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Using Research and Planning to Develop Community Outreach:
A Case Study in Helping Clientele Cope with Stress

Abstract

Extension educators collaborated with local agencies to conduct a survey on sources of stress in
the lives of local residents. Results reveal that five variables emerge as statistically significant
factors associated with reported stress levels: financial problems, stress on the job, having too
little time, number of major life changes in the past year, and being a woman. Educators
followed with a Vision to Action Program that identified specific goals aimed at helping
community residents cope with and reduce stress levels. Combining applied research with
existing Extension programming is an effective way to engage the public on issues of local
concern.
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Introduction

Prioritizing Extension and other community outreach is aided by research and community-based
planning (Guy & Rogers, 1999; Nieto, Schaffner, & Henderson, 1997). This case study describes a
process that couples applied survey research with a community-based planning process to set a
course for community education and outreach. Extension educators and other community leaders
will find that the basic two-stage process is replicable in a variety of settings and situations.

The first stage of this project included a survey to identify factors associated with stress among
residents of Richland County, Ohio. In the second stage, Extension educators and their partners
used the survey results as a springboard for launching a Vision to Action planning process to
determine future programming direction.

Helping people identify and cope with sources of stress in their lives has emerged as an important
topic in a variety of Extension program areas, including Family and Consumer Sciences and
Community Development in recent years (Fetsch, 1997; Schulman & Armstrong, 1990; Thompson,
1985). This subject has long been an issue in the field of public health as well. So it should not be
surprising that Extension educators are increasingly finding themselves working in collaborative
multi-disciplinary groups to plan and implement programs designed to achieve specific goals in
helping residents in their communities deal with stress.
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Richland County, Ohio is a community located in north central Ohio. With a population of
approximately 129,000 (U.S. Department of the Census, 2000), it is somewhat typical of many
Midwestern communities that make up what has come to be known as the "rust belt." The city of
Mansfield constitutes the urban core of what is predominantly a rural county. A city founded on
heavy manufacturing, Mansfield has seen its industrial base as well as its population decline in
recent decades.

In contrast to this trend, communities near the urban fringe have seen population increases, while
the agricultural base of the county remains very important and vital to the overall economic well-
being of the community. In the most remote portions of the county, a vibrant tourism industry has
emerged to capitalize on the scenic beauty and other environmental amenities of the region. The
tourism industry includes two winter ski areas, a state park, and numerous private campgrounds.

In communities of transition such as Richland County, changes often contribute to the stress levels
of residents (Silver, Mulvey, & Swanson, 2002; Ross & Mirowsky, 2001; Faris & Dunham, 1939).
Uncertainty about the future, particularly concerning the direction in which a community is
heading socially and economically, are well known factors in affecting the emotional conditions of
residents (Dunham, 1976). So in a sense, Richland County provides a very appropriate setting for
the type of study described here.

Background, Problem Statement, and Purpose

In the mid 1990's, representatives of local agencies, including the Health Department, Children's
Services, and Ohio State University Extension, formed a group called the "Richland County Family
and Child Health Services Consortium." The function of the group is to provide education and
assistance to residents dealing with a host of health-related issues ranging from drug rehabilitation
to neonatal care.

In 1998, a survey conducted by the consortium revealed that depression and stress were among
the most common health problems reported by residents. The consortium began planning for a
community effort related to these issues. The first step was to sponsor a rigorous study to identify
the sources of stress in the lives of residents. This would be followed by a planning process to
develop educational programs designed to help people understand sources of stress and to
develop effective coping strategies.

This article describes the survey procedure and results, and the community development process
that followed in the wake of the of the research findings.

Survey Design and Method

In January 2001, representatives of agencies in the consortium designed a questionnaire to
measure stress levels of Richland County residents and to attempt to identify factors that
contribute to stress. The concept of producing quantitative measures of stress in people's lives has
been widely investigated ever since the seminal article on this topic was published in 1967
(Holmes & Rahe).

The survey instrument the consortium developed incorporated a number of the key elements of
the well known Holmes-Rahe scale, but it differed to the extent that, rather than attempting to
assign an overall stress level to each respondent based on events or issues in their lives, the
survey allowed the individual to report his/her own stress level as she or he perceived it. The
issues/events used in the Holmes-Rahe scale were also collected as data and then compared
statistically to determine the impact of each on overall perceived stress.

The consortium obtained a mail list of the names and addresses of 5,000 Richland County
residents, and selected every tenth name to get a sample of 500 for the survey. The sample size
was selected following guidelines published by Krejcie and Morgan (1970).

A first mailing was sent on February 6, 2001. The mailing included a return stamped envelope and
a request for a return by February 14. A second mailing was sent to those who had not responded
to the first mailing. Each name was coded with a combination of letters and numbers to maintain
anonymity. The survey was printed on a separate color of paper (beige) and a stamped envelope
was included. Also included in the second mailing was a bright pink memo that read:

Your opinion is important to us. The information you provide by answering this
questionnaire will be used by many agencies in Richland County to determine programs
and services. Please return the answered survey by February 28, 2001. If you have
already sent yours, please ignore this notice, and we thank you!

All questionnaires returned by February 28, including a few that arrived later than that date, were
included in the survey. The first mailing produced a total of 90 usable surveys, while the second
produced another 54, bringing the total number of responses to 144, which is 32% of the initial
sample, after adjusting for non-deliverable mailings.

A relatively low response rate is to be expected on a survey of this nature, which asks respondents
to answer questions that are very personal and at times painful to confront. The main problem that
can arise from a low response rate is non-response bias, where the pool of respondents differs in



important ways from those who did not respond. If this is the case, we cannot use our results to
generalize to the entire sample, let alone the population of the community.

Operating on the assumption that late respondents are more like non-respondents than those who
answered early, we can conduct statistical tests to determine whether non-response constitutes a
problem, even when the response rate is relatively low (Dillman, 1978; Miller & Smith, 1983). Our
tests did not reveal any statistical differences between early and late respondents on any survey
question (p<.05). As a result, we conclude that, despite the low response rate we obtained, non-
response bias is unlikely in this case. We address this issue in more detail with the presentation of
the multiple regression results that follow.

Findings on Levels of Stress and Related Factors

Respondents were presented with a series of statements and asked to respond on a five-point
scale, ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree, always to never, etc., depending on the
nature of the statement. The results are presented in Table 1.

Table 1.
Likert Scale Responses on Stress/Sources*

1. Stress is a major problem in my life.

Not a problem 21
Bit of a problem 25
So so 24
A regular problem 20
A major problem 9

2.1 am sad a lot of the time.

Strongly Agree 1
Agree 12
So so 22
Disagree 46
Strongly Disagree 19

3. 1 worry a lot.

Strongly Agree 8
Agree 30
So so 30

Disagree 27




Strongly Disagree 6
4. | have problems paying my bills.

Never 29
Almost never 14
Not really 19
Sometimes 29
Always 9
5. 1 have enough time to do what I need to do.

Never 3
Almost Never 11
Not Really 28
Sometimes 44
Always 15
6. | have friends and family to help and support me.

Many 27
Some 24
Enough 25
One or Two 20
None 4
7. 1 understand why my children act the way they do.

Always 6
Usually 47
Not a concern 24
Sometimes 20




Never 2
8. | have a steady job.

Always 58
Usually 12
Don't need one 21
Sometimes 4
Looking 5
9. My family is in good health.

Always 10
Usually 73
Sometimes 13
Rarely 2
Almost Never 1
10. My relationship with my children causes me stress.

Always 3
Usually 2
Sometimes 40
Rarely 41
Never 14
11. Anger is a problem in my home.

Always 2
Usually 6
Sometimes 20




Rarely

54

Never

18

12. My spouse (girlfriend, boyfriend) and | have a hard time getting along.

Always 0
Usually 4
Sometimes 15
Rarely 53
Never 28
13. 1 have had major changes in my life in the past year.

Many 14
Some 16
Few 21
Not Really 23
None 26
14. 1 have good choices for a place to live.

Many 39
Some 38
Few 8
Not Really 10
None 5
15. | have money left over at the end of the month.

Always 23
Usually 31




Sometimes 17

Rarely 17

Never 13

16. My job situation is very stressful.

Always 8
Usually 16
Sometimes 43
Rarely 14
Never 17

* Note: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

These results reveal that stress is a regular or major problem in the lives of 29% of respondents,
with another 24% reporting a moderate level of stress, or "so so" (statement 1). This total
constitutes over half of the population. Stress easily outpaces depression as a problem (statement
2), as only 13% either agreed or strongly agreed that they are "sad a lot of the time."

The numbers on "worry" are slightly higher than the "stress" numbers (statement 3). Problems
paying bills are sometimes or always a problem for nearly 40% of respondents, while another 43%
never or almost never have difficulty with this. The problem of too little time does not seem to be
extremely widespread in this sample, with a total of 60% having enough time to do things they
want either sometimes or always; however, as we will see later, the time constraint is an important
contributor to the stress levels of individuals.

A relatively large percentage of respondents get enough assistance from family and friends,
indicating strong informal bonds of support in the community. For a strong majority of
respondents, understanding their children is not a major problem.

Employment and health concerns do not appear to be a great burden to most respondents.
Children do not appear to be a major source of stress in most households, but they are at least
sometimes a source of stress for 45% of respondents. Anger is an infrequent problem in most
households, as is getting along with spouse or significant other.

Roughly half of respondents report having had at least a few major changes in their lives in the
past year. Finding a good place to live has been a problem for at least 23% of respondents.

The sample is nearly perfectly split between always or usually having money left over at the end of
the month and sometimes, rarely, or never (statement 15). A total of over two-thirds of
respondents state that their job situation is stressful (statement 16).

A second portion of the survey asked respondents a number of demographic questions, including
gender, age, family income, and number of people living in the home.

Analysis of Data

One of the primary objectives of this study was to identify the characteristics of those respondents
who reported higher (lower) degrees of stress in their lives. We used a statistical procedure called
"multiple regression analysis" to specify an equation to explain or predict why some reported
higher levels of stress in their lives than others did (statement 1 on the survey). Regression
procedures are not new to Extension educators (Blaine, Mascarella, & Davis, 2001; Dhanakumar &
Rossing, 1996). The purpose of regression is to generate an equation to explain or predict any
given variable, called the "dependent variable," as a function of a set of other variables, called
"independent variables."

The independent variables that we chose to include in this analysis were:

e Money problems (as measured by statement 4),



Time constraints (statement 5),

Support of friends (statement 6),

Health of family members (statement 9),

Stress caused by children (statement 10),
Difficulties with spouse or partner (statement 12),
Major life changes in the last year (statement 13),
Job situation (statement 17),

Gender,

Age,

Number of people living in the home, and

Early versus late response.

The results are presented in Table 2.

Table 2.
Regression Results on Variables Associated with Stress: Model 1
Dependent Variable (Stress Is a Major Problem in My Life)
Parameter
Independent Variable Estimate t-value Significance
Problems Paying Bills .175 2.35 .02*
Time .162 1.32 .19
Friends and Family Support -.005 -.063 .95
Family Health .306 1.99 .05
Children Cause Stress -.031 -.267 .79
Spouse (Partner) Relations .258 1.93 .06
Major Changes in Past Year .264 3.77 .00**
Job Situation 419 4.30 .00**
Gender 450 2.50 .02%*
Age .001 124 .90
# of People in Home .100 1.44 .15
Early/Late Response -.166 -.881 .38
R-Square = .62
** Denotes statistically significant at the 99% level of confidence
* Denotes statistically significant at the 95% level of confidence

These regression results reveal that four factors are highly statistically associated with the stress
levels of respondents:

¢ Difficulty paying bills,
e Number of major life changes in the past year,
e Stressful job situation, and



¢ Gender (with women showing more stress levels, on average, than men do).

Failure to find statistical relationships in an equation like this, and indeed finding the presence of
these relationships, can often occur as a result of associations between the variables in the
equation. Occasionally, these associations may be spurious, or they may be inextricably linked.

For example, the survey asked several different questions that could represent how money can
affect the respondents' circumstances and therefore stress levels. These were:

¢ Problems paying bills (statement 4),
¢ Money left over at the end of the month (statement 15), and
e |[ncome category.

As we might expect, the relationships between these variables were highly statistically significant.
That is, those who reported having problems paying bills also tended to report having little or no
money left over at the end of the month and also tended to be in a low income category. It would
not be appropriate, however, to use all three of these variables in the equation. Because they are
related, the regression procedure would have difficulty in separating the effects of each. In this
case, we chose to use only the question on problems paying bills as a measure of financial stress
in the lives of the respondents.

Rather than discarding all of the variables that failed to achieve statistical significance in the first
equation, we discarded only those that had t values below 1. Note that among the variables
discarded is the one measuring early versus late respondents. The low t-value on this variable is a
strong indicator that non-response bias is absent from this sample, as was discussed earlier.

Subsequent regression estimates allowed us to refine the results, until we obtained a regression
where all the remaining variables were statistically significantly different from zero at the 95%
level of confidence. The results of this procedure are presented in Table 3.

Table 3.
Regression Results on Variables Associated with Stress: Model 2
Dependent Variable (Stress is a Major Problem in My Life)
Parameter
Independent Variable Estimate t-value Significance

Problems Paying Bills .202 3.32 .00**
Time .217 2.42 .02*
Major Changes in Past Year .258 4.14 .00**
Job Situation 425 5.82 .00**
Gender 404 2.58 .01*
R-Square = .57
** Denotes statistically significant at the 99% level of confidence
* Denotes statistically significant at the 95% level of confidence

The results from this regression reveal that all five of the remaining variables are highly
statistically associated with the overall stress levels of respondents. It is important to note that
excluding insignificant variables neither reduced the explanatory power of the equation (as
measured by R-Square) nor influenced the parameter magnitudes to any great degree. The R-
Square for the final regression indicates that these five variables account for 57% of the variation
in stress levels as reported by respondents. The final set of parameters may be interpreted in a
relatively straightforward way as follows.

Each level of increase in the response to "problems paying bills" contributes roughly to 1/5 (.202)
of a level of increase in overall stress. Increasing the time constraint by one unit increases overall
stress by a similar amount (.217). Increasing numbers of major life changes are associated with a
1/4 unit (.258) increase in overall stress. Rising job stress contributes nearly half a unit to overall
stress (.425). Finally, women on average report roughly 4/10 point higher stress level than men



(.404) when all other factors are taken into account.
Summary of Survey Findings

The findings in this study are very important not only for what they reveal but for what they did not
show as well. A substantial percentage of the people who responded feel that stress is a regular or
major problem in their lives. The factors most highly associated with stress include:

Difficulty with money,

Having enough time to do what one needs to do,
Major life changes in the past year,

Stress on the job, and

Being a woman.

It is just as important to note that stress caused by family members such as children and spouses
is not an important contributor to the stress levels of respondents. Neither does the presence of
family and friends to help out seem to be an important factor in reducing stress levels. A
significant number of respondents believe that their job situation is unreasonably stressful. Many
undoubtedly feel that they are underpaid and overworked.

The Outreach Phase: Vision to Action

In June 2001 members of the Richland County Child and Family Health Services Consortium
released the results of the stress survey to the press at a public news conference. This event was
reported in the television and print media, and as a result had the potential of reaching a high
percentage of residents of the county with the results of the survey.

In November 2001, the consortium began a planning process to respond to the information in the
survey. The steering committee for this process chose to utilize an Extension program called
"Vision to Action: Take Charge Too" (North Central Regional Center for Rural Development, 2001).
This program was originally created in the 1980s as a process designed to assist community
leaders in achieving economic development goals.

Its use evolved throughout the 1990s, and it emerged in 2001 as a flexible program whose specific
purpose can vary. In general, the process takes practitioners in a community from the point of
problem identification to implementing an action plan for accomplishing specific goals. In its
original form, the Take Charge Program typically involved a series of three to four public meetings
held at 1-week intervals.

During November and December of 2001 community leaders within and beyond the consortium
were invited to participate. Three sessions were held in January-February of 2002. The purpose of
these sessions was to provide a programmatic direction to help members of the community
identify and reduce their levels of stress based on the survey findings.

Participants addressed the following issues:

e What is currently being done in the community to help people cope with the problems
identified in the survey?

What still needs to be addressed?

What inputs will be needed to accomplish these needs?

What specific programs should be offered?

What changes do we expect in the community as a result of these programs?

What short term measures will identify successful implementation of programs?

As a result of the Vision to Action program, the committee identified three objectives for outreach.
They were as follows:

1. Create a centralized registration and information data base for accessing community services,
including those designed to help residents cope with stress. This data base will be accessible
in all schools, libraries and in city/county buildings.

2. Require life skills courses in middle/high schools to include education on money management,
parenting, prioritizing wants and needs, and responsible choices. Local agencies, including
OSU Extension are providing programming and collaborating efforts to address this objective.
Much of this effort simply involves presenting the survey results described in this article to
secondary school teachers in the community.

3. Develop a coalition to work to meet early child care and education needs of families in an
affordable manner. This objective is being referred to appropriate community agencies for
funding.

The committee also discussed a fourth topic, establishing a pool of mediators to be an early step in
providing conflict resolution at work sites. This topic emerged as very important in the survey as
well as in the Vision to Action process. But because of concerns about employer reaction, the
committee would not set a specific target, choosing instead to refer this objective to others in the
community more focused on work force issues.



Conclusions

The project described here demonstrates several important points. A collaborative research project
involving participation by Extension and other public agencies is a useful springboard for
addressing issues of public concern. The research findings can be used by community agencies to
engage the public in planning responses to the identified community needs. The process of finding
creative ways to help the public deal with stress and other similar problems is an important tool for
community educators and agencies.
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