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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to identify attituttesard dating a person who stutters (PWS) held by
college students. One hundred and thirty-two gellstudents responded to a 19-item questionnaire.
Survey items included questions about participdatsiliarity with persons who stutter, family and/o
personal history of stuttering, knowledge of stutig behaviors, beliefs about the cause of stultgri
whether they would date a person who stuttersfactdrs that would influence their decision to date
or not date a PWS. Results indicated that appraeinm&0 percent of respondents stated they would
date a person who stuttered. Approximately hathefparticipants were unsure if they would date a
PWS and would base their decision on the persgnaétverity of stuttering, the physical attractigss
and intelligence of the PWS. Findings suggestah&tast three of the four factors cited by pgraats
as important in their decision to date someone sthtiers can, to varying degrees, be modified by th
PWS (i.e., personality, stuttering severity, angesggance). These are potential treatment outcome
goals for many PWS and should be explored by tleatchnd clinician as part of the process of
therapeutic change.

Introduction

Stuttering is a speech disorder that occurs a@aibssltures, in which the normal flow of
speech is disrupted (ASHA, 2009; Daniels, 2008)tt&ing affects over three million people in the
United States, roughly one percent of the poputaigloodstein & Bernstein Ratner, 2008). Several
types of disfluencies such as repetitions, proltinga, and blocks characterize stuttered speech.
Unusual facial and body movements, referred teceasrglary behaviors, are associated with stuttering
(Bloodstein & Bernstein Ratner, 2008). Stuttenngy also affect interpersonal relationships and
reminds us that intervention is not just with tleegon who stutters (PWS), but also with all people
within his/her communication network (Klein & Hoo2D04; Shapiro, 1999; Sheehan, 1970). Shapiro
(1999) notes that this communication network contiude spouses, girlfriends, and boyfriends.
Studies suggest that many PWS view their stutteatngn obstacle to forming relationships and often
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makes it difficult for them to talk to members bétopposite sex (Hayhow, Cray & Enderby, 2002;
Klompas & Ross, 2004). In fact, one survey ingggion conducted by Shears & Jensema (1969)
reported that adults who stutter were rated aslsigitmarriage partners by only seven percent of
respondents (all of whom were non-stutterers). ddwoer, it has been reported that although PWS are
thought to have minimal disadvantage during thiailphases of relationships, they are viewed as
having greatly diminished opportunities for suceldeng-term romantic relationships (Zhang,
Saltuklaroglu, Hough & Kalinowski, 2009). Howevethers have suggested that PWS have the
potential for full and satisfying intimate relatsinps (Boberg & Boberg, 1990; Linn & Caruso, 1998).

Yaruss (1998) underscored the potential social lcapdassociated with stuttering such as
inhibited participation in social activities likating. Indeed, Shapiro (1999) stated that, “stinite
affects the emotions and dreams of all memberseotdbmmunication system within which a person
who stutters communicates” (p. 27). Thus, for s&WS, the desire to establish loving relationships
are, to varying degrees, thwarted by legitimatpesceived barriers associated with stuttered speech

Persons who stutter often develop strong emotimmard, and thought processes about, their
stuttering (Craig, Blumgart, & Tran, 2009). Impotly, Silverman (1992) stated that the degree to
which persons who stutter are handicapped willdterthined, in part, by their beliefs concerning the
impact of the disorder on them; those beliefs ertainties” can cause PWS to limit their activities
Manning (2009) speaks cogently about cliniciangstisg persons who stutter “live life in a broader
and deeper manner as we help them in becomingu/cksnot only from their speech but from a life
of restricted decision making” (p. 289). Thus,rdpeutic change in stuttering intervention musb als
focus on changes in the thought processes anadatsiiof PWS.

Attitude and belief change have been shown to beessful in reducing severity of stuttering
in PWS (Bennett, 2006; Bloom & Cooperman, 1999; Mag, 2009; Silverman, 1992). An example
of such attitude and belief change is asking theSR\W to assume that a person with normal speech
will not want to date someone who stutters (Sihamnil992). Some college students who stutter with
whom we have worked have cited their stuttering agjor factor in the dissolution of dating
relationships, stating further that their stuttgrand their efforts to avoid stuttering “got in thay of
their relationship.” Based on this experienceytbiéen assume that “no one will want to date ttiem.
Thus, testing of these assumptions by the collagdest who stutters can be an important part of
intervention. It also seems important that clians challenge the attitudes of those individuathiwi
the communication networks of the college studemb stutters (i.e., fellow college students) in an
effort to identify prevailing positive and negatiattitudes toward PWS. Therefore, the purposaisf t
study was to examine opinions held by college sitedabout dating a PWS.

Method

Participants

The participants in this study consisted of 132egm junior and senior students (66 females
and 66 males; mean age: 22.4 yrs, range: 19.5/rs34vho attended a large public university in the
South-Atlantic region of the United States. Studewvere randomly selected from class sections of a
career planning course offered for upperclassmémeatniversity. Sixty-three of the students were
seniors and 59 were juniors. Participant inclusioteria were as follows, (a) undergraduate caleg
student, (b) pursuing a college major other thanroanication sciences and disorders, and (c) a
person who did not stutter. The academic majothettudents included, business/economcs (27),
liberal arts (23), education (22), social scien@d9, health professions (17), natural science} @&l
performing arts (9). With regard to their maritedtss, three students reported that they were etarri
and two indicated they were divorced. Over halfhef participants (60%) were residents of the mregio
(i.e., Delaware, District of Columbia, Florida, Gg@, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia)
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Informed consent was obtained from all participg@sthe policies of the university. Students were
not paid for their participation in the study.

Procedure

A 19-item survey questionnaire was develdpedhe purpose of this study (see Appendix A).
Portions of the questionnaire were adapted from Barsel and associates’ (1999) survey of public
awareness of stuttering among a European populatidre first six survey questions pertained to
participant background information (e.g., age, @ndollege major, year in college, marital statnd
state of residence). The remaining thirteen gorestems were designed to determine: (1)
participants’ level of familiarity with persons wistutter; (2) if they had a family history of string;
(3) any personal history of stuttering; (4) thawokledge of stuttering behaviors; (5) their beliefs
about the cause of stuttering; (6) if they wergenity dating or had ever dated a person who sfjtte
(7) if they had dated a person who stuttered, wh\thte relationship end; (8) if they would date a
person who stutters; and (9) those factors thaldvofluence their decision to date or not date/&?

A total of 150 questionnaires were distributed antigipants over two days at an on campus
classroom location. The survey was administerethéyuthors to groups of no more than twenty
students at a time. The students were told thgtwese participating in an informational survey on
stuttering and instructed to answer all of the tjaasaire items. The students were allowed to ask
clarifying questions prior to beginning the survEgllowing the return of all 150 surveys, the autho
reviewed each questionnaire for completeness artitipant eligibility. Questionnaires were
considered incomplete and excluded from the stdygy participant background information (e.g.,
age, major) or responses to questionnaire items messing. Returned questionnaires were also
excluded from the study if participants did not treeinclusion criteria. Out of the 150
guestionnaires distributed and returned to thesitigators, 18 did not meet inclusion criteria aretav
eliminated. Therefore, 132 surveys (88%) were use¢le present study.

Data Analysis

Participants’ responses to the questionnaire werepgd into five categories: familiarity with
PWS and family history of stuttering, knowledgebehaviors that constitute stuttering, opinionstomn t
causes of stuttering, willingness to date a PWSfactors that would influence the decision to date
not date a PWS. The findings are reported as igdiser statistics under each category.

Results
Familiarity with Persons Who Stutter and Family Hisry of Stuttering

The majority of participants (92.4%) knew somewm® stutters. As seen in Table 1, nearly
three-quarters of respondents knew between onévanBWS. Fewer participants (12.8%) reported
having a family history of stuttering; as displayedable 2; male relatives were most frequently
identified by participants as the family memberhaathistory of stuttering.
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Table 1. Participants’ level of familiarity with persons wistutter

Number of Persons
Who Stutter Known By

. Number of Participants (N = 122 out of 132)]
Participants

One to Two Persons 47
Three to Five Persong 55
Six to Eight Persons 9

Nine or More Persons 11

Table 2. Participants’ reported family history of stutterifg = 17 out of 132). Participants were
allowed to identify more than one family membeappropriate.

Family Member Who Number of
Stutters Participants
Father 16
Grandfather 12
Brother 11
Sister 7
Mother
Uncle 4
Niece/Nephew/Cousin 4

Behaviors That Constitute Stuttering

The participants were asked to list those featordmhaviors that constitute stuttering. The
guestion was framed broadly as ‘What happens whearson stutters?’ in order to allow respondents
to list a range of features, from motor behavioraffective reactions. As shown in Table 3, rejmeti
of words was listed by all participants as a betyxaticomponent of stuttering, while sound repatitio
and blocks were also identified by the majoritycoliege students as behavioral features of the
disorder. None of the students specifically ligiadase repetitions or sound prolongations among the
core behaviors of stuttering. The students wese elear in their view that secondary behaviorsewer
also features of stuttering by stating that someSP@bse their eyes” or “move parts of their body”
during moments of stuttering. Only a few respornsléisted affective responses or feelings
experienced by the PWS in their descriptions dtetung behaviors (e.g., ‘Become embarrassed’).
Based on these findings, it is clear that the sitgdsaw repetitions and blocks as constitutingriagr
features of what persons who stutter do when theies.
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Table 3. Participants’ listing of behaviors that constitstattering.

Behaviors of People Wh Number of Participants
Stutter
Repeat words 132
Repeat sounds 120
Stop talking/Block/Get 108
‘stuck’

Close their eyes 83
Move parts of their body 53
Stray off topic/Lose theil 3

train of thought

Become embarrassed 2

Opinions on the Causes of Stuttering

Participants were allowed to provide more thanamawver to the question, ‘What do you think
causes stuttering?’ The students’ responses wasteckd into three categories---psychological cguse
organic causes, and other causes. Over one-hstiidénts (i.e., 74) felt that the cause of stinter
was psychological in nature (e.g., nervousnessgypemotional trauma, lack of confidence).
Additionally, sixty students believed the originstéittering was organic in nature (e.g.,
neurological/physiological, heredity/genetics, sgremotor control problems such as the speaker
talking too fast).

Would You Date a Person Who Stutters?

Only three of the college participants in the st(@yemales and 1 male) stated that they had
dated a PWS. None of the three students werelatiag relationship with a PWS at the time of the
survey. Of the three students, two reported tigit telationship with a PWS lasted five months. A
third student stated that her relationship endest afx months. Only one of these students cited
stuttering as a factor in the dissolution of thérdarelationship, stating “He was too hung up loa t
negative aspects of his stuttering and this maeedfationship difficult.”

Among those students who had not dated a PWS, 88ig22 males, 28 females) indicated
they would date a PWS, whereas 12 percent of tlests (10 females, 6 males) stated they would not
date a PWS. The other 50 percent of the particip@% males, 32 females) responded that they did no
know whether or not they would date a PWS.

As a follow up to the question ‘Would you date asp& who stutters?,’ all participants were
asked to provide an explanation for their ansvilgrose factors students cited as influencing their
decision to date or not date a PWS are listedrik-cader (from most to least frequent responses) in
Table 4 and Table 5. College students who staigtthiey would not date a person who stutters
revealed that their reluctance was related to tssipility of becoming impatient or angry with the
PWS'’s inability to convey their message fluentigncern about being personally embarrassed in front
of others by the PWS'’s stuttering, or experiendifficulty understanding the PWS'’s speech during
moments of stuttering. Participants respondirag tihey would or might date a PWS reported the
deciding factors to be personality characterisststtering severity, physical attractiveness vel®f
intelligence.
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Table 4.Factors influencing college students’ decisiondtedr not date a PWS (Rank-ordered from
most frequent to least frequent responses). Theeuof students offering each explanation is
reported.

‘NO, | Would Not Date a PWS.” N=16 ‘YES, | Would a Date PWS.’ N=50
Determining Factors Determining Factors
Impatience with or Anger at PW&-13 Personality of the PWB=43
Potential for Embarrassmemt 13 Stuttering Severity (Mild O.K.h=41
Difficulty Understanding PWS’s Speeok 11§ Appearance/Physical Attractivenass37
Would Find the Condition Humorouns-8 Level of Intelligence of the PWiS=35
Would probably not be compatible with a PRVSIf love was involved, stuttering would not
n=>5 matter.n=12

Table 5.Explanatory statements from participants who wersuee if they would date a PWS. The
number of students offering these explanationsdated.

Explanatory StatementsN=66

‘It would depend on his/her personality. If he/$tael a great personality, | would likely go
with him/her.’n=66

‘If the stuttering was not too severe/extrenme61

‘If he/she were attractive, | might give it a trp=58

‘If they were intelligent, | would probably not @about the stutteringi=51

‘You can’t judge a person by the way he/she comgataes so, | might give it a chance=12

‘If I could help him/her with the stutteringi=5

‘If they were not hung up on their speech diffigulin=2

Discussion

College life represents a time of transition forstnstudents. For some students, college provides
them with an opportunity to “remake” themselves drsttard their high school image. Others, while in
college, will experience their first intense romamelationship, with the associated joy or “heart
break.” In the present study of college studemtsst of whom knew a person who stutters,
examination of the question, ‘Would you date a pensho stutters?’ revealed that only 12 percent of
students responded that they would not date a pevko stutters. Conversely, over one-third of
students surveyed stated that they would date a. PAISof the college students were uncertain, and
would base their decision on the personality, lefedtuttering severity, appearance, and intellogen
of the PWS.

How might these findings be useful for some collsggglents who stutter who anticipate rejection
and, consequently, rarely attempt to get a datefeast three of the factors cited by college stisias
important in their decision to date a PWS (i.erspaality, stuttering severity, appearance) might b
modified by the PWS in conjunction with the clirsinias part of the therapeutic process.
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Specifically, with regard to personality, the cgkestudent who stutters could be encouraged to
present himself/herself in a manner which suggéstg possess a good self-concept and demonstrate a
sense of humor. Bloom and Cooperman (1999) nateafthough some people are naturally assertive
and self-confident, becoming assertive and selfident can be accomplished by all people. They
provide examples of ways PWS can attain self-cemnft@ through group practices, assuming
responsibility, recognizing strengths and weakressad learning to look at the positive sides of
stuttering. It might also be useful for the collesgjedent who stutters to develop or emphasize their
sense of humor and judiciously exhibit that faddheir personality when interacting with others
(Manning, 2009, p. 30). It has been reported it and women with a sense of humor are
considered more attractive than those who lackaesef humor (Cann, Calhoun, & Banks, 1997).

The college students in the present study statddhk severity of an individual’s stuttering would
also influence their decision to date/not date pleason. Most students reported that they wowddl fe
more comfortable dating a person with ‘mild’ stuttg. This finding seems to be underscored by
Gabel (2006) who reported that individuals whotstunildly are perceived more positively than those
who are severe; additionally, Manning, Burlisong 8maxton (1999) found that untrained listeners
rated a speaker who produced mild levels of sintienore positively than when he spoke using
stuttering modification techniques. Likewise, Suand Healey (2002) suggested that listeners
reported more positive comments about speech sartiéecontained less frequent instances of
stuttering.

The students in the current investigation werepmovided an opportunity by the researchers to
define, describe, or give an example of stuttesiengrity. However, we conjecture that in view of
students’ listing of the behaviors that constitsttgttering, it is likely their definition of stuttieg
severity was based primarily on overt behaviorhsassound and word repetitions and blocks.
Furthermore, it is possible that the students im ¢study equated amount of stuttering with severity
stuttering. We should also not overlook the possiiihat some participants based their views of
stuttering severity on images gathered from medr&rqyals of PWS rather than actual individuals
who stutter. Johnson (2008) stated that the p@isaof characters on film and television haverofte
pandered to the public's basic ideas of stutteaamdjthus have been stereotypical, unrealisticaand
times even derogatory. Still, stuttering sevestgetermined both by the amount a person studteds
the degree of negative consequence stutteringhagperson’s life (Silverman, 1992; Yaruss, 1998).

Guitar (2006) stated that severity reflects an a@npression that listeners may have when they
listen to a person who stutters. Listeners cam fibrese impressions of the severity of stuttering
exhibited by a person based on factors such asdrexy and duration of stuttering (see also Susca &
Healey, 2002). As severity of stuttering has bieeimd to be negatively correlated with listener
attitudes toward PWS (Collins & Blood, 1988; Defoylordan, 1988; Gabel, 2006; Panico, Healey,
Brouwer, & Susca, 2005; Susca & Healey, 2002; Taugih, Guitar & Hoffman, 1979), addressing it
as a therapy goal may yield results for collegdestis who stutter. Additionally, future studies htig
examine how naive listeners, in the absence ofiaitilen, actually form their impressions of
stuttering severity and how they define ‘mild,’ ‘derate,’ or ‘severe’ stuttering. That is, are thei
impressions of stuttering severity based on agaedons who stutter or is some other metric used
(e.g., their most vivid recollections of someoneythknow/knew, met, grew up with, or to whom they
were related)?

The literature suggests that stuttering therapylshioot focus narrowly on reducing the frequency
of stuttering alone; but also more holisticallytomw well the client communicates and begins to view
himself/herself as an agent of change (Gabel, 2B@&ico, Manning & Levitt, 2009a; 2009b; Susca
& Healey, 2002). A holistic approach to reducstgttering severity in college students could idelu
targeting the overt stuttering behavior itself, nifigidg the reactions of others to the behavior,/and
modifying the person who stutters’ attitude towstattering. In addressing reducing the overt
stuttering behavior as part of one holistic apphdactreatment, Silverman (1992) stated:
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“..by helping a client eliminate behaviors thatwcduring his or her moments of stuttering, you
are likely to reduce the negative reactions frastehers to the stuttering and, thereby, reduce the
client’s desire to avoid or conceal it. This inrtushould result in a further reduction in stutigri
severity (assuming that the desire to concealestatf tends to increase its severity) and a further
reduction in negative reactions from listeners, smdorth.” (p. 196).

Proactive approaches that college students whiestign take to modify the reactions of others to
their dysfluency include acknowledging or adventistheir stuttering. For example, Collins and Blood
(1990) reported that women are open to interadtitig males who stutter and who acknowledge their
stuttering, even if the level of stuttering is seveFinally, when addressing appearance as agdatin
consideration, college students who stutter caanoeuraged to dress attractively, and be well-
groomed.

These are potential treatment outcome goals folyroallege students who stutter and should
be explored by the client and clinician. For ex@mm our stuttering treatment program for college
students, we utilize social communication actigitrgth dating as a topic focus. Within this coriex
we focus on the positive attributes of the studeartd work with them to identify and list reasortsyw
someone might want to date them (e.g., ‘I havesatgense of humor’, ‘Il am athletic’, ‘l am
intelligent’, ‘l am a caring person’). Simulatiortavities in which our college clients who stuttete
play striking up a conversation with a male or fear(@e have employed students from the theater
department to play the role of the ‘object of ietdf in these activities) and ask the person foate,
have been effective in increasing their confideewel.

In summary it, appears that contrary to the belifsome college students who stutter, their
peers are conditionally open to the idea of datipgrson who stutters. Most of their peers are
attracted to those personal qualities that allsodeek in a potential mate and seek compatibilithe
areas of personality, pleasant appearance, hesdlihyde and intellect. Stuttering does not havbe
a barrier to the formation of longstanding romansiationships as is demonstrated by the realay th
many persons who stutter are happily married teqres who do and do not stutter.
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Appendix A

Survey Questionnaire Items

1. Have you ever met a person who stutters (Not a reewifbyour family)?

2. If you answered ‘yes’ to Question # 1, how manyspas have you known that stuttered?
3. Is there anyone in your family who stutters?

4. If yes, what is the relationship of this family mieen to you?

5. Do you stutter?

6. What happens when a person stutters?

7. What do you think causes stuttering?

8. Are you currently dating or have you ever date@is@n who stutters?

No

| am currently dating a person who stutters
| used to date a person who stutters

9. If you used to date a person who stutters, how thdghe relationship last and why did it end?
10.Would you date a person who stutters?

Yes No | do not know if you would datesaspn who stutters

11.1f you answered ‘yes’ to Question # 10, pleasedatdi why.
12.1f you answered ‘no’ to Question # 10, please iatkovhy.

13.1f you answered ‘I do not know’ to Question # 1(:gse indicate what factors would influence
you to date a person who stutters.




