DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 025 736 . AC 003 650 .

By -Macdonald; Mairi St. John

Informal Helping Relationships Among Adults.

Pub Date 69 , o -

Note-4p.; Paper presented at the National Seminar on Adult Education Research (Toronto, February 9-11,
1969), based on author’s doctoral dissertation, University of Toronto, 1968

EDRS Price MF -3$0.25 HC-$0.30 |

Descriptors-Counselor Characteristics, ldentification, *Nondirective Counseling, ®*Nonprofessional Personnel,
Research, Sex Ditterences, #Social Relations

An exploratory study examined the informal helping relationship between adults
seeking assistance with problems and the persons they selected as helpers. Fifteen
men and 15 women were interviewed with an open ended questionnaire listing 50
possible reasons for selecting a helper and 35 possible ways in which a helper
assisted with the problems. Among problem areas were careers, marital difficulties,
alcoholism, bereavement, moving, family conflicts, and feelings of inadequacy.
Problems had persisted for periods of time varying from six months to more than
three years. Respondents selected helpers who were older, married, friends or
relatives, same nationality or sex, and of similar educational level and religion. Men
tended to ch.:ose helpers who were perceived as warm, friendly, and sincerely
interested in them, while women selected helpers who took them seriously, listened,
and kept confidences. Natural helpers appeared to share similarities to professionally
trained persons described in counseling literature. Objective findings suggest that
natural helpers may be identified through the testimony of those whom they have
assisted, and subjective findings suggest that natural helpers may be identified by
self disclosures in an interview. (author/pt)
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The phenomenon examined in this exploratory study is the informal, non-
professional helping relationship between an adult seeking assistance with a
problem and the particular person whom he deliberately selects as his helper.
' The investigator sought affirmation of certain hunches concerning this.pheno-
ot menon in the hope of generating hypotheses for further study in the area of
- adult counselling.

THE HYPOTHESES

Individuals can recollect,‘and describe with reasonable accuracy, their
problems, their reasons for choosing a particular helper, and their affective
and intellective processes while involved in an informal helping relationship.

Inform#l helping relationships are in many ways similar to professioanal
counselling relationships. ~
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Insight into the phenomenon of helping or counselling relationships may
be inc;eased.by examining the perceptions of- those who receive assistance.

Sensitivity to the process of a helping relationship may affect a person's
evaluation of the kinds of assistance he has received, and moy suggest his own
potential as a helper of others.

THE THEORETICAL BASIS OF THE STUDY

A review of relevant literature pertaining to helping relationships
provided the theoretical basis for this study; most people have problems at
times; people react differently to their problem situations; some people do not
know where to find help with their problems; many people with problems do seek
help from others; people with problems select certain kind. of helpers; helping
relationships appear to have certain special characteristics; non-professional
helpers appear to be effective counsellors; more research is needed in the area

~ of helping relationships; helping relationships may be better understood by
examining the perceptions of those who receive assistance; subjective as well
as objective research appears appropriate. L

THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS | ;

Respondents were asked two major research questions: their reasons for
selecting a particular helper and the ways in which they felt that helper had’
assisted them. They were also asked to discuss the perceived similarities
between their helpers and themselves, their previous relationship, their per-
ceptions of their helpers' motives for wanting to assist them, and their own '
self-concepts as helping persons. ° y

: *Qutline of a paper presented to the 1969 National Seminar on Adult Education
; Research, Toronto, February, 1969; based on the author's doctoral dissertation,
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" THE DESIGN

A schedule, developed from the counselling
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literature, was used to collect

date through personal jnterviews with 15 men and 15 women unemployed adult

volunteers.
reasons for selecting a helper,

Responses were assigned weights; jtems. were rank ordered; some

It included open-end.questions and two prepared scales:
and 35 possible ways in which a helper assists.

50 possible

data were

subjected %o a Friedman Two=-Way Anelysis of Variance by Ranks.

THE FINDINGS

The original hypotheses were verified.

Both the reasons for which a natural helper is

which he is perceived to assist reflected the
toward the helper as
The -weighted scores
women, are shown in
shown in Table 2.

for the items in Scale I,

The men and women in this -study differed (P<.001) both as

gelected and the ways in
respondent ‘s feelings and attitudes

a person possessing certain qualities and characteristics.

for all respondents and for men and

Table 1; the weighted scores for the items in Scale II are

to0 their reasons

for selecting a helper and their perceptions.of the ways in which they received

assistance.
certain motives for helping others.

\

They also differed (P €.05) in the importance

they attached to

While the jnvestigator underscores & basic limitation in that neither the

validity nor reliability of
indicate an area worthy of further research.

Some very subjective
appeared to reveal themselves not

+he scales is known,

she suggests that tnese findings

findings emerged from the study: many of the respondents
only as involved collaborators in the research, ’

but also as persons 1ikely to be more-effective Or less-effective natural helpers.

SOME IMPLICATIONS

To what extent do variables in the recip
influence the initial selection of a helper,
able to assist?

To what extent do

In what ways can training programmes for
to develop the* feelings and attitudes conside

How can adults who gould.possibly be regarded as

empathic, middle-aged women) be jdentified an
para-professional helping services?

and the ways in which the helper is

"natural helpers" reveal themselves (and can they be
jdentified) as they talk about their own experiences in receiving help?

jents of help and their helpers

modified or extended
"natural helpers"?

counsellors be
red desirable in

€

mratural helpers" (often
d attracted into professional and
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