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ABSTRACT
Many studies have been conducted on the process of social support. However, very few
of have focused on the seeking of that support. This paper utilized uncertainty reduction
theory and facework in an investigation of who people turn to for social support and how
it is obtained. Comparisons were made between men and women and between same- and
cross-sex friends on the level of relational certainty, expectations for specific types of
social support, the directness and amount of facework in support elicitations, and the
amount of face threat felt by the seeker while seeking support. The results suggest that
men and women may be more alike than different. No gender differences were found and
only one difference was found between same- and cross-sex fiiends. Specifically, a
supplementary analysis using a subscale of the relational certainty measure revealed that
same-sex fnends are higher in general relational certainty than cross-sex fiiends, but this
difference did not emerge when same- and cross-sex fnends were compared on certainty
regarding the likelihood of receiving the needed social support. The resuhs also suggest
that relational chararteristics such as the level of relational certainty play a role in
determining who people are likely to seek out for social support and the messages they use
to acquire the desired support.
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CHAPTER 1
LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES
Research on personal relationships often points to the necessity of those
relationships. Personal relationships not only help in the maintenance of sound physical
health, but in the maintenance of sound psychological health as well. One specific aspect
of personal relationships that has been found to play a large part in physical and
psychological health is social support (Albrecht, Burleson, & Goldsmith, 1994). For
example, studies on depression, illness, work pressures, and death have shown that social
support leads to positive outcomes such as recovery fi'om illness, a reduction in the
likelihood of suicide, and a decrease in stress symptoms (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Gottlieb,
1981; Hammer, 1983; Reis & Franks, 1994; Schwarzer & Leppin, 1991). In addition,
lack of social support has been shown to lead to depression, abuse and other pathologies
(Albrecht & Adelman, 1987; Rook, 1984).
Much of the early work on social support focused on these kinds of health related
outcomes. Researchers were mainly interested in assessing the final product of a support
interaction and determining who was responsible for or most likely to provide support to
someone in need. Research was not focused on measuring and understanding the
communication that was being used in the social support interactions. However, over the
last ten years, social support has been increasingly viewed as a communication
phenomenon (Albrecht & Adelman, 1984; 1987). As a result, many researchers now
make calls for the study of the communicative process of social support in personal
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relationships (Dunkel-Schetter & Skokan, 1990; HobfoU, 1990; Hobfoll & Vaux, 1993).
In response to this call, the number of studies on social support, specifically studies
aimed at assessing the communication strategies employed, has increased over the last few
years. Interestingly, however, while there is now a good deal of research on social
support, little of that research has been conducted on the process of seeking social support
(Hobfoll & Stokes, 1988). According to Barbee, Gulley, and Cunningham (1990), current
information regarding such micro-dynamics of the support-seeking process as who is most
likely to be asked to give support and exactly how that support is sought is limited. There
is some evidence, however, that shows that people are likely to turn to their close
relationships for support, yet more support research has been conducted with strangers
rather than fnends (Clark, 1983). Therefore, this study focuses specifically on same- and
cross-sex fiiends to determine who people turn to for social support and how they go
about obtaining that support. In doing so, actual support-seeking messages will be
measured.
The use of a communication perspective to study the seeking of social support
between fiiends will not only take support research down a relatively new path, it will
allow researchers to develop guidelines to help people receive and provide social support
in a more effective manner. Consequently, the door to understanding supportive
interactions at a relational level will be opened wider and the impact of those exchanges on
the development or deterioration of a relationship will become more clear (Albrecht &
Adelman, 1987). To place this work within a theoretical fi-amework, the two theoretical
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constructs of uncertainty and facework will be used to predict and explain when and how
people will seek social support from their friends.
Specifically, uncertainty reduction will be used to show that support seeking is
more likely to occur when one is certain of the relationship and the willingness of the
partner to provide support. Additionally, Goffinan's (1959, 1967) and, more recently.
Brown and Levinson's (1987) and Goldsmith's (1994) work on face will be used to show
that people will be more likely to use face-threatening support-seeking strategies when
their uncertainty is low and fece-saving strategies when their uncertainty is high. Prior to
a discussion of uncertainty reduction and facework, however, social support will be
defined and various characteristics that impact on the social support process will be
reviewed.
Definition.s of Social Support
Early definitions of social support focused on behaviors that provided a sense of
mastery or control for the receiver (Caplan, 1974; Tolsdorf, 1976) or highlighted actions
that were perceived by the receiver as facilitating acceptance, caring, and belonging
(Bharadwaj & Wilkening, 1980; Cobb, 1976). Additionally, many past studies have
operationalized social support as social network ties, operating under the assumption that
membership in social networks and the characteristics of those memberships was
associated with health outcomes (e.g., Gottlieb, 1981). In these social network
approaches, researchers assessed the number and strength of network ties and correlated
that with some aspect of well-being (e.g., Maguire, 1983; Silverman, 1980). In general,
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social support was viewed as "social transactions that are perceived by the recipient or
intended by the provider to facilitate coping in everyday life" (Pierce, Sarason, & Sarason,
1990, p. 173). Unfortunately, while these approaches are informative, they focus on only
a slice of the support pie and they do not clearly address the role of communication in the
social support process.
Guided by a more communication-minded focus and the need to provide a more
complete definition, Albrecht and Adehnan (1987) conceptualize social support as verbal
and nonverbal communication that aflFects how people see themselves, others,
relationships, and situations. Specifically, supportive communication reduces the level of
uncertamty and increases the level of control in the receiver. Furthermore, support giving
and receiving "is a reciprocal process occurring in socially constructed networks"
(Albrecht & Adehnan, 1987, p. 19). Embedded in this definition are not only the
important social support concepts fi'om past research, but also the fundamental idea of
conmiunication as a transactional process of symbol sharing and mumal influence between
persons as defined by Burgoon and Rufl&ier (1978).
Other researchers are also beginning to view social support as a transaction
between people. For example, social support has been described as behaviors that
enhance personal resources, reduce uncertainty, create a sense of control, convey caring,
help, and comfort (Albrecht, Burleson, & Sarason, 1992; Burleson, Albrecht, Goldsmith,
& Sarason, 1994; Duck with Silver, 1990; Goldsmith & Parks, 1990; Lakey & Heller,
1988; Sarason, Pierce, & Sarason, 1990; Vaux, 1988). These views of social support
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were the precursors to the claim by Zimmerman and Applegate (1984) that a messagecentered approach should be employed when studying supportive interactions. Such an
approach requires the study of the actual messages being used in support situations rather
than relying solely on the perceptions of the people involved in those situations.
Regardless of the definition or approach used, however, social support is largely
seen as a positive aspect of personal relationships that protects people fi-om stressful
situations. Through the various studies that have been conducted, two traditional models
of the effects of social support have been forwarded. The effect of social support as
portrayed by the buffer model is such that the impact of stress is diminished by the
presence of social support (Cohen & Wills, 1985; HobfoU & Vaux, 1993). In other
words, the impact of stress decreases as the amount of social support increases. Others
believe that social support has a positive effect on the recipient regardless of the presence
of stress. This second perspective has been called the direct effects model (Hobfoll &
Vaux, 1993). The development of these two competing models has most likely been the
result of the many different definitions of both social support and health that have been
advanced in the literature (Albrecht et al., 1994).
While researchers are not in complete agreement on the definition of social support
or the manner in which it impacts people, they do seem to agree that social support is an
important phenomenon to study. Social support is a vital part of interpersonal
relationships. It is considered basic to human interaction because social support, or the
lack of, can be found playing a part in all phases of relationships: e.g., formation.
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maintenance, and dissolution (Burleson et al., 1994). Goldsmith and Parks (1990) argue
that the deterioration and development of fnendship and romantic relationships can be
linked to social support. Combining these lines of research with those regarding social
support and health, one can see that social support is important for physical and
psychological well-being as well as the development, maintenance, and deterioration of
personal relationships. Consequently, research on the process of social support will help
researchers develop a better understanding of interpersonal relationships.
Past research on social support does show that people are more likely to elicit
support from friends than strangers (Coyne, Ellard, & Smith, 1990; HobfoII & Vaux,
1993; Shapiro, 1980). A study by W^nstead and Derlega (1985) shows that the negative
affect created in stressful situations is alleviated when one has an opportunity to interaa
with a friend rather than a stranger. However, not all friends are alike, so the question of
which friends people turn to still remains. Additionally, information regarding the manner
in which support is sought is lacking. In turning to the past research on social support,
which has focused largely on support provision, it becomes evident that fundamental
decisions such as who to seek support from and how are strongly influenced by gender
and the nature of the relationship. As a step toward understanding the support seeking
process, therefore, this investigation will address: (1) impact of gender on the process of
deciding who to turn to for social support and (2) the role of the nature of the relationship
as it relates to how people seek social support and what message strategies they use.
Specifically, the nature of the relationship will be discussed in terms of relational
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uncertainty, facework, and gender composition of the dyad.
GENDER AND SEEKING SUPPORT
There are well established cultural expectations for the ways men and women are
to behave. Such expectations are a function of the characterization of men and women
from past researchers and authors. Typical female behavior has been characterized as
being focused on emotional closeness, relationship maintenance, and self-disclosure.
Conversely, typical male behavior is described as being task focused, activity based, and
controlling (Gilligan, 1982; Hoffinan, 1977; Maccoby, 1990; Tannen, 1990; Vaux, 1985;
Winstead, 1986). Presimiably, expectations such as these would apply in support-seeking
situations and would impact on the choice of who to turn to for support.
Based on a questionnaire that asked respondents to assess various relationships on
a series of qualities including social support, Buiiike and Fuqua (1987) found that women
were sought out by both men and women when support was needed. Other researchers
have shown that involvement in supportive interactions is higher for women than men and
that women are more skillful in the support process than men (e.g., Sarason, Sarason, &
Shearin, 1986). Finally, as would be expected from the earlier descriptions of male and
female behavior, Eagly and Crowley (1986) indicate that men are sought out more for
problem-focused support and women are sought out more often for emotion-focused
support. The following hypotheses are intended to replicate the above claims:
HI;

People are more likely to seek support from female fiiends than from male
friends.
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H2;

Women are expected to provide emotional support more than men.

H3;

Men are expected to provide problem focused support more than women.

These gender differences, however, do not tell the whole social support story.
Another, and perhaps more important, characteristic that influences the support-seeking
process is the nature of the relationship.
RELATIONSHIP CHARACTERISTICS AND SUPPORT SEEKING
Along with gender differences, there are certain relationship qualities that will
affect the giving and receiving of social support. Following the norm of reciprocity,
relational partners with a history of supportive exchanges that are accepted and
appreciated are more likely to provide support in the future (Dunkel-Schetter & Skokan,
1990). In fact, those to whom people feel the closest are those depended on for social
support. For example, Denoflf (1982) found that spouses and best friends provided the
widest range of supportive behaviors. Hobfoll and Vaux (1993) argue that intimates and
close friends are more likely to be responsive to their partner's distress and be more
motivated to expend energy on support provision than non-intimates. They also claim that
intimates are more accurate at judging the degree of their partner's distress and more
likely to provide the appropriate kind of support.
It is not surprising, then, that the relational characteristic most strongly related to
social support is the level of relational intimacy (Dunkel-Schetter & Skokan, 1990;
Hobfoll & Lerman, 1988). When in an intimate relationship, partners often adhere to the
norm of social responsibility which basically means that people are responsible for those

who depend on them (Berkowitz, 1972; Schwarz, 1977). Stated diflferently, close
relationships are usually communal in nature, which means that the members of those
relationships have a sense of duty and desire to respond to each other's needs (Clark,
1983).
An additional relational factor that is associated with intimacy and may contribute
to the seeking and providing of social support is the level of uncertainty. When people are
in need of social support, they have to think of the people in their network, determine who
is likely to provide support, and decide the best method for requesting support (Barnes &
Duck, 1994). People are not going to seek support from a particular relationship unless
they are confident of the availability of support from that relationship. In other words,
"people are unlikely to request support from someone whom they anticipate will not give
it" (Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce, 1994, p. 103). Thus, the level of relational uncertainty
may dictate who is selected as a potential support provider.
Uncertainty and Personal Relationships
Uncertainty has long been recognized as playing a significant role in the
development and maintenance of personal relationships (Berger & Calabrese, 1975;
Clatterbuck, 1979; Parks & Adebnan, 1983; Planalp & Honeycutt, 1985; Sherblom & Van
Rheenen, 1984). Uncertainty is usually thought of in terms of one's ability to both predict
and explain the actions of self and others. Since people generally do not like to be
uncertain, they engage in behaviors, namely communication, that allow them to gather
information that will lead to a decrease in uncertainty and an increase in their ability to

predict and explain their own and other's behaviors (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). It is
through this process of uncertainty reduction that relationships are said to increase in
intimacy. In fact, many research findings support the belief that an increase in certainty
and predictability about the relationship, the partner, and interactions with the partner
facilitates intimacy (Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Berger & Gudykunst, 1991). Based on the
above, one might conclude that communication typically leads to reduced uncertainty
which in turn leads to positive relational outcomes.
However, researchers such as Pianalp and Honeycutt (1985) have shown that
increased communication and interaction time doesn't necessarily reduce uncertainty.
They found that partners in an ongoing relationship could easily think of events that
increased their relational uncertainty. Furthermore, Scheidel (1977) and, more recently,
Afifi and Burgoon (1996) and Metts and Afifi (1996) show that uncertainty reduction can
be negative; Relational partners may find things out about one another that they dislike
and may decide to terminate the relationship. In response to claims such as these, Berger
(1987) softened his position regarding communication and uncertainty by stating that, "the
quality rather than the quantity of information exchanged between interactants should have
a greater impact upon the reduction of mutual uncertainties" (p. 44). Even though
communication does not automatically reduce uncertainty, it is clear that the lack of
interaction in long term relationships will lead to increased uncertainty and will have
damaging efifects on the relationship (Berger, 1987).
It is also evident that behaviors in interactions are often tied to the level of
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certainty one has for one's relational partner and the relationship itself. For example,
work on emotions shows that people are less likely to express the emotions they are
experiencing, especially negative emotions, if they are uncertain about their partner's
reaction than when they are certain about their partner's reaction (Aune, Buller, & Aune,
1996). In a similar manner, people will probably be less likely to express the need for
social support when they are uncertain about the relationship and their partner's reaction.
Stated more formally:
H4;

The likelihood of seeking social support is positively related to the degree
of relational certainty.

Interestingly, uncertainty principles can be used to explain why people are more
likely to turn to friends than strangers. Simply put, people are more likely to be certain of
the response to social support requests when aiming those requests at fnends rather than
strangers. Consequently, people will be better able to choose a compliant target when
considering their pool of fiiends as opposed to strangers. This feeling of certainty that is
tied with fiiends should not only drive the likelihood of seeking support, but should affect
the amount of face threat the support seeker will feel. Specifically, if people are likely to
turn to a particular other because they are certain of that person, the response, and their
relationship, th^ are also likely to feel less face threatened in seeking support.
Additionally, fiiendships are usually defined as more communal than stranger
relationships (Clark & Mills, 1979). Friendships are often also based on mutual
commitment, exchange and reciprocity, whereas stranger relationships are not. Relational

factors such as these set the stage for rules and expectations regarding social support.
Specifically, the relational partners should feel it is appropriate to seek support from their
friends and should feel confident that their friends will provide the support needed. Based
on this information, the following hypothesis is forwarded:
H5.

As relational certainty increases, support seekers will feel less face
threatened when eliciting support.

Social Support Message Strategies
Relational certainty or uncertainty in turn should affect how people go about
seeking social support. In trying to understand the message strategies generally available
to support seekers, Barbee et al. (1990) grouped the variables that influence support
seeking into the four categories of affective, cognitive, relationship, and personal and
developed a "theoretical model of interactive support seeking variables" (p. 535). In this
model they delineate the paths to both support-giving and support-seeking strategies.
Barbee et al. combined the previously identified problem-solving dimensions of
focusing on the problem or the emotion as discussed by Folkman and Lazarus (as cited in
Baibee et al. (1990) with Roth and Cohens's (as cited in Barbee et al., 1990) dimensions
of approaching or avoiding the problem to form the four support-giving or coping
strategies: solve, support, dismiss, and escape. Specifically, support giving behaviors in
the solve category are those that focus on dealing with the problem. For example, a
supportive message using the solve strategy would include plans of action or information
needed to handle the situation. Behaviors in the support category are those that focus on

dealing with the emotions the support seeker is experiencing. For example, behaviors in
the support category would include reassuring hugs, empathy, encouragement to "hang in
there," and attempts to alleviate guilt. The dismiss category contains behaviors that
attempt to diminish the severity or importance of the problem, behaviors that draw the
support seeker's attention away from the problem. Dismissive messages would include
stating that the problem is really "no big deal," that the seeker has been through worse, or
that the seeker just shouldn't worry about it. Finally, the behaviors in the escape category
are those that attempt to reduce the emotional impact of the situation. Examples of
escape behaviors would include distracting messages such as jokes or messages that
instruct the seeker to relax or calm down.
Using the same categories of emotional, psychological, and relational variables as
th^ pertained to the seeker, Barbee et al. (1990) then intuitively derived four supportseeking strategies. These strategies are either verbal or nonverbal and direct or indirect.
Verbal direct strategies include the explicit expression of feelings and desires for support.
Verbal indirect strategies imply that support is needed through mentioning or discussing a
problem, but do not include an explicit request for support. Nonverbal direct strategies
are intentional and overt and include facial expressions and vocal cues that convey trouble
or distress. Finally, nonverbal indirect strategies include slight or unintentional changes in
demeanor. Acting "moody" or "distant" are examples of nonverbal indirect supportseeking strategies.
Cutrona and colleagues (Cutrona, Cohen, & Igram, 1990; Cutrona, Suhr, &

MacFarlane, 1990) argue that support elicitation strategies are influenced by relational
factors such as type of relationship. In one of the few studies that includes a measure of
support elicitation, Cutrona, Suhr, and MacFarlane found that support elicitation
strategies differed between marital partners and friends, with marital partners using more
direct strategies than friends. One reason for a difference such as this may be the level of
relational certainty. One could argue that relational certainty is higher for marital partners
than friends and the more certain people are of theu* relational partner, the more likely they
are to use direct support seeking strategies. In other words, if people are certain that their
relational partner has positive regard for them and are confident that the relational rules
call for the giving of support, they are more likely to engage in direct acts of supportseeking than people who are not certain of the relational partner or the relationship.
In the event that people decide to seek social support even though the level of
uncertainty regarding the response is high, they will be less likely to express the need for
support in an overt manner than a covert manner. Being uncertain about the relationship,
they are likely to engage in behaviors that allow them to reduce their uncertainty regarding
their partner's willingness to provide social support without the partner knowing they are
doing so. For example, people needing support may drop hints regarding that need or
may simply bring up a certain topic to see how their partner reacts. These behaviors
would be similar to those in Berger's (1987) active category of uncertainty reduction.
From the partner's responses, the person in need of social support may begin to feel more
certain about the other's willingness (or not) to provide support. In some cases, the
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person seeking support may receive an offer of support without ever having to directly ask
for support or admit needing support. Therefore, those people who are high on relational
uncertainty will be more likely to use indirect support-seeking strategies because they are
not confident that they will obtain the support they need. The indirect strategies will allow
them to test the relational partner's willingness to provide support while not going out on
a limb that could damage the relationship. Therefore, the following hypothesis is
forwarded;
H6;

As relationship certainty increases, directness of support seeking increases.

Facework. Another important message characteristic that should influence the
support-seeking process and is governed by the level of relational certainty is facework.
Facework is an aspect of the communication that occurs between relational partners and
has the potential to affect not only the participants but the relationship. As Lim (1994)
stated, "Since a facework message conveys one's assessment of the social qualities of
one's self or the other, it usually bears certain implications on the relationship" (p. 209).
Facework is pervasive in our communication (Barnes & Duck, 1994; Penman, 1994) and
is a fundamental component of the management of personal relationships (Lim, 1994).
Therefore, the use of facework theory would be useful in the investigation of message
features, interactional contexts, and relationships between people (Cupach & Metts, 1994;
Goldsmith, 1992, 1994).
The concepts of face and facework originated with Gofl&nan (1959), who defined
face as the positive social values people claim for themselves. Facework is described as

the actions employed to maintain face or minimize threats to face. Facework theory
operates under the assumption that people have needs such as wanting to present good or
positive images to others and to avoid embarrassment in social settings. Furthermore,
facework assumes that people recognize and address the needs of others in interactions.
When describing social interactions, Goffman (1967) argued that people engage in
behaviors in order to maintain their own face as well as the face of others. In Goffinan's
terminology, if all of the "actors" in a "scene" did not support one another, then the
"drama" could not continue. As Cupach and Metts (1994) point out, participants in
interactions typically behave as if the cooperative face-maintenance principle were taken
for granted. Using the groundwork laid by Goffman, Brown and Levinson (1987)
differentiate two distinct types of face needs. The first type, positive face, includes a
person's desire to be valued, appreciated, liked, and respected. On the other hand,
negative face refers to a person's desire to be autonomous, to not be imposed upon, and
to have control over one's own life.
The strategies used to maintain positive and negative face have been said to be an
important component in the communication and negotiation of support (Goldsmith, 1994).
Supportive interactions are fi'aught with the potential to threaten the face of both the giver
and receiver of social support. Targets of support requests are in the situation of having
to be supportive in a usefiil manner or be judged negatively. Consequently, they run the
risk of giving ineffective or inappropriate support that damages their image of being a
helpful person (DePaulo, 1982; Wortman & Lehman, 1985). There are also intrusions on
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support givers' time and energy that may constrain tlieir freedom of action (Belie, 1982;
Chesler & Barbarin, 1984). Furthermore, support givers may "catch" the anxiety or
negative mood of the support recipient (Coyne, 1976).
Similarly, requesting support can be a difficult situation that requires the
management of face (Tracy, Craig, Smith, & Spisak, 1984). People who are seeking
support are in a position of having to make themselves vulnerable to another and admit
that they cannot manage some situation on their own. To be in such a position is face
threatening, and to produce messages that make such a situation "public" is potentially
even more threatening. The recipient of social support may appear weak (Abdel-Halim,
1982; Wills, 1983), become stigmatized (Chesler & Barbarin, 1984; Wortman & DunkelSchetter, 1979) or engage in the disclosure of undesirable information (DePaulo, 1982).
Social support recipients may also feel incompetent or not in control (Abdel-Halim, 1982;
DePaulo, 1982; Tripathi et al., 1986; Wills, 1983) and may feel a loss of autonomy due to
a sense of obligation to follow a course of action presented in the supportive message
(Tripathi, Caplan, & Naidu, 1986). Goldsmith (1994) has shown in a pilot study that
support-provision messages high in facework are perceived as more helpful than messages
low in facework. This finding supports her earlier claim that facework offers one
component to the explanation of why messages are judged to be effective or not in their
ability to be supportive (Goldsmith, 1992).
The inclusion of facework concepts not only allows for a better understanding of
when and why people may use certain message strategies, it also allows further

understanding of the content of the messages people are using to gain support. The
literature on support provisions includes several typologies that have been developed to
categorize supportive behaviors as either helpful or unhelpful (supportive or
unsupportive). From these typologies we find that expressing concern is helpful (Dakof &
Taylor, 1990; Dunkel-Schetter, 1984; Lehman, Ellard, & Wortman, 1986; Lehman &
Hemphill, 1990), but expressing too much concern or too little concern is unhelpful
(Dakof & Taylor, 1990; Dunkel-Schetter, 1984). In their study of patients with multiple
sclerosis, Lehman and Hemphill (1990) found that "providing assistance" and "making
accommodations" were helpful, but so was "being treated normally." While these
typologies provide a general sense of what behaviors are helpful or not, they do not
provide any information regarding the specific characteristics of the messages. It is
therefore difficult to determine exactly what produced the interpretations and evaluations
of the messages as helpful or unhelpful (Goldsmith, 1994).
The use of facework, however, allows researchers to focus on particular message
characteristics that appear to be at the heart of supportive communication. Specifically, a
facework perspective may focus on the "person-centeredness" of messages. Burleson
(1990) claims that messages that convey involvement with the other and acceptance of the
other will be viewed more positively. In other words, messages that are not face
threatening will be more helpful. Examples of messages that serve to m^tain the
receiver's positive face include compliments, ingroup identity markers such as slang,
nicknames, and jokes, and knowledge of the receiver's wants and needs (Lim & Bowers,

1991). Examples of messages aimed at maimaining the receiver's negative face include
using questions or hedges, apologizing, minimizing the imposition, and going on record as
incurring a debt (Lim & Bowers, 1991).
Whether or not people will use support seeidng messages that uphold or threaten
the potential provider's face will depend on the amount of relational certainty. As
relationships develop, relational partners will become more comfortable and relaxed in
their interactions with each other. Furthermore, expectations of providing and exchanging
goods and services will increase (Foa & Foa, 1974; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Included in
such goods and services would be social support behaviors. Consequently, partners in
such relationships should be more certain of each other and the relationship and will be
more likely to use fece-threatening messages than people who are not certain of
themselves and the relationship. Therefore, the following hypothesis is forwarded:
H7:

As relational certainty increases, the use of face threatening message
strategies increases (i.e. face-saving facework decreases).

Comparing facework concepts with the previously discussed support-seeking
message strategies from Barbee et al. (1990) reveals the similarity between these
approaches. A primary dimension in Barbee et al.'s discussion of social support messages
is the directness of the message, with people in more committed relationships being more
likely to use direct messages than people in less committed relationships. Directness of
the message is also an undeilying characteristic of facework messages. The clearest and
most obvious face threat is the bald on record message. Such messages do nothing more
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than state exactly what the sender wants from the receiver with absolutely no concern for
the receiver's positive or negative face.
Obviously, bald on record messages are very direct and to the point. However,
not all messages that contain direct statements of what is needed can be considered bald
on record and void of facework. Social support seekers could be quite clear and direct
about their needs while also working to maintain the positive and/or negative face of the
support provider. For example, the message, "I know you're busy this weekend, but I
need you to help me on my resume" is both direct in what is needed and contains negative
facework. However, as messages become less direct, they appear to become less face
threatening. Indeed, several authors support the claim that overtly seeking support from
others is more threatening than accepting help that is oflfered without asking (Brown &
Levinson, 1987; Gross, Wallston, & Piliavin, 1979). Thus, the following hypothesis is
forwarded.
H8:

The directness of a message is positively related to the amount of face
threat in that message, with direct messages being higher in face threat than
indirect messages.

Adding gender to the relational certainty and support seeking mix is not only
important for determining who people talk to for social support, but also how people seek
it. The gender composition of friendships creates both behavioral diflferences and
diiferences in relational certainty that should influence strategies for support seeking.
Gender Differences in Friendships. Rather consistent findings regarding the nature

of female and male same-sex fnendships have been produced in the literature over the last
decade. In general, researchers find that females and males do not differ significantly
along quantitative measures of their same-sex fnendships (i.e., number of friends or time
spent together), but they do differ considerably in regards to their interactional nature
(Caldwell & Peplau, 1982). Specifically, female same-sex fnendships are more expressive,
closer, and put more emphasis on feelings and emotions than male same-sex fnendships,
which are characterized as being instrumental and focusing on shared activities (e.g.,
Dosser, Balswick, & Halverson, 1986; Hays, 1988). Eagly and Crowley (1986) found
that males were more willing to help with task-oriented problems and women were more
willing to help with relationship-oriented problems.
When comparing same-sex to cross-sex fiiendships, research has repeatedly found
that female same-sex relationships are higher in emotionality than male same-sex
relationships (Caldwell & Peplau, 1982), that females report their cross-sex relations as
less emotional than their same-sex relations while males report an increase in emotionality
when going from same-sex to cross-sex relationships (Burhke & Fuqua, 1987; Fischer &
Narus, 1981), and that males' self-disclosure increases in cross-sex relationships while
women's self-disclosure decreases in relation to their same-sex relationships (Hacker,
1981).
These gender differences have led CMeara (1989) to discuss the four basic
challenges to cross-sex fiiendships that may have implications for relational uncertainty
and consequently, support seeking. The first challenge is that of the emotional bond or the
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relational definition. The relational partners need to decide what kind of relationship they
have and how they feel about each other. Given the romantic undertones often found in
cross-sex relationships (Monsour, 1992) and the socialization to view cross-sex others in a
romantic light, it is obvious that defining the relationship could be quite difficult.
An additional barrier to defining the relationship can be found in research
regarding taboo topics. Baxter and Wilmot (1985) and Afifi and Burgoon (1996a) found
that the topic avoided most often between opposite sex relational partners is the state of
the relationship. In a comparison between cross-sex fiiends and cross-sex romantic
partners, Afifi and Burgoon (1996b) also found that cross-sex fiiends are more likely to
avoid discussing relational norms than romantic partners.
The second challenge, which is closely related to the first, revolves specifically
around the sexual component of cross-sex fiiendships. Cross-sex friendships can be
replete with sexual tension and sexual interpretation of behaviors that were not used with
sexual intent (e.g., misinterpreting a hug) (Abbey, 1987; Hegelson, Shaver, & Dyer, 1987;
Rose, 1985).
The third challenge is the equality challenge. Using exchange principles, CMeara
(1989) argues that males have more resources than females and are therefore in a position
of dominance and exploitation over women. A similar power difference is discussed in
White's (1980, 1981) work on romantic jealousy. White argues that women have less
relational power than men and are therefore more likely to experience jealousy.
Regardless of its origin, any power differences between fiiends is in direct opposition to
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the equity component of the definition of friendship (Rawlins, 1992).
The last challenge that O'Meara (1989) discusses is the audience challenge. This
challenge revolves around the fact that the relational partners have to present the correct
picture of their relationship to their social networks. While this may not appear too
difficult at first glance, it can be very difficult if the first three challenges have not been
overcome. Moreover, social networks may go beyond simply being audience members
(e.g., Goffman, 1959) and may take an active role in the presentation of the cross-sex
relationship. The role of the network could take the form of directly asking the partners
about the state of the relationship or encouraging the relational partners to move toward a
certain kind of relationship (e.g., fnendship, dating, etc.) (Parks & Adelman, 1983).
With so many hurdles for cross-sex friends to contend with, it is not surprising that
cross-sex friendships are often described as ambiguous and loaded with uncertainty
(Booth & Hess, 1974; OMeara, 1989; Rawlins, 1992). It would seem reasonable, then, to
assume that when seeking support from a cross-sex friend, people are likely to use indirect
face-saving strategies so as to test the relational waters. From this discussion, the
following hypotheses are forwarded:
H9;

People experience more uncertainty in cross-sex friendships than same-sex
friendships.

HIO:

People are more likely to use direct support-seeking strategies when
seeking support from a same- than a cross-sex friend.

33

HI I; People are more likely to use face-threatening support-seeking strategies
when seeking support from a same- than a cross-sex friend.
HI 2: People experience less face threat when seeking support from same- than
cross-sex friends.
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CHAPTER 2
METHOD
Pilot Tests
A series of small pilot tests were conducted prior to the actual data collection
process. The first pilot test was performed in order to gather information for the creation
of the support-seeking scenarios. Twenty-five undergraduate students (none of whom
participated in the actual study), 13 female and 12 male, were asked in an open-ended
question to describe the most recent situation in which they had to turn to a fiiend for
some kind of social support (see Appendbc A). The 25 responses were placed into one of
three naturally occurring categories. The first category, which included five responses,
was an emotional support category. Students described situations in which they fek badly
about themselves and turned to a fiiend to be cheered up. The second category, which
included three responses, was a tangible support category. Here students described
situations in which they needed help accomplishing a task such as writing a resume or a
paper. The final category, which included 17 responses, was a problem solving support
category. Here students described situations in which they did not know what to do about
a troubled relationship.
Using these real-life narratives, three scenarios were developed that represented
the emotional, tangible, and problem-solving categories. It is interesting to note that the
number of males and females describing problem-solving and emotional situations was
similar, with eight females and nine males describing problem-solving situations and two

females and three males describing emotional situations. All three of the tangible
situations were described by females. Additionally, only five of the participants reported
turning to an opposite sex other for support, with three of those reporting that they turned
to a romantic other versus a friend. Finally, all 25 participants reported actually receiving
support for their situation.
After creating the three different scenarios, seven undergraduate students who
were not in the original group of 20 and not participants in the final study were asked to
read one of the scenarios and write out exactly what they would say or do to obtain social
support from a friend. From these responses it was apparent that the scenarios were
leading. Specifically, the instructions were worded such that they only elicited direct
requests for social support. Given this information, it was decided to expand the
instructions to include some brief general information about seeking social support.
To ensure that each participant m the actual study received and understood this
information, it was decided to present it to them verbally. While the verbal instruction
process could open up the study to the threat of experimenter bias, it is important to note
that the hypotheses revolve largely around level of relational certainty, likelihood of
seeking support, and expectations for the kind of support the target fiiend would give, all
of which were completely unknown to the researcher. Participants were simply told that
people use both direct and indirect strategies when seeking social support. Also, to keep
the participants from producing generic messages not aimed at any particular other, they
were told that who they were talking to would influence the maimer in which support was

sought. Therefore, it was very important to keep their previously identified friend in mind.
The principle researcher then asked for the first name of the fiiend the participant was
thinking of and reminded the participant to keep that person in mind. Finally, only slight
changes were made to the scenarios themselves as a result of the pilot test.
The final pilot test was conducted in order to assess the understandability and
reliability of the questionnaires. The questionnaires were given to 18 undergraduate
students who had not previously participated in a pilot test and who would not be
participating in the actual study. The relational uncertainty scale achieved a reliability of
.81, the quality of the relationship scale a .88, the scale measuring social support
expectations a .74, the scale measuring the amount of face threat feh by the seeker a .88,
and the scale designed to measure specific kinds of support seeking messages a .60. The
questionnaires are described in more detail below.
While all of these reliabilities are acceptable, the reliability for the support seeking
messages was lower than was anticipated. An examination of the item-to-total
correlations and the alpha if item deleted pointed to two particularly problematic items.
Both of these items were designed to assess the use of nonverbal messages to elicit social
support. It was decided that the wording of these items was too general. The solution to
this problem was to replace the two general items with five items that included specific
nonverbal cues indicative of the need for social support.
Panigipants

A total of 144 participants were recruited for this study. Half of the participants
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were recruited out of communication classes at the University of Arizona and were asked
to bring a friend with them to the study. Students recruited directly out of the
communication courses were oflfered extra credit for their participation. Two of the
participants were dropped from the study because they failed to follow instructions
properly. Of the 142 remaining participants, 75 were male and 67 were female. The
average age of the participants was 23 with a range of 18 to 44. The racial make-up of
the participants was 78% Caucasian, 9% Hispanic, 4 % African American, 3.5% Pacific
Islander, and 4% other.
Procedure and Instruments
Upon arrival for the study, participants were asked to fill out a series of
questionnaires. Prior to responding to the items on the questionnaires, however, they
were asked to think of a specific fiiend and identify that friend by putting the fnend's
initials in a blank at the top of the questionnaire. Instructions on the questionnaire
indicated to the participants that the fiiend did not have to be a best fnend, but could not
be a romantic partner, a family member, or the person who accompanied them to the
study. The reason for the final restriction here was primarily to keep the participants from
influencing each other during the study. Seventy-two participants were asked to think of a
same-sex fiiend and 70 were asked to think of an opposite-sex friend. Thirty-nine of the
males were instructed to think of a same-sex friend and the remaining 36 thought of a
cross-sex fiiend. Thirty-three of the females were instructed to think of a same-sex fiiend
and 34 thought of a cross-sex fiiend. After identifying the fiiend, participants were
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instructed to keep that friend in mind while answering all of the questionnaire items.
These initial questionnaires were designed to measure the level of relational uncertainty in
general and in regards to obtaining social support specifically, the quality of the
relationship, and the expectations for the kind of support the target friend was likely to
give.
To assess relational uncertainty, five items were taken from Afifi and Burgoon
(1996) and combined with additional items created by this author for the purpose of
measuring certainty regarding social support specifically (see Appendix B). The relational
uncertainty items were used in the testing of hypotheses four, five, six, seven, and nine.
Included after the uncertainty items was an item used to assess the likelihood that the
participants would seek social support from the target fiiend. The likelihood item was
used to test hypotheses one and four. The items measuring the quality of the relationship
were developed by Sarason et al. (1994) to assess relationship-specific social support.
Sarason et al. reported a factor analysis of the quality of relationship inventory (QRI) that
produced three factors representing support, conflict, and depth. Each scale obtained an
alpha reliability of .80 or higher (Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce, 1994) (see Appendix C).
The QRI data was collected for future use and was not used in the current analyses. The
items utilized to represent the social support expectations that the seekers held for the
givers were developed by this author and based on the description of a measure used by
Derlega, Barbee and Winstead (1994) (see Appendbc D). The measure of expectations for
receiving emotion-based social support were used to test hypothesis two and the measure

39

of expectations for receiving problem based social support were used to test hypothesis
three.
After completing these questionnaires, the participants were taken individually to
another room where a video camera was located and they were given a brief verbal
explanation of the fact that support seeking can be done in direct and indirect ways (see
Appendix E). They were asked to imagine themselves in one of three scenarios, each of
which puts the participant in the role of needing some form of social support (see
Appendix F). Participants were then asked to imagine that they were conversing with the
friend identiJGed in the survey they had just completed and to act out what they would
actually say or do in order to convince that friend to oflfer them social support. The
message that the participant produced at this time was videotaped. In all, 49 participants
were asked to seek support because of trouble writing a resume, 46 were asked to seek
social support because of a recent argument with a significant other, and 47 were asked to
seek support because they were feeling down and/or badly about themselves.
It was determined in practice sessions that it was somewhat awkward to talk to a
friend who was not actually present. Consequently, the room was arranged m several
ways to determine which setting would be the least awkward. It was found that
positioning the camera directly behind an empty chair not only allowed a direct video shot
of the participant, but allowed the participant to imagine more easily that the friend was
present. One assistant commented that with this arrangement she could at least imagine
that her friend would later see the tape, so speaking dvectly to the video camera was the
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most realistic arrangement.
While paper and pencil measures have been used b past research to obtain data on
the kinds of support people provide to one another (e.g., Derlega,et al., 1994; Metts,
Geist, & Gray, 1994; Leatham & Duck, 1990) and could have easily been used here to
gather data on the kinds of messages people produce when seeking social support, such
measures have been used too often in social support research. It is time to turn to the
observation of actual messages even though the laboratory settings in which these
messages are obtained have their limitations. According to Derlega et al. (1994), "the
direct observation of social support is crucial in advancing our understanding of this
phenomenon" (p. 149). Additionally, it seems that people will produce longer and more
varied messages when speaking than when responding in writing. The written responses
to the scenarios in the pilot test described above provided evidence for this point. All but
one of the written requests for social support were very brief and direct.
Once the support seeking message was recorded, participants were asked to
continue to think of the same target fiiend and to fill out a questionnaire designed to
measure specific kinds of support seeking strategies they generally use with that fiiend and
the face threats they might typically feel when seeking support (see Appendix G). The
amount of face threat the participants reported feeling during social support seeking was
used in the testing of hypotheses five and twelve. Finally, the participants responded to
demographic questions (see Appendix H), were debriefed, and were given the opportunity
to ask questions about the study.

Coding

After completing the data collection, the videotaped messages were coded for
support-seeking strategies. Two trained coders rated the messages on directness and
amount and type of facework. All items were rated on 7-point Likert-type scales except
the item used to classify off record messages. One item assessed the directness of the
message, three items assessed the amount of positive facework in the message, two items
assessed the amount of negative facework in the message, and one item assessed the
degree to which the message was focused on self or other. These six items were
combined into an overall measure of face threat. The coefficient alpha reliability for this
measure was .72 after deleting one of the negative face threat items (Impose) due to its
poor item-to-total correlation. The completely oflF record messages were coded for the
type of off record strategy used (see Appendbc I).
The coders had recently completed a unit on facework in one of their
communication classes, therefore their training on the difference between positive and
negative face needs went rather quickly. Coder training took approximately four hours.
Two hours were devoted to discussing face needs, examples of positive and negative
facework and face threats, direct versus indirect messages, and off record requests. The
examples of positive facework included compliments, in-group identity markers,
knowledge of other's wants and concerns, and shows of interest in the other. Examples of
negative facework included questions, apologies, recognition of the imposition,
acknowledgment of debt, and deference to the other. Directness was thought of as the
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explicitness of the message. When senders were clear and specific as to what they wanted
from the receiver, their messages were coded as direct.
Although the earlier discussion of support-seeking strategies included both the
direct-indirect dichotomy and the verbal-nonverbal dichotomy, the coders relied primarily
on the verbal messages produced by the participants. The nature of the nonverbal
strategies as described revolved largely around behaviors that were out-of-character for
the support seeker. Information such as this is obviously unknown to the coders.
Consequently, codes were based mainly on the verbal messages. After this discussion, the
coders watched and coded 12 requests for social support. Two of these requests came
from the participants who were dropped from the study, four were obtained during the
practice sessions, and six were obtained from television programs that supplied similar
kinds of requests. Coding these 12 requests and discussing coder discrepancies took an
additional two hours.
The intercoder reliability based on these 12 requests was .91 on directness and .74
for the five items measuring facework. Given that this reliability was relatively strong, the
coders were then asked to code requests from the actual data set. They both coded 20%
of the data, which was 28 of the 142 video segments, and achieved an improved reliability
of .82 for the six facework items and again achieved a reliability of .91 for directness.
Since the intercoder reliability had been established at an acceptable level, the remaining
video segments were divided between the two coders. Hypotheses six, eight, and ten
were tested via the directness measure, and hypotheses seven, eight and eleven were

tested via the facework measure. Since highly indirect messages could also be considered
off record requests, the coders were asked to classify any message rated as a seven on the
directness scale (very indirect) into one of six broad categories of off record messages.
These later classifications were obtained for the sole purpose of describing the off record
messages.
Reliabilities

Prior to conducting the analyses of the hypotheses, coefficient alpha reliabilities
were computed for all the measurement scales. The 11 item uncertainty scale achieved a
reliability of .90, the 25 item QRI reached a reliability of .90, the eight items used to
measure the respondent's expectations for receiving emotion-focused support reached a
reliability of .70, and the eight items used to measure the respondent's expectations for
receiving problem-focused support achieved a reliability of .70. The items designed to
measure the amount of face threat the seeker might typically experience when seeking
social support achieved a reliability of .88 after items four and nine were dropped because
of their negative item-to-total correlations, (see Table 1 for a summary of inter-item
reliabilities for items used in all measures and the hypothesis(es) to which they relate).

44
Table 1

Summary of Measures

Measure

Appendix Item #s

Administered

1 = Lo certaint}'
7 = Hi certainty

n/a

1,4

1 = Lo likelihood
7 = Hi likelihood

Pre-request

.90

n/a

1 = Lo quality
7 = Hi qualit\'

Pre-request

.70

2

1 = Lo expect.
7= Hi expect.

B

I - 11

Pre-request

2. Likelihood
of seeking
Support

B

12

Pre-request

C

1-25*

Value Label

4, 5,6, 7, 9

1. Relational
Certainty

3. Quality of the
Relationship

Reliability Hvnotheses

.90

4. E:q)ectations
for Emotional
support

D

5. Expectations
for Problem
support

D

I.4,6. 8, 9,
II, 13, 16

Pre-request

.70

3

1 = Lo expect
7 = Hi expect

G

I,2, 3,5,7, 8.
II.14,16.18,
20.22

Post-request

.88

5.12

1 = Lo threat felt
7 = Hi threat felt

1

Post-request

n/a

6. 8, 10

1 = Direct
7 = Indirect

2 - 5, 7

Post-request

.72

7, 8, 11

1 = Hi face threat
7 = Lo face threat

6. Overall face
threat felt
while seeking
support

7. Coded Directness
in Message
I
8. Overall amount
of face threat in
message

I

2,3.5,7,10
12, 14, 15

• recoded items = 2,4.6. 7.9. 14. 19.20,21. 23.24,25.
•• items 4 and 9 were dropped due to negative item to total correlations
*** item 6 (Impose) was dropped due to its negative item t o total correlation. Also, item 7 was recoded

CHAPTERS
RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses
Prior to the tests of the hypotheses, an assessment of the distinctness of the
measures was conducted via correlational analyses. These analyses provided support for
the validity of the measures used. As one would intuitively expect, the likelihood of
seeking support was correlated with the expectation for both problem-focused and
emotion-focused support. If one expects support of one or both kinds, one is more likely
to seek support. Interestingly, the expectations for problem-focused support and emotionfocused support were significantly correlated, £ = .664(137 ), p < .01. However, the items
in these two measures were not combined into an overall measure of expectations because
the hypotheses required separate tests of problem-focused support and emotion-focused
support. Additionally, the directness of the message was correlated with the likelihood of
seeking support. It appears that people are likely to seek support fi'om others with whom
they can be direct and to the point. Several other significant correlations exist, however
they are reported and discussed below as tests of hypotheses (see Table 2 for a fiill
correlation matrix).
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Table 2

Correlation of Measures

1.0
-.172
.683**
.285*»
.403**
.169*
-.265»*

Direct
1.0
-.186*
-.033
-.113
-.456**
.021

Seek

1.0
.196*
.295**
00
*

Uncert
Uncert
Direct
Seek
Emotion
Problem
Threat
Felt Threat

-.099

Emotion Problem Threat Felt Threat

1.0
.664** 1.0
-.130
-.066
-.117
.009

I.O
.008

1.0

**
* IL< .05
Ii<.01
Note:
Uncert = Amount of relational uncertainty
Direct = Coded directness of the message
Seek = Likelihood of seeking support
Emotion = Expectations of receiving emotional based support
Problem = Expectations of receiving problem based support
Threat = Coded amount of face threat in the message
Felt Threat = Reported amount of face threat fek when seeking support

In order to provide background information for the results, mean scores for all of
the measures were computed. The average relational certainty score was 5.81 (.89), the
average amount of face threat in the support seeking messages was 3.0 (.92), and the
average directness of the messages was 3.49 (2.02). Participants reported moderate levels
of expectations for both problem-focused (M = 4.47, SD = -97) and emotion-focused
support (M = 4.51, SD = 1.04) and reported mild feelings of being face threatened while
seeking social support (M = 2.00, Sfi = -83). (see Table 3 for means by gender and
support condition).
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Table 3

Means and Standard Deviations bv Gender and Scenario for Study Measxires

Measure
N

Female
Participants
67

Male
Participants
75

Resume
49

Argument
46

Feeling Down
47

Uncertainty

6.02 (.81)

5.62 (.92)

5.80(1.00)

5.97 (.75)

5.68 (.88)

Likelihood to
Seek Support

5.55(1.53)

5.09 (.1.53)

5.35(1.56)

5.83(1.16)

4.74(1.68)

Expectations
for Emotional
Support

4.70 (.96)

4.36(1.08)

4.45(1.07)

4.69 (.94)

4.41(1.11)

Expectations
for Problem
Support

4.39 (.81)

4.53(1.10)

4.50(1.14)

4.63 (.80)

4.26 (.93)

Amount of
Face Threat
Felt

1.77 (.70)

2.20 (.88)

2.05 (.92)

1.86 (.74)

2.08 (.81)

Coded
Directness
ofRequest

3.34(2.10)

3.63(1.94)

2.55(1.65)

3.72(1.96)

4.26(2.07)

Coded Amount
of Face Threat
in Message

2.87 (.96)

3.12 (.87)

3.30 (.94)

2.88 (.75)

2.80 (.99)
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Hypotheses
The first hypothesis, which stated that people are more likely to seek support fi-om
female fiiends than male fnends was tested using a 2 (participant sex) x 2 (fnend sex) x 3
(support condition) analysis of variance. Results fi"om the analysis revealed a significant
main eflfect for the sex of the fiiend, E (U 128) = 10.88, p = .001 (See Table 4). The mean
likelihood of seeking support fi-om a female was 5.72 (1.51) and fi*om a male was 4.91
(1.48). Hypothesis one was supported. The results also revealed a main eflfect for the
support condition, £ (2, 128) = 6.77, jj = .002. People were most likely to seek support in
the argument condition and least likely to seek support in the feeling down condition (see
Table 3 for means). Interestingly, female participants tended to be more likely to seek
support than male participants (see Table 3 for means).

Table 4

Analysis of Variance for Likelihood of Seeking Support

SS

DF

MS

Support Condition

27.93

2

13.96

6.77

.002

.10

Sex of Participant

7.53

1

7.53

3.65

.058

.03

22.46

1

22.46

10.88

.001

.08

4.36

2

2.18

1.06

.351

.02

.75

2

.38

.18

.833

<01

2.97

1

2.97

1.44

.232

.01

.61

2

.30

.15

.864

<01

Friend's Sex
Condition by Sex
Condition by
Friend's Sex
Sex by Friend's Sex
Condition by Sex
by Friend's Sex
Within

264.15

128

2.06

F

p
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The second hypothesis, that female friends are expected to provide more emotional
support than male friends was tested with a 2 (participant sex) x 2 (friend sex) x 3
(support condition) analysis of variance. The resuhs revealed no significant main effect
for sex of the friend, therefore the hypothesis was not supported (See Table 5). Instead,
there was a trend for female participants to expect more emotional support than male
participants (see Table 3 for means).

Table 5
Analysis of Variance for Expectations of Receiving Emotional Support
SS

DF

MS

F

C

Sex of Participant

3.87

1

3.87

3.59

.060

.03

Friend's Sex

1.62

1

1.62

1.51

.222

<01

Support Condition

1.64

2

.82

.76

.469

.01

Sex by Friend's Sex

.86

1

.86

.80

.372

.01

Sex by Condition

.13

2

.07

.06

.941

<01

Friend's Sex by
Condition

1.13

2

.56

.52

.594

.01

Sex by Friend's Sex
by Condition

2.78

2

1.39

1.29

.279

.02

127

1.08

Within

136.65
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The third hypothesis, that men are expected to provide more problem-focused
support than women, was also tested with a 2 (participant sex) x 2 (friend sex) x 3
(support condition) analysis of variance. The results revealed no significant difference on
expectations for male friends or female friends to provide problem-focused support.
Therefore, this hypothesis was not supported (see Table 6). There was a trend, however,
for males to expect more problem focused support than females (see Table 3 for means).

Table 6
Analysis of Variance for Expectations of Receiving Problem-Focused Support

SS

DF

MS

F

12

1.32

1

1.32

1.38

.242

.01

Sex of Participant

.74

1

.74

.78

.380

.01

Support Condition

2.92

2

1.46

1.53

.221

.02

Friend's Sex by Sex

.68

1

.68

.71

.400

.01

Friend's Sex by
Condition

.42

2

.21

.22

.804

<01

Sex by Condition

.60

2

.30

.31

.733

.01

2.19

2

1.10

1.15

.321

.02

Friend's Sex

Friend's Sex by Sex
by Condition
Within

121.26

127

.95
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The fourth hypothesis, which stated that the likelihood of seeking social support is
positively related to the degree of relational certainty, was tested with a Pearson productmoment correlation. The results revealed a positive, significant relationship, r = .68
(138), p <.01, which supported the hypothesis. Two supplementary analyses were then
conducted to further investigate the role of uncertainty in the seeking of social support.
First, the 11-item relational uncertainty measure was split due to the possibility
that it was comprised of two parts, one more related to general uncertainty about the
relationship and one more related to certainty about the likelihood that the partner would
provide social support. The first five items, which formed the general measure of
relational uncertainty, achieved a reliability of .89. The remaining six items were
combined into a measure assessing certainty about receiving social support in particular
and achieved a reliability of .85. These two subscales were then correlated with the
likelihood of seeking social support to determine if there was a difference when looking at
general relational certainty as compared to certainty regarding the specific behavior of
social support. Both correlations revealed the same results as the primary analysis: a
significant, positive relationship between likelihood of seeking social support and
certainty.
The second supplemental analysis centered on investigating the role of the support
conditions (i.e., resume, argument, feeling down) due to the differences that were revealed
in the analysis of variance used to test hypothesis one. The likelihood of seeking social
support was correlated with each of the three relational certainty scales (the original 11-
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item scale and the two subscales described above) within each condition. Results revealed
significant, positive relationships for each of the three correlational analyses within each of
the three conditions.
Hypothesis five, which stated that as relational certainty increases, support seekers
will feel less face-threatened when eliciting support, was tested with a Pearson productmoment correlation. The results produced a significant, negative relationship, r = -.265
(140), p < .01, that supported the hypothesis. The two supplemental analyses described
above were also conducted for this hypothesis. Results involving the uncertainty subscale
produced the same results as the primary analysis. The within-condition correlations were
ail in the expected direction and all were significant except those in the resume condition.
The sixth hypothesis stated that as relationship certainty increases, the directness
of the support-seeking message will increase and was tested with a Pearson productmoment correlation. The results revealed a negative, significant relationship, i = -.172
(140), c < .05, that supported the hypothesis. Again, the two supplemental analyses were
conducted. The results of the analyses involving the two uncertainty subscales revealed
the same results as the primary analysis. The within-condition correlations were in the
expected direction for both the argument and the feeling down condition and were in the
opposite direction in the resume condition. However, all three correlations in the resume
condition were quite small and non-significant. Thus, the resuhs may be confined to those
situations that involve more emotive and communicative support than tangible support.
Of the 41 messages coded as very indirect and therefore classified into one of the

off record categories, 32 were classified as hints or clues, three as understatements of the
problem, three as rhetorical questions, two as vague or ambiguous, and one as
overstatement of the problem. Twenty-two of the off record messages were associated
with the feeling down support condition, 14 were associated with the argument condition,
and five were associated with the resume condition.
Hypothesis seven, which stated as relational certainty increases, the use of face
threatening strategies increases (i.e., face-saving facework decreases), was tested using a
Pearson product-moment correlation. The correlation revealed a significant, positive
relationship, i =.169 (140), j2 < .05, which was unexpected. This result points to the
conclusion that the amount of face-saving facework, rather than face-threatening
facework, increases as relational certainty increases. Thus, hypothesis seven was not
supported.
Because of the possibility of a nonlinear relationship, a follow-up analysis was
conducted using an analysis of variance with amount of face threat as the between-groups
variable and uncertainty as the grouping variable. Results showed a significant difference
between the groups, E (2, 139) = 4.26, ji < .05, with the mean face threat scores revealing
a linear relationship. Specifically, the mean face threat score for group one, low certainty,
was 2.74 (.78), for group two it was 2.99 (.98), and for group three, high certainty, it was
3.28 (.94).
Finally, the two previously described supplemental analyses were conducted.
Splitting the uncertainty scale revealed the same significant, negative relationship that was
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obtained in the primary analysis. The within-condition correlations were all in the same
direction as the original correlations except the correlation between the amount of general
relational uncertainty (5 items) and the amount of face threat used in the support
elicitation for the argument condition. The correlation was, however, negligible at -.008
(44), ns.
The eighth hypothesis, which stated that the directness of the support-seeking
message is positively associated with the amount of face threat in that message, was tested
via a correlational analysis. Interestingly, the correlation was significant, but in the wrong
direction, £ = -.456 (140), ji < .001. Thus, hypothesis eight was not supported. In order
to determine if there was a relationship between directness and positive and negative
facework separately, the amount of facework in the message was divided into positive
and negative facework and correlations with these variables and directness were
conducted. Again, the correlations were negative and significant, r = - 456 (140), u <
.001 and £ = -.473 (140), n < .01 for positive and negative facework, respectively.
Hypothesis nine, which stated that people experience more uncertainty in cross-sex
fiiendships than same-sex friendships, was tested with a 2 (participant sex) x 2 (sex
combination of the dyad) x 3 (support condition) analysis of variance. The resuhs did not
produce a significant effect for sex composition of the friendship (see Table 7). However,
there was a significant main effect for sex of the participant, E (1, 130) = 7.48, p = .007.
Women reported higher certainty than men (see Table 3 for means). There was also a
trend for the interaction of participant sex and sex composition of the dyad with women
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reporting higher certainty than men overall and higher certainty with same-sex friends.
Levels of uncertainty for the men were similar for both same- and cross-sex friends. The
mean relational certainty score for females in the same-sex friend condition was 6.28 and
was 5.59 for males. In the cross-sex friend condition, the score for females was 5.78 and
was 5.67 for males. As with the previous hypotheses involving the level of relational
certainty, supplementary analyses using the uncertainty subscales were conducted.

Table 7
Analysis of Variance for Relational Certainty

SS

DF

MS

F

Support Condition

2.19

2

1.09

Sex of Participant

5.67

1

Friend Type

1.93

Condition by Sex
Condition by
Friend Type
Sex by Friend Type
Condition by Sex
by Friend Type
Within

p

Ti^

1.44

.240

.02

5.67

7.48

.007

.05

1

1.93

2.54

.113

.02

.07

2

.04

.05

.955

<01

.68

2

.34

.45

.640

.01

2.73

1

2.73

3.60

.060

.03

.17

2

.08

.11

.895

<01

130

.76

98.55

A 2 (sex of the participant) x 2 (sex composition of the dyad) x 3 (support
condition) analysis of variance with the five-item general relational uncertainty measure
revealed the expected main effect for the sex composition of the dyad, E (I, 130) = 11.50,
H <.01, along with the same significant main effect for sex of the participant and the same
trend for an interaaion between sex composition of the dyad and sex of the participant as
produced in the primary analysis. The supplementary analysis with the six-item measure
of certainty regarding the partner's likelihood of providing social support produced only
the significant main effect for sex of the participant. While the remaining hypotheses were
contingent hypothesis nine being supported, which did not occur, the analyses were
conduaed because of the difference between same- and cross-sex fiiends that emerged
with the uncertainty subscale measuring general relational uncertainty used in the
supplemental analyses.
The tenth hypothesis, which stated that people are more likely to use direct
support-seeking strategies with same-sex fiiends than with cross-sex fnends was tested
with a 2 (participant sex) x 2 (sex combination of the dyad) x 3 (support condition)
analysis of variance. The hypothesis was not supported (see Table 8). However, there
was a main effect for support condition, E (2, 130) = 10.54,

< .001. People in the

resume condition were most likely to use direct messages and people in the feeling down
condition were least likely to use direct messages (see Table 3 for means).
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Table 8

Analysis of Variance for Directness of the Message

SS

DF

MS

F

Sex of Participant

3.80

1

3.80

1.02

.315

.01

Support Condition

78.61

2

39.31

10.54

.000

.14

.83

1

.83

.22

.638

<01

6.88

2

3.44

.92

.400

.01

Sex by Friend Type

.05

1

.05

.01

.905

<01

Condition by
Friend Type

.89

2

.45

.12

.887

<01

2.73

2

1.37

.37

.694

.01

130

3.73

Friend Type
Sex by Condition

Sex by Condition by
Friend Type
Within

484.59

The eleventh hypothesis, which stated that people are more likely to use facethreatening support-seeking strategies with same-sex friends than with cross-sex friends,
was tested with a 2 (participant sex) x 2 (sex combination of the dyad) x 3 (support
condition) analysis of variance. Unfortunately, there was no eflfect for the sex composition
of the dyad and therefore, no support for the hypothesis (see Table 9). Again, however,
there was a significant main eflfect for support condition, £ (2, 130) = 4.35, c = .015.
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People in the resume condition were least likely to use face-threatening messages and
people in the argument condition were most likely to use face-threatening messages (see
Table 3 for means).

Table 9
Analysis of Variance for Use of Face Threats in the Support Seeking Message
•>

SS

DF

MS

F

Sex of Participant

2.00

1

2.00

2.45

.120

.02

Support Condition

7.10

2

3.55

4.35

.015

.06

.03

1

.03

.04

.849

<01

1.32

2

.66

.81

.446

.01

.30

1

.30

.37

.546

<01

Condition by
Friend Type

1.56

2

.78

.96

.386

.02

Sex by Condition
by Friend Type

1.34

2

.67

.82

.443

.01

130

.82

Friend Type
Sex by Condition
Sex by Friend Type

Within

106.07

Tl"
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The final hypothesis, which stated that people feel less face threat when seeking
support fi-om same-sex fiiends than cross-sex fnends, was tested with a 2 (participant sex)
X 2 (sex composition of the dyad) x 3 (support condition) analysis of variance. The results
did not support the hypothesis (see Table 10). However, a significant interaction between
sex of the participant and sex composition of the dyad, E (U 130) = 4.55, ji = .035,
provided partial support for the hypothesis. Women reported feeling less face threatened,
M = 1-65, than men, M = 2.36, when seeking support fi-om same-sex fnends, but men
reported feeling less face threatened, M = 2.03, than women, M = 1 -89, when seeking
support fi-om cross-sex fiiends. The results also revealed a main effea for sex of the
participant, E (1, 130) = 9.98, p = .002. While both men and women reported feeling
relatively little face threat when seeking support, women reported feeling less threatened
than men (see Table 3 for means).
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Table 10

Analysis of Variance for Feeling Face Threatened When Seeking Support

SS

DF

MS

F

c

Ti^

Sex of Participant

6.40

1

6.40

9.98

.002

.02

Support Condition

1.19

2

.60

.93

.396

.01

.11

1

.11

.16

.685

<01

Sex by Condition

1.62

2

.81

1.26

.287

.02

Sex by Friend Type

2.92

1

2.92

4.55

.035

.03

Condition by
Friend Type

.76

2

.38

.59

.553

.01

Sex by Condition
by Friend Type

.11

2

.06

.09

.916

<01

130

.64

Friend Type

Within

83.32

62

CHAPTER 4
DISCUSSION
This study was aimed at better understanding the seeking of social support from
friends. From a communication perspective, social support is viewed as verbal and
nonverbal behaviors that reduce the amount of uncertainty and increase the amount of
control in the receiver of the social support. Social support is sought and provided in
varying kinds of situations from someone needing a ride to the store, to someone needing
advice about divorce, with the general goal of seeking support being the acquisition of
some form of assistance from the target of the request. In general, the past research on
social support has focused on the actual support that people supplied for others and
whether or not that support was helpful to the person in need.
Although useful and important information has been compiled from these studies, a
very important component of the social support process has been largely ignored.
Namely, questions such as who people turn to for support and how they go about
obtaining that support have remained virtually unanswered. Given that social support is
largely about helping someone get through a problem situation, it is understandable that
most of the previous research in this area focused on the kinds of social support being
offered and the effects of that support. It is time to extend this past research on support
provision, however, and examine support seeking.
Much of the past research has also been dedicated to the assessment of social
support between strangers rather than examining social support between friends. This

focus is particularly curious in light of the reports that people are more likely to turn to
friends than strangers for social support (Coyne et al., 1990; Hobfoll & Vaux, 1993;
Shapiro, 1980). In expanding the boundaries of social support research, this study
investigated the seeking of social support from both same- and cross-sex friends. This
study also extended past research by having the participants produce verbal messages
rather than written ones. Too much of the current social support information is based on
written responses to situations which may not completely reflect what a person would
actually say or do. Conversely, verbal messages have the potential of being more
spontaneous, natural and longer than written ones.
Summsiy of Rgswits
Of particular interest was determining who people were likely to turn to for social
support and how they went about actually obtaining the desired support. Findings
revealed that both gender and relational characteristics influenced the social supportseeking process. However, the manner in which these variables impacted the actual
messages created to seek social support was somewhat diiferent than what was expected.
Specifically, there was support for the first hypothesis which stated that women would be
sought out for social support more than men. There was no difference, however, in the
expectations for the kind of support that men and women would provide. Men and
women were both expected to provide emotion- and problem-focused support.
Consequently, hypotheses two and three were not supported.
Aside from the findings associated with hypothesis one, the only other findings to

provide support for their hypotheses were those regarding relational certainty as predicted
in hypotheses four, five, and six. The results for these three hypotheses provided evidence
for the argument that the level of relational certainty is positively related to one's
likelihood of seeking support, negatively related to the amount of face threat one feels
while seeking support, and positively related to the directness of the actual supportseeking message.
The level of relational certainty was also related to the amount of facework in the
actual support-seeking messages produced in this study but not in the manner predicted by
hypothesis seven. Counter to the prediction, it was found that relational certainty and the
amount of facework in the support request are positively related. Interestingly, the
relationship between the amount of facework in the message and the directness of the
message was also opposite of that predicted. Rather than a negative relationship between
the amount of facework in the message and the directness of the message as expected in
hypothesis eight, a positive relationship was found. In other words, the messages that
were most direct included the most face-saving facework.
In terms of the hypotheses regarding diflEerences between same- and cross-sex
friends, the support was limited. There was no difference in the amount of certainty
people reported when comparing same-sex friends to cross-sex friends as was anticipated
in hypothesis nine when the primary (11-item) uncertainty measure and the subscale
regarding the certainty of the provision of social support were used. There was, however,
a difference when same- and cross-sex friends were compared on the five-item general

relational uncertainty subscale, with same-sex friends more certain. However, neither the
directness of the messages nor the amount of facework in them varied as a function of
same- versus cross-sex friendship type, as hypotheses ten and eleven respectively
predicted. Finally, the same- or cross-sex nature of the friendship did not produce a
diflference in the amount of face threat people felt while seeking support as expected in
hypothesis twelve. The lack of support for hypotheses 10 through 12 is not surprising due
to that fact that they were contingent on the support of hypothesis nine, which was not
obtained.
IMPLICATIONS
Gender of the Support Provider
Since gender plays such a prominent role in many interpersonal processes such as
self-disclosure and relational maintenance, there is reason to believe that it will also play a
role in the process of social support seeking. As a matter of fact, several researchers
provide information that points to the different roles of men and women in regards to
social support. Specifically, it has been argued that women are sought for social support
more than men and that people will seek women for emotional support and men for
problem-focused support (Eagly & Crowley, 1986; Sarason et al., 1986). The findings in
this study, however, show no significant difference in expectations for men or women to
provide either type of support more than the other. Instead, the findings indicate that
people are more likely to turn to women for social support in general and expect both men
and women to provide both emotion- and problem-focused support.
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This study's failure to find a difference in support expectations based on the
gender of the provider is counter to many past gender difference claims, but is reflected in
a claim made by Sherrod (1989), who argued that both women and men expect their
fnends to be there for them and to help them through problems. Regardless of the gender
of the fnend, people expect fnends to be supportive. When comparing the findings of this
study with past claims, it becomes evident, as argued by Goldsmith and Dun (in press),
that the much touted gender differences may be assumed rather than actual differences.
Goldsmith, McDermott, and Hawkins (1996) point out that Tannen's (1986, 1990) much
cited difference between men and women in terms of social support is based on
interactions between children, not aduhs. Additionally, Kunkel and Burleson (in press)
have recently questioned the multitude of claims that men and women are very different in
their communication styles. They are particularly concerned about the tendency for
authors to cite speculative claims as fact. Several researchers have also begun to
challenge the "reality" of gender differences (e.g., Aries, 1996; Ehick & Wright, 1993).
Goldsmith and Dun (in press) argue that gender differences in support provision
account for a very small amount of variance and may be socially constructed expectations
rather than true differences. After obtaining actual support messages, they found that the
content of the messages varied little across men and women and that women actually
included more problem-focused talk than men. Additionally, a recent study by Goldsmith
and MacGeorge (1996) found that women offered more advice than men. If men and
women actually do provide similar kinds of social support, it is not surprising that there

67

were no significant differences in expectations for emotion- or problem-focused support
when men and women targets of support requests were compared in this study.
Relational Characteristics
To better understand the support seeking process, the results of this study indicate
the need to focus on relational characteristics rather than gender. The general implication
from the findings is that characteristics of the relationship as a whole are more important
than characteristics of the individuals in the relationship. Specifically, the level of
relational certainty is an important variable in determining whether one is going to seek
social support, the amount of face threat one will feel while seeking support, the directness
of the actual support seeking message, and the amount of facework in the support seeking
message.
There is clear evidence that it becomes more appropriate to turn to a particular
other for social support as the level of relational certainty with that other increases. It
seems that there is an increased level of confidence in the acceptability of asking for
support and in the response the request is likely to obtain. Relatedly, it is evident that
once the seeking of social support becomes appropriate in a relationship, the level of face
threat the support seeker feels while making the support request decreases. If the seeking
of social support has become a sanctioned relational activity, it has probably become so
for both relational partners. In other words, if partner A is "allowed" to seek support
from partner B, then it is highly likely that partner B is "allowed" to seek support fi-om
partner A. Consequently, basic social exchange and reciprocity concepts are potentially at
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work in most social support situations. That is, support seekers know they are within the
bounds of the relational rules and know they will undoubtedly be in the role of support
provider in the future, so they do not feel threatened when seeking support.
Not only are expectations and feelings about support seeking influenced by the
level of relational certainty, but the kind of message that is produced is also affected by the
level of relational certainty. Specifically, people are more likely to make their support
requests direct and to the point as the level of relational certainty increases. Within
relationships high on relational certainty, there is no need to beat around the bush and test
the partner. One partner can come right out and state what is needed fi-om the other.
While the above findings regarding the role of relational certainty were expected,
the predicted relationship between relational certainty and amount of facework in the
actual support-seeking message was not produced in this study. Instead of finding a
decrease in face-saving facework with an increase in relational certainty, there was an
increase in face-saving facework with an increase in certainty. It appears that the support
seekers become more concerned with the target's identity and less willing to infiinge on
the target's time as relational certainty increases. The association between relational
certainty and facework is brought into clearer focus when tied with the unexpected finding
that an increase in the directness of the message is associated with an increase in the
amoimt of face-saving facework in the message.
Based on these findings, it is reasonable to speculate that while relational partners
feel confident in stating exactly what is needed fi'om the other, they realize the potential

relational damage that could come from showing no concern for the other. Therefore, the
direct requests are consequently "softened" with face-saving messages that bolster the
target's self-esteem and value as a relational partner as well as recognize the intrusion that
the request puts on the other's time. For example, one participant said, "I know you're
kinda busy this weekend, but I really need you to help me on my resume. You're so good
at this kind of stuff I hope you can make time to help me." This support seeking
message directly stated what was needed and included both positive and negative
facework.
Sex Composition of the Dvad
Surprisingly, the relationship between sex composition of the dyad and the amount
of relational certainty did not emerge as expected. Many past studies claim that cross-sex
friendships are fraught with hurdles not found in same-sex friendships and that these
hurdles create high levels of relational uncertainty (O'Meara, 1989; Rawlins, 1982, 1992).
In this study, however, the amount of relational certainty as measured by the original 11item scale and the subscale focused on certainty regarding support provision specifically,
was not significantly different when same-sex fiiends were compared with cross-sex
fiiends. Consequently, it is not surprising that the remaining hypothesized differences
between same- and cross-sex friendships, which were predicated on differences in
relational certainty, did not emerge.
There was, however, a significant difference between same- and cross-sex fiiends
when they were compared on the general relational uncertainty subscale. The implication

here is that people may be generally more uncertain of their cross-sex friends, but are
better able to predict their behavior when asked about specific behaviors. It seems that
relational uncertainty should be investigated in a general sense, but also as it relates to
particular behaviors, feelings, or attitudes of the partner because they may produce
diflferent results. Even though people may have less predictability about their opposite-sex
fiiends, this does not translate into uncertainty about these friends' willingness to provide
social support nor the manner in which support is sought from them relative to same-sex
friends. Furthermore, these findings support the earlier implication that gender is perhaps
not the best variable to focus on when examining social support situations, even when it is
a relational characteristic.
There was partial support for the argument that people would feel less face threat
when seeking support from same-sex fiiends in that women did report feeling less
threatened when seeking social support from female fiiends. However, males also
reported feeling less threatened when seeking support from female fiiends. As was
discussed earlier, women seem to be more involved in the social support process than
men. While this gender difference in feeling less face threatened when seeking social
support from women than men was not predicted in this study, it does have support in
past studies that show that women and men are both more likely to self-disclose to female
fiiends (Dindia & Allan, 1992) and that women and men rate friendships with females as
more satisfying than other fiiendship types (Buhrke & Fuqua, 1987). As was described
earlier, social support seeking is an activity that opens people up in much the same way as
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does self-disclosure. Therefore, if people are satisfied with and more comfortable
disclosing to their female fnends, the seeking of social support should not be overly
threatening to the seeker when the target is a female fnend.
Lastly, there were no diflferences between same- and cross-sex fnendships in terms
of the directness or the amount of facework in the actual support-seeking messages. In
sum, there appears to be more similarities than differences between same-sex fnends and
cross-sex fnends in terms of social support. However, the findings and discussion
regarding same- versus cross-sex fiiendships should be interpreted in light of the fact that
the relational certainty scores were relatively high across the entire sample. The high
relational certainty scores are possibly a function of the sample used in this study. The
formation of cross-sex fiiendships between college students is a highly usual occurrence
due to the amount of time spent together in classes and the communal nature of their
housing. Consequently, college students may be in a position to better manage cross-sex
fiiendships because of their increased practice in and exposure to them.
The Support Seeking Situation
A final implication fi"om the results of this study is that the social support situation
itself may play an important role in the choice of target and the message strategy. While
the analyses did not reveal any consistent pattern for the role of situation, some interesting
results emerged. Specifically, people reported being most likely to seek support in the
argument condition and least likely in the feeling down condition. Additionally, the
messages were most direct in the resume condition and least direct in the feeling down
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condition. People also reported feeling the least amount of face threat in the resume
condition and the most amount of face threat in the argument condition.
Based on these findings, it appears that situations requiring impersonal, innocuous,
tangible support are ones in which the person in need of support can directly seek it
without feeling face threatened in doing so. On the other hand, those situations that are
more personal and require emotional or advice-based support rather than more tangible
support seem to cause support seekers to be less direct and to feel face threatened while
seeking support.
Overall, while the supplemental within-condition analyses generally produced
results similar to those in the primary analyses, the relationships held up less well in the
resume than the other two conditions. It is possible that the resume request, being less
personal and more mundane than the other conditions, is something people are as likely, if
not more so, to ask of a co-worker or an instructor as of a friend because co-workers and
instructors may have had more experience with putting together a resume. Consequently,
factors such as the level of face threat felt while seeking support and the directness of the
request are not a function of the level of relational certainty in the resume condition. Even
though these situations appear to operate differently, however, it is important to keep in
mind that the within-condition analyses revealed relationships that were similar to the
analyses conducted across situations and with the original 11-item relational uncertainty
measure. Additionally, it is important to note that the within-condition analyses resuhed in
a loss of power due to the reduced sample size, which may partly account for weaker
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results in the resume condition.
That the situation does play a role in the support seeking process is attested to by
other researchers as well. Goldsmith and Dun (in press) found several significant main
effects for situation and no situation by gender interactions in an investigation of social
support responses to hypothetical problem situations. They claimed that researchers
interested in investigating the provision of social support "may find that the pursuit of sex
differences is less usefiil than the exploration of other faaors affecting men and women
alike" (p. 25). Even though Goldsmith and Ehin focused on support provision, their
arguments have implications for support seeking.
FUTURE DIRECTIONS
The information gathered in this study will be useful in future efforts to understand
more fully the process of seeking social support. Specifically, this research revealed four
general paths that fiiture research should take at this point. First, more variation is needed
in the relational certainty scores. While the level of relational certainty proved to be
related to important factors in the social support seeking process, the fact that it did not
differentiate same- fi'om cross-sex fnendships coupled with the relatively high average
relational certainty scores across fiiendship types is evidence that future studies should
make a conscious effort to draw a sample of relationships that will represent a wider range
of relational certainty scores.
Future studies could focus on fiiendships of varying length under the assumption
that relational certainty generally increases with the length of the relationship. Moreover,

future studies should also include dififerent types of relationships (e.g., familial and
romantic) that will potentially vary in levels of relational certainty. Until a wider band of
relational certainty scores is obtained and assessed, we cannot be completely sure of the
impact of the level of relational certainty on determining who people seek for social
support and how that support is sought.
Second, future studies should include measures of the responses that the support
requests actually elicit. Until responses to support-seeking messages of varying amounts
of directness and facework are assessed, there is no way of knowing the actual impact of
these dififerent message types. Relatedly, other message characteristics or aspects of the
communication used by the support seeker should be examined. For example, future
research could include attention to the nonverbal cues used to elicit support and whether
or not the message induced feelings of responsibility or guilt in the target. The goal would
be to classify message strategies as successful or not, based on directness and facework, in
much the same manner as social support behaviors were classified as helpfiil or not in
research by Burleson (1990) and Goldsmith (1994).
Whilg responses to support-seeking messages could be obtained in several ways,
there are two methods that seem most reasonable. First, the researcher could observe
dyads discussing issues that are problems for one or both of the partners. For example.
Goldsmith et al. (1996) recently conducted a study in which they had one partner in a dyad
list five problems they were currently experiencing and then instructed the dyad to engage
in a 20-minute conversation regarding the two topics rated as most problematic.

The second method to obtain responses to social support requests would be to
create requests varying in directness and facework and then have participants generate
responses. While this method is less realistic than the first, it offers the researcher control
over the types of support seeking messages used in the study.
Third, future studies should examine the impact of the seeker's gender on the
support seeking process. While the gender of the support seeker was not included in any
of the hypotheses in this study, the findings indicate that seeker gender may play an
equally, if not more, important role than the gender of the target. It is evident fi"om the
findings that women are more likely to seek social support than men and expect to receive
emotional support more than men. Additionally, women felt less threatened while seeking
support than men.
The combination of these findings for support seeker gender with the earlier
findings regarding provider gender paint more clearly the picture that women are more
involved in the social support process than men, which supports earlier work by Burhke
and Fuqua (1987) and Sarason et al. (1986). Since women are typically more relationshipfocused than men, it is reasonable to assume that on average they would show more
concern for others than would men and would consequently be sought out for social
support more often than men.
This especially makes sense if one considers that the goal of seeking support is to
convince the target of the request to focus on the seeker and assist the seeker. In other
words, it is important to persuade request targets to focus on other people (the seekers)
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rather than themselves. Since women are more inclined to be other-focused than men,
"half of the support seeking "battle" is won simply by choosing a female target.
Similarly, if women are more concerned with others and emotional closeness, they may
very well expect other people to have those same concerns, and they may project their
characteristics onto others. This expectation by projection may in turn cause women to be
more willing than men to seek social support when it is needed and expect emotional
support in response to the request.
Finally, more situations should be employed and focused attention should be
placed on the role of different situation types. Based on the previous discussion of the
impact of the situation on the seeking of support, it seems that future studies should be
conducted to determine what is causing the situations to operate differently. For example,
situational factors that could influence the social support process are the intimacy of the
situation and the level of effort or investment required of the potential support provider.
The potential impact of the intimacy of the situation was revealed in the findings regarding
the resume condition. While no differences were found that related specifically to the
amount of effort or investment required of potential support providers, it has become
apparent through the analyses that the situations used in this study were not particularly
high on either effort or investment. It is quite possible that situations requiring the target
to perform a time consuming task (e.g., to babysit for several hours) or offer expensive
tangible support such as loaning someone a car or money, would influence the social
support elicitation messages people create.

Additionally, Goldsmith and Dun (in press) have speculated that whether the event
or problem occurred in the past or is currently taking place, or is task- or emotionfocused, are possible situational factors that cause differing responses to the people in
need of support. Obviously, these same situational factors could also influence the
messages people produce when seeking support and who people decide to turn to for the
needed support.
When discussing the support situation, it is also important to realize that it is not
made up of the problem alone. The relationship between the parties involved is also an
important component of the situation. It is therefore important to determine if there are
situational differences above and beyond the relational characteristics that have been found
to produce differences. Additionally, future studies should investigate the role of other
relational characteristics besides uncertainty such as the quality of the relationship.
LIMITATIONS
Future studies should also address the following limitations of this particular study.
First, the hypothetical social support situations should be replaced with real social support
situations. While the hypothetical situations provide more control in the study, they
obviously reduce the amount of realism. Since the goal of social science research is the
understanding of human behavior, the more realistic the study, the more accurate the
understanding. Evidence of the need for realism in a study regarding social support can be
found in the pre-video comments of several participants in this study.

On several occasions, participants asked to have a moment to think before being
video-taped. The reason they supplied for needing this moment was so that they could
think of a situation from their own experiences that was similar to the hypothetical one
described. If they had never experienced a similar situation, they needed to take some
time to create the situation for themselves. Issues like why they were feeling bad or who
they were arguing with seemed to be important to the participants as they prepared their
social support request. It appears, then, that the use of actual social support situations
would be easier for the participants to think about, which may in turn influence such things
as the content, formality, directness, spontaneity, length, amount of facework, and realism
of the support seeking requests.
In an effort to obtain information on real or more natural social support situations,
it would be useful to employ multiple data collection methods. For example, after having
participants respond to hypothetical situations, they could be asked questions regarding
the realism of the situation. Furthermore, relational partners could be asked to evaluate
the support-seeking messages that participants produce in terms of their typicality.
Finally, researchers could utilize diary or daily interview methods that require the
participants to report on social support situations that occurred during their "normal" day.
These self-report and recall methods could be used to overcome the second limitation as
well, although it must be recognized that they are not without limitations themselves. For
example, participants could have a diflHcuh time remembering exactly what was said in
order to obtain support and exactly what was said in response to the request.
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The second limitation is tied to the procedure of having the participants imagine
that they were talking to a real person when in fact they were not. When participants are
asked to think of people who are not actually participating in the study with them, there is
no guarantee that they are actually thinking of the appropriate kind of other or any one
particular other. In general, however, it is assumed that the participants can identify a
particular other and think of that person while responding to questionnaire items. In this
study, though, people were asked to act as if they were actually talking to the imagined
other, which is quite different from the task of keeping the other in mind while responding
to questionnaire items. Use of an empty chair dialogue does, however, have precedence in
work on psychotherapy (see, e.g., Beutler, Engle, Oro'-Beutler, Daldrup, & Meredith,
1986) and has been successful in eliciting the kind of spontaneous and affect-laden
discourse that typifies oral interpersonal communication.
The procedure of having participants create messages for the camera was coupled
with the potential for demand characteristics due to the presence of the researcher while
the messages were being videotaped, which may have meant that participants were
creating messages for the researcher rather than for a particular friend. Specifically, it is
possible that the messages being produced were scripted rather than natural in an effort to
appear knowledgeable and skilled in the art of seeking social support. Although a
measure of comfort or perceived realism was not taken, there was evidence that several of
the participants felt awkward talking to an empty chair. They also seemed somewhat
restricted in their talk due to the lack of feedback from another. However, the advantage

of having participants produce messages without the other present is that the eflFect of
feedback is constant for each participant, i.e., there is no feedback. Despite the
awkwardness of the camera and the presence of the researcher, there was evidence that
most of the messages produced were fairly natural. For example, several participants
addressed their friend by name and included personalized details in their messages. StilL, it
is possible that the support requests would be more realistic if they were expressed to real
others without the immediate presence of the researcher.
The final limitation lies in the measurement of the amount of facework and
directness in the actual messages and the likelihood of seeking social support. After
conducting the analyses for this study, it became apparent that more items were needed to
measure both negative facework and directness. The original facework scale included
three positive facework items, two negative facework items, and one general facework
item that assessed the overall amount of self versus other focus. The reliability analysis of
these six items revealed a negative item-to-total correlation with one of the two negative
facework items. Consequently, that item was dropped from fiirther analyses.
The potential problem in dropping one of the two negative fiicework items is the
fact that negative facework is no longer as equally represented in the overall facework
score with positive facework. Therefore, it is possible that the findings regarding the use
of facework in the support-seeking messages were largely a fimction of the positive
facework. Since this study was interested in &cework in general rather than positive and
negative facework specifically, this limitation should not taint the results here. However,
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future studies may want to assess the role of each type of facework separately. If so,
consideration should be given to revising the facework coding scheme used here and
including more negative facework items.
In terms of the directness of the message and the likelihood of seeking support, the
current single-item measures are problematic due to the inability to assess reliability. As
with negative facework, more items should be included to assess these factors.
Additionally, the coding scheme for both directness and facework should include items
that tap specifically into nonverbal behaviors. In this study, directness and facework were
judged largely on the verbal message due to the nature of the messages produced and the
fact that many nonverbal support-seeking strategies require relational history in order for
them to be identified as support seeking. Future studies may encounter this same problem
with the nonverbal aspect of the messages but should consider ways to overcome it.
CONCLUSION
In general, this study provided some insight into the social support-seeking process
between same- and cross-sex friends by revealing that the gender of both the support
provider and the support seeker, but not the gender combination of the dyad, and
relational certainty have some impact on the social support-seeking process. All of the
dependent variables of interest, likelihood of seeking support, amount of face threat felt
while seeking support, the directness of the support-seeking message, and the amount of
facework in the support-seeking message, were influenced by the level of relational
certainty. Future studies should continue to investigate these variables and expand the

research on seeking social support by including measures of the responses to the support
requests and closer focus on the social support situation itself Finally, future studies
should strive to create more realism than that created in this study.
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Appendix A
Pilot Sttidy
I'm interested in finding out what kinds of situations lead people to turn to others for
social support. Social support is generally defined as verbal and nonverbal behaviors that
facilitate another person's coping in everyday life. The forms of social support range from
emotional support (i.e., caring, empathy), to communicative support (i.e. advice, problem
solving), to tangible support (i.e., a loan, filling in at work).
For the purposes of this study. Please think of a recent situation in which you sought
social support fi-om a fiiend. In the space below, describe the situation and indicate why
you were seeking social support.

DEMOGRAPHICS; The following information is being used for grouping purposes. All
information you provide is anonymous and will be kept completely confidential.
1.

What is your gender?

Male

Female

2.

What is the gender of the person you turned to for social support in the example
you provided?
Male
Female

3.

What type of relationship do you have with the person identified above?
Acquaintanceship
Friendship
Close Friendship
Romantic Relationship

4.

Did you get support fi"om the person identified above?
Yes (go to question 5)
No

5.

In the space below, briefly describe the kind of social support you received. Try to
be specific in describing what was said and/or done that was supportive.
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Relational Certainty Measure
Note: surveys given to the participants instructed them to think of a particular type of friend (same or
opposite). Both terms appear here for illustration purposes only.
This stucty is being conducted by a graduate student in the Department of Communication at the
University of Arizona. By filling out this questionnaire you are agreeing to let the information you
provide be used for research purposes. All answers will be kept strictly confidential. Thank you for
your participation.
This stuify is interested in finding out about the communication that occurs between friends. In order
to achieve that goal, it is important for you to think of one specific friend and answer all questions
with that same person in mind. For the purposes of this survey 1 would like you to think of a
same/opposite-sex friend. This person does not have to be your best friend, but she/he CANNOT
be your romantic partner or a family member.
Please put the initials of your same/opposite-sex friend in the blank.
Remember to think of the person you identified above when answering all the questions below.
Not at All

Very

1. How confident are you of your general abili^ to predict
this person's ultimate desires for your relationship?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

2. How confident would you be in estimating your friend's
feelings about your relationship?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

3. If you were asked what this person sees as the fiiture of your
relationship, how certain would you be with your answer?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

4. If asked to estimate the future direction of this relationship,
bow confident would you be with your answer?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

5. If you were asked to estimate how much this person cared
for you, how certain would you be in your answer?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

6. How confident are you of this person's willingness to help
you in times of need?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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Not at All

Ver\'

7. If you needed to borrow money how sure are you that this
person would lend it to you?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8. If you needed someone to listen, how confident are you
that this person would be willing to do so?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

9. How certain are you that this person would give you a ride
home if your usual transportation was not available?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

10. If you did poorly on an exam, how certain are you that
this person would cheer you up?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

11. If you needed help that this person could not provide,
how confident are you that he/she would direct you to
someone who could help?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

12. How likely are you to seek assistance from this person?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

13. How likely are you to turn to this person for
emotional support?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

14. How likely are you to ask this person for advice?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Appendix C

Quality of the Relationship Measure
Not at
All
1. To what extent do you turn to this person for
advice about problems?
2. How often do you need to work hard to avoid
conflict with this person?
3. To what extent could you count on this person for
help with a problem?
4. How upset does this person sometimes make you feel?
5. To what extent can you cont on this person to give you
honest feedback, even if you might not want to hear it?
6. How much does this person make you feel guilty?
7. How much do you have to "give in" in this Felati(Hiship?
8. To what extent can you coimt on this person to help
you if a family member very close to you died?
9. How much does this person want you to change?
10. How positive a role does this person play in your life?
11. How significant is this relationship in your life?
12. How close will your relationship be with this person
in 10 years?
13. How much would you miss this person if the two of
you could not see or talk with each other for a month?
14. How critical ofyou is this person?
15. Ifyou wanted to go out and do something this evening,
how confident are you that this person would be
willing to do something with you?
16. How responsible do you feel for this person's
well-being?
17. How much do you depend on this person?
18. To what extent can you count on tiiis person to listen
to you when you are very angry at someone else?
19. How much would you like this person to change?
20. How angry does this person make you feel?

Very
Much

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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Not at
All

Very
Much

21. How much do you argue with this person?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

22. To what extent can you really count on this person to
distract you from your worries when you feel under
stress?

12 3 4 5 6 7

23. How often does this person make you feel angry?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

24. How often does this person tr to control or influence
yourlife?

12 3 4 5 6 7

25. How much more do you give than you get from this
relationship?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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Appendix D
Support Expectations
People often Qnd themselves needing help or support from their friends. For example, you may need
to borrow some money, you may need a ride someplace, you may be having trouble with your
roommate or romantic partner, or you ma>' feel bad because you did poorly on an exam or received
bad news. And these are only a few examples of times when you may need to turn to a friend. If you
were to seek assistance or support from your friend
, regardless of the problem, to what extent
would you expect him/her to do the following?
Very
Likely

Not
Likely
1. Focus on finding a solution for the problem
or situation.
2. Bring up topics not related to the problem
so as to get your mind on something else.
3. Simply tell you that everything will be all right.
4. Tell you that the problem is really not all that bad.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1
1
1

2
2
2

3
3
3

4 5
4 5
4 5

6
6
6

7
7
7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

5. Express his/her empatl^ with your situation.
6. Offer to take over some of your responsibilities so
you can better deal with the problem or situation.
7. Tell youjokes to distract you from the problem
8. Tell you that other people have similar problems
and you should not be so worried.

1
I

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

6
6

7
7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

9. Offer you tangible assistance (e.g., a ride, mon^).
10. Give you a hug to comfort you.
11. Tell you things could be worse.
12. Act goofy to cheer you up.

1
1
1
I

2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5

6
6
6
6

7
7
7
7

13.
14.
15.
16.

1
1
1
I

2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5

6
6
6
6

7
7
7
7

Solve the problem for you.
Tell you to igaore the problem.
Tell you that what you're feeling is normal.
Tell you to just relax.
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Appendix E
Message Instructions
As was mentioned in the survey you just filled out, times arise when we turn to others for
some sort of help or social support. Sometimes we feel like we can directly ask the person
for the help or support we need, other times we feel as if we have to hint around and seek
help or support in an indirect fashion. How we go about seeking this help or social
support will of course depend on a number of factors such as who the other person is.
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Appendix F

Examples of Support Situations
Signifigant Othgr SggnanQ
For this part of the study, I'd like you to imagine that you've recently gotten in a fight with
a significant other (dating partner or best fnend). The two of you have tried to talk and
work out the problem, but that only seems to make matters worse. You want to keep the
relationship, but you just don't know what to do.
Now, imagine that you are having a conversation with your fiiend
. Using your
own communication style, what exactly would you say and/or do in order to get your
fiiend to provide the needed help or social support?

Resume Scenario

For this part of the study, I'd like you to imagine that you have recently been working on
putting your resume together but you are not quite sure about how it should look and
you're having trouble decidmg how to word your cover letter. You've worked on it for a
few days, you don't like the way it looks or sounds, and you're completely frustrated.
Now, imagine that you are having a conversation with your fiiend
. Using your
own communication style, what exactly would you say and/or do in order to get your
fiiend to provide the needed help or social support?

Feeling Pown Scenario

For this part of the study, Td like you to imagine that you have recently been feeling down
and bad about yourself. Things just dont seem to be going right for you and this has
caused you to start feeling worthless. You've been feeling this way for a few days now.
Now, imagine that you are having a conversation with your fiiend
. Using your
own communication style, what exactly would you say and/or do in order to get your
fiiend to provide the needed help or social support?

NOTE: Each participant responded to only one of these scenarios
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Facg Thrgat Fglt and Sglf Rgpon of Mgssagg Stratggigs Used
For the following questions, continue to imagine that you are in the situation just described and that
you are talking with your friend
. Please rate the degree to which you agree with the
following statements about your feelings and actions during the conversation with your friend.
Strongly
Disagree
1. I would feel incapable because I couldn't
solve my own problem.
2. I would feel stupid because I had to seek
assistance from someone.
3. I would feel like I couldn't do anything for myself.
4. I would feel comfortable seeking support from mv
friend.
'
5. I would feel irresponsible for not being able to solve
my own problem.
6. I would directly ask for assistance or support.
7. I would feel like a child who couldn't take care
of him/herself.
8. I would feel like I bad no control over
life.
9. I would feel like my friend wanted to give me support
10.1 would use a heavy sigh as a nonverbal hint that I
wanted assistance or support from my friend.
11.1 would feel like I was being looked down upon.
12.1 would avoid ^e contact with my friend as a hint
to him/her that I needed support.
13.1 would mention something about my problem rather
than directly ask for support in order to gain
assistance or support from my friend.
14.1 would feel bad about myself.
15.1 would directly ask for advice about the problem, but
would present the problem as if it were hypothetical.

Strongly
Agree

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

6
6

7
7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1
1
1

2
2
2

3
3
3

4
4
4

5
5
5

6
6
6

7
7
7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

6
6

7
7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
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Strongly
Disagree
16.1 would feel like my privac}'was being invaded.
17.1 would use a pleading look in order to get support
from my friend.
18.1 would feel obligated to follow nty friend's advice.
19.1 would make it clear to my friend that I wanted
assistance or supparL
20.1 would feel like my friend disapproved of me.

Strongly
Agree

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

6
6

7
7

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

6
6

7
7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

21.1 would not be very direct in conveying my need
for support.
22.1 would feel like my choices for dealing with my
problem were limited to nty friend's suggestions.
23. My friend might not realize that I was trying to gain
assistance or support from him/her.
24.1 would talk in a monotone voice as a nonverbal clue
to my friend that 1 wanted support from him/her.
25.1 would act upset about something so as to get my
friend to ask me what was wrong.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

26.1 would complain about my situation in order to get
my friend to offer me support or assistance.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Appendix H

DgtnQgraphics
The following questions are for grouping purposes only. All information will be kept
completely confidential. Thank you again for your participation.

1.

lam;

male(l)

2.

My age is:

3.

I am:

4.

I have known the fiiend identified for this study for:

female (2)

years

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

African American
American Indian
Caucasian
Hispanic
Pacific Islander
Other: Please specify

months

5.

I see or talk to my fiiend;

6.

lam: 1.
2.
3.
4.

years (# of months and/or years)

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

A senior
A junior
A sophomore
A freshman

Rarely
1-3 times a month
Once a week
2-4 times a week
Daily

Appendix I
Coding Sheet
Person number

Coder Id

Direct

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Indirect

No Positive
Facework

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Much Positive
Facework

No Negative
Facework

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Much Negative
Facework

Self Focused 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other Focused

No Solidarity 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Much Solidarity

Much
Imposition

2

3

4

5

6

7

No
Imposition

7

No
Approbation

Much
Approbation

1

I

2

3

4

5

6

If the strategy is OFF RECORD, identify which off record strategy was used
1.

Hints or association clues

2.

Understatement of the problem

3.

Overstatement of the problem

4.

Irony

5.

Rhetorical Question

6.

Vagueness or ambiguity
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