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Helping a Friend with a Problem

e How do you know if a friend's problem is too big or serious for you to be
dealing with alone?

What can you do to help a friend with their problems?

What can you do if your friend's problems continue?

What if your friend's problem could result in harm to them?

If you have a friend who exhibits any of the following signs of a problem
If you feel any of the following when you try to help your friend

Step by step approach to helping a friend with a problem

Two very positive aspects of Caltech are that it's a small school and people care about one
another. Students often say that it's their friendships that help them get through Caltech,
especially during the tough times. Friends are there to support one another when one of
them is stressed out because classes are too much, or is depressed over a break-up or
when a friend has had too much to drink. Friends help one another here.

Sometimes though the help you give to a friend may not be enough to solve their problems.
No matter how much listening you do or support you give, the person still feels depressed or
does harmful things to themselves. There are also times when helping a friend can take too
much from you personally, whether it's too much time and your classes suffer or too much
emotional energy and you end up feeling stressed out. Some people would say, that's just
what friends do for one another and that’s true to a point. There are, however, some
problems and some situations when you should look beyond what you alone can do, in
order to be of most help to your friend. This article is meant to give you ideas on how to help
a friend with a problem. It is also meant to help you recognize when a friend’s problem is too
big or too serious to handle on your own.

How do you know if a friend’s problem is too big or serious for you to be dealing with
alone? One thing to consider is whether the help you give to your friend actually results in a
change in the situation for them. Some problems like; depression, low self esteem, eating
disorders, or substance abuse problems don’t usually change as a result of a friend’s
support alone. What can happen is that the friend will try to help, but over time they can
begin to feel over-extended or burned out from helping. They can feel overwhelmed and out
of control themselves because their work is suffering, or they begin to feel helpless because
nothing they seem to say or do makes a difference. They can also end up wanting to avoid
their friend because their friend needs so much from them and resenting the time they do
spend with them. Does this sound familiar to you? There’s nothing about this situation that
says you are a bad friend or that the person with the problems is bad themselves. What it
means is that the problems the friend has requires more than friendship alone can provide.

Another consideration in determining if a friend’s problem is too big or too serious is if there
is potential for the friend to harm themselves. Examples would be; someone who is harming
themselves intentionally by cutting or other means of self injury, someone out of control with
their drinking or drug use, or someone who is suicidal.

What can you do to help a friend with their problems? Starting from the beginning-when
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you first become aware of a friend’s problems-the most important thing any friend can do is
listen. People underestimate the power of just listening without giving judgment or advice.
Showing the person that you've heard what they have said is important too. Sometimes
people change the subject or don’t say anything in response to a friend talking about their
problems because they don’t know what to say. Even simple things like, "that seems really
hard", "I'm sorry you are having to go through this" lets the other person know that you care
about them. You don’t have to solve their problem, they may just need to know you
understand and care.
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What can you do when your friend’s problems continue?. For example, the person who
has really low self-esteem. This is sometimes a person who needs other people’s support
and reassurance but when it's given it doesn’t seem to satisfy their need to be reassured. A
person who remains depressed for more then two weeks or repeatedly becomes depressed
over time is another example of a problem that can continue. Probably the most important
thing you can do is to be honest with a friend whose problems feel like too much for you or
whose problems continue even with your best efforts. After having tried to help them by
listening and giving advice, if things don’t change, you should point that out to them. Saying
something like " You know, even though we talk and you try to shake off your feelings of
depression you still seem depressed". People worry that they would be offending their friend
by saying something like this. This won’t be news to your friend. They know full well that
things aren’t changing for them and they probably feel helpless themselves and maybe
guilty for taking up your time.

The next step is to say the obvious thing " Have you thought about talking to the RA or
someone at the Counseling Center?" Again this isn’t something that is likely to insult your
friend, as if you are saying they're really messed up. They probably have thought about
talking to someone but may be too scared to do it. Your raising the issue may help them get
past their own reluctance to get help. They may also have a specific reason for not getting
help. Maybe they've had a bad experience in the past with a counselor or they’re afraid it
means they are really weak. If you raise the issue of their talking to someone you can then
address the reason that's keeping the person from getting the help they need. You can say
to them, something like, " | don’t think it means you're weak for talking to someone, | think
it's a good idea, maybe it will help" or " even though you had a bad experience with a
counselor during high school you could have a different experience with someone here,
maybe it could help now". If your friend is from a culture where seeking help really does
mean that the person is very disturbed then it may be harder but still important to make the
suggestion. You can say something like" I don’t know if talking to someone at the
Counseling Center seems really extreme to you but to me it just means talking about what's
going on with someone who is there to help"”. Obviously you'd find your own words and own
way of saying these things but the point is to be direct and caring about your concerns.

It's rare that a friend tells another friend to seek help too soon. More typically the friend
keeps trying until its painfully clear that all of their support isn’'t making a difference and their
friend has been struggling with their problem longer then they needed to. It's often the case
too that it takes more then one time of encouraging a friend to talk to someone for them to
actually do it. It can help to suggest that they go one time and see how it goes. It also helps
to offer to go with the person.
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In situations where there is risk of harm to your friend. Situations where a friend runs
the risk of harming themselves increases the level of concern and responsibility for helping
that friend. These situations require a person to take more initiative in talking to the
friend about their problems. As with any time you talk to a friend you are concerned
about, be caring but direct. You could say something like, " you're telling me that you get so
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down you think of suicide and that has me really scared for you." Or "I understand that
cutting yourself makes you feel better temporarily but | hate to see you have to hurt yourself
to feel better".

The next step is to talk to your friend about getting help. Sometimes people worry if they
push their friends to get help they will push them away and they won't talk to them any
more. The idea isn’t to push your friend into getting help but being clear that you want them
to get help, especially in the case of someone who is suicidal. Be honest with your friend
about your concern and that you want them to get help. You could say something like "this
has me really worried for you and | want us to talk to the RA about what we can do for you"
Your friend may not like the idea but if your friend is talking about suicide it's important to
make sure someone is evaluating the risk of suicide and arranging for help. Your friend may
be mad at first but if you explain the position you're in they may understand. You could say
something like" This feels very serious to me -I want to talk to the RA now so | can be sure
I’'m doing everything | can for you." Or " | know you're not happy with this but | can’t just
walk away from you knowing you're thinking of taking your life and not knowing if you are
going to be ok". It may be hard to do something that would make your friend angry with you
but it's really important to make sure they are safe and getting help. It's also true that your
friend may feel relieved that you are helping them to do what they can’t bring themselves to
do-get help.

F- W . gy e
ks | L

If you have a friend who exhibits any of the following signs of a problem:

Withdrawal from people

Loss of interest in activities

Can’t concentrate

Significant change in their weight

Feeling helpless

Talk about death or suicide

Problems with eating/sleeping

Unusual mood swings

Chronic low self esteem

Excessive video game playing

Harmful use of alcohol or other drugs
Self-harm

Preoccupation with food or exercise
Overly restrictive or unusual eating habits
Acts in a bizarre or paranoid manner
Talking incoherently or about very odd things, such as having special powers

Or if you feel any of the following:

Feeling responsible for the other person

Feeling over-extended/burned out

Feeling pressure to solve his/her problems

Feeling that the problem is too much for you to handle
You notice that the problem keeps coming back

You avoid this person or feel nervous around them

Be a friend and help them to get help. If they just won'’t get help, come talk to us yourself
and we can help you think through what you can do next. We also have a website that has
information that might be helpful to you and your friend.
http://www.counseling.caltech.edu.. Finally, some of the Counseling Center staff will be
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doing a series of programs in the Houses this term on "Helping a friend", watch for an
announcement in your house and consider attending.

Things You Can Do To Help A Friend

1. Listen. People underestimate the power of just listening without giving judgment or
advice. Don't rush to offer solutions or to "fix" the problem.

2. Understand. Reflect back what you heard the person say so they know that they are
understood. Acknowledge that the situation must be stressful/hard.

3. Help the person get moving. If there is something that your friend can do to change
the situation, encourage them to address the problem now- before things get worse.
(E.g. talk to the person they are mad at; get some tutoring, talk to their TA, etc.)

4. If things don’t change for your friend-help them to get help. Point out how all of their
best efforts and yours haven't resulted in things changing for them (e.g. they are still
depressed) and it's time to try something different.

5. Ask them if they have considered talking to someone (e.g. the RA or someone at
the Counseling Center). If they have thought about talking to someone but haven't,
ask why they haven't? They probably have a specific reason (e.g. feel they would be
weak, had a bad experience with a counselor before) and you can help them get past
their own reservations about getting help (Reassure them: it's not weak to talk to a
counselor, even though they had a bad experience before they could have a good
one now, it's worth a try).

6. Encourage them to talk to someone at least once. This may help them get past
the sense of starting something too big.

7. Offer to go with them to talk to the RA or someone at the Counseling Center. This
can help the person get past their own inertia or feelings of being scared.

8. After they have talked to someone, ask them how things went. This lets your friend
know you are still interested in them and it's still ok to talk about how things are going
for them.

9. Respect their need for privacy. Your friend may want to share a lot or only a little
about how things went.

10. Be encouraging. It took some time for the person to get to the place they are at, it
will take some time to have things change. Help them focus on the positive- how did
they feel about talking? How did they feel about the person they spoke with? Be
encouraging of their continuing to seek help.

11. Keep in touch with your friend over time. Just because they are getting help
doesn’'t mean they don't still need you-as a friend.

12. If your friend continues to have problems. Check in with them over time on how
things are going. Be honest with them if you remain concerned. The most important
thing is to have the kind of relationship where you can talk with one another about
what is going on. Don't be critical, judgmental or apply too much pressure-just let
your friend know if you remain concerned or become more concerned.

13. If your friend won't get help. Talk to your R.A. or someone at the Counseling
Center (8331) about what you can do to help your friend.

14. Check out the Counseling Center's Website for information on specific kinds of
problems your friend may be experiencing.

Kevin P. Austin
Ph.D. Director, Counseling Center
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