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ABSTRACT: This study examines who is more or less likely to ask for help 

with software from a librarian, teacher, fellow student, or close friend 

rather than family members or coworkers by using 2002-2004 General 

Social Survey data and logistic regression analysis. It is found that 

demographic variables such as age, race and marital status, and 

socio-economic status variables such as education and family income, play 

significant roles in predicting the patterns of people asking for help with 

software. African-Americans are more likely to ask librarians for help with 

software. Ethnic minorities and the unmarried are more likely to ask 

teachers for help with software. The more educated people are, the more 

likely they are to ask teachers or fellow students for help with software. 

The older people are, the less likely they are to ask fellow students for help 

with software. African-Americans and the unmarried are more likely to 

ask fellow students for help with software. People with higher levels of 

family income are less likely to ask fellow students for help with software 

than their counterparts. The unmarried are more likely to ask close friends 

for help with software. The variables of the ability to use the Internet, 

when first to use the web, gender, and region make no difference in this 

study. The findings will be of value for software firms to provide high 

quality software with desirable help features and services for customers, 

and for schools and libraries to improve services with software usage.  

 

I. Introduction  

In the information age, information technologies are evolving rapidly. In order to 

open global markets and attract more users, software firms continue to develop high 

quality software with help features that make their applications easy for users to learn 

in different cultures and contexts. More and more people use computers at home or 

work, and purchase applicable software with regard to life, learning, and work, but 

"When they want to learn how to do something new with their software, they need 

advice on how to do it" (Davis & Smith, 2005). Some ask for help with software from 

family members or coworkers. Others ask for help with software from librarians, 

teachers, fellow students, or close friends. The patterns in asking for help with 

software vary among individuals. What factors influence people's preferences of 
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asking for help with software from librarians, teachers, fellow students, or close 

friends other than other people? This is the focus of the current study with the 

2002-2004 General Social Survey (GSS) data and a logistic regression analysis. The 

findings will be of value for software firms to provide high quality software with 

desirable help features and services for customers, and for schools and libraries to 

improve services with software usage.  

II. Literature Review  

With the software and services industry boom in the 1990s and its continuing rapid 

expansion, a great quantity of literature on software and services industry has 

emerged. The vast literature covers several main topics such as software technologies, 

software developments, software products, how to choose software, how software 

assists people in their activities, how to offer users the support software tools to 

reduce the costs of long calls from customers, the increased customer dissatisfaction 

with software service, help with software features, and software trends.  

Hefley, Curtis, and Nielsen (1995) described the online help technologies and 

computer users' patterns of asking a real person for help. Yakal (2004) introduced 

several available kinds of help tools in "TaxCut Premium 2003". Strauss (1999) 

thought that the increase of free software for users, free software provided by the 

government for users to do their taxes, and free trials of software by companies would 

become the trends. Recently, the number of the customer' dissatisfaction with help 

service is increasing. The survey reported by CNN showed that "Of the nearly 8 

million computer users who seek technical support from software manufactures, 

nearly a third never get the help they need" (Lundquist, 2003). More help with 

software tools should be developed to meet the technical-support needs of customers 

(Metz, 2002). Hayes (1995) discussed the help features of Lotus' Ask the Expert and 

Microsoft's Answer Wizard application software, and mentioned that "Both 

companies say they've spent years researching how to improve help features, and have 

determined that most users ignore the help button on the tool bar in favor of asking 

nearby users for advice." Who the nearby users are is not mentioned. Are they 

librarians, teachers, fellow students, or close friends?  

The social software such as blogs, wikis, and RSS feeds is currently used in libraries 

(Rutherford, 2008). People utilize a variety of software for creative work and need 

support and help along the way. However, there is little research that examines users' 

patterns of asking for help with software. This study intends to fill this gap.  

III. Study Framework and Hypothesis Development  

People's preferences on whom to ask for help with software depend on many factors. 

The framework is to examine the relationships between people's asking for help with 

software and three types of variables: demographic, socio-economic, and Internet or 

web. Testable hypotheses are proposed.  
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Age, gender, race, marital status, and region might be very important in predicting 

people's patterns of asking for help with software. In the increasingly changing 

software technology environment, young people have more chances to use a variety 

of software. They might have some problems to solve while using updated software to 

complete creative projects. It is hypothesized that the younger people are, the more 

likely they will ask for help with software from other people. Both females and males 

in all areas are facing the similar situations to use software no matter whether they are 

whites, African-Americans, or other races, married or unmarried. There is no 

relationship between gender and asking for help with software. There is no 

relationship between region and asking for help with software. And there is no 

relationship between marital status and asking for help with software. It is thus 

hypothesized that there is no relationship between race and asking for help with 

software.  

Those with higher education level might have more knowledge and skills with their 

software. It is hypothesized that the higher education level the software users are at, 

the less likely they are to ask for help with software from other people. Those who 

have higher income and good occupations might afford to purchase more updated 

software, and accordingly seldom ask for help with software. The higher income 

people have, the less likely they are to ask for help with software from other people. 

The higher occupational prestige score people have, the less likely they are to ask for 

help with software from other people. Those who have the ability to use the Internet 

or web may look at the online software "help". It is thus hypothesized that they are 

less likely to ask for help with software from librarians, teachers, fellow students, or 

close friends.  

IV. Data and Methods  

The 2002-2004 GSS data are utilized in this study. The 2002-2004 GSS is a nationally 

representative sample of the US adult population. In the survey, the respondents were 

asked who they could ask for help with software when they wanted to learn how to do 

something new with their software. The collected data make it possible to study who 

asks for help with software from a librarian, teacher, fellow student, or close friend. 

The valid sample sizes for analyzing the patterns of asking help with software from a 

librarian, teacher, fellow student, or close friend are the same (N=574). The sample 

sizes for the logistic regression models vary because of the missing values for some 

independent variables.  

The following four dependent variables are used: (1) asking a librarian for help with 

software; (2) asking a teacher for help with software; (3) asking another student for 

help with software; and (4) asking a close friend for help with software. All of these 

variables are dichotomous with 1 indicating the designated category and 0 otherwise.  

The independent variables consist of three categories. Demographic variables include 

dummy variables for gender, race, marital status, and region, as well as a continuous 
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variable for age. Three indicators are used to measure socio-economic status: 

education, family income, and occupational prestige score. The variables of the ability 

to use the Internet and when first to use the web are ordinal ones.  

The technique used to analyze the data is logistic regression because the dependent 

variables are dichotomous. As far as a dependent variable is concerned, the 

fundamental model is first examined, including the demographic variables such as age, 

gender, race, and marital status. Secondly, socio-economic status variables such as 

education, income, and occupation are added. The use of Internet and web variables 

are finally included and tested. This strategy helps to determine which factors 

influence a dependent variable and how the effect of a predictor changes when new 

variables are included.  

V. Findings and Discussion  

1. Descriptive analysis  

Table 1 (see Appendix 1) shows the means, medians, standard deviations, and ranges 

of the variables. As shown in Table 1, 17.5% of the respondents asked a librarian for 

help with software; 20.8% asked a teacher for help with software; 18.9% asked a 

fellow student for help with software; and 69.8% asked a close friend for help with 

software.  

The average age of respondents was 46.3 years with a range from 18 to 89. Females 

made up 45.8% of the sample. Whites accounted for 78.7 of the sample, 

African-Americans 14.6%, and other races 6.7%. The never married accounted for 

25.6%.  

Of the total responses, 34.6% resided in the South. The average year of schooling was 

13.4 years, which seems low, and suggests that some respondents were not 

well-educated.  

The median family income was 17, which indicates that the median family income of 

the respondents was between $35,000 and $39,999.  

There exists a limitation with the 2002-2004 GSS data. The sample sizes for variables 

with regard to asking for help with software are relatively small, but they are adequate 

to generate reliable estimates.  

2. Asking a librarian for help with software  

Table 2 (see Appendix 2) reports the estimates of three nested logistic regression 

models predicting patterns of asking for help with software from librarians other than 

other people. In the first model, the model x
2
 is very statistically significant. This 

suggests that the demographic variables as the predictors are very important in 
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predicting patterns of asking librarians for help with software. In models 2 and 3, the 

model x
2
 decreases by 5.0 and 2.6 respectively. The first model is the best fitting 

model, on which the interpretations mainly focus.  

As shown in Model 1, the relationship between African-American and asking a 

librarian for help with software is positive and very significant. African-Americans 

are about 2.6 times as likely as whites to ask librarians for help with software. This 

rejects the hypothesis that there is no relationship between race and asking for help 

with software.  

3. Asking a teacher for help with software  

Table 3 (see Appendix 3) shows the results of logistic regression estimates for 

determinants of asking teachers for help with software other than other people. The 

model x
2
 in the three models is extremely statistically significant at the 0.05 level. 

Race has a great effect on predicting patterns of asking a teacher for help with 

software.  

Compared with the first model, the model x
2
 in Model 2 extremely significantly 

increases by 4.9 (= 39.4-34.5). The model x
2
 in Model 3 increases by 1.5 (= 

40.9-39.4), which is extremely significant at the 0.01 level. This indicates that 

socio-economic status and using the Internet and web variables are very important in 

predicting patterns of asking teachers for help with software. Model 2 is the best 

fitting model on which interpretations are focused.  

The results in Model 2 show that there is significant and positive relationship between 

African-American and asking a teacher for help with software. African-Americans are 

about 2.7 times as likely as whites to ask teachers for help with software. The 

relationship between other races and asking teachers for help with software is positive 

and significant. The other races are about 2.5 times as likely as whites to ask teachers 

for help with software.  

The relationship between the unmarried and asking a teacher for help with software is 

very significant and positive. The unmarried are about 2.1 times as likely as the 

married to ask a teacher for help with software. These results reject the proposed 

hypotheses in this study. In the three models, the variables of race and the unmarried 

show consistent effects on the dependent variable.  

There is a significant and positive relationship between education and asking a teacher 

for help with software. The more educated the respondents are, the more likely they 

are to ask teachers for help with software. With each additional year increase in 

education, the probability of asking teachers for help with software would increase by 

10.3%. This does not support the hypothesis.  
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4. Asking a student for help with software  

Table 4 (see Appendix 4) shows the logistic regression estimates of three nested 

models predicting patterns of asking students for help with software. Model 1 only 

focuses on demographic variables. In the second model, socio-economic status 

variables are added as predictors and improve the model x
2
 by 5.9 (=97.3-91.4), 

which is extremely statistically significant at beyond the 0.001 level with a difference 

of 3 degrees of freedom. The x
2
 in the third model increases by 8.6 (=105.9-97.3) 

through adding using the Internet and web variables, which is extremely highly 

significant at the 0.001 level with a difference of 2 degrees of freedom. It indicates 

that these variables play an important role in predicting the patterns of respondents¡̄ 

asking students for help with software. Model 3 is the best fitting model, which will 

be mainly interpreted.  

The three demographic variables of age, African-American and the unmarried have a 

consistent effect on dependent variable in the three models. As shown in Model 3, age 

has an extremely significant and negative effect on the dependent variable. The older 

the respondents are, the less likely they are to ask fellow students for help with 

software. For each additional year increase in age, the probability of asking students 

for help with software would decrease by 4.2%. Race has a great effect on predicting 

patterns of asking students for help with software. Compared with whites, 

African-Americans are about 2.8 times as likely as whites to ask for students for help 

with software. Compared with the married, the unmarried are 82.8% more likely to 

ask students for help with software.  

The relationship between education and asking students for help with software is 

extremely significant and positive. The more educated respondents are, the more 

likely they are to ask fellow students for help with software. With each additional year 

increase in education, the probability of asking students for help with software would 

increase by 24.9%. It is not consistent with the hypothesis.  

There is a very significant and negative relationship between family income and 

asking students for help with software. For each additional level increase in family 

income, the probability of asking students for help with software decreases by 6.6%. 

This coincides with the expectation. The predictor of occupational prestige score has a 

significant and negative effect on the dependent variable. The other predictors have 

no significant effect on asking fellow students for help with software.  

5. Asking a friend for help with software  

As shown in Table 5 (see Appendix 5), logistic regression estimates for determinants 

of asking a close friend for help with software indicate that the model x
2
 only in 

Model 1 and Model 3 is significant at the 0.05 level. The model x
2
 in Model 3 

increases by 3.1 with a difference of 2 degrees of freedom.  
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Only marital status has a consistent effect on dependent variable in the three models. 

There exists the significant and positive relationship between the unmarried and 

asking a close friend for help with software. The unmarried are about 2 times as likely 

as their counterparts to ask close friends for help with software. This rejects the 

hypothesis that there is no relationship between marital status and asking for help with 

software.  

Socio-economic status and using the Internet and web variables do not significantly 

influence respondents¡̄ asking close friends for help with software.  

VI. Conclusion  

The main findings in this study show that demographic variables (e.g., age, race, and 

marital status), and socio-economic status variables play significant roles in predicting 

patterns of asking help with software from a librarian, teacher, fellow student, or close 

friend other than family members, co-workers or other people. This suggests that 

there are many factors that have significant effects on users' asking for help with 

software.  

African-Americans are more likely to ask librarians for help with software. 

African-Americans, other races, and the unmarried are more likely to ask teachers for 

help with software. The more educated the respondents are, the more likely they are to 

ask teachers or fellow students for help with software. The older the respondents are, 

the less likely they are to ask fellow students for help with software. 

African-Americans and the unmarried are more likely to ask fellow students for help 

with software. The unmarried are more likely to ask close friends for help with 

software.  

Another finding is that the variables of ability to use the Internet, when first using the 

web, gender, and region make no difference.  

Besides the factors explored in this study, there exist some other ones such as 

computer use at locations and computer owners that could be further researched to 

shed light on people's patterns of asking help with software while doing something 

new or creative with their software.  
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