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COMMUNICATION APPREHENSION:
A REVIEW OF RESEARCH AND A SURVEY OF EDUCATORS

Research concerned with fear and anxiety about oral communication
has been conducted under various labels. Clevenger (1959) referred to
oral apprehension as "stage fright" and associated it with the feelings
most people experience when being in front of & group or audience.
Phillips (1968) discussed it as "reticence," being restrained or re-
served in expression and presentation during a speaking situation.
Zimbardo (1977) wrote an entire book on fear and anxiety in communication
and referred to it as "shyness." McCroskey (1970) has extensively re-
searched this area of communication and has labeled and defined it. He
refers to an individual's level of fear and anxiety associated with
either real or anticipated communication with another person or persons
as communication apprehension (CA). In'the past decade of research, the
term communication apprehension has been most widely used. The purpose
of this report is to survey research on the causes of communication appre-
hension, the effects it has on an individual's life, and the available
treatment methods. Finally, I will suggest an approach to training our

teachers in the prevention of CA in the classroom.

State And Trait

CA has been approached from two angles, by subdividing it into what
has been termed state apprehension and trait apprehension. Speilberger
(1966), McCroskey (1977b), Richmond (1978) and Lamb (1972) have made use-

ful distinctions between state and trait apprehension. State apprehension



is characterized by fear or anxiety with regard to certain situations,
which is what Clevenger and Phillips were referring to. Trait appre-
hension is characterized as a more constant feeling or fear regarding
various types of encounters. A person with trait apprehension has
feelings of fear and anxiety when talking to another person or when
functioning in a group, such as a classroom. McCroskey and Wheeless
(1976) have further stated that the person suffering trait apprehension
is a person for whom apprehension about participating in communication
"outweighs any projection of gain" from the interactioﬁ. The person
anticipates negative feelings or outcomes from communication and thus,
either avoids interaction if possible, or suffers from a variety of
anxiety related feelings while communicating.

State CA is the more typical reaction experienced by the majority
of people, whereas trait CA is not characteristic of well-adjusted indi-
viduals. Lohr, Rea, Porter and Hamberger (1980) report two studies that
correlate state-trait measures of anxiety with communication apprehension
and public speaking fear. Their data demonstrates that CA is associated
with trait anxiety and that public speaking fear is associated with both
state and trait anxiety. This study extends the findings of Lamb (1972)
and is consistent with McCroskey's (1977c) position that public-speaking
anxiety as a situation-specific fear is significantly correlated with
state anxiety when trait anxiety is held constant.

How many people are there who suffer from the higher levels of
communication apprehension? Research conducted by the Bruskin Associates
in their Bruskin Report (1973) revealed that the most commonly reported
fear was apprehension about public speaking. Various other studies show

high percentages of people who suffer from CA. As reported by Friedman



(1980), 28% of students do not communicate sufficiently in the classroom.
Zimbardo (1977) reported findings that revealed 80% of the respondents in
his survey have been shy at some time in their lives, 25% chronically shy
and 4% felt shy all the time, regardless of where they are. Zimbardo also
reported finding that 42% of a group of fourth, fifth and sixth graders
revealed feeling shy and 54% of the junior high students had the same feel-
ings.

On a larger scale, McCroskey (1977b) collected data from 20,000
college students at five major universities which suggest that 15 to 20%
of the student population suffer from high levels of CA. He also reported
in the summary study that research involving the general United States
population, varying from grade-school children through college students to
senior citizens, indicates that the proportion of apprehensives in all age
groups in the United States is approximatley 20%. Zimbardo states that some
estimates range as high as 40%.

The causes of CA have been difficult to determine. However, four
areas of concern have been studied: demographic variables, enviornmental

influences, heredity, and intelligence.

Demographic Variables

Among demographic variables, both sex and culture seem related to
differences in apprehension levels. Lohr, et al. (1980} found females to
be more anxious than males in public speaking situations. This finding
'is supported by Greenblatt, Hasenauer and Freimuth (1980) who discovered
that feminine females were more apprehensive than androgyneous males and
females. Zimbardo (1977) found that girls are more frequently shy than

boys. Zimbardo also studied apprehension levels among different cultural



groups. He found a Tower proportion of apprehensive individuals among
Israelis and Jewish Americans than in the general U. S. population. In
contrast, Germans, Indians, Japanese and Mexicans had a higher proportion

of apprehensives than the 20% of the general population.

Environmental Influences

One major area of concern in relation to communication appreﬁension
is the home environment. Recent research according to Hurt, Scott and
" McCroskey (1978) has pointed toward the environment created by family
size as a major contributor to differences among children. The basic
theory is that the IQ of a child is a function of the average intellec-
tual-stimulation level available in the family environment of the child.
Since children have lower intellectual capacities than adults, the more
children in a child's environment, the lower the average of the child's
intellectual stimulation. Hurt, et al., have used the same assumption
to advance a theory of how family size and spacing influence different
levels of communication apprehension in children. The following state-
ments are components of the theory:
1. Reinforcement for communication in childhood

results in increased confidence in the child

about his or her communication; lack of re-

inforcement and/or adversive response to

communication attempts results in reduced

confidence ergo increased communication

apprehension.

2. A child who develops and exhibits skills in

communication early will receive more re-



inforcement than other children.
3. With biological maturation held constant, the
acquisition of language and conmﬁnication
skills is a function of the child's interaction
with communication models in the child's en-
vironment and the amount and quality of rein-
forcement the chi]d_receives from that inter-
action.
4. On the average, the best available models for a
child are the child's parents, but the more
éhi]dren present in the family, the lower the
percentage of the total interaction of the child
with the parents.
5. In the typical family, the models that will pro-
vide the most discriminating reinforcement for
the child's developing communication skills will
be the parents (other children are more likely .
to provide indiscriminate reinforcement according
to their own needs and to ignore communication
attempts of younger children). But the more
children present in the family, the lower the per-
centages of the total interaction of the child
with the parent. (p. 152)
This theory argues that as family size increases, the communication
skill of the children in the family decreases and the amount of positive
reinforcement of communication will decrease correspondingly. The nega-

tive impact on later-born children is expected to be stronger, since



early-born children will have a comparatively larger amount of inter-
action with the parents during their formative years. There are two
considerations Hurt et al. added to this theory: spacing between
children could exaggerate or reduce the impact of family size on the
child's development and single pérent families have an added impact
because the available interaction time with parents is automatically
cut in half.

In their book, Introduction to Human Communication, McCroskey and

Wheeless (1979) support the idea of early formative reinforced learning
which produces a conditioned response pattern within the child. They
believe that children are reinforced for communicating while they are
young. Therefore, they learn to value communication and engage in commu-
nication behaviors more frequently and thus learn to adapt their communi-
cation to their environment. But some home situations do not provide the
necessary positive reinforcement. Some parents punish their children
rather than reward them for communicating. With a negative reinforcement
pattern, the likely result is a communication apprehensive child.
Wheeless (1971) states "it is reasonable to assume that communica-
tion apprehension has its origins in the early years. The penalties,
frustrations, anxieties, guilts and hostilities which manifest themselves
in speech disorders may well produce severe communication apprehension”
(p. 297). Even though speech disorders can be minimized as the child
becomes older through speech pathology programs, Wheeless believes the
opposite is true of communication apprehension. Because some apprehen-
sive children enter school with existing high levels of anxiety origi-
nating from the home environment (McCroskey, 1977c; Friedman, 1980) the

anxiety is increased when the child is faced with classroom situations.



Wheeless supports the idea of special programs of "communication therapy"
designed to treat CA, to attack the problem closest to its level of
origin, the early formative years. But the first opportunity does not
exist until children become of school age. Thus, the crucial time is

the first three or four grades of school.

Bryngelson (1966) former Director of the Speech and Hearing Clinic
at the University of Minnesota reinforces the idea that the home environ-
ment and parental influence can greatly affect a child's personality. He
states,

Because of the high premipm our culture places onr
fluent speech, parents are concerned about the
speech development of their children. They like
to be able to tell someone that their child spoke
fluently at a very early age. If the child's
speech is slow in maturing, a good deal of harmful
anxiety can be aroused. This emotion expression
on the part of the parent often affects not only
the child's rate of speech growth, but also his
personality. He can become overly apprehensive,
and worst of all, he may feel he is not up to par
for not meeting the parents'-standards in talking,
(p. 97)

Phillips (1968) reports that older students who are reticent vividly
recall embarrassing moments resulting from their apprehension and anxiety
about communicating. He admits that the impact of those experiences is
almost impossible to assess, but nonetheless, it must be acknowledged that

“effects do exist. McCroskey (1977b,c) and Phillips state that when chil-



dren combine what is said about them with what happens to them they tend
to develop the traits that they have heard ascribed to them. Zimbardo
(1977) reported instances where people traced the beginning of their shy-
ness to being told in early childhood that they were shy by prominent
adult figures in their lives. They accepted the label that had been
placed upon them and lived up to the expectations of that label.

Phillips (1968) examined the issue of communication apprehension
causes from another angle, the attftuqés of parents toward the communica-
tion process itself. He stated that if parents used communication as a
weapon against one another or against the child, the child may have'
avoided communication to escape the abuse. Thus, a child may not learn
that communication is a means of obtaining rewards and may lack reinforce-
ment for making any attempts at oral exchange.

Researchers Bell (1968), Garrison (1979) and Freedman (1979) suggest
that parent-child relationships are 1ikely to have influences on each
other, called interaction conception. From the first days after birth the
child's behavior influences the parents and vice versa. Basic personality
factors in the infant combine with factors in the environment which influ-
ence the child's behavior: thus, the interaction conception. They believe
this explains some children having higher or lower apprehension levels
than others within the same family. This factor has not been examined by
McCroskey from an environmental perspective.

On the other hand, McCroskey (1977c) has pointed out skill deficiency
as a possible cause of CA that correlates with the reinforcement theory.
He noted that not all children develop the skills for language and communi-
cation at the same speed. Some develop early, thus receiving rewards for

their progress. Late developers, perceived as being slow, naturally



receive less reinforcement. Those children who develop communication
skills late have no doubt missed an ample number of opportunities for
reinforcement that the typical child had. Their attempts at communica-
ting may have been quite ineffective. They may have learned that being
quiet was more likely to bring poéitive results than communicating would.
As mentioned previously, Bryngelson (1966) also believes that society
places emphasis on early, fluent speech and therefore, parents want their
children to progress at these standards. Pressure from parents may cause
some children tc be overly apprehensive and leave them fée]ing inferior
and inadequate. |

McCroskey reported in his 1977 summary that rural environments could
cause children to be apprehensive. He cited Robertson and Richmond who
reasoned that rural children were exposed to fewer adults and exposed to
fewer situations requiring communication to avoid certain outcomes and
would be more likely to develop high levels of communication apprehension.
The study examined 813 college subjects from Nebraska. The study revealed
significantly higher levels of CA among students-who had Tived most of
their lives on farms or in small towns with:populations under 5,000 than
among those students from cities with popu]atioﬁs of 5,000 to 50,000
incfuding those from larger urban areas. In further support of rural
living as a likely contributor, Butzeck (1970) found that rural children
have more difficulty than others in comﬁunicating on an average basis
with their school friends and other peer groups.

Classroom environments are as influential as the home envirconments
because a considerable amount of time in every child's 1ife is spent in
the classroom once school begins for him or her. Porter (1979) presented

a review of studies which have been done relevant to the specific environ-
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mental causes of CA. He states that there is great importance attached
to the elementary school classroom environment and its relationship to
CA. His study compared experiences during early childhood and experiences
during the first years of schooling. The results revealed that elementary
experiences were more relevant to the presence of communication apprehen-
sion traits. From these findings, Porter concludes that institutionalized
settings have more effect upon communication apprehension. Porter stated,
Apparently, opportunities to "speak up" and develop
positive affiliative behaviors in elementary school
are more important determinants of CA. (p. 9)

According to Garrison (1979), students whose self-reports indicate
high apprehensives can clearly remember having had behaviors.in elementary
school and pre-school that are considered indicative of communication
apprehension. The impbrtance of early ekperiences, whether in the home

or in the classroom, cannot be ignored.

Heredity

Heredity has been extensively studied as a possible cause for communi-
cation apprehension. As McCroskey (1977c) points out, some ev{dence
suggests that a person's differences in verbal activity are partially a
function of heredity.

The genetic basis of persona]ity traits is explained by Freedman
(1974, 1979) in reiation to the development of CA. He explains what is
meant by the genetic basis of behavior:

If a behavior trait has a genetic basis then it is
probably polygenic: the result of the contributions

of many genes. (p. 39)
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However, genetically influenced behavior traits are open to the influ-
ence of the environment. He explains that there are:
. limits to the way that a given trait responds

to the environment, this range of constraint im-

posed by genes is called a "reaction range." (p. 39)
Freedman goes on to report that even the most powerful environmental
experiences will produce little change in certain genotypes, while
others are easily inf1uenced by surroundings.

Several researchers have provided explanations for personality'
characteristics stemming from genetic determinants of behavior. Endler,
Boulter and Osser (1976); Freedman and Keller (1963); and Thomas, Chess
and Birch {1970) have researched and identified nine personality charac-
teristics: activity level, adaptability, approach-withdrawa], distrac-
tability, intensity of reaction, persistence and attention spaﬁ, quality
of mood; rhythmicity and sensory threshold. The relationships between
the environment, the so-called "personality constellations," and CA is
hypothetical, even though related research has supported it. Highly appre-
hensive people have been described (McCroskey, 1977b; McCroskey, Daly,
Sarenson, 1976; and Thomas et al. 1970) as introverted, resistant to
change, aloof, cautious, easily annoyed, quiet, reserved, rigid, shy,
slow, stiff,.strongly affected by emotions, tense, withdrawn and worried.
These descriptions and personality features related by the various re-
searchers point up the similarities in_characteristics of those who suffer
from high Tevels of apprehension.

The factor of heredity could aid in explaining why the same experi-
ences can be viewed as traumatic by one person and have little or no

affect on another. This is especially relevant to the family situation,
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according to McCroskey, et al. (1976) where one child experiences high
apprehension while the other children are extroverts and described as

low apprehensives.

Intelligence

Intelligence, on the other hand, should be ruled out as a possible
causal factor according to most research findings. Intelligence and
communication apprehension have not been found to be correlated, as con-
f{rmed by McCroskey, Daly and Sorenson (1976). They say that even if a
correlation existed, since high CA's were found to achieve less than low
CA's in some instructional situations but not in others, that correlation
could not begin to account for the differential results.

According to Garrison and Garrison (1979), one definite aspect of
communication apprehension is that it appears to get worse as the person
progresses through grade school. This study reported support for this
statement from Shaw (1966) and Wheeless (1967). Their studies showed an
increase in CA from grade to grade in elementary school. A number of re-
search projects directed by R. Ross of Wayne State University in the 1960's,
as reported by Garrison, indicated that increases in CA occur between the
third and the fifth grades. As explained earlier, Zimbardo (1977) reported
almost half of the fourth, fifth and sixth graders surveyed reported strong
feelings of shyness. Wheeless (1971) supports that this is an age when
socialization and self-expectations begin to grow within the child. This
emphasizes the importance of early treatment and effective intervention at
the elementary school level.

Even though the causes of cdmmunication apprehension are difficult to

define and differentiate, the effects are much more distinguishable and



13

can be demonstrated to be detrimental to those who are afflicted by high
apprehension. McCroskey (1977b) outlined three general theoretical prop-
ositions that are specific to the issues regarding the effects of communi-
cation apprehension. He appropriately phrased these propositions in terms
of people with high levels of CA. The propositions state:
1. People who experience a high level of communi-
cation apprehension will withdraw from and
seek to avoid communication when possible.
2. As a result of their withdrawal from and
avoidance of communication, people who
experience a high level of communication
apprehension will be perceived less posi-
tively by others in their environments than
people who experiencé lower levels of CA.
3. As a result of their withdrawal and avoid-
ance behaviors and in conjunction with the
negative perceptions fostered by those
behaviors, peop]e.who experience a high
level of CA will be ﬁegatfve]y impacted in
“terms of their academic, economic, political
and social lives. (p. 85)
McCroskey's propositions of avoidance, perceptions and negative impact
make up the following subdivisions of the effects of communication appre-

hension. There are summaries of the research related to each proposition

within those subdivisions.
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Avoidance and Withdrawal

People who suffer from high degrees of CA will withdraw and avoid
interaction with others whenever possible rather than risk becoming in-
volved. This type of behavior seems to manifest itself in many different
ways. High apprehensives avoid public speaking courses, they talk less
and make irrelevant comments, contribute less to groups and avoid areas
of interaction. A voluntary statement from one teacher who responded to
my survey questionnaire is evidence of the fear and anxiety an individual
suffers when highly apprehensive. It also reflects that desire to draw
away from interaction with others. This high school teacher states:

I was a victim of communication apprehension during
much of my high school and college years. I was an
excellent student and was capable of discussing any
of the subject areas, but lived in fear of being
called on or even noticed. As I have matured I have
tried to gain confidence in myself to overcome these
fears. ‘

A number of researchers have confirmed that the type of avoidance
behavior described by this teacher is widespread among most communication
apprehensive people. One of those concerned people is HcCroskey, who has
researched many facets of CA. In a 1970 study he conducted a research
program designed to test methods of helping students overcome high levels
of CA. He screened all the students entering a public speaking course at
two major universities. One to two weeks after the initial screening,
attempts were made to contact those students who were determined to have

high levels of apprehension and offer them a treatment program. Findings
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from both universities revealed that during that period, 50% to 70% of
these students had dropped the course, even though it was required for
a majority of them.

In a survey at another university, McCroskey (1975) found interesting
behavioral results related to avoidance. The basic communication course
requirement was modified to allow students to choose among classes focus-
ing on dyadic, small group, or public speaking communication. Information
during the first year was withheld from the students so they didn't know
in advance the differences in the courses; there were no catalog descrip-
tions. The number of students enrolled with high CA were distributed
random]x throughout the three courses. Two years afterwards, course de-
script%ons were released in the catalog which resulted in very few people
with high CA enrolling in the public speaking courses.

An observation by McCroskey (1977b) relates to this previous study.

An instructor of a section of interpersonal communication reported to her
supervisor that she was having trouble getting students in one clasé to
interact, while her other two sections of the same course had no difficulty
interacting. Fortunately, all the students at the start had taken the
PRCA, a self-report questionnaire (Personal Report of Communication Appre-
hension). The scores of the inactive section revealed that virtually all
of the people in that section wefe high CA students. It was also discov-
ered that this same section had been added to the schedule during the last
day of registration to provide for freshman who failed to appear for
orientation sessions or who failed to see an advisor until the last minute.
It seems safe toc assume that their apprehension held up their actions, thus
resulting in an entire section of high CA students.

Another way people avoid communicating is to talk less. If they talk
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less others may attempt to draw them into a conversation or group dis-
cussion, but usually give up after a time. Hamilton (1972), McCroskey
and Sorenson (1977), Weiner (1973), Wells (1970) and Fenton and Hopf
(1976) found significant support for the hypothesis that people with
high levels of apprehension talk less fn a small group setting. When
high CA's do participate, it has been found that their verbalizations
are different and much more infrequent than the verbalizations of lower
CA's. Powers (1978) found that high apbrehensives' talk includes a
great many more fillers or rhetorical interrogatives like "you know?" or
"okay?" and "you see?" Evidently this could be due to a type of un-
comfortable feeling of silence after one does begin speaking.

Weiner (1973) and Wells (1970) found that when high apprehensives do
involve themselves in communication their comments are very likely to be
irrelevant to the subject being discussed. The researchers éxp1ained this
as a means of shunning further involvement with the communicating party.
It-isn't 1ikely that these other participants in the conversation will
press for additional irrelevant comments. Jablin and Sussman (1976) con-
ducted a study of apprehension in small groups and found that highly
apprehensive members of brainstorming groups produce fewer original ideas
than less apprehensive members.

According to Burgoon (1977), highly apprehensive people want to avoid
communication in general, but they especially avoid involving themselves
in self-disclosive communication. Studies by Wheeless, Ness and McCroskey
(1976), Hamilton (1972), McCroskey and Richmond (1978) and Post, Wittmaier
and Radin (1978) reveal that people with high Tevels of CA involve them-
selves in less self-disclosure. Post, et al. conducted a study dealing

with the influence of state and trait anxiety on self-disclosure. The
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subjects were asked to fill out a written questionnaire assessed for the
basis of self-disclosure. The results were confirmed that individuals
who experience state anxiety will disclose less than "normals." Those who
suffered higher levels of anxiety revealed information with less depth
(information which was less revealing and more superficial). The high
apprehensive reported experiencing greater anxiety both before and after
completing the questionnaire. It is not yet known what produces this
pattern of avoiding self-disclosive communication, but implications are
that Jack of self-esteem and self-confidence could be a major factor.

It has been determined by Hamilton that after controlling for the amount
of talking, the self-disclosure level of high CA's is significantly lower
than the level of those with low apprehension.

Daly and McCroskey (1975), McCroskey and Sheahan (1976) and Scott,
McCroskey and Sheahan (1977) have found available evidence to indicate that
high apprehensives construct a life style which places them outside of the
areas of interaction whether it is in the classroom, small groups, housing
choices, community involvement or occupations.

An effective way apprehensives avoid interaction is by choosing 2
seat in the room where less activity takes place. Sommers (1969) has
determined that certain seats in a classroom are characterized by high
levels of interaction between students and their peers and teachers.
McCroskey (1976) pointed out in support of Sommers:

Recent research indicates that while low communi-
cation apprehensives are twice likely to sit in
high interaction areas (20% of the total seats)
as they are to sit anywhere else (80% of the

total seats), high communication apprehensives
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are four times as likely to sit outside this inter-

action area as sit in it. (p. 8)
McCroskey also indicated that discrepancies between achievement scores of
high and low CA's may be a function of high CA's avoiding the zone of
activity and the low CA's occupying it. Students who avoid the areas of
interaction in the classroom may be-cutting themselves off from information
which may help clarify or explain academic issues of study.

Weiner f1973) revealed that high apprehensives have a definite seat-
ing pattern in small groups even within a variety of different situations.
It was also found that people with low levels of CA prefer seats in the
high interaction areas of small groups.

Highly apprehensive people will seat themselves outside the areas of
communication in order to avoid interaction. Similar behavior has been
found regarding housing choices of high CA's. MtCroskey and Leppard (1975)
did a study of communication apprehension and housing choices, predicting
that high CA's would choose a house far away from centers of interaction
while people with Tow CA would prefer hbusing close to the areas of high
activity. The subjects were asked to indicate their preferentes for
housing locations based on the following choices; dormitory, mobile home
park or a suburban housing development. It was previously determined
where the zones of high interaction were in each area. The hypothesis was
supported revealing people with high CA made choices in the remote areas
of each location.

Festinger, Schachter and Back (1950) found that housing proximity
does have an impact on subsequent communication. Dormitory rooms closest
to the bathroom and apartments nearest the mail boxes, designated as high

interaction areas, were occupied by low apprehensives. Some housing units



