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This study attempted to determine whether the level of stress experienced by an individual has an effect on his or 
her ability to perform well during a speech performance. A control group of participants was asked to read a short 
script in a private room with no audience. The participants in the experimental group were asked to read the same 
script in front of an audience of six people. After completion of the speech, all participants were asked to fill out a 
survey regarding their level of anxiety. All participants were video recorded and later evaluated on the quality of 
their performance. The control and experimental groups demonstrated significantly different levels of stress 
during their performance; however, there was no significant difference in the quality of performance between 
participants in the control and experimental groups. 
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From one-on-one conversations to speaking to a large 
crowd, communication is a part of everyday life.  In some 
cases, public speaking may be a requirement, such as for 
college students who must give a presentation as part of their 
coursework. Anxiety due to public speaking is a serious 
concern for many communicators because the physiological 
responses can cause discomfort in the individual that can 
interrupt their typical communicative behaviors (Witt et al., 
2006). This issue is important for college students who seek to 
perform well in communicative tasks.  

 Previous research has shown that college students 
experience detectable levels of stress when performing a speech 
under experimental conditions.  Schoofs, Hartmann,  and  Wolf 
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(2008) measured levels of salivary cortisol and alpha amylase 
cortisol (SAA) in participants who were performing an oral 
examination for their area of focus at college. Increased 
cortisol levels relate to the distress a participant is feeling. 
Schoofs et al. found there to be a high concentration of cortisol 
and SAA in the pre-speech phase, and that the two levels 
continued to increase between the pre- and post-speech phases. 
Davison, Haaga, Rosenbaum, Dolezal, and Weinstein (1991) 
conducted a similar study that demonstrated distress 
experienced by participants in response to giving a class 
speech. In this study, participants were asked to self-rate 
themselves on anxiety after being placed in either a stressful or 
non-stressful speech condition. In the stressful condition, the 
instructor of the class gave challenging speech instructions to 
the speaker and there was a disruptive audience. In the non-
stressful speech condition, the instructor gave low-pressure 
instructions, the audience was receptive, and the speaker was 
given positive feedback on their speech. The researchers found 
that participants with higher behaviorally rated and self-
reported speech anxiety had significantly lower levels of self-
efficacy regarding their performance than the participants in the 
non-stressful condition.  It is reasonable to expect that 
differences in self-efficacy related to level of anxiety might 
affect the quality of the speech that is delivered. 

A different study suggests that knowledge of a 
stressful speech task prior to the performance influences the 
speaker’s feelings of discomfort before delivery of the speech. 
Feldmen, Cohen, Hamrick, and Lepore (2004) examined 
students in a public speaking course where they were required 
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to give a speech in front of an audience and then were asked to 
complete a questionnaire that asked about their level of anxiety 
during four stages of the speech. This study found that the 
greatest stress indicators occurred when the participant moved 
from the anticipation stage (hours and/or days before the 
speech occurred) to the confrontation stage (moments before 
the speech occurred) of their performance. These results have 
been replicated and expanded to examine stress levels post-
speech.  A study performed by Behnke, Freeman, and Sawyer 
(1997) demonstrated that the initial distress felt by the 
participants began to decline after starting the speech and 
continued to decline until moments after the speech was 
completed. 

Some previous studies have looked at the performance 
in stressful versus non-stressful conditions. In the study of Witt 
et al. (2006), participants were randomly assigned to either a 
stressor condition or a non-stressor condition.  In the stressor 
condition, participants were asked to prepare and perform a 
speech that would be filmed and evaluated. In the non-stressor 
condition, participants were asked to read a prepared speech 
aloud and that it would be analyzed later for content. The study 
showed that participants who prepared a speech experienced a 
greater lever of threat appraisal, negative emotion, and 
cardiovascular response than those who read a prepared speech.  
Similarly, Karst and Most (1973) analyzed two different stress 
conditions in which one group of participants were instructed to 
prepare an autobiographical speech to perform in front of an 
audience.  Each participant in the audience condition was told 
to perform their speech in front of a two-way mirror and that 
an audience would be watching from the other side of the 
mirror. In fact, there was no audience on the other side of the 
mirror. The other group was given instructions to perform their 
speech in front of only the two researchers. The researchers 
administered a finger sweat exam and a self-report 
questionnaire relating to stress prior to the performance, during 
the performance, and after the performance. While both 
conditions demonstrated high levels of anxiety in the 
participants, the study showed a slightly higher level of anxiety 
in participants who had received directions to perform a speech 
in front of an audience.  

The research cited above examined stress levels in 
different speech-making conditions. The present experiment 
extends these results by relating the level of stress experienced 
by a speaker to the quality of his or her performance. 
Participants were asked to read a speech in front of a camera. 
Half of the participants performed a speech in front of an 
audience of six people and were told that the quality of their 
speech would be evaluated later. The other half of the 
participants also were told that the quality of their speech 
would be evaluated, but they performed the same speech only 
to the camera, with no other people present. It was assumed 
(and confirmed by later measurement) that performing the 
speech in front of the audience of six would create more 
anxiety than performing the speech in front of a camera. The 
researchers hypothesized that increasing the level of stress prior 
to the speaker’s performance would cause the speaker to 

communicate less effectively and to receive a lower rating on 
the quality of their performance.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 
 The study involved the participation of 21 individuals; 
13 females and eight males. All of the participants were 
enrolled in an introductory research methods course at the 
University of Minnesota. The participants were given time 
during their regularly scheduled class to participate in the 
experiment. The participants varied in age from 19 to 28 (M = 
21.8, SD = 2.2). Of the twenty-one participants, 16 were self-
identified as Caucasian, three as Asian or Pacific Islander, and 
two as African American. Participants received course credit 
for participating in the study.  
 
Materials 

The performance of each participant was video 
recorded and then later evaluated by two of the researchers. In 
the control condition, the video camera was placed directly in 
front of the participant and the participant was asked to read a 
supplied script while addressing the camera. In the 
experimental condition, an audience of three researchers and 
three extras (friends of the researchers) were seated along with 
the video camera, directly in front of the participant. 
Therefore, video cameras were present in both conditions, but 
in order to manipulate the level of stress experienced by the 
participant, participants in the experimental condition were 
asked to read a supplied script to an additional audience of six 
people.  

The same script was used for each participant. The 
script (see Appendix A) was a section of an editorial taken 
from the Washington Post and was chosen because it was 
written in the first person and contained opinions of other 
individuals in the first person as well. This format was selected 
to allow the participant to perform, rather than read, the 
content of the script. The five researchers judged the reading 
level of the script to be slightly above average. This factor was 
important to ensure that the script was not too easy and was 
intended to enhance stress experienced by the participants.  

Immediately following each performance, participants 
were asked to complete a survey regarding their level of stress 
during the performance. The survey used for this measurement 
was Beck’s Anxiety Inventory (retrieved from 
http://www.panic-and-agoraphobia.com). The inventory asked 
nineteen questions pertaining to symptoms of stress by rating 
the symptom using a four point scale, with “0” being not 
bothered at all, and “3” being severely bothered by the 
symptom. The end of the survey contained three questions 
asking the participants to supply the researchers with their age, 
gender, and ethnicity (see Appendix B).  
 
Procedure 

One researcher was chosen to facilitate the 
participation of 10 participants in the control condition. The 
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facilitator ushered one participant at a time into the control 
condition and ensured that the video equipment was recording 
the performance of the participant properly. At the same time, 
a total of 11 participants were ushered one at a time into the 
experimental condition by another researcher for an individual 
performance in front of the audience. When the participant was 
brought into the experimental or control room, a researcher 
explained the purpose of the experiment and verbally gave a 
brief overview of the procedure to the participant. The 
participant was then asked to give verbal consent that they were 
willing to participate in the experiment and that they 
understood they could withdraw from the experiment at any 
time.  

Once consent was given, the participant was asked to 
read the script in its entirety and to continue reading to the end 
of the script, regardless of any errors made in the process. No 
time was given to the participants to rehearse the speech. In the 
experimental condition, participants started their performance 
immediately following instructions. Participants were told to 
address the audience during their performance. In the control 
condition, the facilitator handed the speech to the participant, 
started the video camera, and asked the participant to address 
the video camera when performing their speech. The facilitator 
then left the room and waited until the participant came out of 
the room to notify the facilitator that they had completed the 
performance. All participants were given the survey regarding 
their anxiety level, to fill out immediately following the 
performance. After completion of the survey, participants were 
verbally debriefed on the variables, the goal, and the 
hypothesis of the study.  
 

RESULTS 
 

After all 21 performances were completed, two 
researchers used the video recordings to evaluate the quality of 
each speech performance. The performance evaluation (see 
Appendix C) was created by the researchers and was designed 
to evaluate body composure, vocal volume, clarity of speech, 
and the number of mistakes. Body composure, vocal volume, 
and clarity of speech were scored on a five-point scale with “1” 
being poor, and “5” being excellent. Excellent body composure 
was defined as having good posture, exhibiting no fidgeting, 
and making eye contact.  Excellent vocal volume was defined 
as speaking at a volume that was easy to hear.  Clarity of 
speech was evaluated as the extent to which words were 
pronounced correctly.  Mistakes that were counted included 
misreading a word, stopping/losing one’s place, skipping words 
or sections, and adding words. 

The number of mistakes was scored by first tallying 
the total number of mistakes the participant made during his or 
her performance. Then, after all 21 performances were 
evaluated, the researchers found that the maximum number of 
mistakes made by any participant was 12 and the minimum 
number of mistakes was zero. Participants who made 0-1 
mistakes received a score of “5”, in order to reflect “5” being 
excellent as in the scale for body composure, vocal volume, 

and clarity of speech. The remaining numbers of mistakes were 
converted to scores as follows:  2-3 mistakes = "4"; 4-5 
mistakes = "3"; 6-7 mistakes = "2"; 8 or more mistakes = 
"1". The final performance score was the total of the 
participant’s scores for body composure, vocal volume, clarity 
of speech, and number of mistakes. An independent sample t-
test was used to compare the means for quality of performance 
between the participants in the audience group and no audience 
group. The audience group (M = 14.73, SD = 3.13) and the 
no audience group (M = 14.60, SD = 2.17) did not differ 
significantly on level of performance, t(19) = 0.107, p = 
0.452. 

The anxiety level experienced by each participant 
served as a manipulation check to show whether the anxiety 
level in the audience condition and no audience condition was 
different. As described earlier, each participant self-rated their 
anxiety using Beck’s Anxiety Inventory. The researchers 
obtained an overall anxiety score for each participant by 
summing the score given to each of the nineteen questions of 
the inventory. Participants in the audience group (M = 8.09, 
SD = 5.01) scored significantly higher on level of anxiety than 
the no audience group (M =1.60, SD = 2.22), t(19) = 3.768, 
p = 0.0005.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results of this experiment did not support our 

hypothesis that participants would perform worse when reciting 
a speech while experiencing a greater level of anxiety. 
Although participants in the audience condition experienced 
significantly higher anxiety than the no audience condition, the 
results did not show a significant difference between the 
performance level of the control and experimental groups. No 
relationship was found between the performance of the 
participant and the level of anxiety the participant experienced 
during the performance.  
 The results of this study, however, do show that the 
audience/no audience manipulation was successful in 
manipulating the level of anxiety. The experimenters 
successfully created two different stress environments, in which 
the condition of performing in front of an audience created 
more anxiety for the participants. This result is consistent with 
the previous studies done by Schoofs, Hartmann, and Wolf 
(2008), and Witt et al. (2006), which both showed an increase 
in anxiety experienced by the participants when in a more 
stressful speech task. 

None of the previous research correlated an increase 
of anxiety with the quality of performance, but previous 
research does offer a possible explanation for the lack of a 
significant correlation between anxiety and performance level. 
Unlike the high anxiety levels experienced by participants in 
the study done by Karst and Most (1973), the overall anxiety 
score for both stress conditions in this current study indicated 
low anxiety. The overall low level of anxiety could indicate 
that the researchers were not able to create a stress condition 
that would cause a large enough level of anxiety in the 
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participants to cause changes in their performance. Also, the 
study done by Karst and Most (1973), as well as the study done 
by Witt et al. (2006), showed that greater anxiety was 
experienced by participants who prepared and recited their own 
speech compared to those who read a prepared speech. It is 
possible that there was no significant difference in performance 
level because not enough anxiety resulted from reading a 
prepared speech. It would be important to see if the pressure 
from having to recite their own speech would create a greater 
level of anxiety, and in turn have a greater impact on the 
performance level.  

Another important consideration, as shown in the 
experiment by Feldmen et al. (2004), was that the participants 
might not have accurately recorded the level of anxiety they 
experienced during the performance because the self-report was 
done after the performance was completed. Furthermore, it has 
been shown that participants feel the greatest amount of anxiety 
from the moment that they became aware of the task they 
would perform up until the performance started, and that the 
levels of anxiety experienced by the participants continue to 
decline well into the moments following the start of the speech 
(Feldmen et al., 2004; Behnke and Sawyer, 2001; Freeman, 
Sawyer, and Behnke, 1997). Again, if the participants did not 
experience the greatest level of anxiety during the performance, 
this could mean that they did not experience enough anxiety to 
have affected their performance level.  

It might be important to change the sample of 
participants in future experiments to better reflect the 
population of college students. The participants used for this 
experiment were classmates also performing experiments of 
their own for a psychology course. It is possible that because 
the performance had no personal significance to the participant, 
they had no reason or need to perform well. Therefore, in 
future studies it would be beneficial to examine the 
performance level of an individual that is performing a speech 
for a class letter grade, for example. If the participants work to 
have a more successful performance, they may experience a 
higher level of anxiety, which may have a greater impact on 
their performance level.  

Lastly, future studies may require a different method 
for rating the performances of each participant. In this 
experiment, the researchers knew which performers were in the 
experimental and control conditions. In order to avoid the 
possibility of research bias, future studies would need to blind 
the evaluators to the participant’s room assignment and anxiety 
condition. However, if observer bias existed in the present 
study, one would expect there to have been a trend towards a 
significant difference in performance level, but that was not the 
case. 

This study suggests that college students may not need 
to worry about anxiety affecting the quality of their 
performance in a task that requires public speaking. 
Participants did not perform worse in front of an audience 
when experiencing greater levels of anxiety.  Anxiety can 
produce discomfort when a student performs a speech and a 
student may wish to find ways to reduce the anxiety and 

associated discomfort, but performance seems to be unaffected 
by differences in anxiety at low levels. 

 
APPENDIX A 

 
Today’s grandparents occupy different roles in different families. But common 
across the world of grandparenting is the notion of unconditional love. If the 
stereotypes are true, grandparents praise; they do not discipline. And although 
they may advise or criticize their own children, their relationship with their 
grandchildren is founded on stories of the kids’ achievements, and stories of 
some of their own. 
 
My grandmothers knew both my strengths and weaknesses, but only the 
strengths were mirrored back to me. I benefited from their generous praise, 
something every insecure college applicant needs. In a selective admissions 
climate, where college decisions can seem like judgments of a child’s worth, a 
grandparent’s expertise at cheering from the sidelines can be priceless, and I 
argue their presence makes a more confident applicant and perhaps a more 
confident essayist (after all, many essays seem to be written about a 
grandparent).  
 
In a world where some parents and students find failure when standardized test 
scores aren’t perfect or when “A” grades are the exception, a grandparent’s 
praise can mitigate the pressure for perfection. Grandparents have the unique 
ability to understand the complexity of growing pains while highlighting the 
special and unique aspects of their grandchildren. 

 
APPENDIX B 

 
Beck Anxiety Inventory: 
 
Below is a list of common symptoms of anxiety. Please carefully read each 
item in the list. Indicate how much you have been bothered by that symptom 
during the performance, by circling the number in the corresponding space in 
the column next to each symptom. 
 

 Not at all Mildly, but it didn't 
bother me much 

Moderately, it wasn't 
pleasant at times 

Severely, it 
bothered me a lot 

numbness or tingling 0 1 2 3 
feeling hot 0 1 2 3 
wobbliness in legs 0 1 2 3 
unable to relax 0 1 2 3 
fear of worst happening 0 1 2 3 
dizzy or lightheaded 0 1 2 3 
heart pounding/racing 0 1 2 3 
unsteady 0 1 2 3 
terrified or afraid 0 1 2 3 
nervous 0 1 2 3 
feeling of choking 0 1 2 3 
hands trembling 0 1 2 3 
shaky/unsteady 0 1 2 3 
fear of loosing control 0 1 2 3 
difficulty in breathing 0 1 2 3 
scared 0 1 2 3 
faint/lightheaded 0 1 2 3 
face flushed 0 1 2 3 
hot/cold sweats 0 1 2 3 

 
Demographic Questions: 
 
1. What is your age? _______ 
2. What is your gender? 

a. Male 
b. Female 

3. What race do you consider yourself to be?  
a. Caucasian 
b. African American  
c. Hispanic  
d. Asian/Pacific Islander  
e. Native American  
f. Other (please specify) ______________ 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Speech Evaluation Scale: 
 
Rate the following on a five-point scale.  

1. poor 
2. fair 
3. average 
4. great 
5. excellent 

 
Body Composure _______ 
Vocal Volume _______ 
Clarity of Speech _______ 
Number of Mistakes _______ 
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