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Communication Traits and Communication Competence






Abstract

This study was designed to determine the degree to which select communication traits are related to self-perceived communication competence, both individually and collectively. The results indicate that some communication traits are substantially related to self-perceived communi-cation competence  and some are not. Collectively, several communication  traits were found to be strongly predictive of self-perceived communication competence.
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Communication Traits and Communication Competence


In the mid-1970s and 1980s two relative new areas of research received increasing attention from communication scholars. These were “Communication Apprehension” and “Communication Competence.” While some researchers indicated interest in both of the areas of scholarship, for the most part  scholars chose to work with one or the other. 


Since the National Communication Association has merged its Communication Apprehension and Communication Competence divisions into one, it seems likely that more researchers will become interested in the overlap of these distinct areas of study. The study reported here takes this approach. We will first examine the nature of these distinct areas and then turn our attention to them together.

Communication Apprehension

The study of Communication Apprehension (CA) began as an outgrowth of two factors. One was  the traditional concern on the part of the field of Speech with stage fright (also known as speech fright and public speaking anxiety).  Scientific research in this area began in the 1930s. Clevenger (1959) published a classic article that brought attention to what had been done about trying to help students who had stage fright. His work indicated that we had a lot of information about stage fright, but really had not advanced very far in terms of leaning what caused it or what can be done about it.


The second factor was the dramatic change in the nature of the students in U.S. colleges and universities. This came as a function of the Federal government’s launching of the GI Bill after World War II and the Korean War. Prior to this time, most students in U.S. colleges and universities were the children of the wealthy elite. They were mostly white and male, who were seen as the leaders of society in the future. Since the GI Bill provided tuition and living expenses for the veterans of the two wars so they could expand their education. As a result, many veterans became students. These students were somewhat different than the traditional students. Many were white males who were not from the elite society who recognized if they got an education they would have a better live style. Some were female veterans, and some were from ethnic and racial backgrounds which were very different from the traditional students.


These new students questioned the value of studying public speaking, since they did not picture themselves as being elite leaders. By the middle of the 1960s the female population in colleges and universities had increased greatly, and these students also questioned whether public speaking was what they needed to learn. More and more students were putting pressure on the speech faculty to offer classes in interpersonal communication–something they thought would be helpful to them.


These two factors came together to bring the Speech faculties to recognize that not only were there a lot of students who suffered from anxiety when they had to deal with public speaking, there were a lot of students who seemed to be anxious about communicating in other contexts. Phillips’ (1965)  ground breaking article explained that these students were having problems like those who were anxious about public speaking. He referred to these students as being “reticent.” 


McCroskey (1970, 1972) advanced the CA concept and developed measures of CA as well as stage fright, and tested a method of reducing students’ CA (Systematic Desensitization). This launched the massive research relating to CA which followed. Along the way, other concepts related to CA, but not being CA, were advanced along with measures of those concepts [“Shyness,” McCroskey & Richmond, 1982; “Willingness to Communicate,” McCroskey & Richmond, 1987; “Compulsive Communication” (talkaholism), McCroskey & Richmond, 1993, 1995]. All of these provided a base for the current study. 

Communication Competence

Writings on what we now refer to as “communication competence” date back to the ancient Greeks. Aristotle defined rhetoric as “the faculty of discovering in a particular case what are the available means of persuasion.” This definition focuses on knowledge, not on competent communication behavior. Over the years, many different definitions of communication competence have been advanced. No single definition has been accepted as “the” definition by communication scholars. However, Wiemann’s views (1977, 1980) had a major impact on contemporary approaches. He saw communication competence as “the ability of an interactant  to choose among available communicative behaviors in order the he (she) may successfully accomplish his (her) own interpersonal goals during an encounter wile maintaining the face and line of his (her) fellow interactants within the constraints of the situation.” While his definition focused on the person’s actual communication behavior, he used a measure of communication competence based on a questionnaire he created that asked the communicator to respond to her/his perceptions of her/his communication behavior. 


McCroskey and McCroskey (1988) advanced a broader view of the nature of communication competence. They suggested that there are four ways to view communication competence: 1) objective observation, 2) subjective observation, 3) self-report, and 4) receiver-report. This approach suggests that in a perfect world all four of these would produce the same results. Of course, we do not live in a perfect world, so the researcher would have to choose the method that he/she thinks would be most valid in a given context. In their view the self-report method is the most likely to be of use. Since people make communication choices based on their self-perceived communication competence, their view of their competence determines their communication behaviors. This view provided another base for the current study.

Communication Traits Predicting Competence

The theoretical view of the relationship between communication traits and self-perceived communication competence suggests that these traits are predictors of perceived competence.  The first study to test this theory was reported by Downs (1985). This study employed measures of CA and Willingness to Communicate (WTC) as predictors. These were established measures which usually produce good reliability and validity. The measure of self-perceived communication competence developed by Wiemann was used as the criterion variable.


This research found that neither CA nor WTC were meaningful predictors of self-perceived communication competence, as measured by the Wiemann measure. Communication competence correlated r =  -.11 with CA and communication competence correlated r = .16 with WTC. This indicated that either the theory was wrong, or the Wiemann measuring instrument for self-perceived communication competence is not valid.


McCroskey & McCroskey (1988) created a different measure of self-perceived communication competence–referred to as the SPCC scale. The SPCC asks people to estimate (on a 0-100 scale) their communication competence in a variety communication contexts. This measure asks the person to directly estimate their competence in comparison to the Wiemann scale which asks the person to respond to the amount of their use of variety of communication behaviors he selected. 


The SPCC has been used by numerous researchers, from the U.S. and other cultures. However, using Google listings which totaled recently over 500, we found no study using the SPCC that has been done to test the theory. As a result we conducted the research reported here.

Theory to be Tested

We constructed this research to provide a direct test of the theory. Our general hypotheses was “Selected communication traits are meaningful predictors of self-perceived communication competence.” The communication traits that we chose for this test were CA, WTC, Shyness, Compulsive Communication (CC), Verbal Aggression (VA), and Machiavellianism (Mach).

Method
Participants and Procedures

Participants in the study were 140 undergraduate students (68 males and 72 females) enrolled in a variety of communication classes at a large western university.  The age of the respondents ranged from 18 to 38 years (M = 21.49, SD = 3.98).  Sixty-two participants were first year students, 10 participants were sophomores, 26 participants were juniors, and 42 participants were seniors. Participation was voluntary and anonymous. Students received no extra credit for completing the questionnaire.  In order to preserve anonymity of the participants, the students were asked not to identify themselves.  Data were collected during regularly scheduled classroom periods. 

Measurement

Seven variables were measured in this study.  The measures to assess the seven variables are described below. 


Communication apprehension. The Personal Report of Communication Apprehension (PRCA-24, McCroskey, 1982) was used as the operationalization of communication apprehension. Four contexts are included in this instrument (public speaking, meetings, groups, and interpersonal dyads).  In the present study, the alpha estimate was .91 (M = 65.54, SD = 15.10). 


Self-perceived communication competence. The SPCC scale developed by McCroskey and McCroskey (1988) was used as the operationalization of self-perceived communication competence. The SPCC scale consists of 12 items. Four communication contexts are included (public speaking, public speaking, meetings, groups, and dyads) and three types of receivers (strangers, acquaintances, and friends).  The internal (alpha) reliability estimate for the scale in this study was .84 (M = 934.16, SD = 182.07). 


Willingness to communicate. The WTC scale (McCroskey & Richmond, 1987) was used as the operationalization of willingness to communicate.  This is a 20-item instrument with 12 items composing the measure with 8 filler items.  The measure asks participants to estimate what percent of the time they would choose to communicate and how competent they would be on a scale from 0 to 100%. The reliability of the scale in this investigation was .91 (M = 834.94, SD = 201.48). 


Shyness. The Shyness Scale (SS) (McCroskey & Richmond, 1982) was used as the operationalization of shyness.  The 14-item scale is a five-point Likert-type measure with responses ranging from “Strongly Agree” (5) to “Strongly Disagree”(1).  The alpha for the Shyness Scale in this study was .90 (M = 40.76, SD = 11.04).


Compulsive communication. The Talkaholic Scale (TS, McCroskey & Richmond, 1993) was used as the operationalization of compulsive communication. The TS scale is a 16-item instrument with 10 items composing the measure with 6 filler items. The 10-item scale is a five-point Likert-type measure with responses ranging from “Strongly Agree” (5) to “Strongly Disagree”(1).  The alpha for the Talkaholic Scale in this study was .86 (M = 24.36, SD = 7.39).


Verbal aggressiveness. VA was measured using a 10-item version of Infante and Wiggley’s (1986) Verbal Aggressiveness Scale.  The scale is a five-point Likert-type measure with responses ranging from “Almost always true” (5) to “Almost never true”(1).  The alpha for the VA measure in this study was .82 (M = 48.01, SD = 10.18).


Machiavellianism. The Machiavellianism Scale (Mudrack & Mason, 1995) is a self-report instrument composed of ten items. Respondents rate on a seven point scale how each item applies to them. The responses range from Strongly Agree (7) to Strongly Disagree (1). Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .85 (M = 28.09, SD = 10.35).

Data Analyses

The data analyses employed in this study included simple correlations to determine the predictive power of each communication trait with regard to self-perceived communication competence. A regression analysis was conducted  to obtain the multiple correlation for more than one predictor to determine the their collective predictive power in predicting self-perceived communication competence. 

Results 


The simple correlations obtained in this study are listed in Table 1. Single correlations are all listed, however correlations lower than r = .30 were not considered to be meaningful, since they could not account for  more than nine percent of the variance accounted for.


As noted in Table 1, Communication Apprehension, Willingness to Communicate, and Shyness, with correlations of -.62, -.68, and .48 respectively, correlated strongly with SPCC. No other trait was found to correlate meaningfully with SPCC. 


 Communication apprehension was meaningfully correlated with both shyness and willingness to communication,  r = .51 for shyness and r = -.51 for willingness to communicate. Shyness was meaningfully correlated with willingness to communicate r = .48, and compulsive communication, r =-.52.

Machiavellianism was meaningly correlated with verbal aggression, r = .51, but neither was meaningfully correlated with any other communication trait.

The multiple correlation of communication apprehension, shyness, and willingness to communicate with SPCC was very strong, r = .77. 


Our general hypothesis was partially supported. Some communication traits were found to be excellent predictors of self-perceived communication competence (CA, WTC, and Shyness). However, the remaining communication traits provided virtually no predictive power relating to self-perceived communication competence.

Discussion


The present study was designed to determine the degree to which select communication traits are related to self-perceived communication competence, both individually and collectively. A theory was advanced regarding the selected communication traits (CA, WTC, Shyness, CC, VA, and Mach). The results indicate that the communication traits of communication apprehension, willingness to communicate, shyness, and compulsive communication are substantially related to self-perceived communication (SPCC).  Collectively, these traits predicted 60 percent of the variance in SPCC.


Compulsive communication was found to be negatively related to shyness, but to no other communication trait or self-perceived communication competence. This result contradicts some previous speculations that compulsive communicators might just be people who have low communication apprehension. It is clear that these communication traits are not related at all.  


Neither verbal aggression nor Machiavellianism were predictive of self-perceived communication competence. Given their nature in anti-social behavior, this suggests that individuals who are more verbally aggressive and/or Machiavellian may perceive themselves as being less communicatively competent. Aggressive people often use hostile, aggressive body language, or other threatening behavior to bully and dominate other people since they perceive themselves to be less successful in their communication with others. Horvath (1995) suggested that one’s own confidence in communication may be substantially genetic-based. According to the theory of argumentative skill deficiency (Infante, Chandler, & Rudd, 1989), when one feels less competent, they are more likely to attack the competence of others through verbally aggressive messages. The finding that VA and Mach are not predictive of self-perceived communicative competence has obvious implications for one’s personal and professional relationships (cf, Teven, McCroskey, Richmond, 2006). 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Although the findings of this study provide valuable information for both scholars and practitioners, at least one limitation needs to be noted. This limitation stems from the very reliance on self-report data. People are not always accurate in their own perceptions and abilities. However, accurate or not, these perceptions are likely to drive people’s choices of their own communication behavior.


The findings of this investigation reveal a great deal about the mediating impact of select communication traits on our perceptions. Future research should also examine the examine the extent to which the selected communication traits are predictive of a perceived other’s (i.e., supervisor, spouse/partner, teacher) communication competence. 


While the communication traits and approach to communication competence employed in this study are ones that have been subject to considerable research previously, they should not be considered to be the only ones worthy of study. Other communication traits need to be identified and studied, independently and/or in conjunction with the ones currently studied. Also, the different approaches to communication competence need attention. Self-perceived communication competence, as noted by McCroskey and McCroskey (1988), is not the only valid approach to the study of communication competence Researchers need to develop valid measures which can be employed for objective observation, subjective observation, and receiver report for studies of communication competence. 


The most obvious need for research related to the present study is to determine its generalizability. The question is whether these results apply in other cultures. 
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                                                   Table 1

                           Simple Correlations Among Variables

_________________________________________________________________

                     CA
     Shyness    WTC         CC
   VA
  Mach    

_________________________________________________________________

Shyness      .51*              

WTC
          -.51*
          .48*

CC               -.05            -.52*         .22

VA                .06             -.03         -.08           .27

Mach            .03             .02          -.08           .10      .51*    

SPCC          -.62* 
        -.48*          .68*          .11     -.12      -.03

_________________________________________________________________

* Significant at the p < .001. 


