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__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Abstract: Focusing on situation, audience, context, and trait-based factors, this study 

examined the multidimensional aspects of Malaysian polytechnic students' communication 

apprehension during oral presentations. A total of 116 engineering and business diploma 

students enrolled in an English communication course at a polytechnic in Sarawak were 

selected to participate in a survey based on McCroskey's (1984) Personal Report of Public 

Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA). The results revealed that situation and audience-based 

communication apprehension in oral presentations were more prevalent than context and trait-

based communication apprehension, indicating the significant influence of the communicative 

environment and audience dynamics on students' speech anxiety. Hence, the need for targeted 

pedagogical strategies by educators and administrators to alleviate students' communication 

apprehension and specific training programmes simulating various speaking scenarios and 

audiences is pivotal. 

 

Keywords: Communication Apprehension; Oral Presentations; Malaysian Polytechnic 

Students; Pedagogical Strategies; Personal Report of Public Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA) 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

1. Introduction 

 

Proficiency in communication is imperative for success in social, academic, and professional 

contexts. Articulating thoughts effectively can prevent misconceptions in social situations 

(Trisasanti et al., 2021). In today's educational landscape, proficient communication skills in 

public speaking play a critical role in a person's academic success as it serves as a benchmark 

to gauge a student’s aptitude (Sun, 2008). Public speaking can help students improve retention 

and increase motivation to learn (Bygate, 1987). Many students find it intimidating despite the 

advantages of honing effective public speaking skills (Payne & Carlin 1994). Herachwati, 

Isnaini, and Agustina’s (2023) study demonstrated that a targeted public speaking training 

programme significantly improved the communication skills, confidence, and overall 

performance of student entrepreneurs at Universitas Airlangga. Speech training can help 

students mitigate communication apprehension and teach them various speaking techniques.  

 

Communication apprehension (CA) is a strong fear related to theoretical and practical aspects 

of interpersonal communication (McCroskey, 1977). It is a universal sensation experienced by 

all individuals (Hsu, 2012), including the most confident speakers (Tiyas, Nurhidayah, & 

Herdiawan, 2019). Beatty (1988) outlined that the physical manifestations of speech anxiety, 
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such as trembling knees, a shaky voice, a change in speaking pace, or a monotone delivery, are 

triggered by nervous system responses. Fear of poor appraisal with the audience in moments 

of silence can exacerbate this nervousness and cause speakers to lose sight of their intended 

message (Williams & Andrade, 2008). 

 

Previous studies showed a moderate to high level of CA among students in Malaysian 

universities (Azhar et al., 2022; Balakrishnan et al., 2022; Ebenezer et al., 2022; Taly & 

Paramasivam, 2020) and in foreign universities in Indonesia (Damayanti & Listyani, 2020; 

Daud et al., 2019; Hasibuan et al., 2022), Thailand (Akkakoson, 2016), Pakistan (Ahmed et al., 

2017), Jordan (Batiha et al., 2016), and Saudi Arabia (Rafada & Madini, 2017). Based on 

McCroskey’s (1984) Personal Report of Public Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA), their findings 

reported an overall score 98 to > 131, indicating moderate to high levels of public speaking 

anxiety among students. Specifically, studies utilizing the PRPSA in Malaysian universities 

have shown that students typically score in the moderate range, with an average score of 105.9, 

reflecting a considerable level of anxiety experienced during public speaking situations 

(Balakrishnan et al., 2022). The PRPSA scale divides CA into four dimensions, namely trait-

based, context-based, audience-based, and situation-based communication, which are 

referenced to identify the crucial aspects triggering the strongest fears of public speaking. 

 

Academic presentations are given weight in the Malaysian polytechnic education system. 

Emphasis is placed on the cultivation of practical skills in the vocational and technical courses, 

with effective communication as a key competency (Zainuddin & Selamat, 2012). Studies on 

the CA of polytechnic students exhibited moderate apprehension (Kho & Ting, 2021), 

particularly situation-based among its students (Amiri & Puteh, 2021). In Malaysian education, 

English is the standard language in academic settings and is a medium of instruction and 

communication. In addition to academic competence in various subjects, universities must 

develop graduates with soft skills to suit market expectations in today’s highly competitive 

global industry (Amir et al., 2022). 

 

While Bahasa Melayu is prioritised in Malaysian culture, English is acknowledged as a "second 

language" in education policy and planning (Rahmat, 2023). This aligns with the nation's 

objective of becoming a developed country. Additionally, the majority of universities employ 

English as their medium of teaching to enhance students' language proficiency (Sharif et al., 

2023). However, most students whose first language is not English will find learning the 

language challenging during their studies, particularly in giving oral presentations. Despite the 

many studies demonstrating their substantial impact on language performance, few have 

examined the connection between communication strategies and speech apprehension (Azhar 

et al., 2022; Taly & Paramasivam, 2020; Zainuddin et al., 2022).  

 

CA stems from various sources, including trait-based, context-based, audience-based, and 

situation-based factors (Hardiyanto, 2022; Ledford et al., 2022; Nasir et al., 2023; Rubin et al., 

2020). Understanding the different dimensions of CA is crucial for addressing and mitigating 

anxiety in various communication scenarios. Anxiety, CA, and personality traits are 

interconnected factors influencing various aspects of human behaviour. Research indicates that 

CA is linked to personality types, such as extraversion and introversion (Berry, 2007). 

Personality traits like extroversion and openness, along with situational factors like the level 

of rehearsal, can impact a student’s speech performance (Swayer & Behnke, 1997). However, 

CA does not have a significant influence on students’ academic achievement in a blended 

learning environment. These findings highlight the complex interplay between anxiety, CA, 

and personality traits in shaping individual experiences and outcomes in public speaking. 
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Research has long explored the roots of anxiety, noting its relations with personality traits and 

specific situations (Witt et al., 2006). Although much research has been done on speech 

apprehension, there is a need for a systematic investigation of the four dimensions: trait-based, 

context-based, audience-based, and situation-based. Preliminary evidence suggests that trait-

based CA is a significant issue among students, negatively impacting their educational 

experience (see Appendix 1). Therefore, the current study examined the multidimensions of 

CA of Malaysian polytechnic students in oral presentations. The findings will assist educators 

and administrators in creating strategies to lessen CA among students, which will enhance 

academic performance and equip students for successful careers in an increasingly competitive 

world. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

2.1  Communication apprehension (CA) 

In the United States, CA in educational settings has been studied since the early 1970s. Wells 

and Lashbrook (1970) and Weiner (1973) found that students who showed signs of CA 

frequently avoided class discussions and participated less actively. Similar trends of decreased 

engagement in small-group discussions were also noted in other studies by Hamilton (1972) 

and Fenton and Hopf (1976). Obstacles to effective small-group discussions include limited 

vocabulary, poor language skills, reluctance to communicate in a second language, distractions, 

and a lack of preparation (de Saint Léger & Storch 2009). Furthermore, individuals who 

participate in small-group discussions in a language other than their mother tongue often 

experience a lack of spontaneity and authenticity in their speech. 

 

According to Daly and Stafford (1984), individuals who experience high levels of CA typically 

perform poorly in job interviews due to poor preparation, anxiety, and a lack of communication 

strategies. Additionally, these individuals reported having lower job satisfaction, particularly 

in roles involving extensive communication or group interactions. McCroskey and Andersen 

(1976) found that students who experience higher levels of anxiety typically outperform their 

counterparts in the classroom. Their data suggested those with high communication anxiety 

prefer large lecture classes over small ones, whereas those with moderate and low 

communication anxiety prefer the opposite. 

 

However, in most studies, greater CA results in negative outcomes. O'Mara et al. (1996) found 

a connection between high levels of CA and low levels of non-verbal immediacy to negative 

performance expectations and poor academic outcomes. Rural students, who are more 

vulnerable to peer pressure, typically exhibit higher levels of nervousness than their urban 

counterparts, primarily due to their fear of being negatively viewed by their peers (Anjaniputra, 

2021). Additionally, studies revealed that women tend to experience significantly less 

nervousness than men when communicating (Borzi & Mills, 2001; Diah et al., 2023). Besides 

these factors, researchers have linked higher CA to lower cognitive ability (Allen & Bourhis, 

1996; Bourhis & Allen, 1992) and decreased involvement in class (Borzi & Mill, 2001). It is 

indicated that those who possess greater communication abilities do not inherently experience 

less CA. Fordham and Gabbin (1996) argued that individuals with good communication 

abilities may also experience communication anxiety, preventing them from communicating 

effectively, which results in feelings of incompetence, stagnant career advancement 

opportunities, and occupational stagnation. 
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2.2 McCroskey’s (1982) theory of communication apprehension  

McCroskey's (1982) Theory of Communication Apprehension addresses the fears and anxieties 

individuals experience when communicating with others. This theory is crucial for 

understanding the complexity of different forms of communication, including interpersonal, 

group, and public communication. The fundamental tenet of McCroskey's theory is that the 

efficacy of a message can be influenced by the individual’s anxiety level during 

communication.  

 

Previous studies utilised McCroskey's (1984) PRPSA questionnaire to assess students’ CA 

levels. For instance, Balakrishnan, Abdullah and Sui (2022) investigated the speech anxiety 

levels of engineering students in Malaysia during presentations in class. The PRPSA survey 

was filled out by 65 third-semester electronics and mechanical engineering diploma students 

enrolled in an English for Effective Communication course. The results indicated that the 

majority of the students demonstrated moderate levels of speech anxiety and revealed a slight 

negative correlation between speech anxiety levels and English proficiency based on their SPM 

English scores. Among the identified causes of anxiety were the fear of giving presentations 

and being questioned during their speech. The authors emphasised the importance of public 

speaking training in the engineering curriculum. 

 

Kurakan (2021) employed the PRPSA-34 and semi-structured interviews to study the speech 

anxiety levels of 72 Thai EFL engineering students before and during oral English 

presentations. The findings revealed that the students’ anxiety levels were generally moderate 

at 55.55%, with a significant increase from the preparation time to the actual presentation. Both 

the high and low anxiety groups experienced language problems during the preparation phase, 

particularly with vocabulary and pronunciation. The high-anxiety group exhibited a 

pronounced fear of making eye contact and receiving negative feedback after the presentation, 

while the low-anxiety group reported discomfort when confronted with unrelated questions. 

Another study in Thailand (Ka-kan-dee & Al-Shaibani, 2018) found that a majority of Thai 

students avoided enrolling in the English for Tour Guides course due to fear of giving oral 

presentations as a tour guide.  

 

Munohsamy et al. (2015) examined the causes of anxiety during oral presentations on first-

year engineering students at Institut Teknologi Brunei (ITB). The study, which employed 

McCroskey's PRPSA questionnaire, revealed that speech anxiety was prevalent among 

students despite attending a decade of English classes, with female students exhibiting higher 

levels of anxiety than male students. The most common causes of speech anxiety were fear of 

negative evaluation, lack of preparation, and low self-confidence. Similarly, using PRPSA, 

Hidayoza et al. (2019) found that the majority of English debaters at Unit Kegiatan Bahasa 

Asing in Indonesia had moderate levels of public speaking anxiety and managed their anxiety 

by seeking support from their peers. However, there was no significant correlation between the 

intensity of their public speaking anxiety and coping strategies. 

 

In Wei’s (2022) study, 137 Chinese EFL postgraduates experienced a high level of public 

speaking anxiety when presenting or attending international conferences. The study found no 

significant differences in speech anxiety levels based on gender or discipline. The PRPSA 

survey identified three main categorical variables for anxiety during presentations, which are 

public speaking apprehension, self-behaviour management, and fear of adverse assessment.   
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2.3  Dimensions of communication apprehension 

McCroskey (1984) categorised CA into four types: trait-based, context-based, audience-based, 

and situation-based (McCroskey, 1984). By understanding these different types of 

apprehension, one can gain deeper insights into the range of communication factors that 

influence speaking anxiety. All further details are from McCroskey (1984) unless otherwise 

cited. 

 

Firstly, trait-based CA is a measure of how individuals consistently feel in different situations 

and times (Witt et al., 2006). This suggests that certain individuals experience more discomfort 

than the average, regardless of context, audience, or situation. Whether participating in a group 

discussion, interacting at a party, or giving a speech in a classroom, individuals with high trait 

anxiety are likely to feel uncomfortable in all of these scenarios. Trait-based CA, which is 

distinct from shyness, can lead individuals to avoid public speaking opportunities, potentially 

exacerbating their anxiety due to a lack of experience or skill (Witt et al., 2006). While those 

with traits-based CA may never enjoy public speaking, with adequate preparation and practice, 

they can develop the ability to deliver effective speeches when required. 

 

Secondly, context-based CA occurs particularly in certain situations, such as public speaking, 

where individuals may feel more anxious compared to other scenarios. This form of CA, often 

influenced by the communication context, reflects personality-based anxiety. It is influenced 

by factors such as formality, uncertainty, and novelty, which can increase anxiety in certain 

communication contexts (Gardner et al., 2005). McCroskey (1997) identified four key contexts 

for assessing CA: public speaking, meetings, small group discussions, and interpersonal 

communication. This framework emphasises the situational nature of CA and illustrates that 

the degree of CA can vary considerably depending on the context. 

 

Thirdly, situation-based CA is influenced by the specific circumstances of a communication 

event, leading to a temporary state of anxiety during interactions at a certain time. According 

to McCroskey (2001), situation-based CA arises from a unique combination of factors that 

evolve over time and context. Communication events are multifaceted, encompassing physical, 

temporal, social-psychological, and cultural dimensions. These dimensions merge to form a 

distinct communication situation, differentiating each event from prior experiences.  

 

Finally, audience-based CA is influenced by certain characteristics of the audience addressed, 

such as similarity, subordinate status, audience size, and familiarity (Witt et al., 2006). For 

example, speaking to a group of peers in a student assembly may be comfortable, whereas 

presenting to parents and students during a campus visit may cause anxiety, especially due to 

the presence of parents. The perceived similarity between the speaker and the audience 

significantly affects the level of speech anxiety; people generally prefer speaking to an 

audience that shares their values. The greater the perceived dissimilarity between the speaker 

and the audience, the greater the potential for nervousness. Research has shown that speaking 

in front of people with subordinate status, such as a boss or teacher, especially in evaluative 

contexts, can increase speaking anxiety. The size of the audience also plays a role; a larger 

audience can be more intimidating. Familiarity with the audience also plays a crucial role. 

Some speakers find it easier to speak in front of strangers than acquaintances or family 

members due to perceived higher expectations of a successful performance from familiar faces. 

 

Despite the important insights offered by these categories, research on trait-based CA, context-

based CA, audience-based CA, and situation-based CA remains scarce (McCroskey, 1984). A 
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thorough examination of these four dimensions of CA is essential for a deeper understanding 

of the anxiety individuals experience during oral presentations and public speaking. 

 

3. Methodology 

 

3.1 Respondents 

The respondents were 116 diploma students (62.1% male, 37.9% female) from engineering and 

business majors in a polytechnic located in Sarawak, Malaysia. These students were enrolled 

in an English communication module in which oral presentations were a major assessment 

component. The student group was made up as follows: 61 Civil Engineering students (52.6%), 

32 Electrical Engineering students (27.6%), 22 Mechanical Engineering students (19.0%), and 

1 Commerce student (0.9%).  

 

3.2 Instrument 

The questionnaire was adapted from McCroskey's (1970) Personal Report of Public Speaking 

Anxiety (PRPSA). This questionnaire comprised sections for trait-based, context-based, 

situation-based, and audience-based CA. The PRPSA had 34 items on a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree".  

 

Appendix 2 shows how the PRPSA mapped onto the four dimensions of CA (McCroskey, 

1984) as follows:  

i. Context-based – 11 items 

ii. Trait-based – 11 items 

iii. Situation-based – 5 items 

iv. Audience-based – 7 items 

 

3.3 Data Collection Procedures 

The questionnaire was given to the students following their oral presentations. This timing was 

strategically chosen to capitalise on the immediacy of their experience. Students were given 30 

minutes to complete the questionnaire. The respondents were informed about the study’s 

objectives, procedures, voluntary participation, confidentiality, and anonymity. Verbal consent 

was obtained before the questionnaires were distributed. Participants could withdraw from the 

study at any time without any consequences.  

 

3.4 Data Analysis Procedures 

For the data analysis, means and standard deviations were computed and correlation tests were 

run. The Partial Least Square (PLS) software was used to determine the factor loadings of 

PRPSA items using the pilot study involving 50 students. The three highest values included “I 

get anxious when I think about an oral presentation coming up” (0.845), “My thoughts become 

confused and jumbled when I am giving an oral presentation” (0.788), and “During an oral 

presentation, I experience a feeling of helplessness building up inside me” (0.785). The items 

reached an acceptable reliability value with Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.952, Composite Reliability 

of 0.956, and Average Variance Extracted of 0.5 after deleting 12 items that had low factor 

loadings (Vinzi et al., 2010). Figure 1 shows the 22 remaining items with high-reliability 

values.  
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Figure 1: SmartPLS Analysis for Factor Loading 

 

Regardless of the above result, PRPSA has been used for similar purposes in various studies 

(Kurakan, 2021; Tian & Mahmud, 2018; Munohsamy et al., 2015; Pontillas, 2020) due to its 

acceptable reliability, with exceptionally high internal consistency (Pribyl et al., 2001), 

excellent internal consistency of 0.94, and good test-retest reliability of 0.84 (Mortberg et al., 

2018). Therefore, the current study maintained all 34 items for comparability across studies 

using the PRPSA.  
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4. Results 

 

4.1 Level of CA in four dimensions 
Table 1: Means and Standard Deviations for Dimensions of CA (N=116) 

Dimension of CA Mean Standard Deviation 

Situation-based CA 3.22 0.78 

Audience-based CA 3.22 0.69 

Context-based CA 3.08 0.78 

Trait-based CA 2.67 0.56 

Note: Likert scale of 1 (low CA) to 5 (high CA) 

 

Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations for the dimensions of CA. The results showed 

that the polytechnic students experienced more situation-based CA (M=3.22) and audience-

based CA (M=3.22) than context-based CA (M=3.08). They suffered less from trait-based CA 

(M=2.67). The rather high scores for situation-based CA indicated that the polytechnic students 

may have doubted their ability to make their presentation within the allocated time, and feared 

the assessment situation. Similarly, the rather high scores for audience-based CA suggested 

that the students feared negative evaluation by the audience, particularly their lecturer who 

grades them. The lecturer’s higher status and larger class size can cause additional CA. 

Fortunately, fewer polytechnic students reported trait-based CA, indicating that they were 

comfortable with public speaking. 

 

4.2 Relationships among the four dimensions of CA 
Table 2: Correlation Matrix of CA Types (N=116) 

 Context Trait Situation Audience 

Context 1 .344** .748** .809** 

Trait  1 .341* .528** 

Situation   1 .688** 

Audience    1 

** p < .01 (2-tailed), N = 116 for all correlations. 

 

Table 2 shows the Pearson correlation results for context, trait, situation, and audience-based 

CA. The results showed a weak positive correlation between trait-based and context-based CA 

(r (114) = .344, p < .01). Polytechnic students who were naturally uncomfortable speaking in 

public were more likely to experience greater CA when performing public speaking in formal, 

uncertain and new contexts. This indicated that the students were constrained by their 

predisposition.  

 

There was also a significant strong positive correlation between context-based CA and 

situation-based CA (r (114) = .748, p < .01). Polytechnic students who feared formal, uncertain, 

and new contexts were more likely to experience greater CA during time-constrained 

presentations. To our knowledge, there are no studies investigating the relationship between 

context-based CA and situation-based CA.  

 

In addition, there was also a significant strong positive correlation between context-based CA 

and audience-based CA (r (114) = .809, p < .01). Polytechnic students who feared formal, 

uncertain, and new contexts were more likely to experience greater CA when speaking to large 

crowds comprising strangers from diverse backgrounds and high statuses. The past findings 

showed that the audience factor triggers CA (Carnahan et al., 2020; Girondini et al., 2023; Neta 
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et al., 2017; Neueder et al., 2019), but they did not specifically study the relationship between 

context-based CA and audience-based CA.  

 

In addition, there was a significant weak positive correlation between trait-based CA and 

situation-based CA (r (114) = .341, p < .01). Students who were naturally uncomfortable 

speaking in public experienced greater CA in formal, uncertain, and new contexts. These 

students require more practice to accustom themselves to a range of public speaking situations 

to reduce their CA and uncertainty. As there were no past studies that associated trait-based 

CA and situation-based CA, the present study has produced new findings of the associations.  

 

There was also a significant moderate positive correlation between trait-based CA and 

audience-based CA (r (114) = .528, p < .01). Polytechnic students who were naturally 

uncomfortable speaking in public experienced a higher level of CA when speaking to large 

crowds comprising strangers from diverse backgrounds and high statuses. Recent studies 

highlighted the influence of trait-based CA on the propagation of anxiety and anxiety responses 

in different situations (Chen et al., 2014; Qiao et al., 2022; Wong & Beckers, 2020), however, 

they did not specifically investigate the relationship between trait-based CA and audience-

based CA.  

 

There was a significant strong positive correlation between situation-based CA and audience-

based CA (r (114) = .688, p < .01). Polytechnic students who feared formal, uncertain, and new 

contexts were more likely to fear presenting to large crowds comprising strangers from diverse 

backgrounds and high statuses. Studies in the past three decades have shown an association 

between situation-based CA and audience-based CA (Aryadillah, 2017, Dwyer, 1995, Witt et 

al., 2006), however, they did not use these terms.    

 

To sum up, based on the correlation coefficients, trait-based CA was weakly associated with 

context-based CA (r=.344) and situation-based CA (r=.341), and moderately associated with 

audience-based CA (r=.528). A natural predisposition to enjoy or fear public speaking is 

unrelated to CA triggered by public speaking and the audience. The strongest relationships 

were between context-based CA and audience-based CA (r=.809), followed by context-based 

CA and situation-based CA (r=.748). The common factor was context-based CA.  

 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

 

The study on multidimensional aspects of Malaysian polytechnic students’ CA during oral 

presentations demonstrated that they experienced more situation and audience-based CA than 

context or trait-based CA.  

 

The low level of self-reported trait-based CA is beneficial for lecturers and students alike. This 

is because personality characteristics do not stand in the way of public speaking performance 

if they are given the training and practice to overcome the other three dimensions of CA. The 

correlation results confirm that trait-based CA has a weak correlation with context and 

situation-based CA. This indicates that whether students enjoy or fear public speaking has little 

influence on the anxiety they feel due to the context-based CA (the formality, uncertainty and 

newness of contexts) and situation-based CA (the time constraints or assessment conditions of 

the situation). However, the audience is a more daunting factor that causes speech anxiety, as 

indicated by the moderate correlation between trait-based and audience-based CA. Polytechnic 

students who feel uncomfortable making presentations are more anxious when standing in front 

of a large crowd comprising strangers from diverse backgrounds and high statuses. 
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Correlations among the four CA dimensions showed strong relationships between context-

based CA and audience-based CA, and between context-based CA and situation-based CA. 

The present findings confirm past studies on the relationship between audience-based CA and 

situation-based CA (Aryadillah, 2017; Dwyer, 1995; Witt et al., 2006), however, the 

researchers did not use these specific terms by McCroskey (1984). Aryadillah (2017) focused 

on students' anxiety in public speaking and highlighted the necessity to address both situation-

based and audience-based CA. Researchers emphasised the significance of situational factors 

and audience dynamics on individuals' well-being and performance in communicative contexts 

(Dwyer, 1995; Witt et al., 2006).  

 

By investigating the CA dimensions, the present study has produced several new observations. 

Firstly, past studies have demonstrated that context-based CA may be linked to general anxiety. 

For example, Neueder, Andreatta and Pauli (2019) showed that contextual fear conditioning 

leads to panic attacks. This research suggests a possible link between context-based CA and 

generalised anxiety disorder. Similarly, Park, Lee and Lee (2018) found a link between context-

induced anxiety and CA.  

 

The past findings have shown that the audience factor triggers CA; however, they did not 

investigate whether audience-based CA and context-based CA are linked. For example, 

Girondini et al. (2023) showed that negative behaviour from audiences significantly increases 

a speaker’s anxiety, while positive feedback tends to mitigate such effects, highlighting the 

central role of the audience in influencing one’s communication experiences. At the same time, 

Neueder, Andreatta and Pauli (2019) demonstrated the influence of audience perception on the 

generalisation of anxiety in people prone to panic attacks, thus underpinning the link between 

situation-based CA and audience-based CA. In addition, Neta et al. (2017) examined the effects 

of uncertain threats on affective bias and emphasised the challenges of interpreting ambiguous 

audience cues that may increase situation-based CA. Carnahan, Carter, and Herr (2020) then 

illustrated the cycle of social anxiety and demonstrated how perceived control over anxiety in 

social contexts, influenced by the audience and contextual variables, can escalate the use of 

safety behaviours and anticipatory anxiety. 

 

Researchers have not studied the relationship between context-based CA and situation-based 

CA, as they tend to be treated as the same. An implication of the positive association between 

these two dimensions is that students may eventually overcome their fear of public speaking 

with enough practice. It is also important to have a variety of class practices for public speaking 

as this will reduce the uncertainty of the situation. 

 

Researchers have been interested in the influence of trait-based CA on anxiety propagation and 

its responses in different situations. Only one study examined whether trait-based CA and 

audience-based CA are linked. Gerardo et al. (2019) found that fear sensitivity, which is closely 

related to trait-based CA, influences patterns of fear acquisition, likely leading to increased 

situation and audience-based CA. Other researchers studied trait-based CA and general anxiety. 

For example, Wong and Beckers (2020) observed that individuals with heightened trait-based 

CA show greater general anxiety in unfamiliar situations. In addition, Qiao et al. (2022) found 

that individuals with high levels of trait-based CA reported greater anxiety when responding to 

and anticipating uncertain threats. Chen et al. (2014) found that anxiety influences the 

processing of emotional stimuli, which may increase the situation and audience-based CA in 

individuals high in trait-based CA. Judging from the large number of studies highlighting trait-

based CA, it is important to utilise personality tests to evaluate students’ anxiety levels in public 

speaking.   
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The practical implications of this research are manifold. Educators and administrators are 

encouraged to develop targeted intervention programmes focusing on reducing situation and 

audience-based CA. Such programmes could include public speaking workshops, peer 

feedback, and exposure to different audiences tailored to gradually sensitise students to their 

apprehension causes. The public speaking training should target repeated practice in formal, 

uncertain, and new contexts to diminish context-based CA. From time to time, students can be 

brought to other classes to practice presenting in front of other unfamiliar students and lecturers 

to overcome audience-based CA. The variables of the presentation can be changed by setting 

a time limit and moving from “presenting for fun” to assessment situations to help them 

overcome situation-based CA. 

 

Longitudinal studies can further conceptualise the effectiveness of different educational 

approaches in reducing CA among students over time. Given the increasing prevalence of 

online presentations and virtual interactions (in both academic and professional settings), the 

role of digital platforms can be examined to facilitate CA.  
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Appendix 1: Categorisation of results using PRPSA into four dimensions of communication 

apprehension 

 
Dimension Factors/Terms Used by 

Other Researchers 

Studies Note 

Trait-based Anxiety levels, 

introversion, need for 

cognition 

Lohr et al. (1980), 

Wycoff (1992) 

High trait anxiety is associated 

with higher apprehension 

Context-based Classroom performance, 

assimilation theory 

Beatty et al. (1978), 

Beatty & Behnke (1980) 

Classroom speeches trigger 

anxiety 

Audience-based Fear of negative 

evaluation, assertiveness 

Deffenbacher & Payne 

(1978) 

Assertiveness levels 

contribute to apprehension 

Situation-based Communication strategy 

selection, situation impacts 

Lustig & King (1980) Situational factors influence 

strategy selection 

 

This appendix categorises the findings of existing research that uses the PRPSA model to 

identify the key factors that influence the four dimensions of communication apprehension. 

The trait-based dimension appears to be the most important issue for students, as it is closely 

linked to innate personality traits such as introversion and anxiety. 
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Appendix 2. PRPSA items categorised into four dimensions 

 
Table 1: Context-based communication apprehension 

10 My hands tremble when I am giving an oral presentation. 

19 I perspire just before starting an oral presentation. 

20 My heart beats very fast just as I start an oral presentation. 

21 I experience considerable anxiety while sitting in the room just before my oral presentation starts. 

23 Realizing that only a little time remains in an oral presentation makes me very tense and anxious. 

25 I breathe faster just before starting an oral presentation. 

30 During an oral presentation, I experience a feeling of helplessness building up inside me. 

3 My thoughts become confused and jumbled when I am giving an oral presentation. 

32 My heart beats very fast while I present an oral presentation. 

31 I have trouble falling asleep the night before an oral presentation. 

33 I feel anxious while waiting to give my oral presentation. 

 
Table 2: Trait-like communication apprehension 

Item Description 

11 I feel relaxed while giving an oral presentation. 

12 I enjoy preparing for an oral presentation. 

15 I face the prospect of giving an oral presentation with confidence. 

16 I feel that I am in complete possession of myself while giving an oral presentation. 

17 My mind is clear when giving an oral presentation. 

4 Right after giving an oral presentation, I feel that I have had a pleasant experience. 

6 I have no fear of giving an oral presentation. 

8 I look forward to giving an oral presentation. 

18 I do not dread giving an oral presentation. 

24 While giving an oral presentation, I know I can control my feelings of tension and stress. 

7 Although I am nervous just before starting an oral presentation, I soon settle down after starting and 

feel calm and comfortable. 

 
Table 3: Situational communication apprehension 

Item Description 

1 While preparing for my oral presentation, I feel tense and nervous. 

2 I feel tense when I see the words "oral presentation" on the course outline. 

5 I get anxious when I think about an oral presentation coming up. 

9 When the lecturer announces an oral presentation in class, I can feel myself getting tense. 

28 I feel anxious when the lecturer announces the date of an oral presentation. 

 
Table 4: Audience-based communication apprehension 

Item Description 

14 
I get anxious if someone asks me something about my topic that I do not know during an oral 

presentation. 

34 While giving an oral presentation, I get so nervous I forget facts I really know. 

29 
When I make a mistake while giving an oral presentation, I find it hard to concentrate on the parts 

that follow. 

13 I am in constant fear of forgetting what I am prepared to say during an oral presentation. 

22 Certain parts of my body feel very tense and rigid while giving an oral presentation. 

27 I do poorer on oral presentations because I am anxious. 

26 I feel comfortable and relaxed for the hour or so just before giving an oral presentation. 

 

 

 


