support" (Unger St Wandersman, I9E5) or a 

mere s ense o-f b e l o n g i n g n e s s  may be operative. It 

appears that this survey question may have gleaned mare 

information about r*ei ghborhood satis-f action than about 

one's appreciation o-f the n e i g h borhood as a viable 

support resource.

In summer y , null hypc-thesi s one was not con.f i rme-d.

In ti*o o-f the -f our domains o-f soc i a 1 s u p p o 1* t w o n a 11 

r e-ported greater access tc these med i urns o-f social 

s u p p o r t . They also made greate*- use o-f potential 

•f ami 3 y , -friend, and chute!, supports than men, however, 

most sir 1 !-.i ng is the 1 a.ck o-f d ifference in the perceived 

ef -f ec t i veness of ihe>se three domains.
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Ag s_§tQ^_Sgci_al-SagQart

H y p o t h e s i s  two predicts that there will be 

significant d i f f e r e n c e s  betw e e n  the d i m e n s i o n s  of the 

social support systems of the four age groups E(l)

18-30, (2) 31-45, (3) 46-59, (4) 60 Plus!. It may be

observed from the following resu l t s  that age does have 

an impact upon the m a j o r i t y  of the d i m e n s i o n s  of the 

four d o m a i n s  of social support. It was found that the 

a v a i l abilty and u t i l i z a t i o n  of support from friends was 

not related to age. This finding s u g g e s t s  that across 

the age g r o u p s  p e o p l e  maintain and use their friend 

contacts. Even among the e l d e r l y  the p a t t e r n s  of 

r e c i p rocity (Ward, et a l ., 1985) c o n t i n u e  and e n e rgize

these connections.

The pe r c e i v e d  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of church support (How 

much help are they to you?) could not be pr e d i c t e d  by 

age when male and female s c a r e s  were c o n s i d e r e d  jointly. 

However, when separated T able 7 shows that in males, age 

had a significant impact upon their p e r c e p t i o n  of the 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of church support (chi-square = 25.149, p 

= .048). This finding was not e v i d e n c e d  in the resu l t s 

from the f e m a l e s  sampled (see T able 8 ). F i f t y - f i v e 

percent of men and 527. of the women felt that they could
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c ount an same ar a lat of help from the church on a 

regular basis (lot of help often), however, 5 6 7. of the 

youngest m ales compared to 49V. of the youngest fema l e s  

had that opinion. There are similar types of differ e n c e s 

between the other age groups when gender is considered. 

One i n t erpretation is that the e s t i m a t e s  of the amount 

o-f help that may be received are inflated due to an 

idealization of the benevo l a n c e  of the church, however, 

the finding that over half of the people s u r veyed held 

that view along with the p r oportion of younger pers o n s 

r epresented in that p e r c e n t a g e  makes a strong statement 

about the perception of the church as a support 

resource.
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Table 7
Church Supporti Sender (Male) X Age

(IB-30) (31-45) (46-59)
N=390 141 5B BO
Total 7. 36.2 22.6 20.5
None 13 0 5 5
Tot 7. 3.3 1.3 1.3
Col 7. (0) (5.7) (6.2)
Hardly 62 25 15 14
Tot 7. 15.9 6.4 3.B 3.6
Col 7. (17.7) (17.0) (17.5)
Little 32 9 4 10
Tot 7. B.2 2.3 1.0 2.6
Col 7. (6.4) (4.5) (12.5)
Sm/Sm 67 2B IB B
Tot 7. 17.2 7.2 4.6 2.1
Col 7. (19.6) (20.4) (10.0)
Some B9 41 16 15
Tot 7. 22. B 10.5 4.1 3.B
Col 7. (29.0) (IB.2) (IB.7)
Lt/Oft 127 3B 30 2B
Tot 7. 32.6 9.7 7.7 7.2
Col 7. (26.9) (34.1) (35.0)

(60+) 
61 

20. B
3
.e

(3.7)
B

2.1
(9.9)

9
2.3 

(11.1)
13

3.3 
(16.0)

17
4.4 

(20.9)
31

7.9
(3B.3)

Df=15 N*390 ttissing*=l
Chi-»quare*25.149 p**.O4B0 *
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Table 8

Church Support: Gender (Female) X

|\|=732 (18-30) (31-45) (46-59)

219 196 1 58

29. 9 26.8 2 1 . 6

None 31 B 11 5

Tot 7. 4.2 1 .1 1.5 .7

Col 7. (3.6) (5.6) (3.1)

Hardly 125 36 31 30

Tot 7. 17. 1 4.9 4.2 4. 1

Col 7. (16.4) (15.8) (19.0)

Little 56 19 12 1 0

Tot 7. 7. 7 2 . 6 1 . 6 1 . 4

Col 7. (E. 6 ) (6 . 1  ) (6.3)

Sm/Sm 142 48 37 27

Tot 7. 19. 4 6 . 6 5. 1 3.7

Col 7. (21.9) (18.9) (17.1)

Some 162 46 46 37

Tot 7. 2 2 . 1 6.3 6.3 5.1

Col 7. (2 1 .0 ) (23.4) (23.4)

(2 0 .8 )

Lt/0-ft 216 62 59 49

Tot 7. 29.5 B. 5 B. 1 6.7

Col 7. (28.3) (30.1) (31.0)

(60+)

159

21.7

7 

1 .0  

(4.4) 

23 

3. B 

(17.6) 

15 

2 . 0 
(9.4?

30 

4.1 

(IB. 9)

4.5

46

6.3

(2B.9)
Df = 15 N=732 Chl-square=6.0199 p=.9794 n.s.



The s i g n i ficant d i f f e r e n c e s  among t h e ,age groups for 

family a v a i 1 i a b i 1 1 t y , utilization, and perceived 

effect i v e n e s s  (see Tables 9,10,11) gives backing to 

Go urash's (1978) position that age is one of the key 

fact o r s  that d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  between those who do and 

those who do not seek help. Erikson's theory that there 

are particular demands co n n e c t e d  to the s i tuations of 

the different stages of life may be viewed with an eye 

towards which age groups have access to, use, and are 

b e n e f i t t e d  by which domains of social support. Table 9 

shows that fa m i l y  memb e r s  tend to live in the same 

geographic v i c inity with ne a r l y  73X of all subjects  

having r e l a t i v e s  that live in the same state or closer. 

However as age increases the p e r c e n t a g e s  tend to 

decrease with the e x ception of the 60 plus age group 

where 34*/i of them reported having family members living 

out of state. Their p e r c e n t a g e  for ’no family' is also 

higher than the other age groups. The social 

c o n s e quences of aging are p o s s i b l e  reasons for this 

finding. As pe o p l e  get older fa m i l y  memb e r s  are lost 

through death or relocation. However, utiliz a t i o n  of 

family r e s o u r c e s  by this group is at a level virtually 

equivalent to that of the



adul thood group (46-59). There appears to be more of a 

difference between the two younger groups and the two 

older groups in terms of the level of contact with 

family memb e r s  and the per c e i v e d  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of the 

help received. Table 11 shows that as the age increases 

the s a t i s faction with the help given tends to decrease. 

A1 most of the youngest group felt that they received

good or very good help often compared to 31 . 37. of the 

oldest group. Rakowski and Clark (19B5) and other 

theorists have emphasized the strain placed upon the 

care pr o v i d e r s  of the elderly. These data suggest that 

the a s s i s t a n c e  given should be supplemented from other 

sources in order to be m a x i m a l l y  effective.

R e l atives are still chosen over friends in peri o d s  of 

need. Table 12 shows that 757 of the sample chose 

relatives over friends at these times. This corres p o n d s 

to the data of Gaudin and D avis (1965) on rural black 

f a m ilies and that of Robinso n - B r o w n  and Gary (1985) who 

stated that married, middle class women needed fewer 

f riendships due to e x p r e s s i v e  and instrumental support 

received from their h u s b a n d s  and other family members. 

Jackson, C h a t t e r s  and N e i g h b o r ' s  (1982) s tudy on the 

mental health of older black A m ericans f ound that a high 

p e r c e n t a g e  of them c o n s i d e r e d  t h emselves as ’problem 

free'. These data show that the older age groups (3 & 4)
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Table 9 

Ag e  and Fam i l y  A v a i l a b i l i t y

(18-30) (31-45) (46-59) (60+)

N=2036 656

Total 7. 32.:

538 

26. 4

414

20. 3

428 

21 . 0

Homo 

Tot '/. 

Col V.

148

7.3

98

4.8

(14.9)

1 . 1 

(4. 1 >

17 

.8 

(4. 1 )

11

(2. 6)

Nei ghhd 

Tot 7. 

Col 7.

138

6.8
51

2.5

(7.8)

36 

1 . 8  

(6 . 7)

1 . 1

(5.5)

2 e

1.4

(6 . 5)

City 

Tot V. 

Col 7.

775 

38. 1

236 

14.0 

(43.6 )

193

9.7

(36.8)

158 

7.8 

(38.1)

i oo 

6.5 

(31.1 )

County 

Tot 7. 

Col 7.

115

5.6

24

1 . 2

(3.6)

40

2.0
(7.4)

27

1.3

(6.5)

24

1.2
(5.6)

State 

Tot 7. 

Col 7.

303

14.9

89

4.4

(13.5)

78 

3. B 

(14.5)

69

3.4

(16.7)

67

(15.6)
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Table 9 (Continued)
Age and Family Availability

Out/St. 518 1 0 7  1 5 7  10B

Tot % 25.4 5.3 7.7 5.3

Col X (16.3) (29.2) (26.1)

Out US 12 1 6  4

Tot V. . 6  .0 .3 .2

Col V. (0) (1.1) (1.0)

No fam. 27 0 1 8

Tot V. . 1 . 3  0 .0 .4

Col V. (0) (0) <1.9)

D-f =21 N= 2036 Mi ssi ng=71

C h i - s q u a r e = l 8 7 . 8 7  p=0.000 **

146

7.2 

(34.1)

1

..0
(0)

IB 

. 9

(4.2)
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N=2084

Total V.

Evrydy 762 

Tat 7. 36. 6

Col 7.

W eekly 578 

Tot 7. 27.7

C o ’. 7.

F;; X Mn 346 

Tot 7. 16.6

Col 7.

1 X Mn 147

Tot 7. 7.1

Col 7.

Fx X Yr 123 

Tot 7. 5.9

Col 7.

Table 10
Age and Family Resource Utilization

<18-30) 

667 

32. 0

(31-45) 

559 

26. B

(46-59) 

419 

20. 1

12. 1 
(37.9)

192 

9.2 

(34. 3)

164 

7. 9 

(39.1)

1B7 173 1 OB

9.0 8.3 5.2

(28.0) (30.9)

99 

4.8 
<1 4. e)

99 

4. 8 
(17.7)

73
3.5

(17.4)

43 

2 . 1 
(6.4)

41

2.0
(7.3)

30 

1 . 4 

(7. 1 )

41 

2.0 
(6.1 )

29

1.4
(5. 2)

21
1.0
(5.0)

(60+) 

4 39 

2 1. 1

1 53 

7-3 

(34.8 )

1 1 0

5.3

(25.0)

75

3.6

(17.1)

1.6 
(7.5)

1.5 

(7. 3)
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Table 10 Continued 
Age and Family Resource Utilization

Hdly/Ever 96 39 22 12

Tot 7. 4.6 1.9 1.1 . 6

Col 7. (5.8) (3.9) (2.9)

Never 

Tot 7.

Col 7.

D f = IB N=20B4 Missing 23

C h i - s q u a r e  -  32.293 p=.02Q3 *

11

1.5

(0.7)

. 1
(0.5) (2.6)

1 .1 

(5.2)

13

.6
(2.9)



Table 11
Age and the Perceived E-f-f ect i veness of Family Support

<1B — 30) (31-45) (46-59) (60+)

N= 160S 602 443 295 268

Total ’/. 37.4 27.5 18.3 . 16.7

None 78 8  19 19 32

Tot 7. 4.9 .5 1.2 1.2 2.0

Col X (1.3) (4.3) (6.4) (11.9)

Little 413 125 109 89 90

Tot */. 25.7 7.8 6 . 8  5.5 5.6

Col (20. B) (24.6) (30.2) (33.6)

Some 26 5  112 72 45 36

Tot " 16.5 7.0 4.5 2.8 2.2

Col 7. (18.6) (16.2) (15.2) (13.4)

A Lot 247 100 75 46 26

Tot 7. 15.4 6.2 4.7 2.9 1.6

Col 7. (16.6) (16.9) (15.6) (9.7)

Gd/D-ft 208 89 55 36 28

Tot 7. 12.9 5.5 3.4 2.2 1.7

Col 7. (14.8) (12.4) (12.2) (10.4)

VyGd/0-ft 397 16B 113 60 56

Tot 7. 24.7 10.4 7.0 3.7 3.5

Col 7. (27.9) (25.5) (20.3) (20.9)

D f =15 N = 1 608

Chi-square = 79.601
Mi ssi ng=498

p=.0000 *-*



are less dep e n d e n t  upon fa m i l y  r e s ources than the 

younger groups. This may c o n t r i b u t e  to the older group's 

ava i l a b i l i t y  to be res o u r c e s  to others as in McAdoo's 

(1978) writing, w here g r a n d p a r e n t s  were

Table 12
Age and the P e r ceived E f f e c t i v e n e s s  of F riendship Support

(18-30) (31-45) (46-57) (60+)

N = 1 498 506 412 293 287

Total X 33.8 27.5 .9.6 19.2

Relatv 1124 415 313 207 189

Tot X 75.0 27.7 20.9 13.8 12.6

Col X (82.0) (75.9) (70.6) (65.8)

Friends 358 B7 94 80 97

Tot X 23.9 5.8 6.3 5.3 6.5

Col 7. (17.2) (22.8) (27.3) (33.8)

Neither 16 4 5 6 1

Tot X I . 1 .3 .3 .4 .1

Col X (0.8) (1.2) (2.0) (0.3)

Df = 6  N= 1 4 9 B  M i s s i n g = 6 0 9

Chi-square = 34.692 p = .0000
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pr o v i d e r s  of in-formation and resp i t e  to the parents  

without having to assume the major care t a k i n g  

responsi b i 1 i tes.

The data on age and the availa b i l t y  and ut i l i z a t i o n  of 

church support res o u r c e s  w here not only did the oldest 

group have the most -favorable feelings about church but 

tended to attend more frequently. Weekly a t t e n d a n c e  is 

lowest for the youngest group yet they do expr e s s  

po s i t i v e  f e e l i n g s  about its importance. P e r h a p s  they are 

burdened with the t asks of c h i l d b e a r i n g  and 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of a h o usehold and/or career during this 

18-30 age range. (See Tables 13 & 14)

The data on nei g h b o r h o o d  support r e sources follow in a 

similar manner. Age did show an influence on the three 

d i m e n s i o n s  of support. Ta b l e s  15,16, and 17 s h o w  that 

w hile the p r e s e n c e  of n e i g h b o r s  may h ave important 

c o g n i t i v e  and a f f e c t i v e  c o m p o n e n t s  (Unger and 

Wandersman, 1985) as shown through the data on perceived  

e f f e c t i v e n e s s  (Table 17), u t i l i z a t i o n  of t his r e s ource  

is g e n e r a l l y  low even though the young e s t  g roup tends to 

take the greatest a d v a n t a g e  of its p r e s e n c e  (Table 15 

and 16).
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Table 13
Age and the Availability of Church Supports

(IB-30) <31-45) <46-59) <60+'
N=1917 564 526 402 425

Total 7. 29.4 27.4 21.0 22.2

Vy Imp 1329 309 346 313 361

Tot 7. 6^.3 16.1 16.0 16.3 1S.0

Col 7 <54.8) <65.7) <77,8 ) (E*.?)

Frly/Imp 292 150 78 4 3  21
Tot 7. 15.2 7.B 4.1 2.2 1.1

Col 7. <26.6) < 14. B) (1 0 .7 ) (4 .9 )

Nt 2 Imp 80 37 27 9 7.

Tot 7. 4.2 1.9 1.4 .5 .4

Col 7. (6.5) <5.1) (2.2) <1 .6 !

Not Imp 213 67 7 5  3 7  3 4

Tot 7. 11.1 3.5 3.9 1.9 l.E

Col 7. (11.8) (14.2) £9.2) <S.0>

D-f = 12 N= 1917 Mi ssi ng=l 87
Chi-square = 153.29 p=0.000
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Table 14
Age and the Utilization o-f Church Supports

(60+) 

423 

22. 1

26 
I . 4 
(6.7) 
203 

1 0 . 6  

(4B.0) 

126 
6 . 6 

(29.8> 
35 

1 .5 

<e.3>

Tot 7. 10.0 3.0 3.5 1.0 1 . 7

Col 7. (10.1) (12.9) (B.5) (7 .9 )

(IB-30) (31-45) (46-59)
N=i 916 566 526 401
Total 7. 29. 5 27.5 20.9

Everydy B7 21 21 19
Tot X  4.5 1 . 1 1 . 1 1 . 0
Col 7. (3.7) <4 - 0) (4.7)
Weekly 679 143 166 167
Tot 7. 35.4 7.5 B. 7 B . 7
Col 7. (25.2) (31.5) (41.6)
Fw X Mr. 5B7 196 152 113
Tot 7. 30. 6 1 0 . 2 7.9 5. 9
Col 7. (34.6 ) (23.9) (2 0 . 2  >
Fw X Yr 371 149 119 6 E
Tot 7. 19.4 7. B 6 . 2 3.5
Col '/( (26.3) (2 2 .6 ) (16.9)
'One X Yr192 57 6 B 34

D+=l2 N=I916 Missing=191

Chi-square = 102.51 p=.0000 **
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Mst Kp tc 

Eelf:Tot% 
coi 7:

Sm Kp t d 

Self: Tot 7. 
Col 7.

MostOst 
Tot ■/.

Col 7i

Table 15
Age and Neighborhood Resource Availability

(18-30) (31-45)
N=2063 663 553

Total V. 32.1 26.8

(46-59)
415

(60+) 

432 
20. 9

858 

41 .6 11.4
(35.4)

238

11.5
(43.0)

1

9.5

(47.2)

139 

9. 2 
(43.7)

853 
41.3

288

14.0

(43.4)

242 

11.7 

(43.B)

165 

B.O 
(39.8 ?

158 

7.7 

(36.5)

17.1
140 

6.8 
(21.1) (13.2)

54 

2. 6 
(13.0)

86

4.1
f 2 0 . 0 11

D+— 6 N=2063 Missing=44
Chi-square = 31.009 p=.0000



Age and
Table 16

the Utilization o-F Neighborhood Resources

(18-30) (31-45) (46-59) (60+ )
N=2093 672 563 421 437
Total 7. 32. 1 26.9 20.1 20. 9

Evydy 214 90 48 34 42
Tot 7. 10.2 4.3 2.3 1 . 6 2 . 0
Col 7. (13.4) (B. 5) (8 .1 ) (9. 6 )
WTly 446 154 99 82 111

Tot */l 21.3 7.4 4.7 3. 9 5.3
Col 7. (22.9) (17.6) (19.4) (25.4)
Fw X Mn 346 104 85 79 78
Tot 7. 16.5 5.0 4.1 3.B 3.7
Col 7. (15.4) (15.1 ) (18.7' (17.B)
Once X Mn 165 SB 42 33 32
Tot 7. 7.9 2 . B 2 . 0 1 . 6 1 .5
Col 7. (B. 6 ) (7. 4) (7.8) (7.3)
Fw X Yr 350 66 117 89 78
Tot 7. 16.7 3.2 5. 6 4.3 3.7
Col 7. (9.8) (20. 7) (2 1 .1 ) (17.B)
Never 572 2 0 0 172 104 96
Tot 7. 27.3 9.6 8 . 2 5.0 4.6
Col 7. (29.7) (30.5) (24.7) (21.9)

D*=15 N=2093 Missing=14

Chi-square = 61 . 668 p=.0000 *#
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Table 17
Age and the Perceived Effectiveness of Neighborhood Resources

(1B—30) (31-45) (46-59) (60+)
N=2093 669 562 422 440

Total 7. 32.0 26.9 20.2 21.0

VyGd 683 152 153 167 211

Tot '/. 32.6 7.3 7.3 B.O 10.1

Col 7. (22.7) (27.2) (39.5) (4 7 .9 )

Frly/Gd 1179 410 344 230 195

Tot V. 56.3 19.6 16.4 11.0 9.3

Col 7. (61.3) (61.2) (54.5) (44.3)

Frly/Bd 147 6 6  48 15 IB

Tot 7. 7.0 3.2 2.3 .7 .9

Co1 (9.9) (8.5) (3.5) (4.1)

VyBd 84 41 17 10 16
Tot 7. 4.0 2.0 .8 .5 .8

Cq1 (6.1) (3.0) (2.4) (3.6)

Df=9 N=2093 Missing — 14
Chi-square = 113.85 p=0.00 *-*
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In general, null h y p o t h e s i s  two was not c o n firmed as 

age was found to be a major factor in the a c t u alization 

of several of the d e t e r m i n a n t s  of social support.
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Social Support and P s y c h o l o q i c a l W e l l-being

H y p o t h e s i s  three posits that there will be 

signif i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  between the impact of the 

vari o u s  dime n s i o n s  of social support upon psychological 

well-being. This was confirmed by the data. Table 18 

p r e s e n t s  the results of the r e gression analysis. Several 

of the var i a b l e s  had particular degress of signif i c a n t  

c o n t r i b u t i o n  to the obtained scores in the psychological 

w e ll-being quotient. Among the d emographic v a r i a b l e s  of 

age and gender, it was found that with the increase of 

age, psychological well - b e i n g  tends to increase. As 

argued by R o s s  and Huber (1985) the younger, less 

e s t a b lished couples and i ndividuals might tend to be 

faced with a greater number of s ituations particular to 

their life s tage that they have limited previous 

e x p e r i e n c e  in handling, thereby reducing their state of 

well-being. This also further s u b s tantiates the claim of 

Jackson <et a l . , 19B2) .

N e g a t i v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  were found between the 

utiliz a t i o n  of family and church support and 

psychological well-being. Increase usage of these forms 

of support tended to predict a lowering of psychological 

well-being. It is not clear whether the fact that these 

sources w ere utilized was an indicator or p r e dictor of 

lowered psychological w e l l - b e i n g  yet fop both of these
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Table IB
Regression Analysis of Psychological Well-being Quotient on the 

Variables of Age, Gender, and Social Support

Parti al Coefficient Significance
Demogr aghi.c_Vari_abl.es

R's Age .19 .005 .000

R 's Sex -.05 -.004 .127
Fami_ly

Availability .05 .013 .084
Utilization -.07 -.022 .017 *

Per. Effec. .13 .037 .000 **•
Friends

Availability -.03 -.016 .365

Utilization -.02 -.005 .586

Per. Effec. -.03 -.021 .436
Church

Availability -.02 -.017 .472
Utilization -.11 -.05E *000 **

.000 * *

P e r .  Effec. .07 .022 .023 *
tJSLQhbgrhgod

Availability .00 .002 .926
Utilization -.01 -.003 .706

Per. Effec. -.14 -.079 . 0 0 0  **
Stress Quotient -.60 -.054 0.000 #*
Ng_Need_Fanjil.y .10 .11 .001 *#

No Need Church .11 .09B .001 **
N a 1046 R-sqr = .537 Mult. R e .733 SE «= .394 *p .05 **p .01



The strong negat i v e  rel a t i o n s h i p  (partial r=-6, 

p = 0 . 00) between stress, as measu r e d  by the subjects' 

report o-f recent life c i r c u m s t a n c e s  and psychological 

well-being, -follows theoretical and anecdotal logic that 

as this type of stress d e c r e a s e s  psychological 

w e l l - b e i n g  will increase.

Regre s s i o n  analysis was con d u c t e d  on the 444 s u b j e c t s  

(out of 2,107) who reported that they had no c o nnection 

with (or ’need' of) family memb e r s  and the 534 subjects 

who r e p orted no use of church support. Significant 

co r r e l a t i o n s  <p < .01) w e r e  found between these two 

c o n d i t i o n s  and psycho!ogical well-being. More data are 

needed on the the life c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of these 

individuals, h o w e v e r , it may be s peculated that the 

no n - i n v olvement of either fam i l y  or church r e s o u r c e s  in 

the lives of these people is p a r t i a l l y  due to a lack of 

n e c e s s i t y  for this type of support. This may be a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  well functi o n i n g  subset or the subgroup 

that m akes much greater use of the professional or 

formal support system than is n o r m a t i v e  for black 

A m e r i c a n s  (see Neighbors, et a l ., 1983).



iiQ&i£L_Sugggrt_and_the_EMger i_ence_of ̂ Stress

Hypothesis -four states that there will be s ignificant 

d i f f e r e n c e s  between the impact of the d i m e n s i o n s  of 

social support upon stress. This h y p o t h e s i s  received the 

lowest level of con f i r m a t i o n  (see Table 19). Only the 

demographic variable of gender, the d i m e n s i o n s  of the 

perceived e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of f r iendship supports, and the 

well-being quotient pre d i c t e d  s ignificant levels of the 

variance of stress. Being fe m a l e  was found to be 

p redictive of a higher level of stress. The 

c o n s ideration of frien d s h i p  s u p p o r t s  as being more 

helpful was p r e d i c t i v e  of stress, ft corresponding strong 

negative r e l a tionship between the w ell-being and stress 

quotients (partial r = -.6, p = 0.00) d e m o n strates the 

significant interaction between these two conditions.

The strength of this rel a t i o n s h i p  is further illustrated 

when the psychological w e ll-being quotient values are 

removed for a r e gression analysis. In Table 20 we see 

the d i m e n s i o n s  of social support whose c o n t r i b u t i o n s  to 

the p redictive a n a lysis of stress were over s h a d o w e d  by 

the well-being



doma i n s  the per c e i v e d  e f f e e t i v e n e s s  of the support 

received p o s i t i v e l y  p r e dicted well-being. The more 

helpful the contact the greater the results derived. It 

may also be h y p o t h e s i z e d  that if the person has to use 

these r e s o u r c e s  too frequently, psychological well-being 

is 1 d w .

The p e rceived e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of n e i g h b o r h o o d  support 

was found to be n e g a t i v e l y  associated with psychological 

well-being. It may be sug e e s t e d  that e f f ective 

n eighboring is tied to a minimal number of c o n tacts that 

e f f i c i e n t l y  deal with the p r o b l e m  versus producing an 

ongoing rel a t i o n s h i p  that m o ^ e  typifies family, church, 

and friendship connections. This interpretation 

p a rallels that of Litwak and Szelenyi (1769) that states 

that n e ighbors prov i d e  a special type of supportive 

assistance (e.g., e m e r g e n c y  aid), that should not be 

o v e r - u t i 1 ized in order to maintain its presence and 

w illingness to help.
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Table 19
Regression Analysis of Stress Quotient on the Variables of Age,

Gender, and Social Support

Partial Coefficient Significance
Demog^aj3hi_c_Var i_abl es

P's Age -.04 -.010 .260

R ' s Se;; . OB . 79 .009 **
Fami.l_y

Availability .06 .16 .069

Utilization -.02 -.064 .534

Per. Effect. .05 .16 .111
Friends

Availability -.03 .21 .279

Utilization -.01 -.044 .657
Per. Effect. .06 .77 .011 *■

Church

Availability .05 .44 .066

Utilization -.04 -.24 .195
Per. Effect. -.00 -.010 .927

Availability .01 .094 .635

Utilization .00 .017 .869

Per. Effect. .04 .26 .224

Wei1-being Quotient - .60 -.66 0.00 *+

No_Need_Fami l.y — .01 — .088 .811

No Need Church .02 .16 .621

N=1046 R-sqr= .466 Mult. R=.682 BE=4.44 *p<.05 **p<.01



quotient. All of the domains of social support plus the 

two demographic v a r i a b l e s  are now r e p r e s e n t e d  as 

partic i p a t o r y  in the predi c t i o n  of the level of stress 

i n c u r r e d .

In summary, the results obtained follo w e d  the 

"stress-coping — social support model" of Rook and Dooley

(1985) where the symptoms (stressors) are e x p ected tD 

vary inversely with coping skills (a p e r son's 

psychological and material resources) and with social 

support (a p e r s o n ' s  real or perceived interpersonal 

r e s o u r c e s ) .

Personali ty f e a t u r e s  (Tolsdorf, 1976) created through 

early life e x p e r i e n c e s  and cultural norms (Thomas &

Si ?. 1 en , 1972) may be h y p o t h e s i z e d  as some of the

energ i z e r s  of the choi c e s  made in r e s p o n s e  to stress.

Summer y_of_Fi^ndi_ngs

There were significant d i f f e r e n c e s  between the manner 

in which men and women maintained, utilized, and were 

affec t e d  by their social support systems. Women reported 

higher acess and usage of these supports but were also 

less s a tisfied with the help received.



110.

The null hypothesis that psychological well-being 

wc".i! d not be affected by the dimensions of social 

support was not confirmed.

Table 20
Regression Analysis of Stress Quotient on the Variables of Age, 
Gender, and Social Support with the Removal of the Psychological

Well-being Quotient Values

Partial Coefficient Significance

P's Age -.19 -.71 .000 *■*

P's Per .14 1.66 . 0 0 0  **

Church Avail. .0B .BB .001 *+■

No Need Church -.07 -.S3 .033 *

Neigh. Per. Eff. .15 1.23 .000 **

Friends Per. Eff. .12 1.42 .000

No Need family -.01 -1.05 .021 *

N = 1083 R Sqr = .159
Mult. R = 399 . SE + 5.5B * p < .05 * * p < .01
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Ace tended to vary with psychological well-being, but 

n e g ative r e l a t i o n s h i p s  were found between psychological 

w e ll-being and stress, utilization of family and church 

supports, and neighborhood support. The traditional 

v alues of church and family were thereby confirmed as 

being held by this sample. The relationship between 

social support and age was found to be a major indicator 

of the presence, use, and assessment on many of the 

d ime n s i o n s  of social support. By condu c t i n g  separate

b i-v a r i a t e  analyses it was found that church support

also varied with age in the males surveyed.

The inclusion of the well-being quotient values in the 

r e g r e s s i o n  on stress masted the imapct of several of the

dimensions of social support upon stress. Gender (being

female) was shown to be a major participant in 

predi c t i n g  stress.



C o n c l u s i o n s

B e v i e w _ o £ _ t h e _ P u r E o s e _ a n d _ O b i e c t i v e s

Social support is the multidimensional concept and 

proc e s s  by which in-f orma.ti o n , goods, and services are 

t ransmitted -from one person to another with the 

intention of p r o ducing a p o s i t i v e  effect. The purpose 

o-F this study was to exam i n e  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of 

social support and their r e l a t ionship to the levels o-f 

psychological well-being and e v e r y d a y — type stress in 

black Americans. This group was selected for study due 

to its historical r e l iance upon the in-formal (or lay) 

support network and conti n u i n g  heightened e x p osure to 

some o-f the conditions associated with stress.

The c o m p o n e n t s  o-f social support were classified as 

either the d i m e n s i o n s  of the network (the communicator 

of social support): system a v a i 1a b i 1 i t y , utilization, 

and perceived effectiveness, or the domains of the 

network: neighborhood, church, family, and friends. In 

total they d e s cribe the ways and means by which social 

support is conveyed and assessed.

The o b j e c t i v e s  of this study were as follows:
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1. To d e termine if t here are di f -Terences in the 

social support systems o-f males and females.

2. To d e t e r m i n e  if any d i f f e rences in the social 

support systems may be a function of age.

3. To identify and d e m o n s t r a t e  which components 

of social support have the greatest influence 

upon psychological well-being.

4. To identify and d e m o n strate which components 

of social support have the greatest impact 

upon the expe r i e n c e  of stress.

Rev iew_gf _the_Li_ter a ture

Social support is g e nerally accepted as one of the 

po s itive bypr o d u c t s  of i n t e r actions between people.

This feeling that one p o ssesses a network {be it large 

or small) of pers o n s  that can be depended upon during a 

p eriod of crisis or u n c e r t a i n t y  has been termed as one 

of the greatest personal assets that an individual can 

acquire. Its a n t e c e d e n t s  may be traced back to the early 

infancy period w here the contact between the caretaker 

and child p r o duces a set of e x p e c t a t i o n s  as to what 

p a t t e r n s  of b e h avior comp o s e  interpersonal 

relationships. These p a t t e r n s  become integrated into a 

p e r s o n a l i t y  s t ructure which draws upon both 

environmental and constitutional data for its formation
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and actualization.

On an individual basis the pe r s o n a l i t y  s t r u c t u r e  is 

the matrix against which the environmental -forces of the 

social network have their e-f-fect. Two o-f the possible  

co n s e quences are strain or social support. The 

measurement of this process is p roblematic -for it 

entails obtaining an obj e c t i v e  rating of what is 

p r e d o m i n a n t l y  a subj e c t i v e  experience. Several 

r e s e a r c h e r s  have suggested the inclusion of non-verbal 

m e a u s r e s  such as facial coding, interviewer ratings, and 

s uppo r t i v e  evidence from s i g n f i c a n t  others in the 

res p o n d e n t ' s  network. H o w e v e r , the self report mode of 

gaining information as to the p r e sence and e f f e c t i v e n e s s  

of s u pportive res o u r c e s  and interactions rema i n s  the 

primary means of measurement.

Social support has been found to have an effect upon 

both physical and mental health. While it may be 

co m m u nicated through either the formal societal 

helpgiving institutions such as social service agencies, 

research shows that such s e r v i c e s  are often 

u n d e r - r e p r e s e n t e d  or po o r l y  utilized in the p o p u l a t i o n s  

which are under duress. The black American population 

has h i s t o r i c a l l y  been faced with a higher level of 

e x p o s u r e  to some identified life st r e s s o r s  yet as a 

group they do not turn to professional help e r s  such as
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social w o r k e r s ,physi ci a n s , psychologists, psychiatrists, 

or -financial planners. They tend to seek help -from the 

lay network o-f helpers: their -family, friends, 

neighbors, and church. Consi d e r a t i o n  of the historical 

content indicates that in the not too distant past black 

people did not have the same access to the 

aforeme n t i o n e d  professional services. In addition, the 

stigma associated with the use of such services was (and 

is) often p r o h i b i t i v e  to those not in extr e m e  distress.

As a result, there is a large perce n t a g e  of persons who 

ere faced with what may be termed the e v e r y d a y  'stressors 

or hassles of life. How and from whom these persons  

receive a s sistance becomes an important q u e s t i o n  and was 

the major focus of this study.

P r e vious work centered its attention upon the major 

life crises and measured the amount of readjustment 

needed to regain the prior level of functioning. Yet it 

has been found that the acc u m u l a t i o n  of unresolved  

e v e ryday t e n s i o n s  can be more p r e d i c t i v e  of the 

experience of stress. The implications for the 

m a i n t e n a n c e  of a heal t h y  persona, i.e. psychological 

well-being, are apparent. The i n t e r r e l a t e d n e s s  of 

physical, m e n t a l , and economic health has c o n s e q u e n c e s  

for individual and group p s y c h o l o g y  but als o  has 

imp l i c a t i o n s  for public policy and the d e l i v e r y  of 

social services.



The_Study

This study sought to i nvestigate the operation o-f 

social support upon psychological well - b e i n g  and stress 

across gender and age groups in black Americans. This 

study r e v iewed the data c o rlected through the National 

Survey o-f Black: Ame r i c a n s  (1979). The r e s p o n s e s  o-f 2107 

subjects to selected i n terview questions c o m p r i s e d  the

research data of this study. The aim was to gain

information as to the current patte r n s  of social system 

development and its perceived e f f e c t i v e n e s s  in e n hancing 

psychological w e ll-being and reducing the ill-effects of 

stress.

The a n a lysis of the data c o llected r e l ative to the 

pr inciple o b j e c t i v e s  of the study indicated significant  

di f f e rences between men and women in the u t i l i z a t i o n  of 

family friend and church supports. There was no

difference in the rating of n e i g h b a r h o o d  support. In

males (but not females) t here were s ignificant 

d i f f e r e n c e s  between age gr o u p s  in their p e r c e p t i o n  of 

the e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of church support. R e g r e s s i o n  analysis 

revea l e d  that as people get older* psychological 

w e ll-being t ends to increase. N e g ative r e l a t i o n s h i p s



were found between the u tilization of family and church 

support, the per c e i v e d  effec t i v e n e s s  of n e i g h b o r h o r i n g , 

st r e s s  and psychological well-being. In addition, in the 

subset of subjects who repor t e d  no connection with 

f amily or church, significant c o r e l ations were found 

with psychological well-being. Regression analysis found 

a s ignificant r e l a t ionship between stress and gender 

(being female was p r edictive of a higher level of 

stress). The e xamination of the significant d i f f e r e n c e s  

indicated a strong negative relationship between 

psychological well-being and stress. It was also found 

that in those subjects who rated friendship supports as 

effective, stress was signi f i c a n t l y  higher.

A consi d e r a t i o n  of the resu l t s  obtained lead to 

several conclusions. The data, confirmed that social 

supports are "embedded in a complex casual network" 

(Shinn, Lehmann, and Wong, 19B4). This study did not 

i nvestigate the early life history or obtain p e r s o n a l i t y  

measures (issues that maybe considered for further 

investigation), yet it did p r o d u c e  e v i dence that gender 

and age have varying effects upon the conve y a n c e  of 

social s u p p o r t s  and the exper i e n c e  of psychological 

w ell-being and stress.

The current literature on the breakdown of the black 

family and the decline of the black church were not
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confirmed by this study . The data showed that both of 

these doma i n s  of social support are quite meaningful to 

black people across age and gender lines, however, the 

type of a s sistance provided may differ from what we 

previously offered. Both of these bodies are in the 

process of undergoing major changes that are sure to 

influence their provision of services. Our possible 

direction would be to engage the large number of mature 

(60 plus? adults who may have the time, experience, and 

p ositive outlook to prov i d e  a ssistance to those groups 

found to be e x p e r iencing the highest levels of stress 

(young women and families). This would not only serve 

to build the sense of c o m m u n i t y  (noted by Barason (197c) 

as important in the m a i n t e n a n c e  a £ well-being), but by 

broadening these older persons' outreach to people other 

than relations, some of the re s t r i c t i v e  and narrowing 

aspects of informal support received from family may be 

mi nimi z e d .

The belief that one can be helped through help-seeking  

is crucial for it eng e n d e r s  the conferring with the peer 

group that Stein (19B3) found allows the e x pression of 

g rievances and redu c e s  the tendency to make 

s e l f - a t t r i b u t i v e  state m e n t s  in response to certain lower 

outcomes. F r i e n d s h i p s  and other c o n tacts of this sort 

can be important for mainta i n i n g  independence. This 

study c o n f i r m s  Guam's (1983) f i n dings that the elderly,
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through attrition or choice, more o-f ten reach out to 

conta c t s  other than -family.

Lifliit at i_ons_o£_the_Study

The scope of the study has been limited by the writer 

in a number of ways. First, the study was restricted 

g e o g r a p h i c a l 1y to the continental United States. Hence, 

the results of the study may not be descri p t i v e  of 

A m ericans living abroad. Second, the s tudy samp l e s  

black A m e ricans whose patterns of social support, 

stress, and psychological well- b e i n g  may not be 

ge n e r a l i z a b l e  to the larger population. Third, 

professional sources of social support are not being 

analyzed even though they may be a prime source of 

support for a proportion of the sample.

The study was also limited by certain cond i t i o n s  that 

were beyond the w r i ter's control. The v o l u n t a r y  nature 

of the sample has limited the results obtained to some 

degree. As in all voluntary sampling, the p o s s i b i l t y  of 

there being a differnce between those par t i c i p a n t s  who 

chose to take part in the s tudy versus those who did not 

on the fact o r s  relevant to this study exists.

The study- is also limited to an adult (IB years old 

and older) population. The resu l t s  obtained may not be
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lead to psychological s y m ptoms such as the depression 

■found in some of the women studied by Dressier (1985a). 

While these domains of the social system may be sources 

of group identification, strength, and respite, the 

conflict over normative values can be c o n t r i b u t o r y  to 

the lack of diffe r e n c e  in the ratings of men and women 

on the perceived effec t i v e n e s s  of these forms of 

s u p p o r t .

The view that increased social contact raises the 

possibility of d i s a g r e e m e n t s  and other forms of negative 

social interactions (Rook, 1984) can also lower these 

women's perception of the he l p f u l n e s s  of the assistance 

offered. The finding that the men sampled spent less- 

time with family, friends, or in church lowers their 

level of exposure to either the posit i v e  or negative 

aspects of the social interactions.

A question that could not be answered by this study 

relates to the actual type of a s sistance being offered. 

There is a p o s s i b i l i t y  that the person - t o - e n v i r o n m e n t  

fit (Filisuk, 1982; Shinn, et a l ., 1984) was not exact 

and t h e r e f o r e  the assis t a n c e  or information offered by 

the lay persons c o n sulted by females (to a s i g n i f i c a n t l y 

higher degree than males) did not fit the na t u r e  of 

their distress. A longitudinal study would prov i d e 

answers as to whether the lay support system was better
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g e n e r a l i z a b l e  to a younger population.

In c o n c l u s i o n ,  w h i l e  the n o r m s  o-f -family and c o m m u n i t y  

life are changing, the v a l u e s  field by thi s  g r o u p  of 

b l a c h  A m e r i c a n s  are q u i t e  traditional. T h i s  d i s c r e p a n c y  

may c a u s e  s o m e  internal c o n f l i c t  but ma y  be mor e  

i n d i c a t i v e  cif the c o g n i t i v e  r e s o u r c e  that is o p e r a t i v e  

for t h e s e  persons: informal social s u p p o r t  is a v a i l a b l e  

to me, is will i n g  to p r o v i d e  a ssistance, and can be 

ha I p f u l.
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Appendix 1
Social Support M e a sures from the National_ Survey of 

Arrara_cans (1979)

E A M I U Y _ A y a 2_l_abi_l_i_ty: Where do most, that is more than 
half* of your immediate fa m i l y  m e m b e r s  live? By 
immediate family members we mean your parents, 
children, brothers, and sisters.

1 . I n this h o u s e h o l d .
In this same nei gl iborhood
In this same city.

4. I n t h i s same c o u n t y .
5. In this same state.
6 ■ I n anoth er s ate.
7. Out si de the United States
e. No i mmed i ate f ami 1y .

yti_l.i.2 atign: How often do you see, write, or talk 
on the tel e p h o n e  with fa m i l y  or rel a t i v e s  who do not 
live with you?
Would you say ...

1. Nearly everyday.
2. At least once a week:.
3. A few times a month.
4. At least once a month.
5. A few times a year.
6. Ha r d l y  ever.
7. Never.

E§!L£=lved Ef.£§:!“£L¥E‘Q®§Ll: H o w  often do people in 
your family —  including children, grandparents, 
aunts, uncles, in-laws, and so on —  help you out?
Would you say ...

1. Very of ten
2. Fai r l y  often
3. Not too often
4. Never
5. Never needed help

How much help are they to you? Would you say ...
1. A great deal of help
2. A lot of help
3. Only a little help (Follow through question to r e sponses

1 r> -r)

Would they help you if you needed help?
1. Yes 2. No (Follow thro u g h  question to r e sponses

4,5)
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FRIENDS
Ayai.iabiiity: Think of the -friends, not including 

rel a t i v e s  that you -feel -free to talk with about your 
problems —  would you say that you have 
(1) many (2) some (3) a -few (4) none.

Ulil i.S.stign: How often do you see, write, or talk 
on the 'telephone with your f r i e n d s ?  Would you say ...

1. Nea r l y  everyday
2. At l e ast.once a week
3. A few times a month
4. At least once a month
5. A few times a year
6. Hardly ever or never

Perceived E f f e c t i v e n e s s : When you think of the 
people you can count on in life, are they mo s t l y  your 
(1) r e l a t i v e s  or your (2) f r i ends?

CHURCH
Ayai.l.abiii_ty: How important is going to church or a 

place af worship to you? Is it ...
1. Very important
2. Fairly important
3. Not too important
4. Nat important at all

Utilization: How often do you usually attend 
rel i g i o u s  s e r v i c e s ?  Would you say ...

1. Nearly everyday' - 4 or more times a week:
2. At least once a week: - 1 to 3 times a week
3. A few times a month - 1 to 3 times a month
4. A fe w  times a year
5. Less than once a year

P e r ceived Effectiveness: H o w  often do pe o p l e  in 
your church or place of worship help you out? Would 
you say ...

1. Of ten
2. S o m e t i m e s
3. Hardly ever
4. Never
5. Never needed help

How much help are the y  to you? Would you say ...
1. A lot of help 2. Some help 3. Only a little help

(Follow through question to r e s ponses 1,2,3)

Would they help you if yo u  needed help?
1. Yes 2. No (Follow through question to r e s p o n s e s  4,5)
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N E I G H B O R H O O D
Aya^l_abi_l_^t y : Which o-f the three s t a t e m e n t s  on this 

card best d e scribes this n e i g h b o r h o o d ?
1. Most pe o p l e  keep to t h e m s e l v e s  and don't talk or 

visit much with the people who live here.
2. Some pe o p l e  keep to thems e l v e s  but others talk 

or visit a lot which the other people who live here.
3= Must people talk or visit a lot with the other 

people who live here.

yilLLsation: How o-f ten do you get together with any 
of your nei g h b o r s  —  I mean either visiting at each 
other's homes or going places t o g ether? Would you sav­

or more times a week 
i to 3 times a week 

Z to 3 times a week

] Nearly e v e ryday —  A
At least once a week“T A few times a month -

A . fit least once a monthnr A few times a year
6. Never

E§:2oei_vec. Eftectiyegess: In general , how oo ycu feel
this n e i g h b o r h o o d ?  Do you think, it is a ...

1. Very- good place to live
2. A fairly good place to live
3. A fairly bad place to live 

A very bad place to live

about
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Appendix 2
(C25) Next I am going to read you a list of things which may have 

happened to you during the past month or so. Please tell me 
whether or not these things have happened to you in the past 
month or so.

(C26) How much did that upset y o u —  a great d e a l , a l ot, only a 
1 ittle, or not at a ll ?

a. O ver the past month or so. have you had health problems?
j S  fY Esf-» C26

b. (Over the past month or so) have you had money problems?
q a  rv£si-» C26

c. have you had job problems?
fT E S l»  C26

d. h ave you had family or marriage problems?
Y W i  f7E S > » C26

e. have y ou had problems w i th people outside your family?
r w i  ITEsT-*  c26

f. have y ou had problems with your children?
r m  hep-* C26

g. have you or your family been the victim of a crime?rm  hesh C26

h. have you had problems w i th the police?
p R T ] iTES~V-» C26

i. have you had problemg^idth your love life? 
y m \  f Y E S r»  C26

j .  have you or your family been treated badly because o f  your race? 
n i o i  Q E S j - f  C26



Appendix 3
F'sychol ogi cal Well-being Index

Haj?£i^nees (Factor 1)
1. In general, how satisfied are you with your life as 
a whole these days?
2. Taking all things together, how would you say 
things are these days?
3. How satisfied are you with your family life, that 
is, the time you. spend and the things you do with 
members of your family?

§ 2 L i z E 2 i.SS2 _l_ (Factor 2)
1. I am a useful person to have around.
2. I feel I 'm a person of worth.
3. As a person I do a good job these days.

s_^gr_E|ad_Job (Factor 3)
1. How about not having enough ability to get the 
really good job?
2: How important has not trying hard enough b e e n  in
keeping you from getting good jobs?
3. How about not having the education or training?

§2J^£zEs teem_2 (Factor 4)
1. I feel 1 can't do anything right.
2. I feel that my life is net very useful.
3. I f e e ’ I do not have much to be proud of.
4. How often do you feel bad about yourself?

(Factor 51
3. Over the past month or so have you had money problei
2. Over the past month or sc have you had joL; 
probl bitis?
3. Compared to three y e a r s  ago, do you third: you are 
no better o££ financially, a b o u £ _ t h e _ s a m s , or worse 
than you were three years ago?

B 2 l £ „ E 2 2 f2 C magce (Factor 6)
1. Given the chan c e s  you hav e  had, how well have you 
done in taking care of your family's wants and needs?
2. Given the chan c e s  you have had, how well have you 
done in the work or jobs you've had?
3. Given the c h a n c e s  you have had, how well have you 
done at being a good friend — a person your friends 
can count on?

iQs.2 2 E 2 !12:2 Qi-l_E2 lsti o n s  (Factor 7)
1. Over the past month or so hav e  you had family or 
marriage pr o b l e m s ?
2. Over the past month or so have you had problems 
with peop.e outs i d e  your family?
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3. Over the past month or so have you had problems 
with your love life?
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