COMMUNICATION APPREHENSION,
SOCIAL PREFERENCE, AND SOCIAL BEHAVIOR
IN A COLLEGEENVIRONMENT
JAMES C. McCROSKEYand MICHAELE. SHEAHAN
An investigation of high and low communication apprehensives in a college environment indicated that high communication apprehensives interact less with peer strangers, are less likely to accept a blind date, have fewer dates, are more likely to engage in
exclusive dating, have close relationships with fewer facuIty, are less satisfied with a
university's advising system, and are less satisfied with the college environment. These
results are examined within the context of the Berger-Calabrese developmental theory
of
interpersonal communication and an extension of that theory is tentatively advanced.
In recent years a substantial number of
studies have been reported that have investigated the relationships among communication apprehension, communication behavior,
and interpersonal perceptions.! While many
of these studies have involved college students, most have tested hypotheses concerning communication apprehension in general,
and the use of college students as research
subjects was merely incidental to the purpose
of the research. Very few of the previous
studies have focused on the impact of communication apprehension on the lives of
young people in the college environment.
The major exceptions to the above pattern
have been studies which focused on the relationship between communication apprehension and academic achievement.2 These
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studies provide considerable support for the
notion that high communication apprehensives achieve significantly less than low
communication apprehensives in most instructional environments. Thus, it has been
fairly well established that communication
apprehension is negatively related to success
in one of the two major dimensions of college
life. the academic dimension. The current research was directed toward the other major
dimension of college life, the social dimension.
Rationale and Hypotheses
Communication
apprehension
has been
shown to be associated with a variety of social
withdrawal behaviors. For example, high
communication apprehensives, as compared
with lows, have been found to talk less, to
choose more remote housing and seating, and
to find other people less attractive. J Within
the college environment, particularly larger
colleges and universities, students have considerable freedom to control the amount of
interaction they have with their peers and
faculty. On the basis of the previous research,
therefore, we would expect that high communication apprehensives, as compared to
lows, would develop fewer relationships
with either peers or faculty in the college
environment.
3For a summary of some of this research and several
theoretical propositions drawn from it. see Tames C.
McCroskey, "The Effects of Communication Apprehension on Nonverbal Behavior." Communication Quarterly, 24(Winter. 1976), pp. 39-44.
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It is important to note at this point that
research has not demonstrated that high
communication apprehensives, as compared
with lows. have a lower need or desire for
close relationships with other people. Rather,
the research suggests that their communication apprehension is a barrier to engaging in
the communication necessarv to form such
relationships. The rationale for the present
research, therefore. was as follows:
(1) High and low communication apprehensives do not differ in their need or desire
for social relationships with others in the
College environment:
(2) High communication apprehensives are
limited by their communication
apprehension from engaging in sufficient
communication necessary to establish
many social relationships in the college
environment;
(3) As a consequence. high communication
apprehensives, as compared to lows, establish fewer social relationships; and
(4) High communication apprehensives are
less satisfied with their college environment than are low communication apprehensives.
On the basis of the above rationale eight
hypotheses were generated for testing in this
study. We will consider each of these in turn.
(1) High and low communication
apprehensives do not differ in the number of
dates they would like to have during a given
14 day period. Unlike the remaining hypotheses, this hypothesis was framed in null form.
Since no previous research has indicated differences attributable to communication apprehension in the need or desire for social
relationships, we had no reason to expect a
difference here. It was considered important
to test this hypothesis, however, because
should communication apprehension and
amount of dates desired prove to be related,
this would challenge the first point in our
rationale and be very important in interpreting the results related to later hypotheses.
(2)High communication apprehensives, as
compared to lows, are less likely to engage in
interaction with peer strangers within the college environment. The first step in establishing a social relationship
is getting acquainted. At the University where this study
was conducted students ride back and forth
between two campuses on a university bus
system. This provides daily opportunities to
encounter peer strangers. This hypothesis
42

posited that the high communication apprehensives would be less likely to interact
with these individuals than the low communication apprehensives would be.
(3)High communication apprehensives, as
compared to lows, are less likely to accept a
blind date. An alternative to engaging in
communication with a peer stranger and developing a .social relationship which could
subsequently lead to a dating relationship
would be accepting a blind date arranged by
someone else. We believe, however, that for
the high communication apprehensives this
would provide a very threatening communication experience and would be avoided.
(4)High communication apprehensives, as
compared to lows, will report having fewer
dates for a given 14 day period. This
hypothesis follows from the two previous
hypotheses. If high communication
apprehensives form fewer social relationships
and/or are less willing to accept blind dates,
they are likely to have fewer dates.
(5)High communication apprehensives, as
compared to lows, are more likely to date one
person to the exclusion of others. This
hypothesis is based on the assumed equality
of need for social relationships of high and
low communication apprehensives and the
reduced dating opportunities of high communication apprehensives
hypothesized
above. If high communication apprehensives
need or desire close soCial relationships but
are prevented from "playing the field" by
their apprehension, it follows that they will
attempt to satisfy their need by holding on to
whatever relationship they can establish.
(6)High communication apprehensives, as
compared to lows, established fewer close relationships with faculty members. This
hypothesis is based on the previous research
indicating that high communication apprehensives engage in social withdrawal.
This pattern should be clearly evident in the
superior-subordinate
nature of typical
faculty-student relationships.
(7)High communication apprehensives, as
compared to lows, have less positive attitudes toward a faculty-student advising
system. At the university where this study
was conducted, students are required to consult with a faculty advisor for each semester's
registration. The advisor must approve the
student's schedule before he or she is permitted to enroll. Because of the superiorsubordinate nature of the interaction proCOMMUNICATION
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duced by this system. it was believed that
such interaction would be very threatening to
high communication
apprehensives
and
would result in negative attitudes toward the
system.
(8)High communication apprehensives. as
compared to lows, have less positive attitudes toward the college environment. This
hypothesis is based on the assumption that
all. or at least some, of the previous hypotheses are correct. If such is the case this would
indicate less success on the social dimension
of college life for high communication apprehensives and presumably would lead to
less satisfaction with the college environment as a whole.
Method

the study; the remainder provided a cover for
the purpose of the study. Four of the relevant
items requested an open-end numerical response, one required a dichotomous choice,
and three provided a nine-step response option bound by bipolar adjectives. The items
employed, in the order of our hypotheses
noted above, are reported in Figure 1.
The data' generated from item 5 were subjected to chi square analysis. The data from
the remaining items were submitted to a
single classification (high versus low communication apprehension
groups) multivariate analysis of variance. Since the
MANOVA produced a significant result, the
individual hypotheses were tested by means
of t-tests between the high and low communication apprehension groups for the data
related to that hypothesis. The .05 alpha level
was set for significance of all tests.
Because the first hypothesis was tested in
null form and not rejected, a power analysis
for that test was conducted to determine the
likelihood that the result was an artifact of
Type II error.S

This study involved 71 students. 34 lowapprehensives and 37 high apprehensives. enrolled in a basic communication course at
West Virginia University. Nearly all of the
subjects lived on campus or in private apartments in the community. The class rank of the
subjects was approximately 34% freshmen.
49% sophomores, 11% juniors, and 6%
Results
seniors. There were approximately the same
number of males and females among the high The results of the multi-variate analysis and
the t-tests are reported in Table 1. As indiand low apprehension groups. Participation
cated in that table the MANOVA analysis
in the study was voluntary.
The subjects were selected from a group of yielded a significant effect (Pillai's Trace, F =
2.50, P < .05). The communication apprehen275 students who completed an initial
screening. Students who were married (N = sion independent variable accounted for 23
36) were excluded from the data analyses. percent of the variance on the canonical variable generated by the analysis. All of the
The initial screening involved administrat-tests, with the exception of that performed
tion of the Personal Report of Communication
Apprehension (PRCA) College Form.4 Stu- on the data concerning number of dates
dents who scored beyond one standard devia- wanted. produced significant results. In each
tion above the mean for the sample were clas- case the observed difference between high
and low communication apprehensives was
sified as high communication apprehensives,
those who scored beyond one standard devia- in the hypothesized direction.
tion below the mean were classified as low
The chi square analysis ofthe data concerncommunication apprehensives. The split- ing exclusive/steady dating produced a sighalf reliability estimate for the PRCA was .93, nificant result (Chi square = 5.97). While
which is comparable to previous estimates of only nine of the 34 low apprehensives reported that they dated one person to the excreliability for this instrument.
Four weeks after the initial screening the lusion of others, 20 of the 37 high apprehensives reported that they did so. In percentage
subjects completed a questionnaire designed
to elicit data relevant to the hypotheses of the terms, 26 percent of low apprehensives and
study. A total of 25 questions appeared on the 54 percent of the high apprehensives reinstrument. Eight of these were relevant to ported exclusive/steady dating behavior.
The power analysis of the test of the first
4James C. NIcCroskev, "Measures of CommunicationBound Anxiety," Spe~ch Monographs, 37(1970). 269277.
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Figure 1
Questionnaire Items Administered

-

1. How many dates would you like to have in the next 14 days?
2. In the past week. how many times have you spoken to a person you did not know while on or wai ting for a
campus bus?
3. How likely would you be to accept a blind date?
Very Unlikely 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Very Likely

4. How many dates have you had in the last 14 days?

.

5. Do you date one person regularly to the exclusion of others?
.YesNo6. How many faculty members do you know well enough that you would be willing to engage in a social
conversation with them?
7. How satisfied are you with the advisor system here at
?
Very Dissatisfied 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Very Satisfied
?
8. How pleased are you with your overall experiences here at Very Displeased 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Very Pleased
Table 1
Results of the Multivariate
and t-test Analyses
Dependent
Variable
Canonical Variable
Dates Wanted
Persons on Bus
Accept Blind Date
Dates Had
Faculty Known
Satisfaction/Advisor
Satisfaction/College

Apprehension Level Means
High
Low
Apprehension
Apprehension
.41
5.2
2.1
3.6
2.4
2.0
4.7
6.2

Correlation with
Canonical
Variable

.54
5.9
6.3
4.6
4.2
3.9
5.7
7.2

.16
.42
.39
.43
.44
.39
.49

.69
1.84*
1.69*
1.89*
1.93*
1.72*
2.14*

*p < .05. directional test.

hypothesis indicated a power of .21 for a very the data on dates desired were submitted to a
small effect size (d = .2), .67 for a moderate one-way analysis of covariance, levels of
effect size (d = .5), and .95 for a large effect communication apprehension being the insize (d = .8). This analysis suggests that while dependent variable and Crowne-Marlowe
we cannot discount the possibility of the exis- scores being the covariate. The results were
tence of a weak relationship between com- virtually identical to the t-test previously remunication
apprehension
and desired
ported. No significant effect for communicanumber of dates, we can be reasonably confi- tion apprehension was observed (F = 0.56, t
dent that no moderate relationship exists, and = .75). The means adjusted for social desiraalmost certain that there is no strong relation- bility were virtually the same as the unadship between these variables.
justed means (High = 5.2, Low = 5.8). Thus,
In a supplementary
analysis, Crownesocial desirability was discounted as a factor
Marlowe social desirability scores, which influencing the results of this study.
were available from all subjects as a result of
an unrelated study, were correlated with each
Discussion
of the variables in this study.6 Significant correlations were observed between social de- The results of this study provided support for
sirability and the PRCA scores (r = -.26) and all of our theoretical hypotheses. High comthe number of dates desired (r = .26). No other munication apprehensives. as compared to
lows, were found to interact less with peer
correlations were significant. Consequently.
strangers, to be less likely to accept a blind
6Douglas P. Crowne and David Marlowe. The Ap- date. to have fewer dates. to be more likely to
proval Motive (New York: Wiley. 1964).
engage in exclusive dating. to have close rei a44
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tionships with fewer faculty, to be less satisfied with the university's advising system,
and to be less satisfied with the college environment. Although, as was posited in our
rationale, high and low communication apprehensives were not found to differ in their
need or desire for close relationships, high
communication apprehensives were found to
engage in withdrawal from communication
with others, have fewer dates than others, and
to have less positive attitudes toward their

theory tentatively may be extended from
these results. Consider the following proposition:
Given people with equal needs or desires for the establishment of close or intimate relationships, those
who establish the fewest such relationships will
strive harder to retain those which they do establish.

The results of the present study indicate that
high communication apprehensives establish fewer relationships, but that they are
more likely to restrict their dating to a single
individual.
college environment.
..
While the present data are far from suffiWe believe it is useful to consider these
cient to provide empirical proof of this
results within the framework of the develop- theoretical extension, they are supportive of
mental theory of interpersonal communicait. Future research should examine other
tion advanced by Berger and Calabrese. A hypotheses that may be deduced from this
central axiom of that theory states:
proposition, such as:
Given the high level of uncertainty present at the
onset of the entry phase (ofthe acquaintance process), (1) High communication apprehensives are
as the amount of verbal communication between
less likely to seek a divorce than are low
strangers increases, the level of uncertainty for each
communication apprehensives.
interact ant in the relationship will decrease. As un- (2) High communication apprehensives are
certainty is further reduced. the amount of verbal
less likely to voluntarily leave a job where
communicationwill increase.7
they have a close relationship with a peer
This axiom stresses the importance of
or superior than are low communication
communication
among strangers for the
apprehensives.
building of an initial relationship. In the ab- (3) High communication apprehensives are
sence of communication, as is typically the
less likely to move from their home envicase with high communication apprehenronment (home town, neighborhood)
sives, uncertainty is maintained at a high
than are low communication apprehenlevel. With uncertainty at a high level there is
sives.
no opportunity for the development of a close (4) High communication apprhensives are
or intimate relationship. Thus, as Berger and
more likely to attend college in their
Calabrese note, "amount of communication
home town than are low communication
and liking are positively related."8
apprehensives.
Thus, for the high communication ap(5)
High
communication apprehensives will
prehensive in the college environment, the
suffer
from greater psychological stress
inability to interact initially with strangers,
as a result of the destruction of a close
either peers or faculty, results in the mainterelationship than will low communicanance of high levels of uncertainty on the part
tion apprehensives.
of both the communication-apprehensive in(6)
High communication
apprehensives
dividual and others in the communication
marry
at
an
earlier
age
than low comapprehensive's environment. The presence of
munication apprehensives.
this uncertainty militates against both comsuch hypotheses ultimately receive
munication between the people and the de- Should
confirmation, our tentative theoretical extenvelopment of close or intimate relationships.
sion would have a much stronger empirical
In the present study the high communicabase.
At present, we must conclude that high
tion apprehensives were observed to interact
communication
apprehensives in the college
less with strangers and to have fewer dates.
environment
differ
substantially from low
Both results would be predicted by the
communication
apprehensives
in terms of
Berger-Calabrese theory. In addition, the
their social preferences, their social behaviors, and their satisfaction with their col7Charles R. Berger and Richard J. Calabrese, "Some
Explorations in Initial Interaction and Beyond: Toward a lege environment. Whether the behavioral
pattern evidenced in this study is symptomaDevelopmental Theory of Interpersonal Communication." Human Communication Research, 1(1975), 101- tic of a life-long pattern or unique to the col102.
lege atmosphere must be determined through
future research.
8Berger and Calabrese, 108.
.
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