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Abstract
Much work has been done to capture people’s discomfort with talking about politics. Previous
research suggests people are uncomfortable with political conversations for a variety of reasons,
though little has been done to synthesize these ideas together. This dissertation continues a
research agenda from other graduate students around the United States by working towards a
measure of political communication apprehension. Based on existing literature, | propose that
political communication reflects a relational behavior as much as a political one and should be
measured with both of these contexts in mind. To do so, | offer a review of literature surrounding
the philosophies and issues that shape our discomfort with political conversations. | then talk
through three studies: Study One builds a scale and tests in exploratory fashion with human
respondents. Study Two refines the scale and tests it as a hypothesized model of measurement.
Study Three takes the final measurement model and applies it to several hypothesized
relationships about political communication apprehension and political behavior. | conclude with
discussion about the cultural and relational factors that shape our political communication

apprehension and what it means to study it.

Keywords: political communication, communication apprehension, civic engagement, well-being
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Preface: Reading a Dissertation for Dummies

Before we jump into the big words and deep meanings. | want to take a moment to

explain how to read a dissertation for the non-academic. This thing was a doozy to write and it is

certainly a doozy to read. | have no doubt that anyone reading this book will find it useful but

there are ways to increase its utility. To that end, | have a few suggestions for the non-academic

and the non-communication folks that opt to browse this dissertation.

1)

2)

This work contains copious amounts of math. When 1 first started reading theses and
dissertations, | had no statistical training and no way to understand a massive amount
of numbers being thrown at me. | wanted this work to be accessible to the person |
was when | was younger, so | made appendices to break down some of the statistical
concepts for a reader that does not have the training I have had. If you have had
statistical training, these sections do not matter to you and you are welcome to ignore
them.

Communication research is predominantly split between two research paradigms:
quantitative and qualitative. Each paradigm comprises multiple worldviews and each
worldview changes how we think about an issue and studying it (Goertz & Mahoney,
2012). This work draws upon multiple philosophies to achieve this goal, some are
made explicit, others are not. The majority of the methods used in this work are
quantitative, though many qualitative theories are referenced as well. | explain what |
can but there is a limit. Trying to explain everything would get us nowhere and defeat
the purpose of explaining anything. Therefore, I try to unpack a few unspoken things

but only when those unspoken things have a major part to play.
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3)

4)

5)

In academia, it is normal to have to reread something a couple of times. In my time as
a Ph.D. student, I have found that science is far less about “sciencing” and much more
about arguing that your science is worth examining. This dissertation is equal parts
inquiry into a phenomenon and an argument that the phenomenon is worth
understanding. If you reread something in this work several times and it still does not
make sense, it’s probably my fault.

This dissertation is complex. | want it to be accessible to the non-academic but that
cannot come at the expense of depth. Throughout this book, | make efforts to make
things as accessible as | can using plain language and deep explanations for some of
our practices and why we do things the way we do. Some places will not have those
explanations. It’s normal for someone to not recognize every part of a scientific paper
and it is okay to search the meaning of a word if you don’t get it. I hope you will not
need a thesaurus to understand my work, but it would not hurt to have one ready.
Moreover, a dissertation is considered the pinnacle of a student’s work. As a doctoral
student, it is implied that this work should be greater than anything I have done so far.
Because academic work leans on citing previous work to build their arguments, |
want to remind you that websites exist to help you find the things I cite. | have a
references section so that you can go find what I’m using in my work and read it.

If you move ahead and find yourself lost, double back and see where things make
sense again. The thing with a good argument is that sometimes things get repetitive. It
is part of what we are taught to do and it is a part of what we teach our students to do.

(No. Seriously, it is in our public speaking textbook. Gamble & Gamble, 2020).
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6) This book is highly informed by communication theory. | have been reading
communication theories for a long time. Accordingly, | am aware of a wide range of
theories and many of them inform how I think the world works. Some of them are at
the forefront of this dissertation. Others are mentioned in passing. All of them are
important to the extent that they inform this dissertation but if I tried to cover them all
| would probably die with this thing unfinished. Accordingly, some theories take
priority as core theories in this work. Others operate in the periphery because aspects
of them inform this work but their depth is sacrificed for some small degree of
simplicity. Even more theories are discussed in the end as potential directions for a

research agenda inspired by this dissertation.

I wish you happy reading of this work. It was a pleasure to write and | hope | never panic when
someone says they have read it. | believe it to be the next big step in my journey as an educator
in both civics and relationships. | am excited to share what | have learned and | hope you enjoy it

as well, as much as anyone can enjoy reading about the tensions of political conversations.
We run towards difficult conversations, not away from them.

-Ant
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1: Introduction
“Citizen participation is at the heart of democracy. Indeed, democracy is unthinkable without the

ability of citizens to participate in the governing process.” (Verba et al., 1995).

“It is every citizen’s duty to challenge their leaders, to keep them honest, and to hold them

accountable if they are not.” — Ahsoka Tano, Jedi Padawan and Inspiration to the Author (2010)

It does not take an academic citation for us to know that political conversations are
stressful (Van Green, 2021) but it might take a few to admit that they are a core piece of our
larger political problems (Carlson & Settle, 2022; VVan Duyn, 2023). Some philosophers have
noted the important role of communication in a healthy political culture of democracy: John
Dewey (1927) argued that democracy is a system of relationships between people and that it
requires connection for citizens to thrive. Murray Edelman (1971) noted that everyday political
talk is vital to making sense of the political world. Hannah Arendt (1973) argued that a healthy
sense of political self is vital to a democratic culture; Jurgen Habermas (1991) argued that
conversations between citizens produce an informed public; Heidi Grasswick (2004) argued that
knowledge is the product of individuals interacting with their communities. To quickly
summarize a hundred years of democratic political philosophy: It is important for our well-being
to be able to talk about politics and have ways of doing so comfortably for three reasons (Verba

et al., 1995): for our society, ourselves, and our culture.

The first reason is social and rooted in obligation. Democratic social systems are
dependent upon observant citizens to maintain their usefulness and avoid abuses of power (Mutz,
2006; Schudson, 1995) because citizens become more aware of issues and perspectives when

they communicate with others. As the opening quotations of this dissertation suggest, our



political culture is built upon the efforts of people. Verba and colleagues (1995) argue this belief
is at the foundation of every political act we perform. The argument is so embedded that is on the
first page of their 638 page book on the subject: “voice and equality are central to democratic

participation. In a meaningful democracy, the people’s voice must be loud and clear...”.

The second reason is personal and rooted in sensemaking. Personal elements of politics
are deeply intertwined with identity (Papacharissi, 2015). Identity is negotiated through
understanding and communication (Ting-Toomey, 2005). We rely on identities to help make
sense of our world and our place in it (Jaggar, 1989). It is essential to be able to talk about
politics for the sake of ourselves and our mental well-being because politics are becoming an
increasingly pervasive part of our identity (Mason, 2018). Political identity forms a sort of
shortcut between our other identities, knowledge, values, and political beliefs (Achen & Bartels,
2017). When we have very little information about a new political problem, we will rely on
political identity cues of sources we trust in other contexts. These identities are very strong
indicators of who claims to represent us (Kreiss et al., 2020), who we vote for (Achen & Bartels,
2017), how we process political information (Young, 2023), and who we are willing to talk to

(Levendusky, 2023; Carlson & Settle, 2022).

The third reason is cultural and rooted in both obligation and sensemaking. Culture is
both a reflection of individual and social actions, so it cannot properly fit into either of the
former categories alone. This cognitive process is unique because it intertwines a person’s
identity, behavior, and environment and seeks to find ways to make them fit together. Hurst
(2021) argued that conversations inform our relationships and how we relate to others. Through
discussion, we learn more about others, ourselves, and how those things fit together (Conover et

al., 2002). Doing so individually changes a relationship and doing so en masse changes a culture



by changing the attitudes and customs. Edelman (1971) argued that political attitudes offer a
unique form of cognition and response. Politics are special because they show us one of the

many interconnections between the individual, society, and culture.

Political science research suggests that we feel more comfortable talking about politics
with people who are like us (Settle and Carlson, 2019) because a sense of commonality produces
trust, and with trust comes a willingness to engage and support others (Carlson et al., 2020;
Fukuyama, 1995). Accordingly, we often have most of our political conversations with family
and close friends (Carlson et al., 2020), but some people will still discuss with others. Over time,
the connections that create trust have eroded (Putnam, 1995), and traditional sources of similarity
such as the family do not always produce the comfort we expect (Johnson et al., 2019). These
fraying social bonds have also been associated with a decline of trust in our political systems
(Citrin & Stoker, 2018; Newton & Zmerli, 2008). Some political scientists and theorists have
noted this decline also correlates with — but it not caused by — rising affective political
polarization (lyengar et al., 2019). Affective polarization refers to a state of hostility towards out-
groups and friendliness toward in-groups. This hostility often manifests in the form of uncivil
behavior (Jamieson et al., 2017) and affects the way we treat others (lyengar & Westwood,
2015). With more affectively polarized citizens has come a critical choice between connection
and engagement. In her book Hearing the Other Side, Diana Mutz (2006) evaluated several sets
of evidence regarding how citizens consume political information and how that consumption
relates to political behaviors. Mutz concluded that there is a trade-off between attitude tolerance
and political participation: The more open we are to the other side, the more ambivalent we tend

to become and the less we want to engage in the political process.



There is a long tradition of examining how different viewpoints can shape our
willingness to talk about something. Elizabeth Noelle-Neuman (1974) argued that people have
an inherent desire to belong and that this desire shapes the way they look at public opinion. If a
person believes expressing their opinions will result in social backlash, they may refrain from
sharing their opinions at all and maintain silence to maintain a positive relationship and avoid
punishment. Noelle-Neuman’s theory — known as the spiral of silence theory — has shaped a
great deal of academic discussion about political argument (Scheufele & Moy, 2000). The
theory is considered foundational to exploring political communication behaviors but, like any

theory, it is not without fault.

Many communication theorists evaluate a theory by its scope (Littlejohn et al., 2021).
The usefulness of a theory relies on what Dubin (1978) calls a paradox of precision: a theory
about a series of relationships needs to be focused enough to offer a deep explanation of those
relationships, but it cannot be too focused, or it has no use for people beyond those very specific
examples. A theory about the world needs to be applicable to more than a couple of examples,
but it must also be focused enough to offer some specific explanations. In other words, we use
theories to offer a shortcut in our thinking and make simple sense of a complicated phenomenon
(Dubin, 1978). The scope of spiral of silence is limited by focusing strictly on fear of social
isolation and ignoring other reasons. It would be wrong to say this means we should disregard
the theory entirely. Rather, | mean to say that the theory has limits, and there are things that
function in proximity to, but still outside of, those limits. To explore those limits, this
dissertation offers a conceptual argument for a term that can cover both the political strengths

and weaknesses of spiral of silence theory by focusing strictly on the political realm of the theory



and arguing for the use of a concept called political communication apprehension (PCA?), which

brings us to heart of this work.

It is my goal in this dissertation to provide a thoroughly convincing argument for the idea
that you should incorporate PCA into the ways you think about political conversations. To focus
more on the present moment, the rest of this chapter is organized to help you make easier sense
of this wide volume. It includes several sections to explain my own interest and why you should
care to read such a lengthy text. It also offers a preview of what you can expect later with details

of later chapters.

Introducing Political Communication Apprehension (PCA)

Based on work from James McCroskey (1972), communication apprehension (CA) refers
to a generalized state of discomfort a person has when communicating or thinking about
communicating. As | have discussed thus far, this feeling can be and is often present when we
talk about politics. Building off of McCroskey’s work, Joy Jones-Carmack (2019) proposed a
definition for political communication apprehension as “the fear or anxiety associated with real
or anticipated communication about politics with another person or persons” (p.73).
Subsequently, Montgomery (2020) explored apprehension in her thesis using qualitative
interviews with college students. Her findings showed many participants feared disagreement or
unpopular opinions. This finding suggests a strong connection between apprehension and spiral

of silence theory.

This approach relies on a few contextual assumptions. The first is about the type of
communication. While Jone-Carmack does not distinguish between informal conversation and
structural practices of deliberation, other scholars have offered clues about what to consider here.

For instance, Robert Wyatt, Elihu Katz, and Joohan Kim (2000) proposed that there is an
5



important difference between formal political deliberation and informal political conversation
because one takes part within a political system while the other takes part out of it. This notion of
political conversation also follows what Casey Klofstad (2010) called “civic talk”. Klofstad’s
distinction between civic talk and civic participation is useful for understanding the difference
between deliberation and discussion. Deliberation is a public action a person performs as a role
within governmental or political spaces with the expressed intent of shaping the political process
through problem solving. On the other hand, political discussion is not directly aimed at

influencing political institutions such as government.

Based on these definitions, political discussion is not the same as political participation.
Both are undeniably political behaviors, but they serve different purposes. Chip Eveland, Alyssa
Morey, and Myiah Hutchens (2011) reach a similar conclusion and extend the argument from
Wyatt and colleagues (2000) that discussion is best thought of contextually as informal dyadic

and small-group interactions about politics.

With this idea in mind, a definition for political communication apprehension becomes
easier to process. This behavior is not just about apprehension towards deliberation or formal
political events such as political public speech. It deals more with intimate and informal notions
of conversation. Doing so also helps us better understand how we can measure PCA (Fink,
2022). 1 have introduced a definition for political communication apprehension, but trying to
measure it is a problem because of the diversity of literature on CA. Here are a few examples of
what we know about CA. First, CA can exist as a temporary state of mind or as a continuous
personality trait. Longitudinal research has suggested that apprehension is not stable as a trait
and mostly ebbs and flows (Croucher et al., 2024). Second, CA can produce a variety of

cognitive, emotional, or bio-physiological symptoms (Bodie, 2010). Third, CA can exist in a



variety of communication contexts such as dyads (one-on-one conversations), meetings, groups,

or public speeches.

Given the vast and intersecting nature of this behavior, it is important to consult
predictive theories that explain political behaviors in interpersonal contexts and vice versa to
inform our choice on how to measure PCA. Because we also think of politics with morals and
moral judgments, it is also important to consult normative theories that prescribe how we ought
to live and how those theories might contribute to explaining PCA or explain its significance in

our political culture.

Personal Interest

My interest in this idea came from the same place many other classical scholars had their
great epiphanies: the swimming pool. | found myself contemplating some situations where
friends and coworkers had been uncomfortable talking about politics. As I thought about them, |
started to realize that theories | had read in school did not explain a friend who had very similar
political beliefs but tried to avoid talking about politics because thinking about politics was
stressful for her. These theories also did not explain some of my coworkers in the restaurant
industry who seemed to enjoy discussed everything except for politics. The more | thought about
these scenarios, the more | realized existing research did not explain them. The literature could
only hint at solutions. | came up with the idea of PCA as the potential answer after multiple
conversations with my cohorts. This research project is the result of my wanting to learn more
about how my friends fit in with the larger world. I think they would find amusement in the idea

that our conversations inspired my dissertation.

As I read about political conversations, I found great inspiration in Nina Eliasoph’s

(1998) book Avoiding Politics: How Americans Produce Apathy in Everyday Life. In this book
7



and related works, Eliasoph discusses a fascinating belief based on years of observation: people
avoid politics even in situations where they may want to engage. During meetings with volunteer
groups and social clubs, Eliasoph would note that political conversations would present
themselves to others and that people would pass those opportunities up for a myriad of reasons.
What interested Eliasoph about this issue is that it showed a form of political potential: people
want to be politically minded and they want to discuss political problems but sometimes they do
not. This is especially concerning because communication is the way we create these

opportunities. Eliasoph (1998) explains this process with one of my favorite excerpts:

With active, mindful, political participation, we weave reality and a place for ourselves
within it. A crucial dimension of power is the power to create the contexts of public life
itself...this power can [in addition to an immediate benefit] also be a means to more
instrumental kinds of power since it opens up some aspects of life for public questioning
and closes off others, allowing some aspects to seem humanly created and changeable

and others to seem natural and unmovable. (p. 17)

By choosing not to engage, citizens ignore the fluidity of political conversation and let it
evaporate. By letting the political discussion evaporate, the political public evaporates as well.
Eliasoph’s observation felt like a mirror of my own experience working in restaurants. As |
worked in a restaurant bar that felt strangely like a panopticon, |1 would observe guests across the
entire dining room as they discussed the world around them. Some days would revolve around
sports, others around family life. In each occasion, topics would be brought up and passively
dismissed because no one would contribute to their discussion. My experiences observing guests
mention politics can be largely summarized as a mention in passing about something they cannot

control. A sense of control encourages a sense of purpose, and so guests would talk about issues



they felt were within their control and let other topics fade from the conversation. By ignoring
their chance to discuss these topics, guests set aside their civic potential to breathe life into a
problem. The same problem was true with my coworkers, who would look at social problems
surrounding their job such as low wages or sexual harassment in the workplace. These
experiences were unwelcome but also felt uncontrollable. The popular saying “it be like that
sometimes” was a frequent reaction to these experiences as we talked about them. Doing so
surrenders the event to fate and reflects acceptance. Each person avoided engaging with issues
for different reasons and they shared these reasons with me when | asked in private. This practice
reflected a larger pattern that Eliasoph noticed: people are much more comfortable sharing their

thoughts in private than they are in public.

Ultimately, this inspiration gave me the realization that it is important to understand PCA
both for its political and personal impacts. This observation reflects one made by John Dewey:
that democracy is an important system both for its political role toward an egalitarian system of
representation and its social role. In the next section, | talk about the potential problems that PCA
presents for knowledge gaining, for democracy, and mental well-being. Each of these problems

are important to understand because they have different but related effects on our lives.

Significance of the phenomenon

Early epistemologists such as W.K. Clifford (1876) argue that most of what we know is
the product of testimony, and classical political philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1764) believe education is the ultimate means of achieving autonomy. Conversation is
necessary for improving both social and individual political agency (Achen & Bartels, 2017;
Grasswick, 2004). Campbell (2005) defines agency as “the capacity to act, that is, have the

competence to speak or write in a way that will be recognized or heeded by others in one’s



community” (p.3). Agency is affected by a sense of self-efficacy — defined as one’s sense of
capability in handling a certain task — and apprehension implies a perceived inability or
discomfort with political conversation. If we want to learn and grow our political understanding,
we must talk with others because politics is a social activity. Accordingly, avoiding political

conversations removes a primary source of political episteme and political agency.

Second, talking about politics is important for the larger political system, particularly in
democracies (Conover, et al., 2007). Campbell (2005) argues that agency is communal and that
agents tend to participate in actions collectively to practice efficacy. This sense of agency is what
is essential to healthy democracy because it encourages participation in the political system.
Habermas (1991 argues that many democratic societies rely on social spaces as both a bridge and
buffer between intimate spaces (like family) and official spaces managed by government.
Referring to this space as the “public sphere,” Habermas argues that public space is useful for
building consensus, criticizing tradition, and producing change, all of which are important
aspects of public opinion and policymaking. Because democratic governments often rely on
public opinion to determine policy (for more, see Burstein, 2003), political conversations are
important for democratic systems to form and process public opinion. Additionally, political
expression is important for understanding political trust. The Pew Research Center (2020) noted
that political trust has continued to steadily decline for several decades. As trust in our political
system declines, it becomes more important for people to express their opinions so that a
government can be more sensitive to the wishes of its citizens (van der Meer & Zmerli, 2017).
PCA may keep some people from expressing themselves, which presents an obstacle to

understanding the public’s actual opinion on an issue. A society needs open expression to
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understand how it processes current events. This need is increased based on the epistemic

impacts | mentioned in the previous paragraph.

Third, political conversations have both indirect consequences for our well-being.
Indirectly the formation of public opinion affects policy, which includes health policy.
Conversations about health certainly have political elements to them through lenses of race or
class because it is important for (a) suppressed viewpoints with different health needs to have
their voices heard and (b) the chance for upper-class groups to hear these voices so they can
develop empathy and a desire to help those suppressed groups (Kawachi et al., 2005; Kraus et
al., 2010). More directly, a culture that does not allow for healthy communication on serious
topics like politics is likely to have negative outcomes for its populations’ mental and physical
health. I mean this argument in both a metaphorical and literal way. Political theory has long
relied on metaphor to explain complex social systems, and a leading metaphor for understanding
the political realm is the body politic: the comparison of our political space to a human body.
This metaphor builds upon our understandings of human anatomy and biology. Each portion of
the body politic performs a separate function in pursuit of a larger purpose: self-fulfillment and
self-preservation. This pursuit can be selfish or selfless. If the body politic is the human body,
than communication is at its heart, (Conover & Searing, 2005; Scheufele, 2000; Shah, 2016).
Following this analogy, we might think of apprehension as cholesterol. Some apprehension can
be healthy so that people are mindful of their place and do not speak recklessly. However, too

much can constrict flow and affect the body.

When we say that democracy is sick, we do not refer to an actual bacteria or virus
causing the illness. Rather, we allude to certain practices and what those practices mean for our

desired social bonds and the health of those bonds. The impact that those bonds have on our
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health is rooted in the argument that humans are social animals and need connection to survive.
The reason for this claim is more theoretical than evidential: To understand this issue, one must
look to philosophy, and I suggest starting with the work of Hannah Arendt. Arendt (1958) takes a
similar stance to Dewey (1927) on the belief that politics is a space for public concerns to be
articulated and solved. It is in these spaces that people learn about each other and can better solve
problems. By discussing the world and how it affects us, we learn more about what might ideally
solve such practices, but this understanding only comes from expressing ourselves. Such a
practice is crucial to the cultivation of empathy and social bonds. Without this connection, the

political self becomes tyrannical.

Arendt (1973) argues that a suppression of the political self can create a political culture
where democracy wanes and people lean more into totalitarian ideologies to achieve their
political wants. Arendt argues that this outcome occurs through a process of atomization, where
people gradually lose all of their social bonds, leaving them feeling isolated and distrustful of
others. In her analysis, Arendt use examples in the respective emergences of communism in
Russia and fascism in Germany. To tame the masses and create loyalty to a totalitarian regime,
Arendt argues that the regime utilizes policies of patriotism, self-reporting, and self-preservation
to break down the social bonds in a community. As these relationships fracture, the masses
become atomized and easier to control. In Arendt’s view, the successful practice of atomization
produces a fearful and broken population with little semblance of a public besides the official
state message. Joel Bowman (2021) explains the connections between Arendt’s observations
and our contemporary political environment. Bowman proposed that a major component of the

political problem comes from a highly diverse information environment:
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The result of this vast informational fragmentation is that, even two people living in the
same house, with a lifetime of shared human experience, may come to harbor
diametrically oppositional interpretations of exactly the same non-witnessed event,
depending on the media sources/filters through which each person passively receives it.
This is something akin to a phenomenon that mathematicians call parallax, whereby the
position or direction of an object appears to change when viewed from different
positions. Multiply this moment-to-moment separation by every single event consumed
and you have a world of individuals moving further and further away from each other at
increasing speed, like matter exploding outward from the Big Bang toward the distant

corners of the universe. Thus, society is fragmented, its component parts isolated.

Through her description of atomization, Arendt portrays a society without social bonds and with
a great amount of fear. Through Bowman’s description, we can see more relevance to how this
compares to our world today. If different perspectives are a way to separate us from each other,
then communication is a means of sharing thoughts and reconnecting them. Arendt (1958) argues
this point as well by suggesting words serve as a bridge between realities. If each person
produces what Lippman called the picture in our head, then communication can be used to create
a collage of perspectives and understandings. Eliasoph (1998) takes this a step further to propose
that communication bridges different realities of people and weaves a place for the people to
gather together through their communicative practices. It is this kind of connection that Dewey
believed essential to healthy democracy. In theory, this idea is poetic, but it is quite serious.
When we consider the kinds of experiences people must share, self-expression becomes both a
form of self-advocacy and self-therapy. This form of expression is essential to establishing

dialogue, building understanding, and creating liberatory social change (Freire, 2017). We can
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fight for ourselves and heal ourselves at the same time. The pressure of these problems can put
on a person is stressful, and communication apprehension also has effects on our well-being.
Stress is a common concept related to CA (McCroskey, 1983)* but it is difficult to measure
because of the uniqueness of experiencing CA. McCroskey explains that because CA manifests
as a cognitive feeling rather than a behavioral practice, people may all experience the discomfort
that comes from apprehension, but each person manifests that discomfort in different ways. This
coincides with the uniqueness of stress. Each person has a different coping mechanism for high
periods of stress. Stress can be thought of as a product of our perceived problems and our
(in)ability to cope with them. A problem might be only somewhat stressful but made
significantly worse by the belief that we cannot do anything about it. | discuss more about the

relevance of stress as an outcome of PCA below.

To be clear, my point here is not that avoiding political conversations inherently ends up
causing death and annihilation, nor does being afraid of political conversations inherently cause
us to have a heart attack. Rather, I am claiming that PCA produces political problems and that
those problems add up for our society, our relationships, and our well-being. When compounded,

these problems worsen, but they rarely cause disasters on their own.
Significance and Purpose of the Study

While | want to justify this study by gesturing broadly toward everything, | believe PCA
vital to begin measuring with several cultural phenomena at play in our status quo. These cultural
phenomena are social responses to our political system, and they shape the way we navigate
political discussions. To start, PCA may play an important role in public opinion work. A myriad
of political culture trends have led to a substantial increase in the number of people who do

believe it is not safe to express their opinions (Gibson & Sutherland, 2020) and while
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disagreement is a primary reason for this belief, it is not the only one (Carlson & Settle, 2022).
One popular example of a thing that drives this behavior is the rise of cancel culture: the
increased demand for accountability when a person expresses an opinion that is seen as socially
unacceptable. The choice to self-censor in the wake of these situations is the focus of the spiral
of silence, a theory of human communication that | will unpack in the next chapter. For now, let

us return to the notion of public opinion.

If PCA is an active predictor of a person’s willingness to communicate with pollsters and
interviewers, then public opinion sampling may be missing vital parts of the larger population.
This problem is likely dependent upon other issues but is still something that is worth knowing.
Distrust of public opinion polls continues to increase with political commentators arguing that
polls are no longer an accurate representation of public opinion (e.g. see Sherman & Palmer,
2020). Understanding the role of PCA means looking into theories of public opinion and how
they relate to political conversations. Additionally, an exploration of PCA should account for the
impact this feeling has on the person as well. Much of the work | cite in this dissertation on
political conversations has taken great care to unpack the political consequences of their
findings. These scholars are right to consider the political impacts, but do somewhat of a
disservice to people by ignoring the personal effects of these political behaviors. However, this
work also glosses over the personal effects these conversations can have on people. For example,
previous work discusses the impact of communication apprehension on our self esteem
(McCroskey et al., 1977).Carlson and Settle (2022) considered something similar when tapping
the effects of political discussion on the autonomic nervous system (ANS). They focused their
investigation into two unconscious ANS responses: heart rate and electrodermal activity (the

sweatiness of a person’s palms. While they tap into unconscious health effects, | tap into
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conscious mental well-being effects in the forms of stress and self-esteem. | choose these
conscious reactions for two reasons: first, the unconscious has, in my opinion, already been well
covered by Carlson and Settle. The second reason is that | want to understand how these
conscious mental well-being outcomes pertain to problems that people will actively carry with
them. We do not always feel capable of controlling our heart rate but we often do feel capable of
controlling our stress level and self-esteem. Lastly, it means looking into various concepts that
could be affected by PCA. I will explain each of these theories and concepts below in the next

section.

Here's what to expect from the rest of this dissertation. In the next chapter, | review the
existing literature to construct and refine an argument that this book is worth reading (and was
worth writing). The literature review (also called a lit review) functions towards two goals. The
first goal is to justify the given research context. | need to offer a compelling reason for why
PCA is worth studying. The second goal is to justify given research questions and/or hypotheses.
Anything mentioned should contribute to the argument or arguments being made that a
phenomenon is worth studying in the ways I’m studying it. Because | am making a big argument

with many predictions, | have to offer a big lit review with many justifications.

Where Chapter 2 sets up the argument for the rest of this book, Chapter 3 explains my
research design and approach used in the rest of the book. The chapter will outline the steps,
guidelines, and criteria I followed while conducting the research outlined in the Chapters 4, 5,
and 6. Many of these details were things I learned in my doctoral coursework, but additional
literature is referenced when | need to show where | get my standards from. The methods of this

dissertation rely heavily on the use of statistics and the interpretation of statistics varies from
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person to person. To ease this issue, the sciences follow various standards established in

literature and those standards are cited when established.

Chapter 4 details the first study of three in this dissertation. | go through the process of
designing a scale meant to measure a person’s political communication apprehension. The scale
IS intended to be used by civics organizations and scholars in a variety of fields and should be
used for assessing a person’s discomfort toward talking about politics. | talk through the process
of analyzing the data, its meaning and transition into the scale’s confirmation. The scale’s

confirmation is tested in Chapter 5, where we look at the scale’s reliability and validity.

With a tested scale in hand, | use the scale in a series of hypothesis tests. These tests are
fleshed out, analyzed, and discussed in Chapter 6. | focus these tests on the relationships between
political communication apprehension, mental well-being, and various political behaviors. With
the studies concluded, | take a final, seventh chapter to discuss and unpack everything I have

learned about political communication apprehension from a more critical perspective.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Contextual Framework

Let us start digging deeper. To start this review of literature —a common part of
dissertations, I must clarify that this subsection — a contextual framework — is not common to
dissertations. However, | include it for two reasons. The first reason is accessibility: It is
important to me to make this dissertation accessible to people outside of my discipline and to
people who do not have the educational training that | have had. This means taking time to
unpack assumptions and explain some of jargon and definitions our field uses on a regular basis.
The second reason is theoretical. By unpacking these ideas and making them explicit, we can
better trace how they shape and are shaped by the topic of this dissertation. In doing so, I can

gain and offer a more robust reflection of PCA and consider more of what it claims to do.

Starting these observations means unpacking a simple question: What is communication?
A basic communication textbook used at the University of Oklahoma organizes types of
communication by how many people are engaged in the process (Floyd, 2022). This approach
includes communication we have with ourselves (intrapersonal), communication with a single
partner (interpersonal), and communication in small groups. Scale is a great way to focus the
type of communication, but it can also be refined by specific roles and contexts. Examples of this
type of communication might include communication in health contexts or communication
between two cultures. We can also sort communication by the medium of communication such
as non-verbal or computer-mediated communication. This dissertation focuses on
communication at the intersection of two core contexts: the political and the interpersonal. As
you may notice below, these two contexts are defined distinctly but they are not mutually

exclusive.
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Political Communication

Defining political communication requires a definition of politics, and a definition of
“political” has trade-offs. The first trade-off is critical: Defining politics is inherently a political
act. When we define some things as political and others as nonpolitical or apolitical, we
contribute to a larger social structure of issue selection where issues get seen in a certain way and
reflect a structure of power (Lukes, 2005). For instance, saying that one social movement is
political but another is not rhetorically denies power to one of these movements. The second
trade-off is academic: A definition heuristically shapes what falls into an academic conceptual
population (Goertz, 2006; Swedberg, 2014). By defining things, we categorize them into sets of
things that fit the definition and things that do not. Colin Hay (2007) makes this argument as
well, noting a definition of “political” affects everything under the political realm. In other
words, when we define politics, we also define political behavior, political attitudes, and a
variety of other political systems. In doing so, we may miss a crucial piece of an explanation
because it falls out of our set definition. With these trade-offs in mind, a careful definition of

politics should be considered.

To reduce the harm of trade-offs caused by embracing a single definition, | propose here
that it becomes useful to consider a hybridized definition of politics. Andrew Chadwick (2017)
noted that hybridization is useful for considering our world from a more complex view. It is
more instructive to look at something as “and/both” rather than “either/or” because doing so
allows for a deeper and more inclusive understanding of a phenomenon we want to explore.
Accordingly, | adopt a combined approach here using a conceptual model from an established
space of academic literature in combination with a public perception. First, I adopt Colin Hay’s

(2007) notion of the political realm. Hay argues that all political behavior occupies the political
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realm and its contents can be characterized by four criteria: 1) a choice to make surrounding an
issue; 2) a capacity for agency on the issue, also known as the ability for a human to be able to
control the object through action; 3) the hypothetical opportunity for humans to deliberate on the
choice to make; 4) the ability for the choice to be made collectively. When we think of politics,
we often think of political institutions like Congress, figures like the president, and events like
elections. We might also think of political addresses (like the President’s annual State of the
Union speech), citizen panels (like juries), or of social movements (like Black Lives Matter).
When a public thinks of these things, they may or may not associate them with politics

depending on what they decide the function and affiliation of these ideas might be.

This is the second piece of this hybridized thinking: Stewart Coles (2020) argues that
politics is processed through identities. Some topics are political for some groups and apolitical
for others. As an example, the famous social debate of pineapple on pizza is not traditionally a
political topic because we don’t see it as a political issue concerned with political institutions or
attitudes. However, pineapple on pizza may encourage thought about the historic US occupation
of Hawaii or the use of pesticides, both of which are considered more political topics. Through
this form of association, an apolitical topic becomes political when political elements are
associated with it. Coles (2020) considers this issue to say “it’s all political” as a signature
argument in his dissertation. Moreover, individuals might classify things as political or not
because of how they process the issue. Nina Eliasoph (1996) observed this in her ethnography of
various community groups. For Eliasoph, imposing a definition of politics is troublesome
because it both ignores the person’s perspective and fails to reveal how political problems are

made.
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If I were either to accept speakers’ explicit definition of “political” and ignore what
didn’t fit or apply my own definition and ignore what didn’t fit, I would miss the whole point:
what is interesting is precisely how citizens come to define some issues, and some contexts and

“political” and some as “not political” (p. 15).

Each option for applying a definition of politics to a social behavior produces
conundrums. For Eliasoph, it is troublesome to embrace the person’s explicit definition or to
apply one’s own definition. For Coles, this issue is addressed by considering the internal reasons
some might see something as political or not political. While | agree with Coles on this approach,
I believe it can be more fruitful to consider both positions: A way for political science to better
understand the public’s problems is to consider both their own definition and the definitions used
by citizens. Having both can let us better explore angles and opportunities for when the
definitions align on the inclusion of a phenomena, when they differ, and what drives those
patterns. Some things — like Congress — embody a political core, meaning they are the things that
are almost always considered political. Other things can come and go from the political

environment, like the pineapple on pizza example I discussed previously.

Following this idea, something is political when it becomes politicized. Hay (2007)
argues that problems become politicized — and therefore political — after a critical mass of
concern from society. Some problems are seen as uncontrollable or determined by fate, others
are seen as concerns for a person. As more people are seen as responsible for resolving the issue,
the probability of it being called ‘political’ increases. Once an issue is being discussed as
controllable and also beyond an individual’s responsibility, Hay argues it is politicized. Like
efforts to resolve political problems, the process of politicizing or depoliticizing something can

be considered a political behavior. See Figure 1 for a visualization of this process below. In other

21



words, political issues are political because the public (and the public’s individual members)
consider them to be political and the public considers issues to be political when the public is
perceiving them as controllable by humans, requiring social intervention, and having some form
of social consequence. An issue might be apolitical at one point in time and political in another.
It might also be apolitical in one place and political in another. An example of this change is the
freedom to consume alcohol. For a time, consuming alcohol was seen as a normal part of
everyday life. Over time, people began perceiving problems with alcohol consumption as social

problems that could be controlled. As this perception grew more common, activist groups

Figure 1:
Hay’s (2007) notion of the political realm
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advocated for temperance (a completely sober lifestyle) before falling out of fashion where a
sense of control declined. In the early 1900s, temperance movements regained momentum. The

Prohibition of alcohol became law and later repealed in favor of a legal drinking age. As a result
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of these events, alcohol has rotated on and off the public’s agenda of problems. In this rotation in
and out of public concerns, alcohol enters and leaves a designated space of public conversation
and discourse. This designated space is what | mean when | refer to political; political
communication refers to any communication that is made about and/or within the pursuit of
socially preferred order of things (Woodall, publication pending). Under this definition, anything
can be political because anything can enter the political space, but things are more or less
political for different people at different times. The public has a limited ability to focus on issues,
and some groups of society disagree on what constitutes a problem. Conventional wisdom on the
public agenda suggested that the public agenda had a set number of problems that could be held
at a given time (McCombs & Zhu, 1995). Over time, this wisdom has been challenged to suggest
the agenda can expand and has expanded (Edy & Meirick, 2018). While the agenda has grown, it
still has limits. | consider this observation to offer the first two of several core assumptions in
this dissertation: (1) anything can be political but not everything is political. An issue becomes

political when it enters the political space.

Next, different groups have different ideas of what is political (Coles, 2020). ldentity
shapes the way we experience various issues and can lead to different conclusions as we make
sense of something (Weick, 1995). A core driver here is the perception of control: if citizens feel
they have agency in a situation, they are more likely to feel politically capable. This finding
contradicts an important point from Eliasoph (1996), who found that many people separate
themselves from politics by acting as though they have no power. Through discussion and
private conversation, many public behaviors we would normally call political are made where
they would otherwise be withheld in a public space. This problem is important to recognize:

some people care about politics but will not speak publicly or openly if they feel the topic is
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political. If we only observe what is visible and ignore the invisible, this problem would reach a
baffling paradox of political communication. For Eliasoph, the answer lies in acknowledging the
unseen and the unspoken. What people say about politics is not always aligned with how they
feel, and this behavior can subsequently shape the inclusion of political criteria. This is where
PCA comes into play. Because PCA is a feeling centered around communication about and
within the political domain, PCA is a political communication phenomenon that drives many

elements of public life.

Interpersonal Communication

Where political communication tells us what is being discussed, interpersonal
communication tells who is discussing. If you open a basic communication textbook, you might
get examples like talking on the phone with a friend, sending text messages to a friend, or having
a conversation with your neighbor. Other definitions might emphasize the process. One textbook
from Bruce Punches and Leslie Ramos Salazar (2022) defines interpersonal communication as
“the process of assigning meaning to the messages you share with potential and established
relational partners” (p.6). In other words, the usual goal of interpersonal communication is
centered on the relationship (either romantic or aromantic) and is between two people. Many
political behaviors serve social needs and are driven by social processes rather than political ones
(Cramer, 2004). This process is shaped by social norms such as morality as we process political
problems (MacKuen, 1990). Taylor Carlson and Jaime Settle (2022) argue “people do not arrive
as blank slates at the moment a political conversation emerges. They bring with them their
individual predispositions as well as the assumptions they have made about their potential
political discussion partner” (p.37). To extend their argument further, Carlson and Settle argue

that political conversations serve a variety of relational needs: some relevant examples here
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include discussing politics to make sense of them (Woodall, in-progress; Weick et al., 2005), to
gather information, to debate, to feel connected, and many other reasons. Past work on political
discussions has pointed out that our behaviors in political conversations are shaped by our
willingness to deal with relational issues such as conflict (Ulbig & Funk, 1999). Being political
is a personal action and requires us to know how to act interpersonally to be better activists,
friends, and relatives (Papacharissi, 2015). Because political discussion is a behavior guided by
relational orientation and in turn shapes the relationship itself, an emotion that affects that
process can affect the relationship as well. Given these observations, | argue PCA is an

interpersonal communication phenomenon.

When we pursue relationships with people, they are — usually — a piece of a very busy
life. We have many things to do and we have many different aspects of our identity like gender
and race and some of these identities shape others. Our political identity is one example of an
identity that might be influenced by others. In her book Uncivil Agreement: How Politics
Became Our Identity, Liliana Mason (2018) argues that political identity has become a
dominating force in our interactions with other people. When our political identity is activated in
a conversation, it becomes a guiding agent for how we evaluate the conversation and our
relationship with the other person. When people with two different political identities come into
contact and the different identities are activated, this type of behavior can be categorized as
intergroup communication. We also know from existing research that these intergroup
interactions can produce a host of negative emotions and behaviors (Mason, 2018; Van Duyn,

2021), which is where the major focus of this dissertation comes into play.

In their dissertation, Cassidy Hansen (2021) argued that group identity can affect the way

people feel about political conversations. More specifically, Hansen suspected that people
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become more apprehensive because they are dealing with members of a different group. Eric
Groenendyk and Yanna Krupnikov (2021) argue “politics evokes thoughts similar to conflictual
contexts and dissimilar from deliberative contexts,” (p.180) so it makes sense that it might arouse
greater apprehension than other communicative contexts. Accordingly, this dissertation takes
another look at political communication apprehension, an element from Hansen’s dissertation as

well as others that | will credit below.

Contextual Intersection: Political Discussion in the United States

Intersecting political and interpersonal communication requires understanding the ways
the personal and the political intertwine in America. While PCA certainly exists in countries
besides the United States, this work uses American citizens and American politics as the major
starting point for this work, because we have to start somewhere. Understanding how political

discussion works requires unpacking how politics appears in the minds of Americans.

Who Talks Politics and How

Political discussion has been the subject of a great deal of research. The most recent work
has been published in books by Carlson, Abrajano, & Garcia Bedolla (2020) as well as Carlson
& Settle (2022). These two books unpack two major elements of political conversations: identity

elements of political discussion and how people navigate it.

First, identity affects political communication because people tend to talk politics with
similar others (Carlson et al., 2020). In this case, gender, ethnorace, and nativity are major
dividing lines for how Americans discuss politics. These identities are major dividing lines
because of power dyamics that historically excluded women and people of color from political

spaces (Fraser, 1990; Garner, 2005; King, 2000) Much political discussion in America is sex-
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segregated (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995). Additionally, immigrants have different discussion

networks compared to native-born citizens.

Second, there are multiple steps in the process of political discussion. In their book What
Goes Without Saying, Carlson & Settle (2022) propose a framework for unpacking this process.

Their 4D Framework suggests political discussion consists of four stages.

The first stage is the detection state, where people rely on tells, guessing, or explicit
mention to determine the beliefs of their conversation partner. Political identity is increasingly
useful as a shortcut for different livelihoods (Mason, 2018), so non political topics in popular
culture can help a person try to guess their partner’s political beliefs. The second stage is the
decision stage. This stage is where people decide whether or not to engage in the conversation.
This moment is where people often make a choice of whether to self-censor and keep their
opinions to themselves. The third stage is the discussion stage. In this stage, the person navigates
the discussion by deciding what is appropriate to share. This process is shaped by their decision
to self-disclose or self-censor. The fourth stage is the determination stage. When a conversation
has ended, people make sense of it and what it means for them, the other person, and the
relationship they have. This process is rooted in sensemaking and changes how people think
about their world, their relationships, and themselves (Weick, 1995). By unpacking a
conversation, we make sense of a wide variety of aspects, such as whether we want to have
another political conversation with that person, whether we want to discuss the topic agai,

whether we were a good person or good citizen in the conversation.

What makes PCA interesting here is that it can manifest for any person at any stage in the

communication process. Apprehension can manifest in anticipation of a conversation, when a
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concerning tell is shared, when a person is deciding whether to self-disclose, or when a person is

unpacking a conversation.

American Political Culture: A Tale of Two Problems

Most of American politics is dominated by two political parties: the Democratic Party
and the Republican Party. These two parties control the overwhelming majority of political
offices in the United States and they also field candidates that receive an overwhelming majority
of submitted votes in each election. This two party system has several trade-offs that are worth

unpacking.

First, American politics often encourages competing philosophy of tribalism and
compromise. Tribalist mindsets stem a great deal from group theories such as self categorization
theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Group identities become important shortcuts in politics. Citizens
rely on group identities for evaluating information (Kahan, 2015), misinformation (Young,
2023), how we speak to each other (Gervais, 2014), how we treat each other (lyengar &
Westwood, 2015) and how we justify violence (Kalmoe & Mason, 2022). Of particular interest
here are communication patterns. American politics exist in a state of polarization, rooted on
increasingly different ideological positions (Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008), affective outlooks
on people in political in-groups or out-groups (lyengar et al., 2019), and political engagement

(Krupnikov & Ryan, 2022).

In this polarized climate, compromise is largely discouraged (Gutmann & Thompson,
2010), political incivility is fairly common despite a public belief that it is usually a negative
behavior, though this belief is reduced when we see a member of our own political group be

uncivil (Muddiman, 2017). The wide practice of incivility amplifies polarized voices and
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encourages discrimination on the basis of political identity (lyengar & Westwood, 2015). This

practice leads to many people opting out of sharing their opinions (Norris, 2023).

Second, information environments are ripe with misinformation and disinformation to the
extent that many scholars believe we live in a post-truth era (Goodstein, 2017; Neville-Shephard,
2019). Most American political information is mediated (Billard, 2023) and so exposure to false
information on media is an extremely pressing concern (Young, 2023). This phenomenon is
made worse by many citizen’s insistence on consuming media and ideas that only reinforce their
existing viewpoints (lyengar & Hahn, 2009). This media is selected based on identity relevance
and stunts the chance for empathic development and understanding (Jennings, 2019). This echo
chamber effect causes many people to become increasingly intolerant of views besides their own
(Jamieson & Cappella, 2008). This practice is concerning because it both discourages
independent truth-seeking and also encourages holding misperceptions that reinforce political

attitudes (Meirick & Bessarabova, 2016).

These problems carry over because each practice leads to the other. Conversation can
lead to information seeking and socialization (Shulman & DeAndrea, 2014) and information
sought is subsequently shared in other conversations. When citizens are polarized, they spread

the effects of political polarization through discussion (Druckman et al., 2018).

These cultural phenomena only scratch the surface in a vast political culture. There are
other issues at work here, but to add more of them would produce a considerable amount of bloat
and increase the risk of overload. Rather than continue with a cultural analysis, we need to keep

focused on how these things affect the interpersonal elements of political communication.
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Understanding the contextual cues of political communication apprehension also means
understanding the various theoretical underpinnings that guide political and/or interpersonal
communication. The next section introduces several normative and explanatory theories that

guide my thinking about PCA.

Theoretical Framework

Consider a very tight knot of string, one so tight and complex that it cannot be undone
with one’s hands alone. Undoing this knot requires tools and a great degree of patience. While
we can learn a great deal of how tools work in this process, we can also learn more about the
intertwined threads and after we undo the knot, we can restructure the threads in a more
organized manner. This analogy suits the complexities of political communication apprehension

and that is part of why this concept has not been unpacked in detail before.

Typically a theoretical framework is used to guide a study design and be tested in the
study itself. | take a somewhat different approach here. These theories are not being directly
tested. Some of them (the public sphere and citizenship) are normative theories and cannot be
tested like traditional scientific theories Others (such as accommodation theory) have become far
too complex to be properly tested in a single concept like PCA. Rather they are assumed to be at
least somewhat supported and thus are being used as aids for informing and formulating my
argument to study PCA. Theories provide explanations of how the world works as well as how it
ought to work. Weaving them together can give us a more accurate picture of what is happening
and what it means. By weaving these five theories together, | believe we get a much closer

picture of how PCA is formed and what impact it has on the people who experience it.

To undo this knot, I use these theories as tools to distinguish between different threads of

the larger problem. Each theory connects to the other in the larger sense, but each theory applies
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to apprehension in different moments and these moments are not necessarily linear. | first offer
two normative theories of ideal public life, and then supplement them with three predictive

theories of human communication.

Throughout the rest of this work, | make reference to other theories as well, though I limit
my discussion on these theories to keep a specific focus on what is presented in this section. |
keep this specific focus because these five theories are the most important starting points. If |
tried to cover every relevant theory, this work would be substantially longer and harder to read.
For accessibility purposes, these five theories will do as a starting point, with other theories

hinted at for future directions in studying PCA.

Normative Theories of American Citizenship-How should citizens behave?
A major issue in American political culture is that political participation is still
encouraged despite the tense environment and the relevant risks it contains. This issue worsens

when we consider the obligations citizens have in political systems.

Standards of citizenship vary based on the expected duties and knowledge of a citizen.
These standards in turn shape the obligations of other institutions such as journalism (Strémbaéck,
2005). One common but also ambiguous example is the level of knowledge citizens need to vote
in an educated manner. In the late twentieth century, political scientists and public opinion
scholars were somewhat baffled by the point that many people held a wide array of opinions but

did not know much about them. Gamson (1992) offers an example of this matter:

The mystery, for those who accept this conventional wisdom, is how people manage to
have opinions about so many matters about which they lack the most elementary

understanding...How do people manage to express opinions about civil rights legislation,
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economic assistance for the newly-freed nations of Eastern Europe, or President Bush’s
performance at the international drug summit when these matters are so remote from

matters of daily life and so few citizens are politically informed? (p. 5)

| say this example is ambiguous because it is hard to say how much people need to know and
how we can test that. The most common approach | have seen in my time reading about political
knowledge is the approach offered by Michael Delli Carpini and Scott Keeter (1996): asking
participants to name specific actors, policies, or institutions in the government. Some examples
here might include asking people to give the names for the Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme
Court, the President of France, Joe Biden’s 2021 infrastructure bill, the 2020 COVID-19
stimulus relief bill, the branches of ICE, or members of the National Security Council. Some
scholars have looked to Delli Carpini and Keeter’s findings to argue that the citizenry is woefully
underequipped to make informed decisions. Another point here is not that citizens need to know
more. Rather, it is that citizens need to have realistic standards to meet. Arthur Lupia (2006;
2015) argued that these standards may encourage the wrong type of knowledge needed. In place
of strict structural knowledge, Lupia proposes that required knowledge is situational and depends
greatly on what a citizen is being asked to do. Citizens don’t always need to know who the Chief
Justice of the Supreme Court is, but they might need to if the Supreme Court is reviewing a case
that could drastically affect their lives.. What they do need to know is the major information that
will directly impact them. Chris Achen and Larry Bartels (2017) argue something similar in their
book Democracy for Realists, where they argue that standards of citizenships need to be realistic
about how much time a citizen can invest in political life. People have a lot of other things to do
and they cannot always set aside the time to learn about how our political system works. Samuel

Popkin (1991) has argued something similar. In his book The Reasoning Voter, Popkin proposes
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that citizens frequently vote despite having low levels of knowledge and that they use what
information they have to make rational decisions about which candidate to vote for. To achieve
that goal, we often lean on experts to help us process information, but this behavior has become
less common (Van Zoonen, 2012). Having to rely so much on shortcuts has been a source of

concern for many democratic theorists and have been for some time.

These observations are not new. In fact, these arguments are essentially repeated from a
debate that took place a century ago between education philosopher John Dewey and mass
communication theorist Walter Lippman. For those who want a thorough summary of this
debate, I recommend looking online to podcasts like Philosophize This or the number of papers
written about the debate. For now, the most important information to note is about the future of
democracy. After analyzing a great deal of propaganda during the first World War, Lippman had
reached the conclusion that public opinion could be manufactured by organizations and
institutions. Lippman believed that if public opinion could be shaped so easily, then authentic
democracy would be hard to sustain because citizens could not know what was truly going on in
the world. Instead, they would rely overwhelmingly on information provided from organizations.
This finding concerned Lippman a great deal, and he expressed his concerns in several works,
with arguably the most influential being his book Public Opinion. One of Lippman’s most
important points from these observations was that democracy was doomed if citizens were
expected to be omniscient and omnipresent (Schudson, 1995). Dewey offered a different view.
While demonstrating concern, Dewey argued that democracy is more of a culture than a system
of government. Dewey agreed with Lippman that democracy cannot expect citizens to be
omnipresent, but Dewey countered this concern by arguing democracy was built to avoid this

need by encouraging people to rely on each other. When a citizen cannot meet a need, they can
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lean on their community for assistance. Dewey believed this practice occurred in every space,
not just politics, and that doing so allowed for politics to avoid some of the dangers that Lippman
predicted. The Lippman-Dewey debates have been a driving force for many political and mass
communication scholars who have to decide what their research means for democracy and what

democracy should look like.

As | feel | have implied in this section: Many scholars have observed Lippman’s
arguments and concluded more pragmatic standards of a good citizen need to be established. A
few political scientists have made it a point to offer such a standard, and | use one of them in this
dissertation. In his book The Good Citizen: A History of American Civic Life, Michael Schudson
(1995) offers a detailed picture of what it means to be realistically civically engaged. While he
acknowledges the problems of political knowledge, Schudson takes this point a step further to
talk about social knowledge and the specialization of experts in all walks of life. While it is an
issue raised by Lippman, it goes largely unresolved in the Dewey-Lippman debates. Schudson
argued it remained unresolved but offers his own reconciliation by demonstrating the need for
both an informed expert and average citizen. One example Schudson uses here is how
Americans in urban areas delegate firefighting to professional organizations, but fire safety is
still taught. Schudson uses this point to demonstrate the need for both ends of an epistocracy —
the average citizen and the specialized expert — to work together. Where the expert is expected
to inform the public on how to practice fire safety, the citizen is expected to monitor the
environment and identify fire presence. Schudson likens a good citizen to a parent at a
community pool: ever alert for danger by scanning the landscape for problems. A critical
problem of the monitorial citizen is the ability to get some of the information they need that

comes from political conversations.
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This moment is where PCA comes into play. Political conversations produce several
benefits | will discuss in the following sections, but in the immediate moment, it is most
important to note that, among other sources, a monitorial citizen gets their information through
communication with other citizens regardless of medium. People do not watch news in lockstep.
We each practice different kinds of political news diets, and they lead to different perspectives
on a problem. Citizens engage and withdraw from politics at different times, and these patterns
of engagement and withdrawal combine with different values and varied news diets to produce
complex perspectives. By discussing these perspectives, we make sense of them and have
opinions reinforced or changed (Cramer, 2004). The result can lead to a more robust
understanding of a political issue and influence political participation (Scheufele et.al, 2004;
Gamson, 1992). Based on these ideas, the discomfort of talking politics can produce concerns for
performing our duties as citizens because it can interrupt our ability to contribute to political
understandings. In the rest of this section, | will explore some of how this happens and why it

matters so much to our political system.

The Public Sphere: When and where do citizens learn?

Jurgen Habermas (1991) proposed that public opinion is the product of political
conversations by examining the bourgeois sectors of Western societies. People talk about current
events to refine their opinions and become more educated. As they talk, their opinions change
and so does the culture surrounding norms of discussion. To create such a system takes active

effort from each citizen. As Eliasoph (2010) eloquently argues:

We make the road by walking it; we create the public in practice. Our civic etiquette
takes our perceptions of our own power into account, but is not simply caused by an

objective wider world. Participants constantly “contextualize” any interaction, trying to
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make sense of it and the wider world, simultaneously. Through this process, civic

practices inevitably empower or challenge institutions... (p. 38)

Eliasoph (2010) also points out this practice requires what she calls a public spirit: a connection
between our personal lives and political issues that makes us want to speak openly. By seeing
these things as connected, people find more reasons to become engaged, form their
interpretations, share their opinions, and learn from each other. This practice sounds idealistic
and in many ways it is. Subsequent critiques have improved the theory by observing notions of
power and influence and how they create counter-publics where subordinated groups can voice

opinions that go against acceptable norms of discussion (Fraser, 1990).

Though these counterpublic spaces exist, they are not omnipresent and citizens still
experience discomfort with politics in a variety of places. In her work with civic volunteers,
Eliasoph (1998) observed that many citizens wanted to engage in politics but chose not to, letting

political potential “evaporate” from public spaces.

A core argument of this dissertation is that people perceive the public sphere and counter
publics through a lens of group identity that is strengthened by political polarization. This lens
filters how citizens view talking about politics and can lead to skewed understandings of how to
engage in political communication. Group identity has been highlighted as an important element
of how people process political information. Young’s (2023) book Wrong: How Media, Identity,
and Politics Drive Our Appetite for Misinformation provides a compelling summary of this
issue. Citizens increasingly rely on two modes of thinking to process information. The first mode
emphasizes intuition and feeling. The second mode emphasizes evidence and reflection. Young
notes that most people use both modes at different times, but the mode used is based on a

identity cue. Young argues the question “What does my [group] think?” is a crucial factor in
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deciding how to process information. Young applies this argument to epistemic contexts to
explain how people may be misdirected. I believe it is important to consider Young’s argument
from another angle. When we think of truth-seeking and misinformation, we are typically
prompted to think of we might call objective truth. Young mentions examples like the stealing of
the 2020 U.S. Presidential Election to illustrate this point. This angle is an important one but it
can leave us to forget the relational sides of these arguments and the relational side of
information. What makes this problem so fascinating is not just that this issue has political
consequences, it is that the issue has relational causes. Our relationships with others work
alongside our sense of belonging and how we should process information. The election is a
noteworthy example of this that has reaching consequences, but so is the interpersonal element

of who we can converse with. This interpersonal element has political consequences as well.

Habermas (1991) argued that communication is a vital part of the public sphere because
society is dependent upon a criticism of its own traditions. Habermas also argues the public
sphere is related to a behavior of “communicative reason,” the act of communicating
justifications and reasons for our behavior. Public opinion textbooks (e.g. Glynn et.al, 2016)
argue the concept of public originated with the rhetoricians of ancient Greece, where public
speech was the primary means of political expression. Habermas argues something similar of
social spaces such as coffeeshops that produce the opportunity for conversations between
citizens who do not otherwise regularly interact. Democratic theorists have referred to these
actions as foundations for deliberative democracy, a form of democracy where citizens discuss
their issues to identify problems and solutions to them (Guttman & Thompson, 2010; Strémback,
2005). These conversations produce the expression of attitudes and beliefs, the basic building

blocks of public opinion.
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Habermas (1991) argues that these attitudes are often shaped through what Edmund
Husserl (1936) called the lifeworld, a sum of shared understandings and experiences that are
shaped through consciousness. While Husserl’s notion of the lifeworld is focused on
consciousness, Habermas interpreted the lifeworld through a communicative lens and argued that
shared meanings are social products. It is because of these shared meanings that a public sphere

can exist and citizens can learn from each other.

Habermas’s opinions have been supported more recently in communication research as
well. Scholars such as Dhavan Shah (2016), Cristian Vaccari and Augusto Valeriani (2018) have
argued that political conversations increase the likelihood that citizens will participate in the
political process through voting and other acts. Because politics are inherently a social activity,
other interactions with people can shape information processing. Shah argues “that all kinds of
political conversations—including the most incidental and cluttered ones—offer participants
expressive and informational opportunities that, in turn, can foster their political participation—a
core value for democratic governance” (Vaccari & Valeriani, 2018). Although political
conversations are not always a high-level form of political participation, they can be a gateway to

those higher levels of activism and participation (Vaccari et al., 2015).

Though Habermas emphasizes the potential of the public sphere, other work has
expressed skepticism for the true potential for deliberation. Fraser (1990) argued that the public
sphere is rooted in elements of patriarchy and the interests of bourgeois men, while other groups
such as women were excluded from participation. This exclusion is one example of Lukes’
(2005) dimensions of power®. The potential for power imbalances based on social structures can
produce stress for certain groups of people who are not as likely to be heard. It is possible that

PCA is a manifestation of this stress.
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To my knowledge, no research has ever been done connecting PCA to the public sphere.
As a largely theoretical construct, such an argument would be difficult to test. The best proxy
measures currently rely on public opinion and a person’s willingness to contribute to it. This
produces a logical connection with PCA. Public opinion pedagogy often involves discussing
nonresponse error where participants are unwilling to disclose their opinions to a pollster or
interviewer. Distrust is often mentioned as a potential reason for this behavior, which is distinct
from but still related to PCA. Behaviors of political trust have often been tracked to political
socialization: How we are raised to view and discuss politics influences our political behaviors.
Socialization effects are further complicated given the tendencies of both political parties to sort
themselves (Bishop, 2008) to avoid interacting with each other, and to be harsh toward people

from groups besides theirs (lyengar & Westwood, 2015).

Communication Accommodation Theory- How do we adjust to others?

In the public sphere, people are diverse along many lines. While the critiques in the
previous section offer an insight into how the public varies in power or knowledge, it is also
worth noting that people vary in communicative style. While Habermas is not particularly
concerned with this element, other theorists and theories are. This section focuses on one of
them. Communication accommodation theory (CAT) is largely attributed to the work of Howard
Giles (for an external primer, see Giles, 2008), and its main purpose is to explain how people
adjust their communication to accommodate different people. The reason for this
accommodation is to better understand communicative differences, reduce uncertainties, and

determine how to interact with our communicative partner.

CAT’s primary focus is on when, how, and why people adjust their communication. Giles

(2008) argues this practice has become a core assumption of communication competence: We
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tailor our message to the person we are speaking to. One good example of this practice might be
the use of specialized jargon. Academics are taught to write for different audiences depending on
the setting they are in. This is also true for politicians, who may change their language based on
the setting they are communicating in. This process is subjective and prone to actions based on
misperceptions (Thakerar et al., 1982). People may try to accommaodate others based on how

they perceive their partner rather than relying on their partner’s actual behaviors.

CAT operates on three assumptions: 1) People communicate in a sociocultural context.
Their cultural practices and history shape how they communicate and what they communicate
about. 2) Identity is negotiated throughout the communication process. As we communicate,
identities are performed based on our understandings of them. 3) Communication partners will
regulate their communicative behaviors to improve the communication and reduce uncertainty

about each other.

Under CAT, people may adjust their communication using three strategies: convergence,
divergence, or maintenance. Convergence is the process of adjusting one’s own communication
to reduce difference. This approach is used when the person wants to accommodate their partner
by reducing social distance. This approach requires the person to interpret the other person’s
communication style and figure out how to adapt based on their interpretations (Giles et.al,
1987). Divergence is the act of distinguishing oneself from the other. Divergence is used when a
person wants to reinforce group or individual differences. Some reasons for this might include
emphasizing different identities or wanting to express a disdain for the other person (Gallois et
al., 2005). Maintenance is the act of keeping our natural self in the moment rather than adjusting

the communication.
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To accommodate, people change their behavior both psychologically and linguistically.
Psychological accommodation adjusts our beliefs and attitudes towards the communication while
linguistic accommodation changes the speech and language used (Thakerar et al., 1982). There is
both a subjective and objective component to this process. Objectively, for example, a person be
diverging their communication from the other person, but subjectively the person believes they
are converging their speech. Gallois and colleagues (2005) note that this theory has historically
assumed both parties hold the same beliefs about what they are doing. Politics throws a bit of a
wrench in this theory, since many people can have different identities on what is political and

what is not (Carlson & Settle, 2022; Coles, 2024).

CAT has also been previously applied to political communication by another doctoral
dissertation. Popal (2022) argued that people will use convergence tactics in communication
when they see a likelihood for future interactions in group or social settings. | take a similar
stance here by connecting it to an influential work I’ve mentioned several times already. When
Eliasoph (1998) first proposed the process of evaporation, she observed that volunteer groups
would embrace some political topics while avoiding others. Participants in these groups
defended their choice as necessary for making people feel welcome in their space. Eliasoph
noted that what went unsaid in this process was a sense of powerlessness. Political problems
were called political problems because the citizen felt powerless to address them. Eliasoph noted
that these group members did not even know what the group member’s political interests were,
but the group would remove some political issues to make sure a newcomer felt welcome to

discuss.

Evaporation and accommodation are intertwined in this action. Evaporation and

accommodation are both communicative acts, but each act is of interest to different groups with
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the former of interest to political communication scholars and accommodation to interpersonal
communication scholars. The problem is that these different academic interests splinter off

different aspects of the phenomenon and lose parts of what makes it interesting in the process.
PCA is intertwined into evaporation because of communication accommodation practices, and

accommodation contributes to evaporation.

Face Negotiation Theory: How do people want to be seen?

If people believe it is important to be seen in a certain way, then they will likely try to act
on the belief and behave in a way that fulfills that need. Erving Goffman (1955) believed this
might be true and spent a great amount of time observing people and how they interacted. By
observing groups doing their jobs and interacting in everyday life, Goffman concluded each
person constructs a “face” or a preferred public image. This image is based on our desire to be
seen as competent and trustworthy communication partners (Metts & Cupach, 2008). Goffman
concluded people tend to structure their behaviors to better perform certain roles and that certain
face elements become active in relevant in certain situations. For example, one might desire to be
seen as a good teacher, but that face concern only comes into play when teaching is part of a
present social context (e.g. as a topic of discussion, or as something being done by the person or
by another). To this end, Goffman uses drama as a metaphor for the performance of face in front
stage, backstage, and off-stage environments. Front stage environments refer to public
performances, like acting as a citizen in the Public Sphere. Backstage environments deal with
private encounters, such as talking about politics at home with a relative. Off-stage environments
deal with the subconscious and how a person acts when they feel they are not being observed by
anyone. To achieve this desired goal, we have positive faces and negative faces that we

respectively pursue or avoid. When a negative face may be presented, we may work to avoid the
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situation and therefore the experience of embarrassment or ridicule (Goffman, 1967). An
example of this practice is a family member telling an embarrassing story to someone else in
front of us. The experience is embarrassing because it goes against how we want to be seen by
the other person. We experience embarrassment because of the desire to maintain a face and a
threat to it causes us distress. To avoid this experience, we may try to change the subject or wish
we could withdraw from the interaction. Some might wish they could die on the spot rather than

deal with this situation, but | have not found any scientific evidence that supports this claim.

Something to note here is that Goffman’s ideas have already been applied to political
conversations in multiple ways. The first manner comes from Eliasoph (1998), who argued that
existing political theory suggests we’d want people to be comfortable expressing their opinions
in the public sphere, a front stage environment. This is something indicated by standards of ideal
participation in the public sphere but over and over, Eliasoph found people sounded more
eloquent and comfortable expressing their opinions in backstage environments. Eliasoph
speculated this process was a sign of conflict avoidance: that people’s interpersonal desires and
perceptions affected their decision to share political beliefs if they believed that sharing could
lead to relational disruption. The second application of face to political conversation is
Papacharissi’s (2015) work on affective publics. In her research on the Internet as a public
sphere, Papacharissi argued that people use the Internet as a unique blending of public and
private spaces, where people could perform public roles from the privacy afforded by place
and/or anonymous posting. Papacharissi notes the importance of face in how people perform
political roles and intertwine public and private role. This argument is rooted in her view of

performativity: that every identity we bear has an expectation of role and that performing that
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role reinforces the social system we have. These actions require a person to both distinguish and

mix the personal and political identities. Papacharissi (2015) argues,

[T]weets are interpreted as expressive gestures, aimed at representing the self in the
context of public conversations about the practice of everyday life. In this context, tweets
are self-referential attempts to connect the private to the public and the personal to the
civic. By articulating private thoughts, people presence the personal and by doing so

infuse it with political potential. (p. 112)

Papacharissi’s argument is addressed towards the use of social media but her argument is just as
important in conversations because they rely on the same performative premises. People are
expected to rehearse their messages and actions before they present them, meaning a degree of
self-reflexivity is necessary for someone to perform their role well. This is also true of political
conversations where people feel the need to check their understanding before they contribute to a
topic. An example of this practice lies in socialization of children. Parents and family are a
strong force in helping children learn how to perform their social roles, including political ones
(Meadowcraft, 1986). This role was once seen as uni-directional, with parents only impressing
this role on children, but we have since learned this practice informs both parties. For example,
the basic nature of children asking political questions encourages parents to research political
issues so they can be informed enough to answer those questions (McDevitt & Chafee, 2002;

Shulman & DeAndrea, 2014)

Given the literature | have discussed thus far about the duties of a good citizen, how
people learn, and how people want to be seen, there is likely an expectation for citizens to be
knowledgeable about politics when they talk about them. I abduct all of this expectation to mean

there is a clear face expectation of political roles. Underlying all of this performance is the
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expectation of epistemic preparation. People are welcome to talk about politics, but there is an
expectation they know enough to talk about it. Friction can occur when there is a discrepancy
between what people feel they know and what they feel they are expected to know and so the
friction becomes more intense when this discrepancy increases. Goffman (1967) calls this
situation wrong face: a position where “information is brought forth in some way about [their]
social worth which cannot be integrated, even with effort, into the line that is being sustained for
him” (p. 8). A similar subject called motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990) has taken interest in
cognitive psychology. People are motivated to seek political information on the grounds of
being right (Lodge & Taber, 2013) but for several reasons. The first reason is internal: people
typically epistemically prefer to be right. This has been found in other research on political
knowledge, with political partisans believing they are much more knowledgeable on politics than
others (Anson, 2018; Lee, Kim, and Jeon, 2023). The second reason is relational. People want to
be right in the pursuit of a particular goal (Kunda, 1990). We want to be right in the presence of

others.

While motivated reasoning is a common concern, there are also cases where people find
and acknowledge their position on the less knowledgeable side of the duo. In their book, Carlson
and Settle (2022) find that people tend to prefer conversing with others who have similar beliefs
and similar levels of knowledge. Carlson and Settle unpack this idea as evidence of both belief
and knowledge sorting: that people tend to flock together and stay together based on their beliefs
as well as their level of expertise. While they mention some of the political ramifications for this,
they do not mention an explanation for why**, which happens to be the second idea | present
here and serves as a major focus of this dissertation: that people fear being wrong not just for

their epistemic preferences but also their relational ones. People value intelligence when it is
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combined with character, and that means we tend to dislike ignorance. People dislike being
wrong in front of other people for this reason. Social scientists have seen this idea manifest in the
form of the social desirability hypothesis (Krumpal, 2011): Participants will answer questions in
a way that feels more socially acceptable. In other words, we express opinions both because we
believe them to be true and because we want to be seen as knowledgeable in our relationship.
This idea is also a basic assumption in epistemology. When we listen to another person, we
generally take what they say to be true unless we have reason not to. A core question of this
dissertation is whether citizens are concerned about being smart enough for political
conversations and whether being too uninformed makes a person’s opinion unpopular. The last

theory for us to ponder implies this might be true but does not offer a concrete answer.

Spiral of Silence Theory: How do people decide when to share?
Rod Hart and Rebecca Lavally (2017) argued that political opinions are universal, not in

that they are the same, but in that they exist.

Everyone has an opinion about political news, and for good reason: (1) it is political and
(2) itis news. Because it is political, it trades in power — who has it and who does not -
...because the news is news...it reminds that problems persist and the future is vexingly

uncertain. (p.109)

Opinions are universal, but they are not universally expressed. As | mentioned earlier, Noelle-
Neuman’s (1974) spiral of silence theory operates on the affective assumption that people fear
ostracization and the epistemic assumption that people have a (not necessarily accurate) sense of
public opinion. Based on these assumptions, spiral of silence theory argues that people will avoid
social isolation by not discussing their opinions on various topics if they perceive their opinions

to be unpopular. This practice of self-censorship is a survival skill. The silent speaker sees their
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opinion is worth less than the sense of belonging. From a more critical perspective, Noelle-
Neuman (1984) also notes that the spiral of silence is more common among women, people of

color, the older, and the less educated.

Spiral of silence theory has subtle connections to other theories I’ve discussed thus far.
For example, spiral of silence and CAT both take on the assumption of preferring convergence in
in-group settings. This similarity is a subtle one that matters for adjusting communication
behaviors, particularly sense self-censoring is itself a form of accommodation. Such practices
matter most for members of the same social groups, while communication with members of
different groups is less susceptible to the spiral of silence unless power dynamics become

involved (Van Duyn, 2021).

Spiral of silence has been closely tied with political talk. In her original methodology,
Noelle-Neuman (1974) included a number of political topics in her interviews about which
topics people will discuss. Other work has also identified outcomes of a spiral of silence: Self-
censorship can contribute to groupthink and more homogenous political discussions, leading to
reinforcing beliefs rather than challenging them (Wojcieszak, 2011). Spiral of silence work has
also been conceptually connected to PCA. Jones-Carmack (2019) argues that PCA is
conceptually grounded in spiral of silence theory. “Certainly, if individuals are uncertain about
what the majority thinks about a political issue, such uncertainty may increase perceptions of

dissimilarity and unpredictability, potentially leading to political communication apprehension”

(p.75).

Additionally, Montgomery (2020) found that conservative college students expressed
PCA over — among other things — fear of social isolation. Both works suggest PCA is a feeling

that acts within spiral of silence. However, there are several gaps in the theory that exhibit
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explanatory possibilities for PCA. First: the increase of echo chambers and epistemic bubbles
(for more, see Jamieson & Cappella, 2008 and Nguyen, 2020 respectively), as mean people
should feel more comfortable to express themselves if they focus on consuming media that
reinforce their beliefs. While the theory would support a notion that people’s perceptions of
public opinion can be skewed (meaning they might think their opinions are welcome when they
are not), it does not account for people who do not care or for how people might intentionally
avoid some groups to disclose their opinions with others (Van Duyn, 2021). Second, political
incivility continues to increase (Mason, 2018) and produces a slew of unhealthy communication

behaviors (Stryker et al., 2016).

While incivility is generally considered detrimental to rational discourse, it is considered
more acceptable in private forums compared to public ones (Muddiman, 2017) and also has
some problems in the way it can be used. Some scholars argue that policing incivility can be
used to further oppress marginalized groups whose emotions are deeply intertwined with a
political topic (Jamieson et al., 2017). The involvement of anger is an idea that challenges the
notions of spiral of silence theory because it works to inhibit individuals from self-censoring
(Hayes & Matthes, 2017). While we know that the theory can be defied in the actions of the

angry, we do not know as much about how perceiving anger shapes other behaviors.

These types of behaviors can produce attitudes that are not clearly explained by spiral of
silence. People may know their opinions are popular with part of the public but still will not
share those opinions for other reasons such as their immediate safety (Van Duyn, 2018). PCA
provides a new way to consider the mindset that predicts this behavior. Additionally, spiral of
silence is a theory that focuses on how people perceive the world to shape their communication.

PCA is state of mind or feeling that affects how we communicate. While these two concepts
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share some overlap, they are still theoretically distinct. Only theory-testing can provide an

empirical distinction between these two concepts and find out how related they really are.

Conceptual Framework

Where theories aim to posit relationships, concepts are pieces of those theories. In this
section, | introduce several concepts as they relate to PCA and theorize about potential
connections between them. Where the previous section explored existing theory, this section
identifies various pieces that could extend theory with PCA. As | discuss each concept, | offer
various research hypotheses and questions as they relate to PCA. These hypotheses are

subsequently tested in later chapters of this book. There are two important things to note here.

e Each hypothesis is labeled based on the study it is tested in and the number it is
presented in the corresponding chapter. For instance, the first hypothesis of Study
3 will be labeled as 3-H1. After offering this notation, hypotheses are referenced
in text only by their number, so in this case, 3-H1 will be called Hypothesis One
in Chapter 3.

o Not every hypothesis of the studies are listed in this section. Some are given
shorter rationales in their respective chapters. | take time here to unpack these
particular hypotheses because they are the biggest theoretical players, while
others are natural parts of the process. For example, one of my hypotheses deals
with a particular methodology, which is not covered here and therefore should not

need to be listed here.
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Willingness to Communicate about Politics

Engaging with a conversation requires a person’s willingness to communicate (WTC). A
definition for this concept relied strongly on exploration and development of relationships to
define the practice (for more, see Fink, 2022). Our field’s understanding of WTC began with a
conference paper from McCroskey and Baer (1985) proposing a theoretical opposite to an
unwillingness to communicate (Burgoon, 1976). The concept showed promise and was
developed further when McCroskey and Richmond (1987) defined WTC as a person’s
personality orientation towards talking. Like CA, WTC reflects parts of a person’s personality,
but it can also change across different situations based on immediate factors such as mood and

past communication with the other person (Barraclough et al., 1988).

Willingness to communicate has had demonstrable effects on relationships and individual
growth. McCroskey and Richmond (1987) note one example of this effect manifests in education
contexts. A student with high WTC may receive some backlash from teachers for talking too
much, but it still sets high expectations on the student for growth. They are also more likely to
express satisfaction with their schooling experience. On the other hand, students with low WTC
struggle to build relationships with their peers and find themselves unhappy with their social
environments. McCroskey and Richmond note this practice also unfolds in organizational
environments as well, with willing communicators receiving more preference in hiring and

promotion processes. These sorts of effects can be damaging to a person’s self-image as well.

Effects between willingness to communicate and mental-health is harder to trace.
McCroskey and Richmond (1987) posited that it seems sensible for low self-esteem to lead to
low WTC. McCroskey and Richmond tested this idea with data and could not find strong support

for their suspicion.
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WTC also has effects on others as well. A person’s willingness to communicate can
affect their willingness to participate in voluntary practices that request their attention. One
example of this problem is in social science (Zakahi & McCroskey, 1989). If a person is
generally unwilling to communicate, they are less likely to agree to take part in social science
work where communication is an expected part of the process. Removing this group of people
can skew results of research to say only what willing communicators think. When this process is
applied more broadly, a confound can occur in the research itself that makes it harder to study

the behavior effectively because the WTC keeps the researcher from seeing everything going on.

This concern is also true in political spaces and political conversations. The previously
mentioned example of pollsters produces one area of concern (Keeter et al., 2021), but another
concern stems from the social issues of being unwilling to communicate about politics. In social
science, this issue compounds with the ways we think about and measure political conversation.
Chip Eveland and Steven Kleinman (2013) note political conversations can occur in a variety of
spaces and that it is important to account for those situations when we ask about willingness to
communicate. Literature suggests that most prefer political conversations with people they know
and trust (Carlson et al., 2020; Morey et al., 2012), but they will still have conversations with
others that they’re less acquainted with. Alyssa Morey and Masahiro Yamamoto (2020) argue
these ‘weak tie” conversations can be personally and socially beneficial so it is important to
consider their role as well. Steven and Erin Kleinman (2015) make a similar argument as
grounds for understanding WTC in political spaces because it can capture the gap between a
person’s desire to communicate and opportunity to communicate. Kleinman and Kleinman make

this argument to propose a new way to measure a person’s willingness to communicate about
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politics and suggest it is important to consider how people think and feel about political

conversations.

The argument from Kleinman and Kleinman makes it seem natural to include WTCAP
with PCA. McCroskey and Richmond (1987) advocated for this pairing heavily when dealing
with the larger concepts of WTC and CA themselves. In other work, McCroskey and Richmond
(1990) proposed that CA is likely one of the best predictors of WTC, but they offer little
evidence to support this claim. While 1 do think it is likely that these two ideas would correlate, it
may turn into a chicken or the egg debate as to which comes first and this debate is less
productive than seeing how the two interact with other phenomena. Because they capture
inversed states of mind, | take this idea to consider a hypothesized correlation between these two
practices and posit that they interact to create theoretically distinct groups. This relationship will

be tested before the others, so | offer it as the first hypothesis of this dissertation.

2-H1: PCA correlates negatively with WTCAP.

Interpersonal Trust

Trust refers to extent that we have faith in other people to treat us in a certain way
(Fukuyama, 1995). Ken Newton and Sonja Zmerli (2011) distinguish between two types of
social trust: 1) General social trust refers to our general trust in people. The more we tend to
think people are good at heart, the more general social trust we have. 2) Particular social trust
refers to our faith in a person or particular group of people. Newton and Zmerli use surrounding
communities as an example of particular social trust. The more comfortable you are with going

jogging in your neighborhood, the more particular social trust you have in your community.
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Both types of social trust could have implications for PCA, though I argue that particular
social trust has a more immediate impact for two reasons. First, general social trust would be less
likely to predict PCA because a low trust in people does not replace a person’s need to
communicate unless trust is low enough to produce a sense of threat or discomfort from being
around people in general. 2) This sense of threat or discomfort is more likely to stem from group
behaviors or identities and this means particular social trust would serve as a more reliable
predictor of PCA because group identity typically comes from a sense of hostility towards an
out-group (Brewer, 1999). Newton and Zmerli (2011) observe, “Distrust of out-groups depends
partly on competition for resources, how much the in-group feels threatened, and on the trade-off

between the benefits of closure of in-group boundaries of opening up to outside groups” (p.175).

Trust between citizens is vital for the growth of social capital (Putnam, 2000). Citizens do
not always see eye to eye, and when they do not, sharing bonds besides politics can help keep
things from getting messy (Levendusky, 2023). Without these shared bonds, we lose incentives
for compromise and have increased reasons to maintain a problematic status quo (Gutmann &

Thompson, 2010).

Predispositions such as trust have an effect on our willingness to discuss politics (Carlson
& Settle, 2022; Klofstad, 2009). Our confidence in our partner also reflects a particular kind of
social trust called emotional trust (Johnson-George & Swap, 1982). A trusting relationship gives
us a greater sense of comfort and willingness to share sensitive subjects. This is a core
assumption of social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Carpenter & Greene, 2015) and
communication privacy management (Petronio, 2002; Petronio et al., 2021). Some people will

openly share their political opinions, but trust increases that chance.

Based on these observations, | offer the following hypothesis:
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3-H1: Interpersonal trust will be negatively related to PCA.

Political Efficacy

One of the most popular concepts in political science, efficacy is generally a person’s
sense of powerfulness or powerlessness in the political realm (Morrell, 2003, p. 589). Efficacy is
a critical practice for democracy and is widely considered a good reflection of the health of a
political system (Craig et al., 1990). When citizens do not have a strong sense of efficacy, they
are less likely to follow politics or participate in the process (Finkel, 1985). Examples of this
capability might include a person’s perceived confidence to navigate political information,
elections, or conversations. This mindset is based on the belief that one believes that political

participation is important and a civic duty (Campbell et.al, 1954).

Efficacy has also been tied to influential theories in social science. For instance,
Bandura’s social cognitive theory (2001) defined efficacy as a person’s perceived sense of
effectiveness in handling a process or problem. Additionally, Bandura (2005) argues that
efficacy should be conceptually distinguished between self-efficacy — our perceived ability to do
something — and response efficacy — our confidence that doing something will fix the problem —
as well as between efficacy of various actors such as the self, the society, and a proxy -in this
case, government-. If PCA limits our ability to talk about politics, it would likely be influenced
by our self-efficacy, which has its own impact on political agency. Moreover, if the isolating

feeling of a spiral of silence influences PCA, it is likely a result of perceptions of society.

Efficacy is a major component of a person’s political activity (Verba et al., 1995) and has
been one of the most widely examined political behaviors (Morrell, 2003). Efficacy has a major
impact on a person’s belief that they can make sense of politics and navigate the political realm.

Accordingly people who feel efficacious are more likely to think their actions make a difference
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and feel capable of communicating as a result. This sense of confidence should theoretically
reduce concerns of talking about politics. After all, one of the most influential measures of

efficacy includes an item about out comfort with talking about politics.

Efficacy has mixed effects on well-being and mental health based on political culture. For
instance, in democratic systems, a strong sense of efficacy is related to higher reported health,
while higher efficacy is related to lower related health in less democratic contexts (Acar & Ulug,
2022). It is hard to say wheter efficacy would have a significant impact on mental-well-being,

but it could have an effect on communciation apprehension.

Therefore | posit the following hypotheses:

3-H2' Political self-efficacy negatively predicts PCA and positively predicts WTCAP.

Political Participation and Civic Engagement

Political participation refers to the extent that citizens take part in the political process or
political system. Like efficacy, participation in the political process is a major reflection of the
health of a political system (Finkel, 1985; Schudson, 1998). Participation refers to engaging in
political events as part of a mass public: Examples might include donating to campaigns,
attending rallies, displaying candidate merch, or voting. Each of these practices has a varying
level of importance based off what we expect citizens to do. Note that while voting is part of the
participation process, it is not the only thing. There are other things to do and each action can
contribute to a better democracy (Verba et al., 1995). Additionally, some scholars such as
Klofstad (2010) propose a distinction between civic participation and political participation. To
Klofstad, political practice centers around changing government or policy, while civics are things

outside of this realm. In this work, I use political participation and civic engagement as
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interchangeable terms based on my more inclusive definition of political communication.

Accordingly, one’s definition of politics will change how they process these arguments.

We donate to candidates, we attend rallies for candidates and display their campaign
slogan on yard signs and buttons. As one might guess from this list of examples, there are many
different ways to measure political participation, and they stem greatly from one’s conception of
democracy (Stromback, 2005). Here we will focus on two conceptions: participatory democracy

and deliberative democracy.

In a participatory system of democracy, participation centers citizen action around
candidates and leaders. Participatory democracy is a system of citizen engagement where many
people take part in the political process and all of these actions are necessary for the political
system to take shape (Pateman, 1970). Voting is an important part of the process, but it is not the
only important part (Stromback, 2005). In a participatory model, social capital is an essential
resource for getting a democracy to thrive (Putnam, 2000). Through the establishment of shared
bonds, political opinions are shared and compromise is encouraged because it gives citizens a

chance to see each other as autonomous political agents (Gutmann & Thompson, 2010).

Where participatory systems have citizens work to build the system, deliberative
democracies place citizens in the political system by asking them to talk together to help resolve
problems (Fishkin & Laslett, 2003; Habermas, 1991; Mansbridge, 1980). Rather than defer to
leaders, average citizens are expected to become leaders and contribute to the political system to
ensure a fair and proper decision is made. Juries are an example of this system. Citizens are
asked to come together, listen to a presentation of information, deliberate, and make a collective
decision. Others such as the Citizens Initiative Review (CIR) encourage citizens to help inform

the public on policy decisions — e.g. state questions — that are turned over to them. Though
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deliberative systems are typically less common in America than participatory systems, there is a
fairly large degree of support for deliberative democracy as an alternative to conventional

politics (Neblo et al., 2010).

Past work has found a relationship between civic talk and civic engagement (Klofstad,
2007; 2010a; 2010b; 2015). When people talk about politics more, they can be more willing to
take part in the political process. When people feel incapable of participating, they’re less likely
to discuss politics (Carlson et al., 2020). Reasons for this relationship vary. In some
conversations, people learn about new opportunities to engage that they would otherwise not
know about. In other conversations, people might be encouraged or pressured into participating.
However, the same researcher who found this relationship also found there were also cases

where this did not happen and people would be unmoved.

Given that political feelings tend to impact our political behavior, | give the following

hypothesis:

3-H3: PCA negatively predicts political participation.

Stress

In physics, stress is defined as a force exerting pressure on a body. In medicine, this
philosophy expands forces to consider physical or mental pressures and the body is refined to
focus on the human body. In other words, stress puts pressure on the body and affects its ability
to perform. Philosophically, a certain level of stress is healthy because it causes us to think and
actively try to better ourselves and empathize with others, (Rifkin, RSA Animate, titled “The
Empathic Civilization” on YouTube). In excess, stress has negative effects on both our physical

and psychological well-being.
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As | mentioned above, politics are stressful because politics are associated with a variety
of risks. These risks are distinct concerns but do not function independently of each other. The
first stressor is the relationship: Bringing in public topics — such as politics — to an interpersonal
relationship can contribute to arguments that affect the perceived stress of individuals in the
relationship (Johnson et al., 2014). This possibility increases with the presence, anticipation,
and/or perception of negativity (Johnson et al., 2019). Disagreement can lead to conflict and
anticipating this possibility can be distressing if a person does not have adequate coping
mechanisms to handle it (Mutz, 2006; Patterson, 1989). The second stressor is epistemic: There
is the sense that politics are stressful because they require people to learn about each other and
that unknown makes us uncomfortable (Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Eliasoph, 1996). The third
stressor is personal; there is also the fact that politics sometimes directly involve us. When a bill
or candidate speaks to an issue that directly involves us, we become stakeholders in the situation
because the potential policies affect our ability to live comfortably based on our identity, our job,
our place of residence, our medical history, as well as other factors. Feeling a personal
investment in the issue leads to a personal connection and can also contribute to difficulty

processing disagreements of feedback (Copeland & Woodall, 2020).

As | mentioned in the previous paragraph, there is a relational side to political
communication with individuals and those communications can undermine a variety of things we
care about. Myiah Hutchens (2010) points out that we are afraid of expressing our political
opinions based on the number of different reactions that might occur. We might be trolled,
“canceled”, harassed, or ostracized for expressing our opinions. Accordingly, talking about

politics can bring us into very unfamiliar terrain and stress us out. This increase in stress might

58



disrupt not only our stress level, but our ability to cope with that stress. Little things build up and

can affect our ability handle otherwise easy problems.

These things matter because as | said, a certain level of stress is healthy. It is my belief
that we are well past that healthy level but | do not have enough evidence to explain why.
Understanding the extent to which political conversations contribute to stress is vital for two
reasons. The first reason is social. Understanding the extent and causes of social stress can offer
explanations for what ills plague a culture and why. The second reason is individualistic. When
we break down the social causes of the relationship between stress and political communication,
we can start exploring how to help people identify that stress and find ways to cope with it.

Accordingly, I posit the following hypothesis.

3-H4: PCA positively predicts stress.

Self-Esteem

Self-esteem is a person’s confidence in their own worth, capabilities, or worldviews
(Hewitt, 2009). When a person begins to develop a concept of the self, they also begin to form
positive or negative judgments about themselves that subsequently affect their self-esteem. Self-
esteem is typically a self-concept that is desirable in a person because high self-esteem is
associated with positive psychological and social outcomes, such as happiness (Baumeister et al.,
2003) and relationship satisfaction (Orth & Robins, 2014). On opposite end, low self-esteem is
associated with self-destructive behaviors such as substance abuse, anxiety, or depression

(Sowislo & Orth, 2013).

Esteem is a pivotal part of a person’s ability to self actualize. Maslow’s classical

hierarchy of needs (1988) suggests that a person typically requires a sense of self-esteem before
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they are able self-actualize, a practice deeply associated with performing political duties.
Moreover, self-esteem is pivotal to support for the democratic process (Marchlewska et al.,

2019). Trusting in other people is made easier by having a secure, non-narcissistic sense of self.

Self-esteem has been classically connected to communication apprehension, with more
apprehension leading to lower self-esteem (McCroskey et al., 1977). This relationship might
exist for a variety of reasons. Discomfort with communicating can lead to self-doubt, self-pity, or
self-deprecation. In other words, we beat ourselves up when we’re anxious about
communicating. It is likely that this relationship would apply in political communication as well.
Each theory would suggest apprehension could threaten our sense of self by compromising social
bonds such as social connections (spiral of silence theory), self-awareness (sensitivity), or self-
worth (face theory and normative theories of citizenship). In addition, past research has shown a
relationship between political homphily, relationships, and self-esteem that suggests people feel
better about themselves when they have stronger senses of connection (e.g., Morrissey &

Woodall, 2022).

Based on these observations, | offer the following hypothesis.

3-H5: PCA negatively affects self-esteem.

There are other things that could relate here, but I think we have covered more than
enough ground to stop and start investigating these hypotheses. Before we can test relationships
in the conceptual framework, we must test the theoretical framework by building and validating
a measure of PCA. The next chapter begins this process by detailing the process of measure

development.
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Now that we’ve explored relevant literature, it is time to return to our original task:
measuring PCA. This chapter outlines the methodological approaches I take to producing a
measure of political communication apprehension. Study One talks through the process of
designing a scale. | break down the process | took to writing my instrument of measurement and
the first steps taken towards testing it in exploratory fashion. Study Two builds on the results of
Study One to test a hypothesized version of the scale versus an actual version indicated in data.
This result is used to refine the scale further and produce a final version that is used in hypothesis

testing in Study Three.
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Chapter 3: Study 1: Scale Design
Study 1 built a scale its factor structure. The study was broken into several steps centered
around scale development. First, I went through a process of scale development informed by best
practice in the field, then I explored the scales initial viability using data collected in surveys and

analyzed in exploratory factor analysis (EFA).

Given the vast amount of foundational work, a critical question should be posed about the
research approach I take in this work. Building a quantitative measure of PCA is an appropriate
next step in the study of PCA for several reasons. First, previous research has taken both
qualitative and quantitative approaches to communication apprehension. Qualitative research
from scholars like Montgomery (2020) are well executed but offer a skewed answer and
incomplete picture. Montgomery’s work found most people thought about fear of disagreement
in their reasons for staying silent, but I suspect that is based on who was asked and who was
willing to answer. If | asked people what made them nervous about political conversations, |
would likely replicate Montgomery’s findings and get answers that only center around spiral of
silence theory. This question presumes political involvement, which is not always the case for
the political communication apprehensive. | know from other research that other reasons might
exist such as a fear of looking uninformed. Those reasons may not be expressed by participants
unless | ask them directly. This issue could still be solved by qualitative research if it were the

only issue.

The second issue makes a qualitative approach inappropriate and cements the need for
this study as a quantitative study: analysis. Qualitative and quantitative research serve different
purposes (Mahoney & Goertz, 2006). Qualitative research is meant for within-case analysis,

where the goal is a deep understanding of a singular subject, with the possibility of transferability
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from case to case. Quantitative research is meant for across-case analysis, where the goal is a
deep understanding of many cases, with the possibility of generalizability across cases. | need to
use a quantitative approach here because | have a hypothesis about how a measure works across
cases. | believe my measure will work for multiple people, and it needs to compared in its
applicability to multiple people, so an across-case analysis is most appropriate for investigating
my hypotheses. A proper investigation of my hypothesis will rely on quantitative work to reject

or support my arguments.

RQ2-1: Is there empirical support for my measure?

Measure Development

Effective measurement of a behavior requires a great degree of care. Aspects of how
questions are worded and how answers are provided can shape the way participants respond to
questions (DeVellis & Thorpe, 2021). Serena Carpenter (2017) offered a best practice guide for
developing scales. | am following that guide with little deviation. For a breakdown of

Carpenter’s guidelines, see Figure insert number here below, adapted from Carpenter (2017).

Table 1
Summary of Scale Development Procedures and Decisions (based on practices prescribed by
Carpenter, 2017)

1. Research the intended meaning and breadth of the theoretical concept.

a. Select appropriate conceptual labels.

b. Select conceptual definitions.

C. Identify potential dimensions and items.

d. Conduct qualitative research to generate dimensions and items.

e. Solicit expert feedback to assess face content validity of dimensions and items.
2. Determine sampling procedure (5:1)
3. Examine data quality.

4, Verify the factorability of the data.
a. Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (<.05)
b. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test of sampling adequacy (>.60)
C. Inspect anti-image correlation for sampling adequacy ( >.60)
d. Inspect correlation matrix (>.30)
5. Conduct Common Factor Analysis
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a Select factor extraction method (exploratory model or principal components)
b. Determine factors to extract
i. Theoretical convergence and parsimony
ii. Eigenvalue interpretation rules (Scree test, >1 rule, parallel analysis)
6. Rotation method (orthogonal/varimax, or oblique/promax)
7. Evaluate items based on a priori criteria.
a. Theoretical convergence and parsimony
b. Poor factor loadings ( < .32)
C. Cross-loadings
d. Inter-item correlations
e. At least three item factors
Write up results

The process of developing a scale starts with conceptualization. What do | mean when |
am talking about PCA? What is a definition of it? What are the relevant aspects connected to
PCA and details about PCA? Using the literature | have discussed thus far, | brainstormed items
that might represent PCA the way | understand it: as a state of mind where someone is
uncomfortable talking about politics. Creating items that properly represent the presence or
absence of PCA is the first step to ensuring a valid scale by assessing the content of the scale
itself. Using the theories | outlined in the theoretical framework section, | created 36 scale items
along three dimensions: isolation, sensitivity, and knowledgeability. Fear of isolation is based on
the spiral of silence theory, aversion to harm is rooted in ideas from communication
accommodation theory, and knowledgeability is based on face theory. The public sphere and
normative theories of citizenship did not need their own factors because they informed every
factor. In other words, the normative notions of the public, politics and relationships shape the
feeling of apprehension. To move on from item generation, | set a cutoff criterion of around
twice as many items as | expected to maintain. This offers some wiggle room for the scale to
change later if needed. This approach is common and considered a best practice for item

generation (DeVellis & Thorpe, 2021).
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As | wrote items for the scale, | considered potential influences that would affect how
people would answer each question. Biases within each item and within the respondents
themselves can both shape the process (Tourangeau et.al, 2000). If a question is written to
indicate too many different things, it can complicate or confound an otherwise straightforward
answer (Fowler, 1995). | tried to keep each item concise and intended to capture one specific
symptom of PCA. For example, | could only ask a respondent about one factor at a time,
meaning each item should capture only a piece of that dimension and not the others. Next, | took
time to consider the social cues that shape how respondents might answer my questions.
Regardless of their thoughts towards politicians, many people see political participation as a
positive trait, and indicating a discomfort with a political behavior might cause some participants
to tailor their answer towards a more favorable answer. This problem has been seen in political
science in the form of polling and manifested itself in the 2016 and 2020 presidential elections
(Keeter et al., 2021). Due to the general social taboo about supporting Donald Trump, many
polisters struggled to capture public support for the former president. This issue, known as the

social desirability bias, leads to a distortion of how people answer questions.

Once the items were ready, | contacted experts in the field to ask for their feedback on
my questions. | ask ten experts and five agreed, so | sent these five experts the scale for review. |
processed their feedback iteratively in three waves. One expert received the rough draft scale and
offered feedback that I used to produce a second draft. This second draft was then sent to three
experts. Once these three experts gave feedback, | incorporated their ideas and sent the third
draft to the fifth and final expert. This approach was chosen for two benefits. The first benefit
was pragmatic. Each expert had different timetables when they could evaluate the scale. Rather

than waiting for each of these timetables to pass before | made any changes, | wanted to keep
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working on the scale so that the scale could develop along an overall timetable. This approach
also produced the second benefit of incremental improvement. The first expert was able to offer
feedback that made the rough draft considerably better and so did the group of three who helped
me prepare the next draft for the final expert. Once | had received and incorporated feedback
from these experts, | prepared my scale for a survey that would be administered to potential
participants using Qualtrics survey software. | then obtained approval from my university’s

Institutional Review Board to collect data, and proceeded to the next step of Study 1.

Sample

Participants (N = 303) were recruited from a convenience sampling of paid individuals on
the crowdsource platform Prolific. Prolific offers a sample distribution that is representative by
US Census standards for an additional fee. This sample is worth the added cost for two reasons:
1) academics are increasingly skeptical of relying on college students for their points. Student
samples tend to be White, educated, industrialized, rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) and are not
always a good source of information for larger patterns of behavior, such as political issues
(Henrich et al., 2010). Accordingly, academics are having increasingly high standards of data
sampling. A representative sample based on the US Census helps meet these high standards
because it closer to a generalizable finding than other convenient sampling methods such as
surveying undergraduate students. Generalizability matters in these instances for insuring my
research can tell us more about how the world works compared to an isolated set of examples. 2)
Outside of survey services such as Prolific, a comparable sample would be much harder to
recruit. While the company charges a service fee for a representative sample, it is well worth the

time saved.
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Gender diversity in the sample was good. Of the 303 participants in the sample, 149

identified as men, 142 identified as women eight identified as non-binary or third gender, and

four preferred not to say. Racial diversity was not ideal albeit expected, with 234 participants

(77.2%) identifying as White, 28 identifying as Black or African-American, four identifying as

American Indian or Alaska Native, 42 identifying as Asian, two identifying as Native Hawaiian

or Pacific Islander, and 18 identifying as “Other.” Age diversity was acceptable: 52 participants

(17.2%) were aged 18 to 24 years old, 125 participants (41.4%) were aged 25 to 34, 65

participants (21.5%) were aged 35 to 44 years old, 50 participants (16.6%) were aged 45 to 64

years old, ten participants (3.3%) were aged 65 or more, and one participant preferred not to

answer this question. Political party membership skewed Democratic (n = 170, 56.1%), with

another 99 participants identifying as Independent (32.7%) and 34 participants identifying as

Republican (11.2%) These characteristics are summarized in Table 2 below.

Table 2
Summary of Study One Participant Demographics
N %
Gender
Man 149 49.2
Woman 142 46.8
Non-Binary / Third Gender 8 2.7
Prefer not to answer 4 1.3
Race
White 234 77.2
Black or African American 28 9.2
Asian 42 13.9
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American Indian or Alaska Native 4 1.3

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 2 v
Other 18 59
Age

18-24 52 17.2
25-34 125 41.3
35-44 65 21.5
45-64 50 16.5
65 or older 10 3.3

Political Party Membership

Democratic 170 56.1
Independent 99 32.7
Republican 34 11.2

Procedure
After obtaining Institutional Review Board approval, | posted this study online to Prolific

on December 18", 2023 at 2:00pm. Data collection concluded on the same day around 6:15pm.

Participants (N = 303) were offered the chance to participate in this study through
Prolific’s interface. If they agreed to participate, they were directed to the survey page and began
by reviewing information about the study so they could provide informed consent. If they agreed
to participate, they were directed to the questions on the PCA measure. If a participant declined
to participate, they were automatically directed to the end of the survey. All participants recruited

gave informed consent for their participation.
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After providing consent, participants completed the scales portion of the survey. After
completing the questionnaire, participants were offered the chance to provide comments or
questions for the researcher in the form of an open-ended text box. After this question, they were
given a completion code to give to Prolific. The median completion time for this study was four

minutes and 48 seconds.

Once a participant completed the survey, their data was reviewed by me to determine if it
was eligible for payment of $2.50 USD based on expected time of completion. The survey took
an estimated 15 minutes to complete, meaning the compensation awarded averaged about $10 an
hour. To ensure the quality of the data, payment was denied for incomplete surveys, repeated
surveys, repeated answers (e.g. 6,6,6,6,6,), and/or failing at least one of two attention verification
questions. If a participant is denied credit, Prolific’s system reviews their demographics and
provides another participant of similar identity. All participants passed these checks and were

paid.

Data Analysis

Prior to analysis, data were screened for details mentioned in the previous section. Any
case was deleted if it negatively impacted the quality of the data. In this case, a negative impact
of quality was based on the belief that a case could not be considered trustworthy and included in
analyses. All participants passed checks of time to completion and attention verification. Based
on these criteria, no cases were deleted. Once data passed this screening, it was analyzed using
Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) to assess the factor structure. Common practices of EFA
were followed: maximum likelihood was used for the estimation method, and Promax rotation
was employed to capture oblique factor structures. Eigenvalues less than one were suppressed in

the solution displayed.
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To assess the suitability of the data, several statistical tests were performed with preset
criteria: The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin [or KMO] (Kaiser, 1960) measure of sampling adequacy
should produce a value of at least .6, Bartlett’s (1954) test of sphericity should be significant, and
anti-image correlations should produce a value of at least .6 for each variable to demonstrate

item sampling adequacy.

Once | assessed the factorability of the data, | examined how connected the data were
using guidelines proposed from Carpenter (2017). Statisticians use correlations to assess this
possibility. To this end, the correlation matrix was analyzed for multiple correlations less than or
equal to .3. This value cutoff was used because it signals that an item in the scale is not
correlating with the rest of the items well enough. Because all of the items are intended to
capture the same phenomenon, they should correlate to at least some degree. Accordingly, we
want correlations greater than or equal to .3. Next, we want to check for communalities, values
that indicate how much the variance of an item overlaps with the overall model. We want
communalities of at least .50 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Lastly, the model chi-square test
should be non-significant. In this case, the chi-square test is calculated using maximum
likelihood estimation an approach designed to demonstrate the suggested number of factors is
likely to be observable in a larger population (Lawley & Maxwell, 1963). If all or most of these

criteria are met, we are ready to begin examining factor structure.

To assess factor structure, an important initial question is how many factors should be
considered from the solution produced by the EFA. To this end, we use three tests: the Kaiser-
Guttman rule (Guttman, 1954; Kaiser, 1970), a scree test (Cattell, 1966), and a parallel analysis
(Horn, 1965; Humphreys & Montanelli, 1975). All three of these tests rely on eigenvalues:

values that reflect a path that captures a certain amount of variance in the data. EFA relies on the
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covariances or correlations between a set of variables to produce a list of eigenvalues reflects the
number of factors available and higher values indicate more captured variance. Under the Kaiser-
Guttman rule, we use a cutoff criterion value of < 1 to determine where to stop considering
additional factors. This cutoff point is used because a value of 1 indicates representation of one
item in the scale. Accordingly, any eigenvalue less than one indicates the factor is capturing
variance that is less than one item’s worth. We can visualize this concept with a scree test, which
produces a graph of the eigenvalues of each factor from greatest to smallest. A scree test
produces a line that can be likened to a human arm. We use a visual criterion of taking the
number of eigenvalues based on the “elbow” of the line. This elbow represents diminishing
returns and signifies a point beyond which eigenvalues would be retained at the expense of
parsimony. Both of these criteria are fairly subjective and have produced concern from
statisticians (for Kaiser-Guttman concerns, see Zwick and Velicer, 1986; for scree test concerns,
see O’Connor, 2000), so we can also apply a third criteria of parallel analysis (Horn, 1965;
Humphreys & Montanelli, 1975). This approach assesses eigenvalues of a randomly generated
dataset using the same possible numbers. We run this analysis many times and calculate the
mean number of eigenvalues. We then compare this mean to our analysis results and retain any
factors with eigenvalues greater than the mean number for the same eigenvalue in the parallel
analysis. Each of these criteria are used to assess how many factors we should extract for the

scale. The contents of each factor is based on item correlation and factor loading.

In an EFA items are allowed to float freely without being forced together. Items that
correlate together strongly indicate factors. The goal is to identify the common threads in these
factors to identify a factor structure and see how it aligns with the scale that was theorized. To

this end, we want to look for items that have one of two problems: poor loadings and cross-
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loadings. A poor loading means that the item is not fitting into the factor the way its other items
are. This is similar to the correlation issue | mentioned in the last paragraph. Cutoff criteria vary,
but Serena Carpenter (2017) influentially proposed a floor of .32 with any lower scores
indicating an item is not fitting into the scale and should be removed. It is my intention to start
with this criteria and move up to .4 as my loading floor if the opportunity arises. Whereas a poor
loading indicates no fit, a cross-loading indicates that an item loads well into multiple factors.
This produces a problem, because each item should be intended to capture a single aspect of the
behavior we are looking at. If it loads into multiple factors, it can undermine the simplicity of the
scale and cause trouble for chi-square calculations. To this end, any item that cross-loads into

two or more factors at our cutoff criteria of .32 should be removed as well.

With all of our standards set, | set the analysis to run. Here is a brief recap of that plan as

it would appear in a research report.

To examine the factor structure between the 36 items, an exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) was performed. EFA was chosen over other methods (e.g. principal components analysis)
because our primary interest here was in exploring how the data intertwine with each other
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Measure reduction was a secondary goal of this study. Because
these two goals clash for the selected test, the primary goal of exploration took precedent and
EFA was chosen. A combination of the < 1 rule, scree plot, and 95" percentile parallel analysis
(O’Connor, 2000) were used to determine how many factors should be extracted. Promax (also

known as oblique) rotation was used to improve factor interpretability.

The next section provides the results of the analysis and revisits an answer to our research

question.
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Results

Prior to assessing factor structure, the data were examined for normality and factorability.
Data normality showed some signs of kurtosis (maximum value = -1.2 while all skewness values
were below 1. This result led to the conclusion that the data was suitable for further analysis and
answering my research question. Initial factor analysis suggested the data was diverse enough for
factoring. Barlett’s test of sphericity was significant, the KMO Measure of Sampling Adequacy
was . 91. The initial solution suggested 6 factors that captured about 65% of the variance. This
approach was supported by the < 1 test, and scree plot. This model showed significantly different
fit from a nested model (y?= 797.93, df = 429, p < .000). The rotated factor matrix showed some

items also cross loaded. These loadings are summarized in the table on the next page.

Each factor captured a different element of the items, with each theoretical having a
“home” factor where most of its items loaded, with knowledgeability face in Factor 1, isolation
in Factor 2, and Sensitivity jn Factor 4. Others split or load onto other factors based on capturing
other things. Factor 3 seemed focused on capturing the notion of an anticipated reaction.

Factor 5 focused on a connotation between conflict and disagreement. Factor 6 focused on
visibility and captured on items that reference credibility or being seen as credible.

Table 3

Initial Rotated Factor Matrix

Factor Loadings

1 2 3 4 5 6
*S1- | am unafraid of expressing political .76
opinions that others will disagree with.
*S2- | do not worry about how others will react to .86
my political opinions.
S3- 1 would rather keep my opinion to myself 43
than start a political disagreement

*S4- | am unafraid to express my political beliefs .68
around others.
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S5- 1 worry about how my friends would react if |
expressed my political opinions.

*S6- | rarely stress about how others might react
to my political opinions.

S7- 1 worry that people will stop talking to me if |
express my political beliefs.

S8- I worry that expressing my political opinions
could cost me a few friendships.

*S9- | never worry about losing friends when |
talk politics.

S10- I worry my friends might exclude me if they
knew my political beliefs.

S11- I worry that my political beliefs would not
be tolerated by others.

S12- | have wondered if my political beliefs
would be considered taboo by others.

E1- It is hard to talk about politics without hurting
someone’s feelings.

E2- I avoid talking about politics because it will
upset the person I’m talking to.

E3- My friends react emotionally when we talk
about politics.

E4- | am afraid that bringing up politics will cause
distress for the person I’'m talking to.

E5- | worry the person | am talking with will get
really worked up over politics.

E6- My friends get tense when we talk about
politics.

E7- In my experience, talking about politics
always seem to end with someone getting upset.
E8- | dislike watching people get worked up over
politics.

E9- My friends take political discussion
personally.

E10- | have seen people get upset just from
thinking about politics.

*E11- | rarely worry about hurting someone's
feelings when | talk about politics.

*E12- My friends talk politics in a very calm way.
F1- | am worried about looking stupid when 1 talk
about politics.

*F2- | feel confident in myself during political
conversations.

F3- | feel dumb when people around me talk
about politics.

F4- 1 am concerned about appearing unintelligent
in a political conversation.

F5- | want other people to see me as
knowledgeable in political conversations.

F6- | feel lost in a bad way when people around
me start talking politics.

F7- 1 worry someone would call me out for not
knowing enough about a political issue.

.85
74
.89

.88

.85

7

74

.53

.90

.94

57

.96

.69

.52

.53

A44.

79

.69

.56

.76

.68

51

.80

.73

.80

.56
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F8- | am self-conscious about my intelligence in .79
political conversations.

F9- | feel very embarrassed if | get political facts 48

wrong in front of others.

F10- | rarely feel uninformed in political .65

conversations.

F11- | want to look credible when | discuss .62
politics.

F12- | beat myself up when | get facts wrong in A48

political conversations.
Note: Coefficient values below .4 have been removed.
*Indicates a reverse coded item

The research question was based on dimension reduction and asked if there was empirical
support for the scale | had designed. The preliminary answer was yes, but with some
modifications needed based on factor structure. After examining the loadings, | noticed
underlying threads of connection between some of the items that might cause them to load
together. The most common cross loaders were between items in the isolation and sensitivity
factors. Many of the cross-loadings likely occurred for connotative reasons. For instance, some
of the items that reference friendships loaded together but not with other items within the same
factor that | had proposed. In the isolation factor, many of the negatively worded items loaded

together as their own factor.

After considering the underlying connections of the factors, | decided to remove some of
the items in pursuit of the research goal. The friends factor captured a more descriptive nature of
friendship groups rather than a state of discomfort, so its items were removed from the analysis.
Additionally, the credibility factor focused on a desire to be seen a certain way, but not a state of
discomfort, so its items were removed as well and the analysis was rerun. The remaining
variables produced eigenvalues that, according to the < 1 rule scree plot encouraged a four-factor
solution capturing 67% of the variance. While the initial criteria was set to remove any factors

below .32, this solution produced no factor loadings below .45, exceeding my criteria. This

75



solution showed some improvement in terms of model fit as well ()(2 =427.12,df =186, p =
.000). This solution used twenty-four items across four factors and is summarized in Table 4 on
the next page. The face and sensitivity factors each loaded as expected and the isolation factor
was split between items that were positively or negatively coded to indicate PCA. A double
check of the codings here indicated all items had been correctly coded and re-coded, but the
negatively worded items still split into a separate factor. The descriptive details and item fit for

each remaining question and is included in Table 4 with factor loadings.

The factor analysis showed most of these criteria were met. The correlation matrix
(available in the Appendix) held multiple correlations above .30, which is an important guideline
for determining whether the scale items fit together. Ultimately, | retained three factors and
named them based off the theoretical ideas that inspired them. The first factor, rooted in spiral of
silence theory, was termed the isolation factor. The second factor, rooted in accommodation
theory and evaporation, was termed the sensitivity factor. The third factor, rooted in face theory

and normative citizenship, was termed the face factor.

Research question one was exploratory and asked if people think of these things as
distinct behaviors that can be empirically measured. The initial answer is a “somewhat yes”.
Some of the questions asked cross loaded between multiple factors, and several of them did not
load together either, which reflected error in item crafting. After further development of the
scale, RQ1 showed additional support for distinction in the minds of participants. There are at
least some elements of each practice that are distinct from each other, though some things

overlap. I will talk more on these distinctions in the next section.

Table 4
Final Factor Solution
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Factor Loadings

M SD Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4
S1 3.82 1.59 .79
S2 491 1.63 15
S4 3.61 2.04 72
S5 4.88 1.66 62
S6 4.35 1.88 49
S7 4.90 1.59 .84
S8 4.90 1.62 91
S9 4.24 2.01 61
S10 5.18 1.54 .98
S11 4.83 1.60 71
S12 5.08 1.60 .52
El 3.25 1.46 .60
E2 3.95 1.57 74
E4 4.14 1.58 .79
ES 3.68 1.73 94
ES8 2.88 1.59 49
F1 4.40 1.79 .89
F2 431 1.88 67
F3 5.05 1.62 .84
F4 4.52 1.78 .94
F6 5.08 1.50 .78
F7 4.55 1.76 .83
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F8 4.40 1.77 .85

F10 3.80 1.87 57

Note: Loading coefficients below .4 have been omitted.

To achieve the research goal, a viable measure was needed that would need a minimum
of three (Carpenter, 2017) items (per expert feedback) per factor. The final solution offered four
factors with eight items on factor one, seven items on factor two, five items on factor three, and

four items on factor four.

Discussion
There is much to unpack from these results. Some elements of the discussion for this
section should be discussed here, while I will save others for a synthesized discussion of all the

studies in Chapter 6.

The first thing to discuss is the presence of PCA itself. It is important to be wary of
fetishizing the instrument before it is finished, but there is some support for my argument in the
respondent answers. The data’s normality statistics tell us these feelings are normally distributed
across the sample, meaning some people experience these feelings and others do not. Of the 303
people who answered the questions, most respondents wound up somewhere in the middle. This
basic descriptive statistic offers evidence to support my arguments that PCA exists and manifests
in different ways. This observation leads me to revisit the research question for this chapter.
There is some evidence to suggest elements of overlap as well as distinction between the factors
I posited earlier in this chapter. The data suggest overlap or distinction will come based on which
characteristics we are talking about. However, the data also suggest people do see a distinction

between causing an emotional reaction and losing relationships. Disagreement likely prompts the
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difference between these two things. While the fear of disagreement is likely one of the larger
concerns in political talk, my findings do suggest we are uncomfortable talking politics for other

reasons.

Next, the research goal for this study was accomplished. In addition to some insights on
PCA, | have the foundations for a useful measure that can be applied to a wide variety of
communicative contexts. The scale’s brevity makes it suitable for a variety of methodological
contexts such as large public opinion panels as well as network research (Borgatti, Everett, &
Johnson, 2018). These approaches allow us to better capture the larger nature of political
behavior since many people communicate about politics across networks rather than basic dyads
(Morey et al., 2012; Sinclar, 2013). Moreover, the scale is also useful for capturing feelings in
timely political contexts. Cancel culture is the first context to come to mind. Cancel culture
underlies each factor of the scale but with different consequences being considered. On face
value, the scale certainly captures people’s discomfort with political conversations for fear of
various consequences that could all logically follow from being canceled. This offers an

additional contribution to both the public and academe that take interest in such problems.

The major goal of this study is to serve as a springboard to more applied use. To do so, it
must be reliable and valid. This study provides the first initial support for such use, with initial
promise in reliability analyses and the achievement of face and content validity. This being said,
there is more to be done before the scale can be more widely applied. The next form of validity
to consider is convergent and discriminant validity. Once these criteria are met, the scale’s
exploratory factor structure is ready for hypothesis testing as a proper model of PCA. An EFA

cannot accomplish this goal and it is considered a poor theoretical practice to use the same data
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set for an EFA and a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), the test needed to properly test the

structure (Beavers et al., 2013). This issue leads me to the next study of this dissertation.
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4: Study 2: Scale Testing
Presuming Study 1 produces some promising results, we now have a scale to start playing
with, but we need to make sure participants answer the scale’s questions in the same way they
would answer a similar questionnaire. To this end, Study Two will use the refined scale from

Study One to test a refined scale overall and examine convergent and discriminant validity.

In Chapter 1, I investigated if people think of PCA as related but distinct concepts. Based on the
analyses, | now have a hypothesized model to test. Study One concluded with four factors being
proposed: face, sensitivity, and isolation, with isolation being split into two factors based on

positive or negative coding. This approach requires testing a hypothesized model against model

constructed from data. This practice is performed to answer my first hypothesis.

2-H1: A four factor model of PCA will be supported.

PCA reflects a discomfort with political communication but not a disdain for it. When
comparing PCA to other practices, | can reason to say that discomfort might be related to
engagement, but not that this relationship is linear. One of these feelings does not predict the
other. Instead, they exist together in the mind of a person. One example of this relationship is a
person’s willingness to communicate about politics (WTCAP). A person might be apprehensive
but still be willing to communicate. Similar behaviors have been studied in general
communication contexts, where students might be anxious about speaking in front of a group but
still willing to do it (Burroughs et al., 2003). An important test of convergent validity is the
correlation between a measure and related measure. If two measures each claim to measure the
same phenomenon, they should correlate. To do so, I compared my measure to Young’s (2023)

measure of PCA in Thai undergraduate students. Young’s measure was designed for educational
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contexts instead of relational ones so for clarity purposes, | will term it classroom political

communication apprehension (CPCA).

Accordingly, I propose the following hypothesized correlations.

2-H2: PCA is negatively related to WTCAP.

2-H3: PCA is positively related to CPCA.

Sample
Participants (N = 301) were selected similarly in the same manner as Study 1.

Additionally, | added a screen that kept Study 1 participants from participating in Study 2.

Gender diversity in the sample was good. Of the 301 participants in the sample, 134
identified as men, 163 identified as women, 3 identified as non-binary or third gender, and 1
preferred not to say. Racial diversity was less diverse, with 234 participants (77.2%) identifying
as White, 28 identifying as Black or African-American, 4 identifying as American Indian or
Alaska Native, 42 identifying as Asian, 2 identifying as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and
18 identifying as Other. Age diversity was okay. 49 participants (16.3%) were age 18 to 24, 93
participants (30.9%) were aged 25 to 34, 69 participants (22.9%) were age 35 to 44, 78
participants (25.9%) were aged 45 to 64, 12 participants (4%) were age 65 or more. Political
party membership skewed Democratic (n = 182, 56.1%) with 83 participants identifying as
Independent (32.7%) and 36 participants identifying as Republican (11.2%) These characteristics

are summarized in Table 5 below.
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Table 5
Summary of Study 2 Participant Demographics

N %
Gender
Man 134 445
Woman 163 54.2
Non-Binary / Third Gender 3 1.0
Prefer not to answer 1 0.3
Race
White 226 75.1
Black or African American 45 15.0
Asian 37 12.3
American Indian or Alaska Native 1 0.3
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 2 T
Other 10 3.3
Age
18-24 49 16.3
25-34 93 30.9
35-44 69 22.9
45-64 78 25.9
65 or older 12 4.0
Political Party Membership
Democratic 182 60.5
Independent 83 27.6
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Republican 36 12.0

Procedure

Similar to Study 1, the study was submitted for Institutional Review Board approval.
Once approval was granted, participants were recruited through Prolific. Each participant was
able to follow a link from prolific to Qualtrics where they went through the informed consent
process first. They were informed about the details of the study before being asked to consent to
participate in the study. After providing informed consent, participants were given a revised
version of the PCA scale that was produced at the conclusion of Study 1. To test convergent
validity, related measures were administered as well: Kleinman & Kleinman’s (2014) measure of
willingness to communicate about politics and Young’s (2023) PRPCA scale, as adapted from
McCroskey (1985). Each participant answered these questions, was given the chance to offer
comments or feedback to research team and was then redirected to Prolific to receive completion

compensation for the survey.

Data collection for Study 2 began on January 19", 2024 around 3:45pm Central Time and
concluded around 6:25pm. The median completion time for participants was seven minutes and

48 seconds.

Data Analysis

To conduct a CFA, there are several steps that need to be accomplished first. A CFA tests
a predicted variance-covariance matrix against the sample’s variance-covariance matrix. During
a CFA we examine whether relate to their corresponding factors the way we are hypothesizing—

that is, that each item in a scale is a good indicator of the latent factor. To this end, there are two
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major areas we investigate in a CFA: absolute model fit and factor loadings. For the non-

academic reader, please be aware the next section will get very ‘math-y.

Model Fit

When breaking down a factor analysis, we want to compare a hypothesized model to an
actual observed model based on data. For the non-mathematician, this is like how someone might
compare albums from the same artist. Model fit is assessed using several criteria because we can
assess it based on indices to examine absolute fit or relative fit. Absolute fit indices assesses the
model as it is with no considerations for alternatives. This would be like comparing Taylor
Swift’s Tortured Poets Department as it is to what you were expecting the album to be.
Comparative fit indices consider the model alongside alternative solutions that would be
considered null. This would be like comparing Tortured Poets Department against ten random,

unconnected singles. To assess these fits, we use several indices of model fit.

The first index is a chi-square (symbolized as y?) goodness of fit test. This test is an
absolute fit index that assesses whether the model implied by the data is significantly different
from the hypothesized model (similar to whether Tortured Poets Department was what you
expected it to be). This chi-square can be calculated using several approaches, but the most
common for CFA is maximum likelihood estimation (Brown, 2005). Maximum likelihood
estimation has a particular objective of minimizing the differences between the model implied
and the theoretical matrices. When evaluating a chi-square test, a higher value indicates a greater
difference between the two matrices, and we interpret this pattern to mean poorer fit. A
significance test using p < .05 is used to confirm this difference, where a significant difference

indicates the data matrix differs significantly from the hypothesized matrix.

85



The chi-square is a useful test, but it is also prone to issues due to high sample sizes,
which also happens to be a requirement of factor analysis in order to achieve the necessary
power to conduct analyses. Brown (2006) points out this is true but necessary for model over-
identification, but it also means that it is nearly impossible to achieve perfect fit in large models.
For a deeper dive on this, I reccommend reading Brown’s (2006) book on confirmatory factor
analysis. Therefore, chi-square should not be the sole index of model fit and should almost
always be used in addition to several other criteria. Our other three judges of model fit in this
study are taken from the suggestion of an influential study by Hu and Bentler (1999): the
comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler,1990), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA,
Steiger & Lind, 1980, Steiger, 2016) and standardized root mean residual (SRMR; Bentler,

1995). I will go over them briefly before moving on.

First, the CFI is a comparative test of fit between two models compared to a null
hypothesized model where no relationships exist (Brown, 2005). We run this test to ensure that
the tested model is significantly different from the null model (remember the unconnected
singles?). The test produces a value between 0 and 1, with higher values indicating better model
fit. The most common criterion for evaluating CFl is that values above .9 are acceptable (Bentler,

1990), with values over .95 preferred (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Second, the RMSEA is a form of parsimony correction in the model to account for the
idea that our models rarely converge perfectly. One’s expectation rarely matches reality in
perfect lockstep (same with our perceptions of Tortured Poets Department). To do so, the
RMSEA is designed to assess whether a model fits fairly well rather than exactly well (Brown,
2006). When they do not, we need a way to assess the extent of reasonable fit. The RMSEA is

used for this goal and is expressed as a value between 0 and 1, with lower values indicating more
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reasonable fit between the hypothesized model and the sample model. Cutoff criteria for the
RMSEA vary, though some common viewpoints suggest anything above or equal to .1 should be
rejected (Browne & Cudek, 1993), anything from .08 to .06 indicates mediocre fit (MacCallum
et al., 1996), anything below .08 demonstrates adequate fit, and anything below .05 demonstrates
good fit (Browne & Cudek, 1993). Given the variety of standards (and other reasons), it is also

useful to report confidence intervals for the RMSEA (Brown, 2005).

Finally, the SRMR is an absolute fit index based on discrepancies between the
hypothesized correlation matrix and the sample’s correlation matrix. This test is used to examine
how much residual information goes unexplained by the model. Like our other criteria in this
paragraph, the SRMR can take on a range of values between 0 and 1. Lower values indicate less
discrepancy between the two correlation matrices, and our field typically applies a standard of

less than or equal t0.08 (from Hu & Bentler, 1999) to indicate acceptable fit.

As | mentioned earlier, model fit is assessed through several means, not just the overall
fit. The other approach we consider are localized sources of strain, relationships in the model that
are very clearly not working the way | would expect. Signs of strain manifest in the factor
loadings and residual variance. Poor factor loadings result in higher residuals that indicate poor
overlap between the hypothesized relationship and the actual relationship. A lower factor loading
indicates more residual variance, which means more strain on the model. To this end, I set a prior
criteria of considering factor loadings beginning with the poorest loading item and based on

whether the item’s loading makes sense.

Sometimes, these residuals are present because the items being asked may share some
underlying variances, such as, for instance, when their wording in similar (Brown, 2015). To

account for this issue, modification indices can also be considered to deal with localized sources
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of strain. A modification index is a proposed change to the hypothesized model that can change
the way two or more items’ errors relate to each other. When we assign each item to a latent
factor in CFA, we are setting their item cross loadings and error covariances to zero because we
assume each item is representative of only its associate factor and nothing else. By allowing
items’ errors to covary, we say their residuals are related. Allowing such modifications can cause
the chi-square to decrease in value. These modifications can improve the model’s fit, but they
also reduce the model’s parsimony. There is a tradeoff, and the decision to make modifications
should hinge on defensible theoretical criteria besides the model’s fit (MacCallum et al., 1992). |
set one such criteria here: the modification should be defensible on the grounds of overlapping
meaning of the items in question. If two items are worded similarly or get at a similar idea, they
can be allowed to covary (Joreskog, 1993). These signs of strain also tend to impact the goodness
of fit criteria | mentioned in the previous paragraph, so when we resolve strain, we need to

reassess the goodness of fit criteria in addition to the sources of strain.

Similar to Study 1, data went through a cleaning process to ensure all cases meet the
expectations of an attentive respondent. Additionally, data were examined for a normality
assessment. Normality in this context refers to the extent the data match what we call a normal
distribution. A normal distribution is best exemplified by the Gaussian bell-curve - Google this if
you are unfamiliar with the term, it helps to visualize it and | do not have the patience to find an
image that is not copyright protected. The curve is considered non-normal if it is skewed in a
positive or negative direction, indicating the items have a positive or negative bias with
respondents and people are answering them in an unexpected way or if the answers have would
trend towards in a positive or negative direction. For example if you asked 1,000 random people

“how often do you go to space each week?” and give them the choices of never, sometimes, and
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often, you may find a negative skew in your answers, since most of these people have never been
to space. Skewness is calculated as a non-zero value along a range of possibilities with a positive
number indicating positive skew and a negative number indicating negative skew. We usually
take values between 1 and -1 to indicate acceptable skewness (Osborne, 2009). A distribution is
also not normal if its kurtosis is different from zero, that is if it is lepto- or platykurtotic,
indicating sharpness or flatness in the curve and an unusual number of scores within a certain

portion of the distribution.

Once data were considered suitable for analysis, | conducted a confirmatory factor
analysis based on best-practice criteria. To calculate these details, | followed several common
practices of CFA: | used the raw data from my participants to produce a correlation matrix and
calculate a chi-square comparing the observed model and hypothesized model. Like in Study 1,
the chi-square was calculated using maximum likelihood estimation. The first item in each scale
was fixed to 1 to make the metric assumption and provide the software an understanding of how
items are to be scaled. With these criteria and guidelines set, the analysis was ready to run. The

procedure and results of this study can be summarized as follows.

To test the hypothesized model of political communication apprehension, a second-order
confirmatory factor analysis was conducted using LISREL 11 (Joreskog, & Sérbom, 2021) with
PCA set to be a second order factor and isolation, sensitivity, and face as first order factors. The
model was estimated by using the raw data from which the software generated a variance-
covariance matrix. The estimation method was maximum likelihood. In accordance with best

practices, each factor had the first item in the measure set to serve as a metric for the software.

Initial results showed promise but also signs of strain. The goodness of fit was below

acceptable levels [y? (249) = 976.87, RMSEA = .099, CFI = .87, SRMR = .065]. Analysis of
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factor loadings showed localized signs of strain with four items’ factor loadings being notably
poor. The four items removed were S4, S1, E8, and F10. These items were iteratively removed
and the analysis rerun to reassess model fit after each of them was dropped. The removed items
improved fit to a more acceptable range [x? (167) = 617.29, RMSEA = .095, CFI = .91, SRMR
=.050]. To further improve model fit, items were examined to consider whether any item errors
should be allowed to covary. The software offered several suggestions and four of them were
considered acceptable additions on the grounds that their wordings were similar and/or they
captured similar aspects of the phenomena. For example, one of the added covariances was
between items S5 and S10 which respectively read as “l worry about how my friends would react
if 1 expressed my political opinions” and “I worry my friends might exclude me if they knew
about my political beliefs”. These items do not necessarily read the same but they capture the
same aspect of the fear of apprehension: an anticipated and unwanted reaction from one’s
friends. This type of similar was true for the other three covariances | added to the model. These
covariances were added iteratively and resulted in further improvements to model fit as well as a
final solution [x? (164) = 525.45, RMSEA = .085, CFl = .93, SRMR = .049]. These results are
summarized in Table 6 below, and the final model is depicted in Figure 3 below. Additionally,

the factor loadings for the final solution can be found in Table 7 below.

Table 6

Final Solution Model Fit

Model X? df RMSEA CFlI SRMR
Initial CFA 976.87 249 0.099 .87 .065

Revised CFA, Items

617.29 167 0.095 91 0.050
Dropped
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Final CFA, ltem Errors

Covaried 524.45 164

0.085

93 .049

Hypothesis 2-1 proposed that | would find support for a four factor solution. In the

process of dropping items, one of the isolation factors became unsustainable on its own by

having less than four items, and | decided to bring the two factors back together to create a three

factor solution. These items had originally been expected to load together and rerunning the

analysis with the three factor solution suggested the split isolation factors loaded together again.

Based on this change, Hypothesis 1 was rejected.

Table 7
Final Solution Factor Loadings

Factor Loadings

Factor1  Factor2  Factor 3
S2 I do not worry about how others will react to my political 72
opinions.
S5 | worry about how my friends would react if | expressed .86
my political opinions.
S6 | rarely stress about how others might react to my .70
political opinions.
S7 I worry that people will stop talking to me if I express .88
my political beliefs.
S8 | worry that expressing my political opinions could cost .90
me a few friendships.
S9 I never worry about losing friends when 1 talk politics. 75
S10 | worry my friends might exclude me if they knew .89
about my political beliefs.
S11 I worry that my political beliefs would not be tolerated .88
by others.
S12 | have wondered if my political beliefs would be .76

considered taboo by others.

E1: Itis hard to talk about politics without someone getting
uncomfortable

E2 I avoid talking about politics because it will upset the
person I'm talking to.

91
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E4 I’m afraid that bringing up politics will cause distress for 87
the person I’m talking to.

ES5 I worry the person I’m talking with will get really .83

worked up over politics.

F1 1 am worried about looking stupid when I talk about 91
politics.

F2 | feel confident in myself during political conversations. 72
F3 | feel dumb when people around me talk about politics. .84
F4 | am concerned about appearing unintelligent in a .84
political conversation.

F6 | feel lost in a bad way when people around me start .80
talking politics.

F7 I worry someone would call me out for not knowing 81
enough about a political issue

F8 I am self-conscious of my intelligence in political 72

conversations.

Factor loadings are completely standardized lambda values.
Loading values below .35 have been removed.

We have talked through a variety of approaches to refine the scale and ensure everything
fits together. Another test needed for the scale is a reliability analysis. Putting things in a circular
way, we use reliability analysis to determine how frequently a measure would be able to achieve
similar results. In other words, we want to ensure the scale will produce similar results in similar
circumstances. Measures serve as tools for capturing the phenomenon we are investigating; just
as a knife should reliably cut, a scale should reliably measure the same behavior. Perfect
alignment is unlikely, but the closer we get to that, the more reliable the scale is. To test
reliability, 1 used two options. The first reliability analysis was performed by calculating Lee
Cronbach’s (1951) alpha, hereafter labeled as a. Alpha is a popular test of reliability due to its
focus on internal consistency using inter-item correlation. Reliability is higher if answers for the

items fall into similar patterns. Because we want to be able to use each factor of the scale
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independently or together, we need to test the reliability for items within each factor as well as

the overall scale.

In this analysis, a represents a value of inter-item correlation, or the extent to which all
the items in the scale correlate together. Because it reflects a correlation, o is always expressed
as a value between 0-1, with higher values indicating a higher level of inter-item correlation and
more reliability. Cutoff criteria for alpha vary from discipline to discipline but I intend to use .7
as my threshold because it is one of the more commonly held standards of communication and
other social sciences, though it is worth noting this standard is based on a somewhat faulty
interpretation of a highly influential text (for more, see Lance et al., 2006). Anything lower
indicates that the items do not correlate together the way | think they do and that they will not
work together reliably to predict PCA. This test is the most common approach to assessing
reliability (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Alpha values were very good with values of .93 for

isolation, .85 for sensitivity, .91 for face, and .76 overall.

The second reliability test is performed by calculating coefficient H (Hancock & Mueller,
2001). Where a uses the correlation between the observed items themselves, H assesses the
reliability of the latent factor. Gregory Hancock and Ralph Mueller (2001) proposed that H can
be considered a test of reliability because it checks to see how all of them items fit together to
represent a single, combined variable (i.e., latent factor). Like «, H represents a coefficient value
that is expressed between 0-1 and higher values indicate more reliability. To set a cutoff point,
Hancock and Mueller (2001) use a criterion set by Nunally and Bernstein (1994) of .7 as a
minimum. For the subscales, calculations produced H values of .95 for isolation, .9 for

sensitivity, and .94 for face. These values offer support for a reliable measure.
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Correlations

To address Hypotheses 2 and 3 about correlations, I calculated Pearson’s correlation
coefficient (represented as r) to determine how related these two things are. I chose Pearson’s r
for two reasons, the first is that it is the most commonly used statistic for reporting correlation,

and the second is because other options such as factor correlation in LISREL were not suitable.
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Figure 2

Final Model Factor Structure
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Note: Factor Structure, completely standardized solution
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Because the items for the WTCAP measure were already validated by past research (Kleinman &
Kleinman, 2014), | decided not As | mentioned in Chapter 2, | am not going to see if one of
these things predicts the other, but rather | am more interested in their associations. This
approach offers more educational value for me, my community and the few who will read this
work. The goal of this work was not to address the old argument from McCroskey and
Richmond, but instead to simply explore the relationship. To address these hypotheses, Pearsons
r was calculated for correlations between willingness to communicate about politics and political
communication apprehension, as well as its three subfactors. Of these four correlations, three
were significant at the .01 level: the correlations with face (r = -.34), sensitivity (r = -.35), and
apprehension overall (r = -.29). The correlation between willingness to communicate and the
isolation factor was not significant (r = -.05). Based on these results, Hypotheses 2 was partially

supported.

To address Hypothesis 3, correlations were calculated between Young’s CPCA and the
new relational measure of PCA. These correlations were all significant at the .01 level with
CPCA correlating positively with isolation (r = .26), sensitivity (r = .40), and face (r = .55). The
overall factor of PCA also correlated positively with place oriented PCA (r = .56). Based on

these results, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Discussion

There is much to unpack about these results. As with Study 1, I will unpack some of the
findings here and save some of it for a more synthesized discussion later in the volume. In this
section, you will find discussion on the measure and the relationship between political

communication apprehension and willingness to communicate about politics.
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First, these results revealed a measure of political communication apprehension that
correlated well with other measures, offering evidence of its convergent validity, in addition to
the previously attained face validity and content validity. However, these correlations are small
enough to avoid a concern of multicollinearity, meaning the measures are distinct enough to
merit use in different situations. The model fit of the final scale is not ideal, but it is within
acceptable ranges and all criteria were met. The model’s messiness might be explained by a
couple of things. The first is basic measurement error with overlooked issues or items that could
have diversified the measure and offered better fit. The second reason might be a missing factor.
It is always possible that something else captures PCA that is not in this measure, and that
incorporating it with new items with better improve model fit. Both of these options are viable

future directions for improving the scale of PCA.

The second finding to discuss is the relationship between apprehension and willingness to
communicate. This subject has been previously covered considerably by McCroskey and
colleagues, but I have a few new contributions to this side of the literature as well. First, this
relationship in political conversations is similar to other communicative practices, but the
magnitude of this correlation also encourages thought on other possible dynamics. As | reflected
on this relationship, | pondered the possibility of other cases that fit outside this correlation. A
case outside of a correlation is an outlier that does not conform to the general relationship. When
we assess correlations, we look at how a change in unit x correlates to a change in unity. A
correlation coefficient references the overlap of change between these two variables, and a lower
coefficient indicates less overlap. Accordingly, less overlap indicates cases that do not correlate.
The value of the correlation between PCA and WTCAP was significant but it was not absolute.

At a value like .3, there are cases that fit outside the mold of the relationship, though these cases
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are less likely to occur than cases that do fit the relationship. As apprehension increases,
willingness to communicate is likely to decrease, but it may not always decrease. There may be
situations where a person feels both apprehensive but also willing to communicate or feels
neither of these attitudes at all. One example of this idea would be political disinterest. PCA
implies an arousal at the thought of political talk. Someone who does not care about politics

might not experience such arousal but still be unwilling to communicate.

These ideas reflect a desire to unpack the different combinations that might exist between
apprehension and willingness to communicate. By theorizing, | can imagine what these things
might look like when they fit together and then group these presences together to produce a 2
row and 2 column table that can provide a more simplistic but also thorough understanding of the
behavior (de Coster et.al, 2011; Swedberg, 2014). This practice is extremely useful for theorizing
because it encourages one to think about what sorts of practices fit outside of the posited
relationship, and why they may be less common. When done right, it can also provide a
typology, an exhaustive list of mutually exclusive categories that describe the phenomenon of

interest.

Table 8 visualizes these behaviors as they occur in higher or lower settings. This table
represents a typology of political conversation orientations. The negative correlation between
these concepts suggests that most people will end up in one of the two grey shaded cells in the
table below, with most people being apprehensive and unwilling or unapprehensive and willing.
However, as the example of apathy demonstrates, many people can and will end up in one of the

other cells so each one merits unpacking.
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Table 8:
Typology of Political Conversation Orientations

Apprehension
(lower) (higher)
(lower) Closed Cagey
Willingness
(higher) Confident Courageous

First, apprehension implies at least some level of interest in the subject but also
discomfort in the communication. Apprehension comes with arousal and arousal can only come
from interest. The absence of apprehension reflects someone who does not worry about political
conversations, meaning the presence of apathy. This absence can exist for multiple reasons. For
this reason, someone who is low in both apprehension and willingness is best described as
apathetic or closed. This attitude describes those who are uninterested in talking politics and are
mostly disengaged from politics, a practice we know to be relatively common with the public
(Krupnikov & Barry, 2022). Some people just do not care about politics, and apathy is a term

that suits them well.

Second, someone who is high in apprehension and low in willingness is avoidant or
cagey. This attitude describes those who might be interested in politics but do not want to
engage. One example might be the person who does not want to ruin family dinner by bringing
up politics. Accordingly, one major cause of this category is conflict avoidance (Carlson &
Settle, 2022). Setting might be another explanation for this issue. Eliasoph (1996; 2013) offers a
great example of this attitude in her observations: many people want to discuss politics but are

afraid of doing so in open spaces.
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Third, someone who is low in apprehension and high in willingness is assertive or
confident. This attitude connotes an image of the active citizen in the public sphere (Eliasoph,
1996). One potential explanation for this is setting. The typical hope is that a more public setting

would encourage more public conversation but the opposite is often true (Eliasoph, 2013).

Fourth, someone who is high in both apprehension and willingness is cautious and sees
the communication as arduous. People with this attitude see these conversations as worth having,
though they may be anxious about how they will go. Uncertainty about the situation is one
potential explanation here. When we are unaware of the political preferences of another person,
we may fear how they will react but still proceed with the conversation (e.g. Van Duyn, 2018;

2021).

One way to consider all four of these attitudes is how they might affect a person’s
behavior when interacting with others. Consider the example of talking with a family member
who has said something politically offensive. The closed person will likely not care about the
remark but is still unlikely to communicate. The cagey person will care but feel too anxious to
communicate. The confident person will care and actively communicate but not worry about the

choice. The cautious person will care and feel anxious but still communicate.

This typology offers several contributions to our understanding of political conversations.
The first contribution is intrinsic to the typology itself. Knowing different orientations for
communication produces new knowledge for understanding how we approach conversations.
The second and more valuable contribution is instrumental. By applying this understanding, we
can explore how these different orientations affect subsequent communication behaviors. An

interaction effect between apprehension and willingness is plausible but should be measured in
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future research to confirm this idea. Study 3 of this dissertation is one such study.

Operationalizing this effect requires several considerations of measurement.

There are a few things to note about this typology. First, when reading Table 6, you may
notice that I use the terms higher and lower, which are flexible instead of low and high, which
are static. Most typologies use categories that are mutually exclusive, and this one is no
exception. However, the boundaries of those categories are also fluid. Traditionally, this practice
of creating distinct groups was performed using median splits to create groups that indicate a
high or low presence of each phenomenon or scores on the measures of said phenomenon. While
I’m all for a simpler understanding, | am not going to split these things in a traditional way. By

cutting each practice into two halves, we have several problems.

The first and most serious problem is theoretical. | have posited this idea is continuous
and should not be split into a yes/no dichotomy. | proposed this scale to include seven choices
because | wanted to give space for people who are in-between. To split this behavior into a
yes/no choice would go against that goal and defeat the purpose of this exercise. This reason
matters most but it is also the most straightforward. The second problem is mathematical and
proposes two major issues. First, this split reduces the values of correlations and shows us a
diluted statistical answer (Peters and Van Voorhis, 1940). Doing so can still give us an answer,
but that answer may not be as clear, like looking at one’s reflection in murky water. The second
issue is the increased risk of getting a wrong answer. When we split this way, the tests become
simpler but need more participants to get an accurate reading of an acute relationship. Without
that concision, the statistical tests can become inflated and increase our risks of getting a false
positive result (Maxwell & Delaney, 1993). There are trade-offs to this choice, and it is one that

needs to be made because it affects the tests | perform in Study 3. Ultimately, | rejected this
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dichotomized choice to make use of higher and lower notions, which can offer the same heuristic
value we enjoy out of a 2x2 dichotomy but without actually splitting it into a dichotomized
choice like yes/no or high/low. The labels that stem from higher/lower capture similar linguistic
meanings to high/low but avoid their fixed nature and bypass the theoretical conundrum. This
means the boundaries of the typology are still exclusive, but those boundaries also flow to
include or exclude certain cases based on the moment they are measured. They may also vary

from study to study based on what scores we would expect to occur in a given situation.

Where those boundaries should be likely depends on the context of the communication
being measured, our understanding of that context and how that context informs the theory. For
example, consider two cases of intimidation, one where a conversation partner is very imposing
and another where the partner is very approachable. What we might consider to be high
apprehension is fixed on the scale if we use a median split, but understanding these two
situations may tell us that certain scores are unusually high or low for the given circumstance.
Accordingly, rather than use a median split, I opt for keeping higher/lower values and encourage
other scholars to use their own judgments for when and how to split these behaviors into more

fixed categories.

Lastly, it is worth noting that this typology is exhaustive, but it may still be incomplete.
Good theorists acknowledge the possibility that they could be wrong (Charmaz, 2014).
Accordingly, I admit that this typology covers as much ground as | could think of, but it may not

cover anything, and I invite another to contribute to it if they see something missing.

All of the work on this scale provides the foundation for hypothesis testing and
investigating the part PCA plays in our personal and political lives. The next chapter covers this

investigation, its findings, and subsequent discussion.
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Chapter 5: Study 3: PCA, Political Behavior, and Well-Being
Study 3 will use variables from the hypothesized model to test the scale’s predictive
validity. Now that we have a scale that we know to be somewhat reliable and valid, we can test
to see if it is useful for predicting other behaviors. This chapter will cover this testing, along with
some discussion of the results. Before we get into the testing, here is a recap and rationale for the

nine hypotheses and six research questions being tested.

Political discussion literature suggests that people think about political conversations in
identity dimensions such as gender, race, and age. We know that discussion practices tend to
change based on our perceived identity similarity with other people (Carlson et al., 2020), but we
do not know as well if apprehension varies across these identities themselves. This observation

inspires a research question in four parts:
3-RQ1: Does PCA vary by identity?

Much of political discussion is sex segregated and carries implicit assumptions that
women are less knowledgeable about politics than men (Lizotte & Sidman, 2009; Mondak &
Anderson, 2004; Morehouse Mendez & Osborn, 2010). Gender stereotypes like these are
internalized under social roles. While many women defy this belief are more knowledgeable than
men, the stereotype itself can still encourage apprehension. While it is likely that women are
more likely to feel the knowledgeability concern than men, other concerns are less clear here.

This observation inspires the first portion of the research question.
3-RQ1la: Does PCA vary by gender?

Ethnorace strongly affects the way people think about politics since it is a foundational

influence for much of political history (Coles & Lane, 2023; Carlson et al., 2020). While we
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know that discussion practices vary across racial groups, it is less clear what we would expect

about anxiety toward political discussions. This inspires an additional question.

3-RQ1b: Does PCA vary by ethnicity?

Age presents a strange paradox of expectations for apprehension. On one hand, it is true
that people have been historically taught not to discuss politics (Stromer-Galley, 2002). On the
other hand, many citizens become more civically conscious as they get older as reflected by
substantially higher voting turnout with older generations compared to younger ones . This

inspires an additional question.

3-RQ1c: Does PCA vary by age?

Political identity has become an important element of our lives (Mason, 2018) and the political
left and right process politics very differently (Young, 2019; 2023) and engage in politics very

differently (Freelon et al., 2020).

3-RQ1d: Does PCA vary by political party identification?

Apprehension is rooted in discomfort and a concern of insecurity. A feeling of safety
should combat this discomfort. Apprehension is more commonly seen as a state of mind based
on various factors such as who a person is communicating with. If that partner offers a sense of
safety, then apprehension will likely be lower. Because apprehension and willingness to
communicate correlate negatively, | suspect that a negative relationship for PCA would also

reflect a positive relationship WTCAP. Accordingly, | posit the following hypothesis.

3-H1: Emotional trust (a) negatively predicts PCA and (b) positively predicts WTCAP.
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Where emotional trust creates confidence in the conversation partner, efficacy represents
a sense of confidence in the self.
3-H2: Political self-efficacy (a) negatively predicts PCA and (b) positively predicts WTCAP.

Given the polarized landscape of American politics, disagreement produces a great deal
of concern. While disagreement does not have to mark a sense of group bonds, it certainly can
with polarized issues such as abortion or election fraud. We also know that most folks prefer to
talk politics with people who hold similar views as them. This prompts the next hypothesis.
3-H3: Political view similarity (a) negatively predicts PCA and (b) positively predicts WTCAP.

Apprehension gives us pause and fear is a common reason given for avoidance.
Accordingly, a discomfort of communicating about politics would likely discourage participation
in civic life. This leads us to the next hypothesis
3-H4: PCA negatively predicts civic engagement.

If PCA negatively predicts civic engagement, then its negative correlate might positively
predict such practices. Its opposite may also have an effect. While WTCAP is typically measured
by gauging attitudes towards one person, that willingness might reflect a general interest in
politics that marks a gap between those who are involved and those who are not (Krupnikov and
Ryan, 2022). This prompts our next hypothesis.
3-H5: WTCAP positively predicts civic engagement.

Discomfort towards political conversations reflects a political interest combined with
uncertainty about how to proceed. This is part of what makes political conversations stressful
and it prompts the next hypothesis.

3-H6: (a) PCA positively predicts stress.
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Because of the negative correlation between PCA and WTCAP, there is possible
relationship between willingness and stress as well, but this relationship is harder to predict. On
one hand, a higher willingness might reflect less concern and therefore less stress. On the other
hand, a greater willingness may also reflect a greater willingness to embrace that stress. This
means willingness to communicate might be inspired by ones sense of civic duty and actually
increase stress. This prompts the following research question.
3-RQ2: What relationship exists between WTCAP and stress?

Previous research found a connection between communication apprehension and self-
esteem (McCroskey et al., 1977). Given the emotional nature of politics and past work that
connects political similarity to self-esteem (Morrissey & Woodall, 2022), it is sensible for PCA
to affect self-esteem as well. This rationale prompts the following hypothesis.
3-H7: PCA negatively predicts self-esteem.

McCroskey and colleagues (1977) also note a negative relationship between willingness
to communicate and self-esteem, though this relationship does not translate as well to the
specificity of political talk. This observation prompts the following research question:
3-RQ3: What relationship exists between WTCAP and self-esteem?

Thus far, we have only posited singular relationships that are uninfluenced by each other.
At the end of the previous chapter, | proposed a greater meaning behind the correlation between
PCA and WTCAP. This potential interaction can have subsequent effects on a variety of
outcomes, and inspire the following hypotheses.
3-H8: PCA interacts with WTCAP such that, when paired with high WTCAP, PCA has a reduced
negative relationship with esteem. But when WTCAP is low, PCA has a higher negative

relationship with esteem.
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3-H9: PCA interacts with WTCAP such that, when paired with high WTCAP, PCA has a smaller
negative relationship on political participation. But when WTCAP is low, PCA has a higher
negative relationship political participation

3-H10: PCA interacts with WTCAP such that, when paired with high WTCAP, PCA has a
positive relationship stress. But when WTCAP is low, PCA has a negative relationship with

stress.

Sample

Participants (N = 400) were recruited from Prolific through a politically representative
survey based on US Census data. The median completion time was 11 minutes and 6 seconds.
Each participant was paid $3.50 for their time, leading to an average hourly wage of $18.92. This
sample was diverse based on gender with 196 participants identifying as men, 195 identifying as
women, 8 participants identifying as non-binary or third gender, and one participant preferring
not to say. Political ideology was also diverse with 134 participants identifying as Democrats,
153 identifying as Independent, and 114 identifying as Republican. Age range was fairly spread
out (M =45.57, SD = 16.23). Race was not diverse, with the sample being predominantly White

(n =317). The results of this sample are shown in Table 7.

Procedure

Like with Study 2, Institutional Review Board approval was granted for the revisions to
launch Study Three collecting data for this study. Once IRB approval was given, the study was
posted to Prolific, participants were recruited to participate in a survey administered through
Qualtrics. The survey procedure began with informed consent. Once consent was given,
participants answered a series of questions from measures for each of the variables described

above. Each measure had statements presented in a random order along with several attention
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verification questions. After completing the questions, participants were redirected to Prolific

with a completion code.

Table 9:
Summary of Study Three Participant Demographics
N %
Gender
Man 196 49.0
Woman 195 48.8
Non-Binary / Third Gender 8 2.0
Prefer not to answer 1 0.3
Race
White 226 75.1
Black or African American 45 15.0
Asian 37 12.3
American Indian or Alaska Native 1 0.3
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 2 T
Other 10 3.3
Age
18-24 40 10.0
25-34 88 22.0
35-44 67 16.8
45-64 150 37.5
65 or older 55 13.8

Political Party Membership
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Democratic 133 33.3
Independent 153 38.3

Republican 114 28.5

Measures

To test my hypotheses, | pulled a series of measures based on the concepts | proposed
testing in my hypothesized relationships. In this section, | give several pieces of information for
each measure used: the original citation for the measure, number of items, mean and standard
deviation, anchor phrases, reason for inclusion, example item, and reliability coefficient from
Study 3 analysis (all reliability coefficients for this study are Cronbach’s a). The full list of these

measures and their items can be found in Appendix One.

Measures used in Study 2

The two core variables of PCA and WTCAP were measured in accordance with the
results of Study 2. Apprehension was measured using the final scale from the previous chapter.
Reliability was re-assessed for both the overall scale (aoveran = .93 and each factor (aisotation = .93,
asensitivity = .88, arace = .94). WTCAP was measured using the same measure from the previous

chapter as designed by Kleinman and Kleinman (2014). Reliability was good (a = .92).

Political Self-Efficacy

Political efficacy (M = 4.68; SD = 1.26) was measured using Craig, Niemi, and Silver’s
(1990) 7-item approach on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (neither agree
or disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). This measure captures various aspects of people’s self
confidence in performing political roles and was reliable (a« = .88). One example item from this

measure reads as “I consider myself well-qualified to participate in politics™.
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Interpersonal Emotional Trust

Trust was measured using the 6-item subscale of emotional trust (M =5.29; SD = 1.14; «
=.85) from Johnson-George and Swap (1982) on 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (neither agree or disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). This measure relies on the
respondent answering questions about a particular person. For this study, | asked respondents to
consider the same person for their answers regarding WTCAP and emotional trust. This measure
was chosen due to it being continually used in modern research despite its age. Other measures
of trust could not properly capture either the emotional or interpersonal elements that | was
looking for. One example item from this measure is “I would be able to confide in and

know they would want to listen”.

Political View Similarity

Political view similarity was measured using an adapted four-item measure (M = 4.65;
SD =1.50; a = .92) designed by Johnson et al. (2019). This measure was chosen both for
concision and because it was designed for research in political discussion contexts. The four
items are offered on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (neither agree or
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). These items were adapted to match the subject of the WTCAP
measure and updated to reflect the 2024 presidential election. Accordingly, one example of these
items is “[person’s name] will vote for the same candidate as me in the 2024 presidential

election”.

Stress
Stress was measured using a 14-item perceived stress scale from Cohen and colleagues
(1983). This measure captures frequency of feelings commonly associated with stress and coping

skills. Participants were asked how often in the past month they had felt what each of the
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statements described. The items were offered on a five-point scale of frequency ranging from 1
(never) to 3 (sometimes) to 5 (very often) and the overall measure was reliable (M = 2.61; SD =
.75; oo = .92). This measure was chosen because it captures self-perception, which is both in line
with the other affective sides of this study and better suits my needs. An example item from this
measure is “In the last month, how often have you felt that you were unable to control the

important things in your life?”

Self-Esteem

Self-esteem was measured using the ten-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem scale (Rosenberg,
1965). This measure (M = 3.06; SD = .65; a = . 93) asked people to agree or disagree with a
series of statements about themselves such as “I take a positive attitude toward myself” and “I
feel I do not have much to be proud of.” On a four point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 4 (strongly agree). This measure was chosen as one of the more popular measures of self-
esteem and one of its items reads as | feel that | am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane

with others.

Civic Engagement

As | mentioned in Chapter 2, the third dependent variable of civic engagement requires
some explanation. Measuring political participation is a subject of great debate (for more see
Saraimbay, 2020) and so any choice requires some explanation. In this case, I am concerned with
a variety of actions, but some of them may not matter. One example non-sequitur to this
argument is voting. While it is undeniably important in our political process, there is substantial
evidence in the public sphere that people will vote regardless of their willingness to openly
communicate about politics. Though discussion can predict one’s intentions to vote (Klofstad,

2010), it is not likely that discomfort with political conversations would predict voting.
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Apprehension implies concern with the present conversational partners, not just concern with the

political system. With voting ruled out, | opted to look at other public forms of expression.

Ultimately, political participation was measured through nineteen items adapted from the
Pew Research Center’s survey on civic engagement (For the complete Pew report, see Smith,
2013). This measure was chosen both because of the Pew’s background in research excellence as
well as their intentional collaboration with three prolific scholars on the subject (Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady, 1995). Where the Pew asked these items as past actions, my hypothesis
is on future actions, not past ones. Therefore, | used the subjects from Pew’s items and converted
them to ask about respondents’ perceived likelihood to perform each action if they were given
the chance. These asked items were asked on a 5-point scale from 1 (extremely unlikely) to 3
(neither likely or unlikely) to 5 (extremely likely). Items were condensed into three factors based
on their corresponding groups in the Pew’s reports: civic engagement in groups (M = 2.33; SD =
1.02; a = . 89) by asking about attending events such as rallies or political meetings, civic
engagement towards government (M = 2.51; SD = .97; « = .87) by asking about things such as
contacting government officials or signing petitions, and civic engagement online (M = 2.81; SD
= 1.17; a = .87) by asking about things social media behaviors such as posting political content
online or encouraging other people to vote. Overall reliability of this measure was also good (o =

94).

Data Analysis and Results

Data were checked prior to hypothesis testing. All items related to variables of interest
were checked for missing cases. Missing data was found for some items but constituted a very
small portion of the sample (maximum n = 2). A visual assessment of these cases determined

that they were missing at random. Normality was mostly good, with three items containing a
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skewness value over 1 or under -1. Multiple variables showed signs of platykurtic distributions
with values less than -1, which indicates a smaller than expected number of outlier cases. After
examining this trend, the decision was made to continue with the analysis on the grounds that
such trends should not drastically alter the results (Osborne, 2009) on the basis that normal data
is not a normal occurrence in social science work (Micceri, 1989). Given this issue would
produce less outliers than normal, | chose to skip an assessment of outliers. This choice is based
on a historic gap between those who are uninvolved with politics and those who are greatly
involved (Krupnikov & Ryan, 2022; Verba et al., 1995). Participation tends to be a polarized
behavior, meaning most citizens are either very involved or not involved at all. Any outlier cases
would likely reflect stronger civic engagement than expected.

To assess variables, | compiled items for each variable by adding their scores together
and then dividing the sum of scores by the number of items in the measure to produce an average
value for each variable.

To check previous assumptions, Pearson’s r was calculated for the correlation between
PCA and WTCAP. The results repeated previous results with a significant, negative, moderate
correlation (r = -.24, p <.01) between the two variables.

To test hypotheses, each dependent variable had its relevant predictors regressed in a
hierarchical linear regression. The first block of predictors included demographics of age,
gender, party ideology, and a dummy coded variable of race (0 = non-White, 1 = White). The
results of these regression models are summarized in a corresponding table for accessibility
purposes.

Research Question 1 asked if PCA would vary by identity and was explored on the

identity demographics of age, ethnicity, gender, and political ideology. Regression results
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showed that age negatively predicted PCA (5 = -.25, p < .01). In investigating this relationship in
the subfactors of PCA, results showed that age predicted all three factors negatively as well
(Bisolation = -.13, p <.01; Psensitivity = -.12, p < .05; Brace = -.37, p < .01). On ethnicity, regression
results showed that identifying as White positively predicted PCA (f = .15, p <.01). In
investigating this relationship in the subfactors of PCA, results showed identifying as White
positively predicted two factors (Bisolation = .13 p <.01; Bsensitivity = .14, p <.05; Prace = .08). On
gender, regression results showed that identifying as a woman positively predicted PCA (5 = .10,
p <.05). This result was significant in the first model but not significant in the second model,
suggesting the possibility of an acute relationship between gender and PCA Support for this
possibility can be found in the relationship between gender and the subscales, where identifying
as a woman significantly predicted the face concern (6 = .20, p <.01). but did not significantly
predict the isolation component (5 = -.02) or sensitivity component(s = .07). On political
ideology, regression results showed no significant difference in PCA between liberal and
conservatives (Boveral = -.04; Pisolation = -.00; Psensitivity = -.06; Prace = -.05). In investigating this
relationship in the subfactors of PCA, results showed that age predicted all three factors
negatively as well (Bisolation = -.20; Bsensitivity = -.14; Brace = -.10). Based on these results, the
answer to Research Question is a “yes” to age, a no to ideology, and a maybe for ethnicity and
gender. The reasoning for these conclusions is explained in the Discussion section below.

Hypothesis 1 proposed that emotional trust would (a) negatively predict PCA and (b)
positively predict WTCAP. Regression results showed that emotional trust negatively predicted
PCA (f =-.18, p <.01) and but did not predict WTCAP (B = -.18). In investigating this

relationship in the subfactors of PCA, results showed that emotional trust predicted all three
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factors negatively as well (Bisotation = -.20, p < .01; Bsensitivity = -.14, p <.05; Brace = -.10, p < .01).

Based on these results, Hypothesis Four was partially supported.

Table 10:
Hierarchical Regression results for PCA (overall) and WTCAP

PCA (Overall) WTCAP

1 2 1 2

Age -.25** -11* 17> .05
Gender (Woman) .10* .02 .00 .05
Ideology -.04 -.05 -.05 .00
Ethnicity (White) .15** 14%* -.02 -.01
Trust -.18** .08
Efficacy -.39** 25%*
View Similarity -.10* 35**
R? .08 .30 .02 .25
F (df) 8.55 (4)** 23.20 (7)** 3.17 (4)* 19.84 (7)**

Note: *p <.05; **p < .01.
Values in each cell refer to standardized beta coefficients.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that political self-efficacy would (a) negatively predict PCA and
(b) positively predict WTCAP. Regression results showed that efficacy negatively predicted
PCA (p=- -.39, p <.01) and positively predicted WTCAP (B=-.25, p < .01). In investigating this
relationship in the subfactors of PCA, results showed that emotional trust predicted all three
factors negatively as well (Bspiral = -.13, p < .05; Bevaporation = -.16, p < .01; Prace = -.65, p <.01).
Based on these results, Hypothesis Five was supported.

Table 11:
Hierarchical Regression results for PCA subfactors

Isolation Sensitivity Face
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Age - 13 ** -..06 -.12* -.04 =37 - 17%*
Gender -.02 -.04 .07 .04 20** .06
(Woman)

Ideology -.00 -.02 -.06 -.08 -.05 -.01
Race A3** 14** 14** 14** .08 07*
(White)

Trust -.20** -.14* -.10 **
Efficacy -.13* -.16** -.65**
View -.09 -11 -.04
Similarity

R? .02 12 .03 11 17 .58

F (df) 279 (4)* 736 (7)** 3.32(4)* 6.84(7)** 20.24 (4)** 76.78 (7)**

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01.
Values in each cell refer to standardized Beta coefficients.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that political view similarity (a) negatively predicted PCA and (b)
positively predicted WTCAP. Regression results showed that view similarity negatively
predicted PCA (B =- -.39, p <.01) and positively predicted WTCAP ( =-.25, p <.01). In
investigating this relationship in the subfactors of PCA, results curiously showed that emotional
trust did not predict all three factor (5P = -.13, p <.05; pEvaPoration=_ 16, p < .01; pr®=-.65, p
<.01). Based on these results, Hypothesis Six was partially supported.

Hypothesis 4 predicted that PCA negatively predicts civic engagement. Surprisingly,
regression results showed that PCA overall positively predicts civic engagement towards
government and media (p =- .13, p <.01). but did not predict civic engagement in groups (B =-
.09)., or engagement online (§ =- .05). In investigating this relationship in the subfactors of PCA,

results showed that the isolation factor positively predicted civic engagement online ( =- .14, p
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<.05) but all other relationships were nonsignificant. These results are summarized in Table 12
below. Based on these results, Hypothesis Seven was not supported.

Hypothesis 5 predicted that WTCAP positively predicted civic engagement. Regression
results showed that WTCAP overall did positively predict civic engagement in groups (B =- .31,
p < .01), towards government and media (p =- .38, p <.01) and engagement online (B =- .39, p
<.01). These results are summarized in Table 12 below. Based on these results, Hypothesis Eight

was supported.

Table 12:
Hierarchical Regression results for political communication and civic engagement
Group Government/ Media Online
1 2 1 2 1 2
Age A5** 10* 14%** 10* .08 .00
Gender .07 .06 .07 .06 .04 .05
(Woman)
Ideology -11* -.09* -.08 -.06 - 13** - 12%*
(Conservative)
Race (White)  -.11* -.12* -.07 -.08 -.08 -.08
WTCAP 31** .38** 39%*
PCA .09 A13** .05
Isolation .04 .09 14*
Sensitivity .09 .05 -.03
Face -.04 -.00 -.08
R? .05 15 .03 18 .03 .20
F (df) 5.09 8.40 (8)** 3.65 10.57 3.33 (4)* 12.09 (8)**
(4)** (4)** (8)**

Note: *p < .05 **p< .01.
Values in each cell refer to standardized Beta coefficients.

Hypothesis 6 predicted that PCA positively predicts stress. Regression results showed

that PCA overall did positively predict stress (p = .37,p <.01). In investigating this relationship
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in the subfactors of PCA, results showed that stress was predicted by isolation (f =- .17, p <.01)
and face (B = .23, p < .01) but not sensitivity (B =.06). These results are summarized in Table 13
below. Based on these results, Hypothesis Nine was partially supported.

Research Question 2 asked whether WTCAP predicted stress. Regression results showed
that WTCAP overall did positively predict stress (f = .16, p < .01). These results are summarized
in Table 13 below. Based on these results, the answer to RQ2 is a tentative positive relationship
between WTCAP and stress. This relationship is unpacked more in the Discussion section below.

Hypothesis 7 predicted that PCA negatively predicts self-esteem. Regression results
showed that PCA overall negatively predicts self-esteem (§ = -.34, p <.01). In investigating this
relationship in the subfactors of PCA, results showed that self-esteem was predicted by isolation
(B =-.16, p <.05) and face (B = -.37, p <.01) but not sensitivity (B =.06). These results are
summarized in Table 13 below. Based on these results, Hypothesis Nine was partially supported.

Research Question 3 asked whether WTCAP predicted self-esteem. Regression results
showed that WTCAP overall did not predict self-esteem ( = .02). These results are summarized
in Table X below. Based on these results, the answer to RQ3 is a tentative non-relationship

between WTCAP and self esteem.

Table 13:
Hierarchical Regression results for political communication and well-being

Stress Self-Esteem

1 2 1 2

Age -.31** - 22%* .35** 20%*
Gender (Woman) .11* .06 .01 .07
Ideology .00 .02 .06 .03
Race (White) .05 .00 -11* -.07
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PCA 37 ** -.34%*
Isolation A7** -.16*
Sensitivity .06 .05
Face 23** -37*%*

R2 .10 24 A2 .28

F (df) 11.45 (4)** 15.30 (8)** 13.12 (4)** 18.74 (8)**

Note: *p < .05 **p< .01.
Values for each variable are standardized Beta coefficients.

Hypothesis 8 predicted that PCA interacts with WTCAP such that, when paired with high
WTCAP, PCA has a reduced negative effect on esteem. But when WTCAP is low, PCA has a
higher negative effect on esteem. Regression results showed that the interaction between PCA
and WTCAP did not predict self-esteem (3 =- .13). Based on these results, Hypothesis Eleven
was not supported.

Hypothesis 9 predicted that PCA interacts with WTCAP such that, when paired with high
WTCAP, PCA has a reduced negative effect on political participation. But when WTCAP is low,
PCA has a higher negative effect on political participation. Regression results showed that this
interaction overall did not predict civic engagement towards government (B =-.02),in
groups (B =.13), or online (B = .00). Based on these results, Hypothesis Twelve was not
supported.

Hypothesis 10 predicted that PCA interacts with WTCAP such that, when paired with
high WTCAP, PCA has a positive effect on stress. But when WTCAP is low, PCA has a
negative effect on stress. Regression results showed that Interaction overall did not predict civic
engagement towards government (f=.02). Based on these results, Hypothesis Thirteen was not

supported.
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Discussion

There are a few things to unpack from this study. The first thing is to finish the discussion
on the measurement on PCA itself. Much of this discussion was mentioned in previous chapters,
so | will limit discussion on this subject here. At this point, the measure of PCA has achieved
predictive validity as well, offering a reliable and valid measure for future research in political
communication. This work continues to be important for our understanding of political
communication and offers a useful tool for investigating such calls in our work (for an example

call, see Van Duyn, 2023).

The results of the hypotheses offer some surprises and some results as expected. Those
results merit discussion themselves. The rest of this chapter is dedicated to unpacking those

results and their limitations.

Demographic influences- The cases of age, race, and gender

Age and race had the highest coefficient of any demographic. As a parts of the first

research question, they require some unpacking.

First, apprehension decreases as people get older, which challenges the conventional
notion that previous generations were socialized not to talk about politics. That practice may be
true, but it is also true that previous generations were raised in a different form of social context
(Putnam, 1995) and were raised on the importance of community. It is also a common cultural
case for people to become more politically concerned as they get older, which is why voting
turnout and civic volunteering is much higher for older citizens compared to young citizens
(Blais, 2000; Schneider & Marshall, 2023). This would explain an increased willingness to

communicate but not the decreased apprehension. Such a decrease requires investigating each
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factor. A decrease in spiral of silence apprehension might be the result of more crystallized social
circles in older citizens or it might reflect a generation that is more tolerant of disagreement. My
data cannot provide a distinction in this case. This might also be the case for the sensitivity
factor, which is also lower. The face concern is lower as well, which might reflect a stronger
sense of self-confidence. Most people become more confident in themselves as they get older
and tend to become stable in their sense of self (Botwinick, 1970). This stability would likely

reduce the discomfort.

Next, identifying as White predicted apprehension in the overall sense and in each of the
subfactors. This is somewhat surprising and there are competing explanations for why. The first
and more likely reason is statistical noise. As Carlson and colleagues (2019; 2020) note,
ethnorace is a pivotal part of processing political conversations and African-Americans,
Hispanics, and Asian-Americans each have their own political discussion preferences that largely
differ from Whites. These preferences are affected by larger political practices such as the racial
knowledge gap (Abrajano, 2015) and passively racist behaviors (e.g. Dupree & Fiske, 2019). By
aggregating them together, we miss what makes each group unique and assume they are all
identical. When we do not aggregate them, the data becomes too strongly skewed to be of any
use for racial comparisons. The second potential explanation is cultural. If we set the error aside,
there may still be something worth learning here. Whites tend to report more interest in politics
than people of color (Carlson et al., 2020), though my data offer support for the idea that people
of color are more civically engaged as well. This matters because apprehension presupposes an
interest in politics. While there are cultural postulations about things like White people not
wanting to be called racist (Sobieraj et al., 2013), such ideas were not primed in these studies. It

is possible these ideas came to mind but we cannot be certain. This finding implies there may be
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a larger racial difference in the discomfort towards talking politics. There are competing
explanations for why, and each reason varies. One might be quick to say that White citizens are
more concerned about politics but remember that Whiteness also negatively predicted civic
engagement but race did not predict willingness. This means that people of color are more likely
to take part in the political process but are equally willing to discuss politics. Combining this
argument with these findings would lead to a paradoxical conclusion: that White people are less
politically active but more afraid of conversation, yet they’re more politically interested. In lieu
of this problem, I suspect the answer lies in a sense of self. When we revisit our typology, it is
possible that people of color may be disproportionately placed into the closed or confident
category while White folks may be more commonly placed into the cagey or cautious categories.
This means people of color are more likely to not worry about the outcome of these interactions,
not that they are less engaged. This also makes sense considering much political discussion is
sorted by race, with many people preferring to talk about politics with similar partners (Leighley

& Matsubayashi, 2009).

Next, gender has a smaller effect on apprehension, particularly with the face concern.
There might be several reasons for this. On one hand, it may be that women are more
apprehensive than men. Carlson and colleagues (2020) note that women are historically
stereotyped as less politically knowledgeable. It is possible that this stereotype is internalized and
causes some women to doubt their own knowledge. On the other hand, many men are also
socialized to be self-expressive. It is important to note this does not show an actual gap of
knowledge between men and women. The data cannot show that since actual knowledge was not
measured. The data does show that women were significantly more likely to be concerned with

looking unintelligent in a political conversation. My own suspicion is this finding reflects gender
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socialization and self-confidence. A quick check showed that identifying as woman negatively
predicted political self-efficacy (B = -.20, p <.01). Society pervasively teaches women to
question themselves in a way that is fundamentally different from men (for examples, see Wolak,
2020). Accordingly, men tend to feel more capable in politics, though there is not data to suggest
a significant difference between actual effectiveness or engagement. This self-titled Audacity

Hypothesis merits further testing.

Lastly, it is always possible that these three identities intersect together to change the
effects as well. Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 2013) is a useful idea for future consideration in this
process since identities compound political problems (for more, see, Bedolla, 2007). In some
cases, two identities that raise apprehension might compound the feeling and make it worse. For
example, if identifying as White and as a woman each increase apprehension, then a comparison
should be made between White men, White women, non-White men, and non-White women. In
other cases, these identities may mitigate each other’s influence. For example, if apprehension
increases by gender but decreases by age, then a comparison should see how these two changes

might fit together.

Safety and Self Confidence

Trust and a sense of efficacy both negatively predict apprehension. This finding reflects
the intersection of the political and relational. Emotionally trusting one’s conversational partner
reduces apprehension because it reduces the risk associated with self-expression. What is
interesting about this is that efficacy predicts less apprehension and increases willingness, but
people seem willing to communicate regardless of trust. Other factors are likely at work in these
situations. View similarity offers one potential explanation given its small reduction in

apprehension and moderate increase in willingness to communicate. There might be an
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interaction effect between trust and view similarity underlying this relationship, though such an
effect was not part of my hypotheses and therefore outside the scope of this dissertation. Group
bonds facilitate trust and tend to help us feel more confident in our sense of self. Theories of
intergroup behavior like self-categorization theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) may offer some
explanation for this circumstance, but such possibilities are another book entirely. These three
factors offer insight into the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and intergroup elements of politics. All
three elements offer their own insights with arguments being previously made for each (for
more, see Bandura, 2004 for intrapersonal, Carlson & Settle 2022b for interpersonal, and Mason,
2018 for intergroup). While we typically separate each of these threads for theorizing and

sensemaking, all three are deeply intertwined.

Politics are Personal

PCA had very little predictive power over civic engagement but did predict wellness.
There is an important connection between these relationships. The civic engagement result is
somewhat surprising considering the spiral of silence factor positively predicted civic
engagement towards government, but all other relationships of engagement were null. First,
spiral of silence theory typically deals with social isolation, while communication towards
government may have prompt less social considerations. This might be based on the belief that
civic engagement towards government is more disseminative than dialogic (for more see Peters,
1999; Singhal, 2005). When communication is seen as one-way, relational pressure is less than it
would be if the communication is seen as two-way. Because PCA is based on relational
concerns, the two way pressure is likely more active. There is some sense to this issue
considering that folks may feel more apprehension based on who they are talking to (Morey et

al., 2012). Such an idea was posited in the typology of conversation orientations from the
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previous chapter. While these results do not offer support for an interaction, the typology still
offers some useful explanation here. Some people will not speak because of their apprehension,
but some speak in spite of it. The relationships between stress, willingness and apprehension
border on paradoxical if we say stress is something to avoid. Politics are stressful, willingness
and apprehension both positively predict stress, but willingness and apprehension are negatively
correlated. How can two seemingly opposite concepts have the same effect? Culture provides the

most plausible explanation. This leads us to the next major talking point.

Speaking Despite the Stressors

To explain this paradox, we need to revisit willingness. WTCAP held one of the largest
effects of civic engagement. This finding makes sense given that those who are deeply involved
with politics tend to be more engaged and will perform a variety of political roles, while the
disengaged tend to avoid most political forums because they do not care to get involved
(Krupnikov & Ryan, 2022; Prior, 2005; Verba et al., 1995). This finding was expected, but what
makes it interesting is how WTCAP also positively predicted stress. It is possible this is just
noise, but there is another explanation for it as well. Krupnikov and Ryan (2022) refer to political
socialization and participation as “the most sacred duty” (there is an entire chapter in their book
devoted to this subject). This vivid language may be their own choice of words, but it reflects a
larger social perspective that political participation is a good thing and an imperative for people
to perform. Not everyone participates in politics, but even the disengaged generally see it as a
good thing to be politically informed. This sense of duty reflects a larger willingness to
communicate despite the acknowledgement that politics are stressful. The deeply involved take
part in politics because they know it is important and believe it is worth the stress and pressure it

creates. This explains another finding of importance.
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Apprehension and Esteem

McCroskey and colleagues previously noted that communication apprehension influences
self-esteem. This finding was expected, but it is arguably one of the most important findings of
this volume because of its specification towards political context. Given what we have discussed
thus far, apprehension would make sense to affect one’s sense of self esteem. Political
socialization produces opportunities for connection and allow us to build connection with others
(Wyant, Hurst, and Reedy, 2020). Feeling discomfort in these moments can foster insecurity and
make us feel unwelcome. Of all the factors of PCA, the face concern had the most direct effect
on self-esteem because it most strongly reflects an insecurity of the self. Spiral of silence theory
posits that people feel like they have the wrong social opinions, but not that people feel like they
are wrong themselves. Knowledgeability face concern reflects a sense of self-doubt and that
might have a stronger effect on our sense of self than the concern that others do not agree with

us.

Thus far, | have discussed a variety of concerns surrounding the scientific study of PCA
but there are implications for this work beyond its measurement and hypothesis testing. This type
of research carries a wide variety of social implications and merit discussion as well. The next

chapter covers these implications.
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Chapter 6: Discussion in The Big Picture

“The warnings should really come before the spells™.
-Dr. Stephen Strange, (2016)

On February 16™, 2024, a suspicious package was reported on the University of
Oklahoma campus (Dodd, 2024). The university alert system told everyone to stay clear while

authorities investigated. News coverage of the situation showed a sign that read like follows
“IGNORE THIS LIKE YOU DO
GENOCIDE

28,000 AND COUNTING.

SILENCE IS COMPLICIT.”

Alongside the sign was a pile of debris that prompted the report. Thankfully, it turned out
to be performance art and no one was hurt, but it raised fears and sparked public discussion about
the nature of silence. This message, presumably based on ongoing Israeli military actions in the
Gaza Strip reflects a larger philosophy in political consciousness about the role of silence. Some
see silence as a survival skill, others see it as danger that perpetuates larger violence. There is a

matter of choice in these moments, and time matters.

The Greek language emphasizes two different words to reference time. The first word is
chronos, referring to quantitative elements of time like seconds or minutes. The amount of time
spent reading this work, or the number of years spent preparing for it would be notions of this
conception of time. The second word is kairos, referring to the qualitative elements of

appropriateness such as the criticality of a moment. We think of kairos a great deal in strategic
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thinking such as in chess, determining the right time to act. Part of the reason | chose this topic
for my dissertation is because it is critical to this moment in our political culture. Apprehension
can be examined in the context of chronos (e.g., how it is has changed over time) or in kairos
(e.g., the right moment to address it). A moment of popularized challenge to traditional notions
of power and hegemonic norms of identity mean people now have a much greater chance to use
their voice than they did previously, which coincides with the rise of social media (Klinger et al.,
2023). The incident on OU’s campus borders on terrorism and should be discouraged, but it is
also important to ponder. The opportunity presents a chance for serious social change, but that

change will be shaped by our communication practices and our political beliefs.

Apprehension is a major piece of processing this puzzle, and measuring is only the first
step in the process. An exploration of this matter requires a more critical awareness of the
contexts in which apprehension exists, exploring the realities of our political spaces, and
understanding the consequences of our political actions. Terrorism is intended to induce fear.
The mysterious package on OU’s campus may promote more discussion on Israel’s war in Gaza

or it may suppress it. Only time will tell, but past literature offers us clues.

Paulo Freire (1970) and by extension, translator Maya Bergman Ramos (2018) argue that
liberation of oppressed populations is different from flipping the power dynamic between
oppressor and oppressed. Instead, such a situation only reinforces a system of dehumanization
because the oppressor exists within the oppressed as well. In other words, modern practices like
cancel culture do not lead to liberation in Freire’s opinion. They simply flip the script of power

and continue oppression in a different way.

If the goal of the oppressed is to become fully human, they will not achieve their goal by

merely reversing the terms of the contradiction, by simply changing poles...the restraints
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imposed by the former oppressed on their oppressors, so that the latter cannot reassume
their former position, do not constitute oppression. An act is oppressive only when it

prevents people from being more fully human. (Freire, 2018, pp. 56-57)

Freire’s argument served as a warning then and that warning is equally relevant now: political
communication apprehension can serve as a tool for dehumanization of both the oppressor and
the oppressed. Violence (both physical and mental) is not the answer to political problems, it
only creates new ones. There is easy joy to be found in making White supremacists apprehensive
about expressing their opinions in public, but this result does not contribute to a liberation of race
or a dissolution of White supremacy, it only drives White supremacists to express their opinions
in more safe spaces (e.g., Woods & Hahner, 2019) and act in more covert ways rather than overt
(see the opposite scenario but transferable example of VVan Duyn, 2019). In these cases, balance
is essential. For better social change, it might be best to have White supremacists apprehensive
enough to be wary of confidently expressing blatant discrimination, but still willing to
communicate because communication is the key to changing their minds. We know that
exposure to studies and evidence does not always change minds (Lord et al., 1979; Lodge &
Taber, 2013) but the personal exchange of stories can (Papacharissi, 2016; Polletta & Redman,
2020; van Zoonen, 2012). To demonstrate this point, | offer two examples: Ann Atwater and the

Parents Circle Families Forum.

First, consider the influential case of Ann Atwater, a Black activist who lived in Durham,
North Carolina. Atwater is highly regarded for producing great social change in the Durham
community but also for changing the personal opinions of C.P. Ellis, one of the leading members
of the Durham chapter of the Ku Klux Klan. Atwater and Ellis were tasked with working

together on the racial integration of Durham public schools. They managed to progress over
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time, even though neither of them wanted to work together. Through talking together, these two
individuals came to know each other’s fears, concerns, and worries and in doing so, they develop
an important empathic bond that transcends the racial divisions stoked by White supremacy.
Ellis left the Ku Klux Klan after working with Atwater and their friendship lasted through the
rest of their lives (Davidson, 2018). These common bonds contribute to social capital (Putnam,
1995) and help us think outside of group identities that otherwise guide our political behaviors
with “the other side” (Levendusky & Stecula, 2021). This type of bond is important in producing
radical social change because it creates the foundations for shared empathy that makes people
care about social struggles besides their own. This type of connection is essential to reducing
political polarization (Levendusky, 2023) and the dangerous types of behaviors that come from

being polarized (For examples, see lyengar et al., 2019; Kalmoe & Mason, 2022;2024).

Atwater is a unique case in a larger American system that still has concerns with racism
today (Coles & Lane, 2023). Her initial disinterest in working with Ellis and ultimate action
provides an important exemplar of the courageous conversation orientation. These actions are
inspiring and offer a great example for how we can act, but | am not advocating that we all
become Ann Atwater. | am advocating that her example provides one reason to consider the
importance of communication and the potential benefits to speaking and listening. We can

consider a second example as well.

For decades, the nation of Israel has maintained a practice of conflict with Palestinian
militant organizations in the Gaza Strip. This conflict drastically affects the local Palestinian
population and continues a cycle of violence, genocide, and necropolitic (Mbembe, 2008).
Necropolitics are a political practice of governments to restrict speech and movement. Mbembe

(2008) argues these practices are often racially driven. A core assumption of necropolitics is that
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movement is essential to survival and communication is essential to movement. To suppress
speech and movement is to condemn a person to a living death, where they wait to die in what

Mbembe calls deathworlds, spaces of stasis where one is unable to decide their own fate.

Mbembe (2019) observes Gaza in particular as an example of this practice, where
Palestinians are forced to live and many are unable to leave, keeping them in a state of stasis
where they cannot advance their lives, they can only wait to die or fight for a way out. Mbembe
argues that places with strict government control are ripe for deathworlds, places such as refugee
camps, detention centers, and strongly monitored borders, all of which exist in Gaza. While some
on both sides oppose the fighting, many support it because of past incidents, most recently
including the 2023 Hamas-led attack that killed over one thousand Israelis as well as the Israeli
response that has destroyed much of the Gaza Strip and displaced almost all of its 2.3 million
refugees (Al Jazeera Labs, Last updated February 16", 2024). Such practices lead to an
increasing disdain between the two groups and are the hallmark of affective polarization (for a
review, see lyengar et al., 2019). If public opinion supports conflict, it is likely to continue, and

public support is likely to remain high unless citizens express their concerns.

Accordingly, a popular assumption in public opinion is that silence is acceptance. Not
everyone thinks this way, but many do and there are fair rationales for thinking so. Responsive
theories of public opinion (e.g. Conover et al., 2007; Entman, 2004) propose that stopping
atrocities like the ones in Gaza require communication and changing public opinion towards
ending the conflict. Dissemination through mass communication channels creates awareness and
prompts public attention (Zaller, 2003) but true recognition of sovereignty can only come from
dialogue (Freire, 2018). This is true for both the governmental action and the public’s

endorsement of it. Not all political topics lead to genocide and not all apprehension is based on
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acceptance of opinion. However, if we accept the argument that silence is complicity, then we
can say apprehension contributes to necropolitics. There are examples of this belief in the Gaza

conflict as well.

While the region roars with conflict, there are efforts to prevent the necropolitic from
becoming complete. Among other organizations, a small group of families began a movement
known as the Parents’ Circle and Families Forum (PCFF). This organization brings together
Israeli and Palestinian families that have each lost loved ones to the violence that plagues the
region. The organization brings these people together for conversations where they can hear each
other’s stories, reconcile differences, and recognize they share the same pain. Doing so gives
them the chance to make an empathic bond that gives each member a new sense of shared
identity and a new interpretation of the larger conflict (Furman, 2013). These bonds lead many in
the organization to become opposed to fighting despite sharing the same pain that inspires others
to support it. The members of the PCFF recognize that dialogue is essential to stopping the
conflict and have worked hard to spread this message using the slogan “it won’t stop until we
talk”. The organization has gone to speak at schools for both sides to share their experiences and
encourage less hatred. The result has encouraged new members, but it has also produced
mainstream outrage that contributes to social backlash for its members (Katriel, 2021). The
organization’s 2022 Impact Report argues their mission has been disrupted by misinformation
that seeks to encourage continued violence. The resulting public spheres include voices that
advocate for peace and voices that advocate for conflict. It is likely apprehension has been a
concern in these spaces, and it is not always apprehension of the democratic sort, but we do not
have sufficient data to know for sure. This is a recommended future direction for the study of

apprehension.
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While Atwater’s story seems inspirational, the PCFF seems bleak. Both examples
provide a grounded reminder that talking is a prerequisite for peace, not the means. Both
examples are vital for understanding the role of apprehension. The discomfort toward speaking
serves a purpose and there are times where it is an important survival skill. In other cases, it is an
obstacle to overcome for achieving change. Dialogue will not solve our problems, butitis a
necessary condition for solutions to be made. Communication will not magically solve racism or
end wars, but it is essential to creating spaces and structures that can achieve these goals. By
building empathic bonds, we can challenge the meanings behind identities that encourage such
horrible practices (Jardina & Piston, 2021). Communication in good will comes before the work
can even begin, and the work itself takes time and great energy (Sanford, 2024). This can make
progress feel discouraging, but it is still worth doing. If enabling dialogue is the key to change,

then | use the summation of this work to argue that apprehension is critical to enabling dialogue.

I mention these examples because political communication apprehension is a dangerous
tool for both the oppressor and the oppressed. It can be used to remove structures of oppression,
but it can also reinforce or continue them in new ways. Studying its application contains great
risk but is also one of the best ways to create positive social change. A better form of democracy
means identifying the reasons for apprehension so we can mitigate them for all groups,
encourage listening, and stop violence. The identification of this practice may also lead to further
weaponization of it, but that vulnerability is the price of understanding a great tool for resolving
our problems. The suppression of speech is already a common practice, but studying
apprehension provides more concision to the practice and can help identify appropriate

circumstances for speaking up or staying silent. | encourage any researcher who considers
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studying this subject to carefully consider all the risks and benefits of it. Responsible research of

this subject should be in service of a better and more equal world for all, not just some.

Measuring this phenomenon is just the first step in the process, subsequent work will
need to be considered and the advice that comes from it will need to change as our understanding

changes.

Translational Advice

This work has offered several contributions to the scientific community, and | would like
to also offer benefits for the non-academic. Theories are only helpful to the extent they can help
us make sense of things. To assist in this pursuit, | have several pieces of advice for any person,

academic or not.

First, discomfort is common and valid, but actions are arbitrary. A feeling is always valid,
and an action or reaction is always open to judgement. You are allowed to feel apprehensive but

so is another person. All other advice in this section stems from this claim.

Second, apprehension’s role changes based on the person’s perception and a larger “big
picture.” Sometimes discomfort is a survival skill, telling us to stay quiet for our own good or for
the good of the people we care about. These moments should be weighed carefully, because
there are occasions where it is more appropriate to stay silent. However, there are also
undeniably situations where one stays silent when they should have spoken. There is not always
a line between complicity and self-preservation. In some situations, the two go hand in hand.
sometimes it’s a survival skill and sometimes it’s an obstacle. Reconsider this dilemma using the
case of Ann Atwater. Had Atwater stayed silent and refused to cooperate with Ellis, it is possible

the Durham school district would have seen a very different outcome. On the other hand, if
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Atwater had not felt capable of making a difference or had certainly been harmed for speaking,
would we blame her for staying silent? It is hard to say since history did not play out this way,
but the dilemma between action and inaction centers around this sense of agency. Each person
has an obligation to others and to themselves. In any situation, we weigh these commitments and
decide which one to exercise in a given moment. Some speak in spite of the harm caused by
speaking, while others stay silent when no threat is present. Both of these concerns matter
because a duty implies agency and so context tells us what kind of civic obligation we have

regarding our apprehension.

There are different kinds of duties in the world. A common distinction between them is
perfect and imperfect duties (Kant, 1785). Perfect duties are actions that we ought to always do.
A classic example of this is the duty to respect others. We are socialized to believe we ought not
hurt other people physically or mentally. Imperfect duties are obligations that we ought to do at
our discretion. We do not blame the powerless for not speaking out, we blame those who can
speak for them. Power ebbs and flows within people and situations. A person with great agency
in one situation may be powerless in another. Based on this observation, | argue each person has
an imperfect duty to speak. We all should speak up on issues that bother us, but how we do so is

ultimately up to us.

Within this duty contains a piece of advice. Apprehension is important to acknowledge
because it can be handled carelessly, and such a practice can have consequences for any number
of people. To each reader, | encourage you to carefully consider the position of you, your
conversational partner, and the subject matter to dictate what you do. The notion of a careful
consideration changes from person to person, but there are basic diligences we can perform, such

as ensuring safety and respect for us and those around us.
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This reflection also poses a question of what we owe to people who are apprehensive. It
is generally a good practice but to encourage people to share thoughts, but such an obligation can
inadvertently harm the marginalized groups we hope to help. Again, this advice depends upon
context and individual judgement. Letting folks stay silent can increase a risk of error if they
have a different perspective from the rest of the group (Bohman, 2007). In this case, weighing
the obligation is best considered through the lens of assisting an apprehensive White supremacist
or an apprehensive civil rights advocate. These two cases may have the same types of
apprehension, but the meaning behind their apprehension carries different weight and different
burdens. A good ethical obligation should be able to apply to both cases while recognizing that
they are different. The closest answer comes from the philosopher John Rawls (1971). Rawls’
contributions to the study of justice focused heavily on the difference principle: treat each
situation in a way that the most disadvantaged person benefits. Evidence would likely say in each
situation that we should do something that favors a marginalized group. In some cases, this
might mean letting the apprehensive supremacist stay silent to avoid causing harm. In other
cases, it might mean encouraging them to speak so they can hear the perspectives of people they
are so prejudiced against. This is based on the assumption that communication could resolve the
difference between these two people, and that assumption is not always true. However, if one has
the chance to deradicalize a White supremacist through dialogue, they have a chance towards the
true freedom that Freire dreamed of. As | mentioned before, those actions can only come through

the formation of good will.
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Future Directions
With this warning unpacked, we can return to a softer and more comfortable side of this
subject. PCA likely changes across a wide range of contexts. This section considers seven of

them.

First, PCA should be studied in a more generalizable sample by ethnorace. Racial identity
plays a crucial part in how people navigate politics (Carlson et al., 2020; Fraser, 1990). As
Carlson and colleagues (2020) note, an overwhelming amount of our knowledge surrounding
political discussion is based on White samples, with very little generalizability with people of
color. This is an important consideration and a major limitation of this dissertation. Future work
should consider comparing PCA in similarly sized samples based on race to produce properly
generalizable results for people of multiple racial backgrounds (Carlson et al., 2020). There are

other contextual factors that can also change this possibility.

Politics are a social activity that makes humans interdependent (Cramer, 2004). In
political spaces, social identities become personal and personal identities gain political meaning
(Oloka-Onyongo & Tamale, 1995; Papacharissi, 2015). PCA produces a natural barrier to this
flow, where meanings are both obstructed and reinforced when they might otherwise be changed.
This power is not uniform nor is it absolute. Rather, these practices change across a variety of
contexts. Each context | mention here has gone unexplored in this dissertation and should be

considered as a future direction for research.

The first and most obvious context is issue oriented. PCA overall can be gauged but it
might also vary depending on the subject being discussed. Issue publics divert their attention
toward specific topics and | suspect the corresponding awareness changes the apprehension. For

an example, consider a group of women gathered to discuss reproductive rights. If the group is
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gathered with the purpose of discussing the issue, then their apprehension might lower because
the group’s expectation has been set to discuss the present topic. Suppose this same group
happens to begin discussing Israel’s war in Gaza. This issue public did not originally intend to
discuss this issue, and so a group dynamic is questioned on appropriateness. This is the kind of
problem Eliasoph (1998) observes in her work with volunteers. It may also change based on
whether or not the person sees the issue as political (Coles, 2024). Two people can look at the
same issue and reach different conclusions about whether the topic is political. Subsequent
communication between these two people can challenge this interpretation. Apprehension might
be lower if the political issue is expected. On the other hand, anticipation of the topic might
produce more anxiety. Future research could investigate this distinction to see if “surprise
political conversations” have any sort of change in apprehension and what that change means for

relationships and our political culture.

The second context to consider is intergroup contact. Because people tend to pursue
political conversations with people like them, communicating with unalike others can also
produce apprehension. One example of this is gender. As Carlson and colleagues (2020) note,
much political discussion is sex segregated. While this work consider gender itself as a predictor
of apprehension, it does not consider inter-gender communication as a possible cause. This could
be a possible predictor of apprehension, given the political stereotypes afforded to men and
women and the political differences between them. This might change based on identity salience
in the interaction. Each person carries with them a multitude of identities beyond the standard
demographics we consider. Whenever we talk with others, only a few of these identities are
brought forth, while others are left dormant. Accordingly identity similarity might be something

relieves apprehension while identity difference creates apprehension. This may be especially true
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for ethnorace, consider most citizens discuss politics of similar racial backgrounds (Carlson et
al., 2020). An intergroup contact can amplify apprehension and this apprehension may also
increase when race is the topic of conversation. Such an increase might occur because of

intergroup anxiety or intergroup tension.

A natural connection here exists between PCA and intergroup interactions. Intergroup
and intragroup interactions produce different concerns for PCA, particularly when the salient
group identities are themselves political. One way of thinking about this might be Republicans
and Democrats, another might be marginalized identities that both fight for equality and have
been seemingly pitted against each other in the hierarchy of social struggle (Brown & Harlow,
2019). One example of this clash is African-Americans and members of the LGBTQ+

community (Chong & Mohr, 2020).

The next context is technological. Most of our political communication is mediated
(Billard, 2023) whether it be informational dissemination of the news or text messaging friends
and family about political events. There are important distinctions between online and offline
political participation and each practice influences the other (Vaccari et al., 2015; Vaccari &
Valeriani, 2018). Examining PCA in online contexts is particularly useful for understanding how
these behaviors inform each other across different information flows and communication logics

(for an example, see Billard, 2023).

Third, PCA likely changes based on culture. | have argued previously in this volume that
the measured conceptualization is largely rooted in democratic ideals. There are certainly other
components of political culture that can change the manifestation of apprehension. Some things
naturally transfer like the spiral of silence theory. Others require re-interpretation in more

authoritarian contexts. The greatest risk in many democratic cultures is social death or

139



dehumanization. This risk is arguably greater in more authoritarian contexts. While these
contexts might exist more in authoritarian countries like Iran or China, they are also possible in
democratic countries such as Mexico and the United States. Studying the difference between
these contexts and others can offer insights into understanding political expression around the

world and PCA as a more empirical concept.

It is important to acknowledge this similarity because ignoring it can perpetuate negative
stereotypes about other nations (for an example see Anderson, 2018 on “shithole countries™) and
it can encourage ignoring the political realities of marginalized groups in other nations. While
the latter two countries are notably more democratic than the former, they still have authoritarian
spaces where violence is weaponized to encourage silence. One example of this problem in
Mexico is the prominence of cartels and other organized crime syndicates, which are believed to
have much more influence than the government in some portions of the country. The same is true
of Jim Crow states and voter suppression laws in the United States. On paper both countries are
considered democratic, but neither has always been a true procedural democracy because both
have a history of strongly stifling dissent in at least some parts of the country. In both cases, the
suppression is the result of both state and non-state actors and the perception of democracy
changes based on whether a person sees their culture as democratic or authoritarian. Consider the
previously mentioned case of Israelis and Palestinians. It is not likely that they would call
themselves apprehensive if only the three factors were mentioned. The fear of political dissent in
Gaza reflects a more serious form of danger where fear of social death is accompanied by
imprisonment or physical death for both the self and potentially others (Mbembe, 2019). Such

violence can be caused because of terrorist actions such as the Hamas-led attack on October 7t
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or state sanctioned in the form of targeted killings where civilian deaths are weighed. This

changes the concern of sensitivity from one of emotional distress to physical safety as well.

These distinctions produce another natural way forward for research. We can reconsider
the scale tested in this dissertation as political communication apprehension in democratic senses
(PCA-D), while future research should consider political communication apprehension in
authoritarian senses (PCA-A). Exploring the factorability and theoretical distinctions between
these two practices would be a worthwhile endeavor and it can be explored interconnectedly with
other contexts discussed in this chapter. One such example intersection might be technological.
As technology has changed, the Internet has been lauded for its great civic potential
(Papacharissi, 2002; Stromer-Galley, 2017), but it has also been employed by authoritarian states
to reinforce their rule (Tufecki, 2017). This practice creates what MacKinnon (2012) calls
networked authoritarianism, where states utilize Internet and social networking sites to more
closely monitor their citizens. Apprehension might play an important role in how political
discussion works in these nations. Dal and Nisbet (2022) explored this possibility in Turkish
Internet users and found that risk perceptions did not change online political expression but that
anticipatory emotions did. Anticipatory emotions refer to the feelings people experience while
they make a decision. As choices are considered, we weigh potential outcomes as -one of
several- reasons for which option to choose. Let us unpack that a little more. Dal and Nisbet’s
finding of anticipatory emotions suggests that our feelings towards these actions will better
predict online political expression more than an actual risk assessment would. Our gut feelings
about these actions inform our choices more than the actual perceived risks. Apprehension and

willingness are two of these emotions and are worth exploring in these contexts.
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Another cultural element to PCA might be intercultural political encounters (e.g., Wyant
et al., 2021). People from different political cultures may have different expectations of the
interaction and therefore become apprehensive in new ways that contribute to either
acculturation (Kim, 1977, 1988, 2001, 2012) or cultural fusion (Croucher & Kramer, 2021,
Kramer, 2000). These theories are active and openly clashing interpretations about how
immigrants become accustomed to new cultures. To very briefly summarize this clash,
acculturation proposes that immigrants tend to abandon previous identities in favor of new ones
that allow them to adapt to the culture of their new host country. Fusion theory proposes that the
previous and the new become blended to create a hybridized culture (Croucher & Kramer, 2021).
Both theories might inform and be informed by an investigation of PCA in intercultural
encounters. For example, the fusion process requires taking time to adjust and understand the
new culture one finds themselves in. This moment can be stressful and produce uncertainty,

causing apprehension.

Fourth, PCA likely changes based on power dynamics and relational cues. As | have
mentioned earlier in this work, relationships shape our interactions like our interactions shape the
relationship. One example of this in politics is political socialization. Krupnikov and Ryan
(2022) refer to socializing children as the “the most sacred duty” (it’s in the title of one of their
chapters), and parents do play a vital role in helping children learn how to navigate politics. This
role can be changed based on how the parents socialize their children to communicate. These
communication patterns in turn change how children perceive their role with their parents and
whether they have the chance to influence them in turn (McDevitt & Chaffee, 2002a, 2002b).
This process also changes across gendered lines, with mothers often being seen as more open to

upward influence from children while fathers are seen as more influential downwards,
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influencing children without being influenced themselves (Shulman & DeAndrea, 2014). This
practice is rooted in larger social perceptions of women as being more open-minded than men
(Krupnikov et al., 2020). Accordingly, PCA might change based on which parent a child is

talking to.

Power dynamics of authority can also change the choice to communicate. For an
example, we can look at self-disclosure in competitive debate and forensics (Copeland &
Woodall, 2021). In competitive forensics, students perform speeches and literature about topics
of their choosing. Many students consider a topic of personal importance but each student
chooses whether or not they want to share that connection explicitly. This choice is a practice of
communication privacy management (Petronio et al., 2021) that is driven in part by the power
dynamic between the student competitor and the judge that evaluates them. In their interview
work with forensics students, Copeland and Woodall (2021) found that many students
considered employing self-disclosure in their performances but some did not out of fear of
competitive punishment. In other words, students wanted to disclose but did not because they
feared judges would rank them lower for disclosing. In a competitive culture where winning
matters and builds connection (Jensen, 2017), this practice is a spiral of silence phenomenon.
Competitive scenarios are one potential place to assess this practice. It is likely others exist as
well such as the relationship between a student and instructor. One example of how to study this
behavior is in the disclosure practices of students in classroom settings. One might explore how
PCA arises in these contexts on the basis of popularity or on the basis of saying something
wrong. Such practice is especially true for students who believe intelligence is a core and fixed

aspect of their identity (Yeager & Dweck, 2012).
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Next, PCA should be considered across time. Carlson & Settle’s (2022) 4D framework
offers a prime example for how to examine PCA over time in a micro setting of conversations.
PCA might change across different moments of the conversation, raising or falling as the
conversation progresses through the four stages. This was something | wanted to examine in my
own work, but did not have the resources or knowledge necessary to do so. Moreover, PCA may
also change over longer quantities of time. The data from my studies suggest that the macro
setting of a human lifespan reduce PCA. Other work from Croucher and colleagues (2024)
suggests that apprehension is a state, not a trait. This means that people may not be apprehensive

by default, but they can still exhibit apprehension in multiple settings over time.

Lastly, PCA should be examined with a multitude of methods. We know from previous
research that network ties reveal crucial information about citizen preferences towards political
communication (Eveland & Hutchens, 2009; Morey & Yamamoto, 2020). Accordingly, network
research is an important context for the future study of PCA. Another important context is
longitudinal research. Croucher and colleagues (2024) note that other measures of
communication apprehension struggled to stay stable over a 15-year period of data collection.
While | take a different approach to conceptualizing apprehension than the measures classically
employed (e.g. McCroskey, 1985), my measure is still vulnerable to this concern because it is
brand new. Further testing to replicate results with other populations as well longitudinal work is

needed to ensure this concept stands the test of time (Littlejohn et al., 2021).

With this study concluded, the measure has been constructed and validated. Most of the
social scientific portion of this work has concluded. However, there are still several things that
need to be unpacked and discussed. The next chapter covers these subjects in a more critical

Sense.

144



Chapter 7: Conclusion
Our time together is ending, so | want to offer a few items for thought. This work has
offered multiple contributions, and it is important to consider them all at the very end. I’ve

covered a lot of ground and I think just this once, you can get the TL;DR.

Review of Information

First, let’s recap everything we learned in this work. I believe there are four core lessons in

this work:

1) Political communication is a vital connection between the personal and the
public. It is through communicating that we make better worlds for ourselves
and the people around us. Apprehension exists as a barrier to that
communication and can keep both a person and society from flourishing.

2) Apprehension is a concern both personally and politically. Apprehension
undermines our sense of self-worth and can worsen stress. Both our vital to a
flourishing body and body politic.

3) Apprehension manifests in a variety of ways. We are each uncomfortable with
politics for different reasons and those reasons change based on a variety of
factors. Our orientation towards a given conversation will likely change our
attitudes, goals, and practices, though | do not yet have the data to back this
claim.

4) Apprehension affects our mental well-being, but not necessarily civic
engagement. Some civic practices are not reduced by apprehension because
they are already low. Other practices, such as civic talk themselves are less

likely to occur in the presence of apprehension.
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Review of Contribution

Second, let’s review the value of this work, what is has to offer the scientific community,

and what it has to offer the public.

| offer five theoretical contributions in this work.

1) A synthesized approach to PCA, a topic that has not been discussed in the literature but
that has deeply pervaded our political culture.

2) A novel measure of PCA that can be used in a variety of contexts, as a whole or as
subscales. This measure will hopefully be refined and used in future research.

3) A connection between apprehension and mental health. This finding shows us another
way politics are personal.

4) A connection between apprehension and larger political concerns such as necropolitics.

5) Future directions for multiple research agendas across issues, identity, culture,

technology, and power.

I also offer four translational suggestions in this work.

1) Discomfort is common and valid.
2) Sometimes it’s a survival skill and sometimes its an obstacle.
3) Apprehension is important to acknowledge but can be carelessly mishandled.

4) The imperfect duty to speak.

Final Thoughts

This work has come to a close, but with it comes a great deal of research direction. I only

focused on five theories in my literature review but passively mentioned many more. Political
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communication apprehension is affected by many theories of human communication, which
gives it ground for a wide research agenda, wide knowledge, and wide abuse. Much of this abuse

is already given shape by giving people ample reason to feel powerless.

There are a great number of concerns to consider with talking about politics. It is
something we should do, but not constantly or at every opportunity. PCA represents an important
and common part of our lives, and what we do with it matters. To close this work, | offer some

words that shaped my own thinking throughout the process of writing this work.

The single quality that is common across every living creature on this planet, is fear; it’s
funny then that as common as fear is, we so easily underestimate its power. Fear of
growing close to someone, the subsequent fear of loss, fear of failure; and as more people
depend on you, those fears can take on greater power. Fear itself isn’t worthy of concern,
it is who we become while in its clutches. Will you be proud of that person? Will you
forgive them? Will you understand why they felt the need to do the things they did? Will
you even recognize them? Or will the person staring back at you be the very thing you
should have feared from the start? | suppose we all find out sooner or later. (Shawcross,

2020)
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1.

Endnotes
It is worth noting that PCA is an acronym for a related statistical test known as principal
components analysis. Synonymous terms for political communication apprehension exist
and run into the same problem such as political talk apprehension (PTA), political
discussion apprehension (PDA), as do other takes on PCA such as PolCA (polytomous
variable latent class analysis). A heuristic benefit of using PCA is that the concept could
be applied to political conversations as well as other forms of political communication

such presidential address.
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Appendices
Appendix One: Measures

This appendix contains the measures for every variable explored in this dissertation.

Measure One: Scale of Relational Political Communication Apprehension

*indicates a reverse coded item.

Dimension One: Isolation (Being seen as part of the group).

S1*: 1 am unafraid of expressing political opinions that others will disagree with.
S2*: 1 do not worry about how others will react to my political opinions.

S3: 1 would rather keep my opinion to myself than start a political disagreement.
S4*: 1 am not afraid to express my political beliefs around others who might disagree.
S5: I worry about how my friends would react if | expressed my political opinions.
S6*: | rarely stress about how others might react to my political opinions.

S7: 1 worry that people will stop talking to me if I express my political beliefs.

S8: I worry that expressing my political opinions could cost me a few friendships.
S9*: | never worry about losing friends when | talk politics.

S10: I worry my friends might exclude me if they knew about my political beliefs.
S11: I worry that my political beliefs would not be tolerated by others.

S12: | have wondered if my political beliefs would be considered taboo by others.

Dimension Two: Sensitivity (being sensitive to the feelings of others)

E1: Itis hard to talk about politics without someone getting uncomfortable.
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E2:

E3:

E4:

E5:

E6:

E7:

E8:

E9

El

El

El

F1

I avoid talking about politics because it will upset the person I’m talking to.

My friends react emotionally when we talk about politics.

I’'m afraid that bringing up politics will cause distress for the person I’m talking to.

I worry the person I’m talking with will get really worked up over politics.

My friends get tense when we talk about politics.

In my experience, talking about politics always seems to end up with someone getting upset.
I dislike watching people get worked up over politics.

: My friends take political discussion personally.

0: I have seen people get upset just from thinking about politics.

1*: | rarely worry about hurting someone’s feelings when I talk about politics.

2*: My friends talk politics in a very calm way.

Dimension Three: Knowledgeability Face (being seen as knowledgeable)

: I am worried about looking stupid when | talk about politics.

F2*: | feel confident in myself during political conversations.

F3

F4

F5

F6

F7

F8

. | feel dumb when people around me talk about politics.

: I am concerned about appearing unintelligent in a political conversation.

: I want other people to see me as knowledgeable in political conversations.

. | feel lost in a bad way when people around me start talking politics.

: I worry someone would call me out for not knowing enough about a political issue.

: I am self-conscious of my intelligence in political conversations.
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F9: | feel very embarrassed if | get political facts wrong in front of others.
F10: I rarely feel uninformed in political conversations.

F11: I want to look credible when I discuss politics.

F12: | beat myself up when | get facts wrong in political conversations.

Measure Two: Willingness to Communicate about Politics (Taken from Kleinman and
Kleinman, 2015)

This measure relies on willingness with a specific person and consists of two parts. The first part
is used to identify a person for answer questions in the second part. To use it, give the respondent
one of the following letters at random: A, J, S, M L ,T, E or, R and ask them to think of
someone they know whose name starts with that letter. Next, ask them if they would be able to
recognize this person if they saw them out in the world. If they answer yes, proceed to Part Two.
If they answer no, repeat Part One with a different letter or ask them to recall the last person they

spoke with that they recognized.

Part Two consists of the following questions, asked on a five-point scale from Very Unlikely to

Very Likely.

1. Suppose you ran into -INSERT NAME HERE-. at a party. How likely would you be to
engage in a conversation with this person about the topic of politics broadly speaking?

2. Suppose you ran into -INSERT NAME HERE-. at a party. How likely would you be to
initiate a conversation about politics broadly speaking?

3. Suppose you ran into -INSERT NAME HERE- at a party. Assume that in the natural flow
of conversation a political topic generally speaking arose. How likely would you be to

continue discussing the topic?
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4. Suppose were eating a meal with -INSERT NAME HERE-. How likely would you be to

engage in a conversation with this person about the topic of politics broadly speaking?
Suppose were eating a meal with -INSERT NAME HERE-. How likely would you be to
initiate a conversation about politics broadly speaking?

Suppose you were eating a meal with ${q://QID16/ChoiceTextEntryValue}. Assume that
in the natural flow of conversation a political generally speaking arose. How likely would

you be to continue discussing the topic?

Measure Three: Alternate measure of PCA taken from Young (2023)

1.

©

I would feel comfortable participating in a political discussion with a group of people
who share my political views.

Taking part in a political discussion with a group of classmates would be enjoyable.
My thoughts become confused and jumbled when having a political discussion with
someone with different political views than my own.

I would feel comfortable participating in a political discussion with a group of classmates
who held various political views.
When | am participating in a political discussion, | get so nervous that I forget pieces of
evidence that support my view.

I would feel comfortable participating in a political discussion with a group of people
even if | did not know which political opinions they held.

| would not feel comfortable participating in a political discussion with a classmate that
that shares my political views.

Because conflict can occur in political discussions, they make me nervous.

Contributing to political discussions is difficult for me.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

would feel comfortable participating in a political discussion with a group of classmates
who have diverse political beliefs.

Whether | share my political opinions during a discussion depends on the topic we are
discussing.

| dislike getting involved in political discussions with classmates because it could ruin
our relationships with one another.

| would feel comfortable participating in a political discussion with a classmate even if |
didn’t know their political opinions.

Having discussions about politics with people with different political opinions than my
own does not intimidate me.

Certain parts of my body feel tense when people start talking about politics and expect
me to contribute.

Discussing politics makes me uncomfortable, regardless of who it is with.

It is easier to have political discussions with family than friends.

It is easier to have political discussions with my friends than my family.

Having political discussions outside of class is easier than having political discussions
with classmates.

Participating in political discussions with classmates is nerve-wracking.

would feel uncomfortable participating in a political discussion with a classmate who has
different political beliefs from my own.

I would feel comfortable participating in a political discussion with a classmate who has

the same political beliefs as me

188



23. I would feel uncomfortable participating in a political discussion with a group of
classmates who have different political beliefs from mine.

24. . Participating in political discussions with classmates is nerve-wracking.

Measure Four: Emotional Trust- Taken from Johnson and Swap (1982)

1.

5.

6.

If unexpectedly laughed at something | did or said, | would wonder if they were
being critical and unkind.
I could talk freely to and know that would want to listen.

would never intentionally misrepresent my point of view to others.
If knew what kinds of things hurt my feelings, |1 would never worry that they
would use them against me, even if our relationship changed.
I would be able to confide in and know that they would want to listen.

If I told what things | worry about, they would not think my concerns were silly.

Measure Five: View Similarity- (Adapted from Johnson et al., 2019)

We would like to ask you about this person’s political choices in comparison to your own.

1.

2.

3.

4.

and | tend to have similar political views.
I don't usually agree with concerning politics.
will vote for the same presidential candidate as me in the 2024 election.

will probably vote for a different presidential candidate than I will.

Measure Six: Political Self-efficacy-(Taken from Craig and colleagues, 1990)

1. I consider myself well-qualified to participate in politics. (SELFQUAL,; agree)

2. | feel that I have a pretty good understanding of the important political issues facing our

country. (UNDRSTND; agree)
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3. *Other people seem to have an easier time understanding complicated issues than | do.
(OTHERS; disagree)

4. | feel that | could do as good a job in public office as most other people. (PUBOFF; agree)
5.*% | often don’t feel sure of myself when talking with other people about politics and
government. (NOTSURE; disagree)

6. | think that I am as well-informed about politics and government as most people.
(INFORMED:; agree)

7.* Sometimes politics and government seem so complicated that a person like me can’t really
understand what’s going on. (COMPLEX; disagree)

Measure Seven: Political Participation and Civic Engagement- Adapted from The Pew
Research Center (2013)

Below is a list of activities some people might do. If the opportunity arose, how likely do you

think you would be to...
Factor One: Civic Group Participation

1. Attend a political rally or speech

2. Attend an organized protest of any kind.

3. Attend a political meeting on local, town, or school affairs.

4. Work or volunteer for a political party or candidate.

5. Be an active member of any group that tries to influence public policy or government, not

including a political party.

S

Work with fellow citizens to solve a problem in your community.

Factor Two: Government and Media Participation
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Contact a national, state, or local government official in person, by phone call, or by
letter about an issue that is important to you.

Contact a national, state, or local government official online, by email or by text message
about an issue that is important to you.

Sign a digital or paper petition.

Send a letter to the editor by mail to a newspaper or magazine.

Call into a live radio or tv show to express an opinion.

Comment on an online news story or blog post to express an opinion about a political or
social issue.

Share or post content online related to a political or social issue.

Send text or voice messages to others about a political or social issue.

Factor Three: Online Civic Engagement

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Post links to political stories or articles for others to read.

Post your own thoughts or comments on political or social issues.

Encourage other people to vote.

"Like" or promote material related to political or social issues that others have posted.
Encourage other people to take action on a political or social issue that is important to

you.

Measure Eight: Stress (taken from Cohen et al., 1983)

0. never 1. Almost never 2. Sometimes 3. Fairly often 4. Very often

1. In the last month, how often have you been upset because of something that happened

unexpectedly?
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2. In the last month, how often have you felt that you were unable to control the important things

in your life?

3. In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and “stressed”?

4*a In the last month, how often have you dealt successfully with irritating life hassles?

5.a In the last month, how often have you felt that you were effectively coping with important

changes were occurring in your life?

6.* In the last month, how often have you felt confident about your ability to handle your

personal problems?

7.* In the last month, how often have you felt that things were going your way?

8. In the last month, how often have you found that you could not cope with all the things that

you had to do?

9.* In the last month, how often have you been able to control irritations in your life?

10.* In the last month, how often have you felt that you were on top of things?

11. In the last month, how often have you been angered because of things that happened that

were outside of your control?

12. In the last month, how often have you found yourself thinking about things that you have to

accomplish?

13.* In the last month, how often have you been able to control the way you spend your time?

14. In the last month, how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could

not overcome them?
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Measure Nine: Relational Self-Esteem (From Rosenberg, 1965)

1.

2.

8.

9.

| feel that | am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others.
| feel that | have a number of good qualities

All in all, I am inclined to feel that | am a failure.

| am able to do things as well as most other people.

| feel I do not have much to be proud of.

| take a positive attitude toward myself.

On the whole, | am satisfied with myself.

I wish I could have more respect for myself.

| certainly feel useless at times.

10. At times I think I am no good at all.

Measure Ten: Miscellaneous Questions

Gender: Please select the gender identity you most closely identify with.

Man

Woman

Non-binary / third gender

Prefer not to say

Ethnicity: Please select the ethnic identities you most closely identify with. You are allowed to

select multiple options on this screen.

White

Black or African-American
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American Indian or Alaska Native

Asian

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander

Other

Age: Please enter the age you turned at your last birthday.

Party: Please select the political party you most closely identify with.
Democratic Party

Independent

Republican Party

Comments: Do you have any comments about this study that you think the researchers should

be aware of?
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Appendix Two: Introductions to Methods of Analysis

This section is meant to break down the theory, purpose, and procedure behind the different
statistical tests used in this dissertation. This section is primarily meant for non-academic
audiences but may also serve as a refresher for non-quantitative scholars. For clarity purposes,
the length of these primers is kept intentionally brief. If you have more questions, | encourage

looking into some of the books I cite here or you can just look them up online.

Primer: Significance

Many statistical relationships can be subject to chance. When a hypothesis is tested, it is
tested against a null hypothesis that essentially says “nuh-uh” to any proposed relationship. A
null hypothesis proposes something different from the expected relationship. In this case, that
opposite is not positive-negative. It is positive-not positive or negative-not negative. Many
statistical tests compare results against randomness to ensure any result they find is intentional
and in doing so, reject the null hypothesis. To interpret significance tests, we use a value
represented by p. P values are products that range from 0 to 1, with higher values indicating a
higher probability of a random result and lower p values indicate more reason to reject the null
hypothesis. Any result with a low enough p value is considered statistically significant and has

sufficient reason to reject the null hypothesis.

There is a threshold for p values that is commonly agreed upon in statistical methods. The
threshold of .05 is the most common limit for a label of statistical significance. This threshold
was set nearly 100 years ago by Fisher (1925), who proposed it as a sufficient level that
represented a 1 in 20 chance that the result was wrong. Why Fisher chose this threshold is
unclear, but his argument was so influential that it continues today. Some researchers prefer

higher thresholds such as .01, which reflects in a 1 in 100 chance of being wrong or a .001,
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which reflects a 1 in 1000 chance. This standard has largely been gatekept because it is
considered an appropriate boundary between a defensible or indefensible answer. Past attempts
have been made to lower the standard but the .05 level is still considered the predominant

maximum value for a significant finding.

Primer: Measurement

Backup Readings:

Singleton, R.A. and Straits, B.C. (2018). Approaches to social research (6" ed.) Oxford

University Press.
Treadwell, D. (2017). Introducing communication research: Paths of inquiry (3" ed.). SAGE.

Measurement is a process of assigning numeric value to units of analysis that represent a
concept of interest. We measure things to help us make sense of the world and we use units of
analysis that make sense to us. These units are not always objective or perfect, but they are still
useful. Measurement begins with conceptualizing the subject of interest. Some things are
sensibly measured universally such as time by using seconds, minutes, etc. Social subjects are
harder to universally measure and require other notions of measurement. When a subject is
conceptualized, we can then also operationalize it, meaning that we can capture elements of it
through measurement, replication or observation. This process runs on the assumption that the

thing can be collected and examined. Operationalization is necessary for measurement.
There are different levels of measurement, each with their own benefits.

Nominal measurement deals with categories or labels that are distinct but not in pattern.
These labels serve as tags for a concept but do not distinguish them beyond the name itself. An

example of this might be political party identification. Democrats and Republicans are not
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empirically distinct and are equivalent in their labels as members in a political party. When we
change these labels into numbers, the number only indicates the group. Ordinal measurement
indicates a distinction between units of analysis based on rank or progression. In other words,
this form of measurement presumes one group has more of something than another. Ranking
your top three TV shows would be an example of this. Interval measurement includes the
previous notions but also presumes that each category is equidistant. There is an even gap
between 1 and 2, 3 and 4. One example of this might be measuring time in seconds, or
temperature in degrees. Ratio measurement includes the previous notions of the other three with
the addition of an absolute zero point. An example of this approach might be money. There is an

even gap between each dollar, but a person can also have absolutely no money.

When we measure something, the measure should have both reliability and validity.
Reliability refers to consistency, and validity deals with accuracy. The measure should be able to

capture both of these things.

Primer: Data Normality
Normality refers to the extent to which all the scores on a variable fall within an expected
distribution, typically visualized by a bell curve like this one (which I pulled from the Icons in

Microsoft Word).
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Normality is also associated with basic descriptive statistics you might recognize from high
school: the mean, median, and mode Imagine asking 100 people to rate how their day is going on
a scale from 1 to 10. A normal distribution in this case would expect a number in the middle to
be the most common (mode). Additionally, we would expect the average score to end up
somewhere in the middle (mean) and same with a midpoint between the highest and lowest

scores (median).

If we put all of the scores on a line with the lowest scores on the left side and furthest
scores on the right side, the data are more normal if you have a large number of scores in the
middle of your possible answers. Most of these answers are expected to fall within one standard
deviation of your mean score (around 68%). Normality is typically gauged through two
characteristics: skewness and kurtosis. Skewness refers to symmetry in the distribution, an equal
number of high and low scores. When the data is skewed, the bulk of scores rest on one end of
the bell curve. Kurtosis refers to peakedness or how high the curve goes. The higher the curve,
the more cases with the same answer and the more kurtotic the distribution. The lower the curve,

the more diverse the cases and the less kurtotic the distribution.

Normality matters because it can distort an expected result. For instance, if everyone
rated their day as a five out of ten, we would not be able to explore why different scores exist
because there are no different scores in the dataset. We would also not be able to explain why
someone else would have a different score because we would have no alternative scores to
compare. Normality is an expectation when you sample participants randomly, because true

randomness should prevent problems with normality from occurring.
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Primer: Correlations

A correlation refers to a statistical relationship between two variables. Mathematically,
correlations represent an overlap in the covariance between the two variables. The more the two
items change together, the more they correlate. Correlation relationships can be positive or
negative. A positive correlation captures a relationship in which both variables increase or
decrease together. A negative correlation captures a relationship in which an increase in one
variable predicts a decrease in another variable. Most correlations are calculated using Pearson’s
correlation coefficient, with values ranging from -1 to 0 to 1. Values from 0 to 1 are positive
correlations with values closer to 1 representing larger positive correlations. Values from -1 to 0

are negative correlations with values closer to -1 representing larger negative correlations.

There is some debate surrounding what constitutes a small, medium, or large correlation
effect. One of the most influential standards comes from Cohen (1992) who proposed rules of
0.10, 0.30, and 0.50 for small, medium, and large correlations, respectively. However, other
researchers have challenged this notion. One example comes from Gignac and Szodorai (2016),
who argue Cohen’s standards are not based on substantial evidence. Instead, they rely on data to
propose small, medium, and large groupings based on cumulative percentages, with a small
correlation being something that fits within the bottom 25" percentile of all correlation values,
medium being within the 50" percentile, and large being in the 75" percentile. Using this
standard, Gignac and Szodorai propose small, medium, and large effects of 0.10, 0.20, and 0.30.
I do not strictly endorse either of these standards, but the results in this work will lead some

correlations to change labels based on which standard is adopted.
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Study One: Exploratory Factor Analysis

An exploratory factor analysis or EFA is a statistical test used to examine correlations
between data to discover factors that reveal patterns in the data. Think of this kind of like
creating groups based on measurement. We look at a set of data to identify subsets within the

data. These subsets are at least somewhat independent of each other.

We use these tests to assess that the data is suitable for factor analysis and that there are
factors to separate from the data. For example, Bartlett’s test of sphericity examines the data and
tests it against a null hypothesis that every variable is completely distinct from the other. This
would mean each item correlates with itself but not at all with other items. This is also referred to
as an identity matrix. We also have to use all three tests because each of them individually have
problems for which the others can account. Bartlett’s test of sphericity is sensitive to sample size,
and it has been suggested that it is not helpful with samples where there are at least five people
per item asked (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). This produces a problem because at least five
people per variable is also considered a minimum necessary sample size for factor analysis

(Carpenter, 2017; DeVellis & Thorpe, 2021).

When the data are examined, the software calculates a number of factors to explain all of
the variance in the data. These values are examined through the calculation of eigenvalues.
Explaining an eigenvalue itself is a bit too complex for an accessibility section, so the major
thing to know right now is that eigenvalues are coefficients of eigenvectors, non-zero numbers
that reflect a pattern of data points. These coefficients correspond to the amount of variance
explained by a factor, and the factor is based on how many variables correlate together. The goal
with interpreting eigenvalues is identifying which ones contain the most covariance in the

dataset. The criteria for evaluating eigenvalues is explained in Chapter 4.
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To assess an EFA, the following criteria should (probably) be followed. All of these criteria are

discussed in a best practices article cited earlier in this dissertation (Carpenter, 2017).

e Bartlett’s test of sphericity should be significant (meaning less than .05).

e The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy should be at least .6.

e Items should load onto a single factor with a value of .32 or greater.

e Factors should have at least three items to be relevant.

e Factors should be examined empirically to identify underlying relationships between the
items. The underlying relationship reflects the nature of the factor. This requires the
researcher to look at the items within the factor, how they are worded, what they are

intended to capture, and what overlap multiple items might have.

Study Two: Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Where an EFA looks to explore data, a confirmatory factor analysis or CFA looks to
compare observed data against a hypothesized measurement model. In other words, we can use a
CFA to see if things (i.e., the items in a scale) fit together the way we think they do. To test this,
researchers use software to produce matrices of correlations or covariances between measured
items in a scale. In this process, there are several things to consider. I will deconstruct these

things briefly. This is not a comprehensive guide.

The major goal of a CFA is to see whether the hypothesized measurement model (that is
how we think factors relate to their indicators, which are the items in a scale) can be supported
with the observed model resulting from the data collected. Model fit indicates plausibility, not
correctness. Accordingly, CFA’s are typically tested as hypothesized models. These hypotheses

are based on theories and educated guessing. A more thoughtful hypothesized model will
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improve plausibility, but even a plausible model can be incorrect. To interpret model fit,
goodness-of-fit is one of the most important criteria in a CFA. Goodness of fit is evaluated using

two types of standards: absolute fit indices and relative fit indices.

Absolute fit indices refer to how well the observed model reproduces the hypothesized
model. The most common standard for goodness of fit in these indices is the chi-squared test,
which takes observed matrices from the observed model in data and compares them with
expected matrices from the hypothesized model. The overlap between these matrices is used to
calculate a chi-square value and a probability value. The probability value reflects the chance
that the hypothesized model and observed model are significantly different from each other. In
this case, a higher p value (meaning a non-significant chi-square difference) is preferred because
it represents a non random difference between the hypothesized model and the observed data.
Since the chi-square value is sensitive to sample size, other absolute fit indices are used
alongside the chi-square. One example of this is the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA) or Standardized Root Mean Residual (SRMR), which are discussed in more detail in

Chapter 4 of this work.

Relative fit indices take absolute fit indices a step further by taking their results and
comparing them to a null model where nothing correlates. Overlap between these models
indicates poor fit. This approach usually relies on comparative fit indices (Bentler, 1990) to draw

conclusions.

When performing a CFA, the following assumptions should be checked. These
assumptions are not necessarily deal breakers, but they are reasons to reconsider using a CFA if

they are not met.
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e Data are normal, devoid of outlier cases and not missing.
e Item measures are continuous.
e The relationships between items and hypothesized factors are mutually exclusive. Items

should not correlate with other factors.

Study Three: Hierarchical Regression Analysis

Regression analysis is a statistical test that involves predicting what the value of one
variable will be based on the value of another variable. While correlation is examined using two
variables, regression operates on the presumption of an independent variable and a dependent
variable. Regressions are conducted to determine how much a change in an independent variable
leads to a change in a dependent variable. When we run this process with multiple independent
variables and one dependent variables, we perform a multiple regression. This process can also
be complexified further by accounting for cluster variables, or variables that would naturally
affect the dependent variable together. These clusters can then be applied to the dependent
variable individually to produce multiple regression models, creating a hierarchical regression
model. The goal of these models is to see how much variance in the dependent variable can be

explained by the proposed independent variable(s).

Regression results are interpreted through several statistics. The first statistic is a
determination coefficient that represents the variance explained. This statistic refers to how much
change in the independent variable can predict changes in the dependent variable. This value is
reported as R or R?, with values between 0 and 1, and with higher values usually being preferred
because they indicate more variance being explained. There is a concern with using this
coefficient based on inflation. R values will increase just by adding predictors to the model.

Regardless of whether those predictors are meaningful or not. In some cases, we may substitute
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R or R? with an adjusted R? based on how complex the model is. The second statistic is a
regression coefficient, calculated as B or the standardized version beta (). B can manifest as any
number, with higher positive values or lower negative values indicating stronger overlap. The
standardized version 3 coefficient contains values between 0 and 1, with higher positive values
and lower negative values indicating a stronger relationship. The third statistic is an F test that is
designed to see if the R or R? value differs significantly from zero. The fourth statistic is a series

of p significance tests for R, R?, B, B, and F.
When performing a regression, the following assumptions should be checked:

e A linear relationship exists between the variables, meaning a change in Variable
X leads to a change in Variable Y.

e Data are normally distributed.

e Case residuals are independent of each other. No case affects the results
substantially more than the others.

e Errors in a relationship remain constant across all levels of an independent

variable.
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Appendix Three: Supplementary Tables and Figures

Note: Additional tables and figures are only given for Study One. Additional information for
Study Two

Table 12:
Study One: Initial Factor Analysis Eigenvalues

Rotation Sums

of Squared
Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings Loadings
Factor Total % of Variance Cumulative %  Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total
1 11.66 32.40 32.40 11.20 31.12 31.12 8.11
2 4.18 11.62 44.02 3.86 10.73 41.84 8.33
3 2.63 7.31 51.32 2.01 5.59 47.43 6.46
4 2.40 6.67 58.00 2.00 5.57 53.00 5.93
5 1.59 4.40 62.40 1.28 3.55 56.55 7.71
6 1.19 3.31 65.71 .76 2.11 58.66 2.24
7

.93 2.58 68.29
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Figure 4:
Initial Scree Plot for Visual Check of Factor Retention

Scree Plot

Eigenvalue
®

Factor Number
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Table 14:
Study One- Final Solution -Eigenvalues

Rotation Sums of

Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings  Squared Loadings?
Factor Total % of Variance Cumulative%  Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total
1 9.77 40.69 40.69 9.37 39.03 39.02 7.17
2 3.21 13.36 54.05 2.88 11.98 51.01 7.06
3 2.00 8.34 62.39 1.62 6.77 57.77 6.29
4 1.31 5.45 67.84 .96 4.00 61.77 5.23
5 82 3.42 71.26

Extraction Method: Maximum Likelihood.

a. When factors are correlated, sums of squared loadings cannot be added to obtain a total variance.
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Figure 5:

Study One Scree Plot for Final Solution
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Appendix Four: Supplemental Text

Supplement One: LISREL Syntax for Study Two

1StudyTwoCFA

RAW DATA FROM FILE STUDYTWOCFA.LSF
LATENT VARIABLES

SPIRAL EVAPOR FACE PCA

S2=1*SPIRAL

S5-S12=SPIRAL

E1=1*EVAPOR

E2-E5=EVAPOR

F1=1*FACE

F2-F8=FACE

SPIRAL EVAPOR FACE =PCA

LET THE ERRORS OF S5 AND S10 CORRELATE
LET THE ERRORS OF S2 AND S6 CORRELATE
LET THE ERRORS OF F3 AND F6 CORRELATE
LISREL OPTIONS: SC

PATH DIAGRAM

END OF PROBLEM

209



Supplement Two: Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlation Matrix used in Study Two

Note: Means and standard deviations were pulled directly from LISREL Output. Correlation
matrix was calculated in SPSS Statistics 27.

Means
S1 S2 S4 S5 S6 S7
1575 2638 2501 3170 4769 3072
Means
S8 S9 S10 S11 S12 El
4769 2497 4024 3488 2319 0659
Means
E2 E4 E5 E8 F1 F2
1270 1234 1242 0441 2580 3784
Means

3547 2125 4.024 2181 2221 1811

1416 1472 1636 1543 2.722 1.543

Standard Deviations

2722 1327 2081 1.853 1.089 0.877

Standard Deviations



1125 0778 1180 1.061 1439 2.010

Standard Deviations

1666 1129 2.081 1.061 1.349 1.07/8

Correlation Matrix

S1 S2 S4 S5 S6 S7 S8
S1 1.00 -.36 -.55 -40 -.39 -.34 -.29
S2 -.36 1.00 .39 .53 .59 .58 57
S4 -.55 .39 1.00 .35 45 .35 .30
S5 -.40 .53 .35 1.00 .50 73 .76
S6 -.39 .59 45 .50 1.00 .59 .53
S7 -.34 .58 .35 73 .59 1.00 75
S8 -.29 57 .30 .76 .53 75 1.00
S9 -.35 .58 34 .62 54 .60 .63
S10 -.35 51 .28 .82 51 73 .79
S11 -.33 .60 .32 .64 .58 73 73
S12 -.25 .53 .23 .61 45 .59 .59
El -.09 .25 .06 17 A1 21 .20
E2 -31 .39 .28 37 32 40 .36
E4 -.30 .39 .28 45 .33 46 44
ES -31 44 22 .38 .38 40 37
E8 -.24 18 .16 10 12 14 12
F1 -.23 .30 24 32 .30 .33 .33
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F2 -.26 21 .26 23 21 .20 22

F3 -.27 .25 .30 34 .30 27 .26
F4 -.18 21 21 .32 24 .29 .30
F6 -.28 23 .25 41 .29 .36 .35
F7 -.21 .29 22 .32 .28 .32 .33
F8 -21 23 A7 27 .26 .29 .25
F10 -.15 .08 18 13 .10 12 14

S9 S10 S11 S12 El E2 E4
S1 -.35 -.35 -.33 -25 -.09 -31 -.30
S2 .58 51 .60 .53 .25 .39 .39
S4 34 .28 32 .23 .06 .28 .28
S5 .62 .82 .64 .61 A7 37 45
S6 54 51 .58 45 A1 .32 .33
S7 .60 73 73 .59 21 40 46
S8 .63 .79 73 .59 .20 .36 44
S9 1.00 .59 .59 49 14 41 .36
S10 .59 1.00 72 .64 19 37 42
S11 .59 12 1.00 .68 21 44 40
S12 49 .64 .68 1.00 .20 27 .29
El 14 19 21 .20 1.00 .53 .52
E2 41 37 44 27 .53 1.00 .69
E4 .36 42 40 .29 .52 .69 1.00
E5 37 .39 44 .38 .56 .62 .64
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E8

F1

F2

F3

F4

F6

F7

F8

F10

S1

S2

S4

S5

S6

S7

S8

S9

S10

S11

S12

El

E2

18

.30

.28

.30

.25

.32

.29

.29

12

E5

-31

44

22

.38

.38

40

37

37

.39

44

.38

.56

.62

.16

31

19

.29

.30

43

27

.28

A1

ES

-.24

18

.16

.10

12

14

12

18

.16

13

12

37

.39

13

.34

21

27

.29

.36

32

.30

.09

F1

-.23

.30

24

.32

.30

.33

.33

.30

31

34

.25

18

.30

12

.25

13

.20

.29

32

29

24

.07

F2

-.26

21

.26

.23

21

.20

22

.28

19

21

13

21

.36
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37

18

21

21

19

.23

24

13

A7

F3

-.27

.25

.30

.34

.30

27

.26

.30

.29

27

.20

21

32

.39

.30

.36

.32

.23

.35

27

.26

.25

F4

-.18

21

21

.32

24

.29

.30

.25

.30

.29

.29

19

.23

.38

.30

.26

.30

.28

.33

34

21

A7

F6

-.28

23

.25

41

.29

.36

.35

.32

43

.36

.32

.23

.35



E4 .64 .38 .30 .26 .30 .28 .33

E5 1.00 .38 .33 31 .33 27 .33
E8 .38 1.00 .16 22 19 .09 27
F1 33 .16 1.00 .60 72 .76 .67
F2 31 22 .60 1.00 .65 47 .56
F3 33 19 72 .65 1.00 .61 72
F4 27 .09 .76 A7 .61 1.00 .58
F6 33 27 .67 .56 72 .58 1.00
F7 32 .16 .69 .52 .61 .70 .56
F8 27 .06 .61 45 57 .61 54
F10 14 12 43 54 45 .38 .39
F7 F8 F10
S1 -21 -21 -.15
S2 .29 .23 .08
S4 22 a7 18
S5 32 27 13
S6 .28 .26 .10
S7 32 .29 12
S8 33 .25 14
S9 .29 .29 12
S10 27 .28 A1
S11 .32 .30 .09
S12 .29 24 .07
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El

E2

E4

E5

E8

F1

F2

F3

F4

F6

F7

F8

F10

24

27

.34

.32

.16

.69

52

.61

.70

.56

1.00

.53

34

A3

.26

21

27

.06

.61

45

57

.61

54

.53

1.00

.25

A7

.25

A7

14

12

43

.54

45

.38

.39

34

.25

1.00
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