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Research into Second Language Anxiety (SLA) has largely focused on second-

language learners rather than immigrants. However, living in an environment where 

the target language (TL) is the language of everyday communication may constitute a 

significant source of anxiety that generalises beyond the language classroom 

(Pappamihiel, 2001; Rose, 2008, Woodrow, 2006). This study explored SLA across 

different social contexts in a sample of 190 adult immigrants from Latin America to 

Australia who spoke Spanish as their first language (L1) and English as their second 

language (L2). The aims were to (a) investigate the presence and severity of SLA 

among L2 long-term immigrants, and (b) examine sources of individual differences in 

SLA. Results indicated that SLA exists among L2 immigrants at moderate, high and 

very high levels, and that levels of anxiety vary significantly across social contexts. 

Self-perceived L2 proficiency was found to be the strongest predictor of SLA followed 

by extroversion and age, with higher scores on all three variables associated with 

lower SLA. Gender, education level, duration of residency in Australia, and emotional 

stability did not predict SLA in any of the contexts. These findings suggest that SLA is 

a significant problem for adult immigrants, permeating most aspects of their everyday 

lives. Practical implications and recommendations for future research are discussed. 
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Second Language Anxiety among Latino American immigrants in Australia 

 

Introduction 

Second language anxiety (SLA) refers to the specific anxiety (emotional, cognitive 

and physiological symptoms) arising from the process of learning and communicating 

in a second or foreign language. It is considered to be a situation-specific-type anxiety 

uniquely provoked by using a less dominant language (L2) and not simply a case of 

general anxiety transferred to the language classroom or to bilingual situations 

(Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope, 1986). 

  To date, research into SLA has focused on high school and university 

students learning a second language as part of their curriculum or for cultural, 

educational, or commercial reasons (Horwitz, 2010). In contrast, there has been no 

systematic investigation of SLA among immigrants, despite the fact that they 

constitute a large part of the permanent bilingual population and must function in 

their less dominant language on a daily basis to survive psychologically, socially, 

and economically (Imberti, 2007; Rose, 2008). However, it has been reported 

through case studies and clinical observations that many adult immigrants suffer 

from anxiety specifically related to communicating in their less dominant language 

(e.g., De Zuleta, 1990; Imberty, 2007; Bigdali, 2007) and as a result, communicate 

less (Noels, Pon and Clement, 1996), use fewer social, medical, and mental health 

services, and tend to isolate themselves (Griffith and Villavicencio, 1985; Jones 

Diaz, 2003). These findings highlight the need for more information regarding the 

extent and nature of SLA in adult L2 immigrants.  

The purpose of the present study was to systematically investigate SLA among 

adult immigrants and to contribute to the limited body of evidence on this topic. This 
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investigation is based on theory and research in the field of applied linguistics 

(language learning), where most findings on SLA have been generated.  

Second and Foreign Language Learning Anxiety 

Linguists distinguish between second language (SL) - when the target language is also 

the majority language (e.g., Spanish person learning English in Australia) and foreign 

language (FL) - when the target language differs from the local language (e.g., 

Spanish person learning English in Spain) (Perez-Firmat, 2003). Following this 

classification, anxiety is investigated as Second Language anxiety (SLA) or Foreign 

Language anxiety  (FLA) depending on the context where the anxiety is experienced. 

In the present report, the expression SLA/FLA will be used except when specifically 

referring to FLA experienced by students in the classroom or to SLA experienced 

outside the classroom or by immigrants.  

Anxiety related to learning a FL/SL can have debilitating effects and has been 

identified as one of the most important predictors of language learning and 

performance (Zhang and Zhong, 2012). Importantly, students who are generally calm 

in classroom situations may still feel anxious when learning an L2 (MacIntyre, 1995; 

Horwitz et al., 1986). FLA/SLA is said to stem from threats to the person’s self-

concept as a ‘competent communicator, intelligent, socially-adept individual, 

sensitive to different socio-cultural mores’ (Horwitz et al., 1986, p.146).  

Communicating in a less dominant language may involve both internal and 

external threats. Internally, adult L2 users are aware of their linguistic limitations and 

the discrepancies between their L1 and L2 communication capabilities (Rose, 2008). 

For instance, they may have sophisticated thoughts and ideas or humour they want to 

share, but a less sophisticated L2 vocabulary in which to express them (Bialystok, 

2008; MacIntyre and Gardner, 1991). Externally, they may perceive others to be 
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critical, and fear being perceived as unintelligent, uninteresting, or incompetent when 

they have difficulties in communicating in their L2 (Rose, 2008). This inability to 

accurately represent themselves in social interactions in L2 may ‘challenge the 

individual’s self-concept and perception of authenticity leading to reticence, self- 

consciousness, and anxiety’ (Horwitz, 1986, p.128).  

Foreign and second language anxiety have been found to be negatively linked 

to language course final grades (Horwitz, 1986; 2001), vocabulary production 

(MacIntyre and Gardner, 1991), quantity and quality of speech production (Steinberg 

and Horwitz, 1986), willingness to use the L2 when the opportunity arises (MacIntyre, 

Dornyei, Clement, and Noels, 1998), self-ratings of L2 proficiency (MacIntyre, Noels, 

and Clement, 1997), and oral performance (Woodrow, 2006).  

Research into FLA has been extended to SLA, indicating that living in an 

environment where the target language is also the language of everyday 

communication generates anxiety beyond the language classroom. Interaction with 

native speakers, such as interactions in the mainstream classroom, during breaks, 

with school personnel or outside school, is rated as the most anxiety provoking 

activity by second language learners (Pappamihiel, 2001; Rose, 2008; Woodrow, 

2006) and many students avoid these interactions, withdrawing from peers and 

remaining silent in class, in order to cope with anxiety. These findings highlight the 

linguistic power imbalance and the loss of control over socio-cultural and linguistic 

parameters for peer relations that students experience when learning the target 

language away from home (Pappamihiel, 2001).  

Dewaele, Petride, and Furham (2008) reported the first study investigating the 

SLA of adult L2 users in the community. Participants (n = 464) were adult 

multilinguals, highly educated  and working in a language-related profession (e.g., 
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translators), who indicated high levels of L2 self-reported proficiency. Participants’ 

SLA was assessed in five different social contexts such as on the phone or at work. 

Sources of individual variation in SLA were also investigated by examining the 

effects of trait emotional intelligence (EI) and socio-biographical variables on SLA. 

Participants reported significantly higher anxiety when speaking in their L2 

compared to L1 across all contexts, except when speaking with friends. Marked 

individual differences emerged, indicating that SLA was lower for participants who 

were (a) higher in EI, (b) reported higher L2 competence, and (c) were older. 

However, there were no significant effects of sex and education level on SLA. It 

must be noted that this was a highly specific sample (i.e., people working in language 

related professions) and it is unclear whether they were immigrants or not; caution is 

needed when applying these findings to immigrant populations. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that SLA may pose a significant problem for adult 

bilinguals past the L2 learning stage, even for those who are highly fluent. Arguably, 

the experience of the adult L2 immigrant is close to the experience of the second 

language learner, with the potential for SLA extending beyond the fifty-minute 

language class and examinations into most other transactions of everyday life, 

includingwork, doctor visits, and shopping. This  makes the exposure to the anxiety 

provoking stimulus (i.e., communication in L2) more constant (Rose, 2008).  

Continuing interaction with native speakers further stresses the inequality in 

the linguistic status of the interlocutor (Ceroz, 2008). For the L2 immigrant, ‘linguistic 

competence’ goes beyond phonology, morphology, and lexicon to require 

sociocultural competence, and a social or cultural error in communication can be far 

more anxiety provoking than a linguistic error in the language classroom (Ceroz, 

2008).  
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Individual Differences in Foreign and Second Language Anxiety (FLA/SLA) 

Individuals’ reactions to language learning can vary widely; while some students 

experience intense anxiety, others experience moderate anxiety or no anxiety at all 

(Horwitz, 2001). One obvious factor affecting FSL/SLA is an individual’s self-

perceived competence in speaking their L2 (Donovan and MacIntyre, 2005; 

Dewaele, 2008), which tends to be a good predictor of actual proficiency (MacIntyre, 

et al., 1997; Noels and Clement, 1996). There is also evidence that FLA/SLA is 

related to age, with anxiety diminishing as age increases (Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, and 

Daley, 1999). In contrast, levels of education (Dewaele et al., 2008) appear to be 

unrelated to FLA/SLA and the evidence  supporting the relationship between gender 

and FLA/SLA is inconclusive.  For instance, while Dewaele (2002, 2007) found no 

gender difference, Abu-Rabia (2010) and Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014) found that 

female participants reported higher FLA/SLA.  

Recently, some researchers have begun to explore the impact of personality 

on FLA/SLA. It is well established that personality plays an important role in the 

experience of anxiety (Rachman, 1998) as well as in interpersonal communication 

(Eynseck and Eynseck, 1979). For example, extroverts tend to be sociable, talkative, 

and verbally fluent, whereas introverts tend to be reserved, quiet, and unassertive 

(Eynseck and Eynseck, 1979; Goldberg, 1992). People high in emotional stability 

tend to be calm, relaxed, and display low levels of emotional arousal, even in 

stressful situations (Engles, 2009). Conversely, people low in emotional stability tend 

to experience negative emotions such as sadness, worry, and anxiety and to interpret 

situations as threatening (Poropat, 2009). 
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Dewaele (2002) studied the link between extroversion, emotional stability, 

psychoticism and FLA in a group of 100 Flemish L2 learners. Students who scored 

higher in extroversion and psychoticism scored lower in FLA; emotional stability 

had no significant effect on FLA. MacIntyre and Charos (1996) similarly found no 

link between emotional stability and FLA among university French L2 learners. 

Although these findings support the independent nature of FLA and trait anxiety 

proposed by Horwitz et al. (1986), it is clearly of interest to further examine 

individual differences that influence the experience of SLA.  

The Present Study 

Dewaele et al.’s (2008) investigation provided important preliminary evidence that 

language anxiety extends to those who are no longer formal language learners and is 

evident across a variety of personal and professional contexts. The present study 

sought to extend this pioneering work by examining SLA among a large sample of 

adult Latin-American immigrants to Australia who exist permanently in an L2 

environment. Similar to Dewaele et al. (2008), SLA was measured across different 

social contexts. In contrast to their study, participants were immigrants, were drawn 

from a wide variety of professional backgrounds (not just language-related) and had 

a range of levels of L2 proficiency.  

Aims of the present study  

The aims of our study were (1) to provide data regarding the existence and severity 

of SLA among L2 adult immigrants, and (2) to explore individual differences in 

SLA.  Specifically we were interested in the following research questions: 

1. Does second language anxiety exist among adult immigrants? 

2. How severe is second language anxiety among immigrants? 
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3.  To what extent is second language anxiety among adult immigrants related 

to demographic variables such as age, gender, and level of education? 

4. What is the relationship between SLA and self-rated L2 competence? 

5. To what extent is second language anxiety among adult immigrants related to 

personality variables such as extroversion/introversion and emotional 

stability/neuroticism? 

Hypotheses 

Based on the research explored above, it was predicted that: 

a. Participants would report significantly more anxiety in their oral communication 

in English than in Spanish; 

b.  Based on Dewaele et al.’s (2008) findings regarding situational influences on 

SLA, participants would be equally anxious in L1 and L2 when speaking with 

friends, but significantly more anxious when speaking in L2 with strangers, at 

work, on the phone, and in public, all of which may be perceived as more 

threatening environments; 

c.  The findings would replicate Dewaele et al. (2008) in showing (1) no effects of 

gender, (2) no effects of level of education, and (3) a reduction of SLA with age;  

d. Regarding the overall measure of SLA across all contexts, anxiety would be 

lower for participants who reported higher self-rated L2 competence; and 

e. Participants higher in extroversion would present lower levels of SLA and that 

emotional stability would not have a significant effect on levels of SLA.  
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Method 

Participants 

Participants were 219 Spanish-English bilinguals from Latin American countries 

(147 females and 72 males) aged 21 to 73 years (M = 39; SD = 11.5) who spoke 

Spanish as their first and dominant language, were immigrants to Australia (i.e., not 

tourists, temporary workers or students, or L2 learners), and arrived in Australia at 

least one year prior to the commencement of the study, aged at least 20 years. 

Participants were recruited by snowball sampling (Hoyle, Harris, & Judd, 2002); 

announcements were displayed in the Griffith Univeristy web site and online social 

media targeting Latin America groups (e.g., “Latinos en Australia”); and emails were 

sent to contacts of the author’s social network. In addition, SLASA (Spanish and 

Latin American Association for Social Assistance) was contacted to advertise the 

survey and face-to-face contact was made with Latin American churches and soccer 

clubs.  With regard to educational background, 9% had Higher than University 

Degree, 65% University Degree, 11% Diploma, 7 % Certificate, 7% High School, 

and 1% Primary School. Sixty nine percent of participants reported speaking Spanish 

at home, 28% English, 2% both. Ninety per cent of working participants spoke 

English at work, 3% Spanish, and 7% both while 86% spoke Spanish every day 

(mostly at home) and 14% only weekly. Most participants rated themselves as having 

moderate to high proficiency  in speaking  (92%), comprehending (92%), reading 

(85%), and writing (89%) the L2. Participants’ mean score in Emotional Stability 

was 32 (SD=7.32) and in Extroversion was 32.6 (SD=6.71). 
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Materials 

The survey comprised two questionnaires: the Bilingualism and Emotions 

Questionnaire (BEQ; Dewaele and Pavlenko, 2003) and the 50-Item Set of 

International Personality Item Pool Big-Five Factor Markers (IPIP-BFFM; 

International Personality Item Pool). As these instruments were originally developed 

in English they were translated into Spanish and back-translated to English following 

Noels, Pon and Clement’s (1996) method to accommodate those respondents who 

could not read English or who preferred to answer in their first language. 

 

Demographic information 

Participants were asked a series of demographic questions including gender, age, 

country of birth, age at arrival in Australia, ethnic group, language spoken at home 

and at work, occupation, current city of residence, email address (optional), and 

educational level. Educational level was measured on a scale of 1 (primary school) to 

6 (postgraduate studies).  

 

Language use  

To obtain background information on the use of L2 and L1, participants were asked 

‘How often do you speak English/Spanish?’ and provided with the following 

options:1= Every Day, 2= Every Week, 3=Every Month. 

  Bilingualism and Emotions Questionnaire (BEQ)  

The BEQ was developed by Dewaele and Pavlenko (2003) to investigate 

multilingualism in up to 5 languages. It contains 34 questions grouped in three parts 

related to background information (e.g., age, gender), linguistic information (e.g., self-

rated language proficiency, frequency of use of each language) and language and 
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emotions (e.g., feeling of anxiety, language preference expression of deepest feelings). 

A modified version of the BEQ was used for  the present study to askparticipants about 

two languages (Spanish and English) instead of five languages as in the original (L1-

L5).  

Second language anxiety (SLA) 

 This 5-item scale (a=.91) was a closed question from the BEQ tapping into five 

different contexts where the L2 is used. The question read ‘How Anxious are you 

when speaking in your L2 (English) with different people in different situations 

(a)with friends, (b) with strangers, (c) at work, (d) on the phone, (e) in public’ ? 

Participants were provided with a response scale of one ( “Not at all Anxious”) to 

five (“Extremely Anxious”).  This measure was used in two different ways: as 

individual measures of anxiety in each context (AnxietyFriends, AnxietyStrangers, 

AnxietyWork, AnxietyPhone, and AnxietyPublic; lowest possible score 1; highest 

possible score 5) and as a measure of total anxiety by adding the participants’ scores 

in each context (TotalSLA; lowest possible score 5; highest possible score 25). In the 

present study, the alpha coefficient for this measure was .88. 

First language anxiety (FirstLA) 

  To measure anxiety in L1,the same question as for SLA was asked again using the 

same five point scale.  Cronbach’s alpha reported by Dewaele and Pavlenko (2003) 

for the five items was .88; in the present study alpha coefficient =.79. 

L2 self-perceived competence  

Self-report competence in English was measured through 5-point Likert scales from 

the BEQ ranging from 1 (minimal) to 5 (maximal). The question reads ‘On the scale 

from 1 (least proficient) to 5 (fully proficient) how do you rate yourself in USING 

the English language? (a) speaking English, (b) reading English, (c) writing English, 
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and (d) comprehending English.’     As the focus in this study was on skills related to 

oral communication, a self-perceived competence score was obtained by adding 

speaking and comprehension scores (lowest possible score 2; highest possible score 

10).  

 

International Personality Item Pool Big-Five Factor Markers (IPIP – BFFM)  

The 50-Item Set of IPIP -BFFM (International Personality Item Pool, 2012) was used 

to measure personality. These five scales contain 10 items each, labelled 

Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability, and 

Intellect/Imagination, and particiants could score a minimum of 10 and a maximum 

of 50. The IPIP has reported the following alpha coefficients for each domain, 

Extraversion=.87 (In the present study a= .82); Emotional stability = .84 (In the 

present study a= .84), Agreeableness=.82; Conscientiousness=.79; and Intellect = 

.84. Although the whole inventory was administered to participants, only the 

Extroversion and Emotional Stability scale were used in this study. An item example 

for Extraversion is ‘talk to a lot of different people at parties’, and for Emotional 

Stability ‘I am relaxed most of the time’.  

Procedure   

Data were collected by means of paper-and-pencil and online questionnaires, both 

methods being equivalent (Hoyle, Harris and Judd, 2012). The survey was advertised 

as “The Experience of Bilingualism in Australia: Examining Latino Immigrants’ 

Attitudes to Speaking English as a Second Language”. The measures were pilot tested 

among 12 Spanish-English bilinguals from the first author’s social network who met 

the participation criteria. Its first page was printed in Spanish and included a welcome 

message, a brief description of the study, instructions on how to complete the survey, 
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and a link to ‘Consent and Information Page’ . The second page had the option to 

choose Spanish or English as the survey language. The survey took between 25 and 30 

minutes to complete. Completion of the questionnaire was anonymous and was not 

timed or supervised. All advertisements were published in Spanish and English 

following approval for the study from the university’s Human Research Ethics 

Committee. 

 

Design 

A repeated measures design was used in this study. To compare levels of language 

anxiety in English and Spanish, all participants were assigned to both languge 

conditions and data was analysed using  of  Wilcoxon Signed Rank Tests. In addition, 

to investigate and compare variation in levels of SLA and First language anxiety 

(FirstLA) across the five contexts, repeated measures ANOVAs were conducted with 

SLA and FirstLA as the DV and Context as the IV (five levels: speaking with friends, 

speaking with strangers, on the phone, in public, and at work). The DVs were 

measured (a) as a total score calculated by adding the scores of the scale’s five 

contexts, and (b) as individual scores on each of the five specific contexts. 

The relationship between participants’ individual differences and SLA were 

investigated  using simultaneous-entry multiple regression analyses with age, years of 

residency in Australia, education level, English proficiency, extraversion, and 

emotional stability as IVs and SLA as DV. Gender differences were analised using t-

tests. 

 

Results 
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All data were screened and analysed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences 

(SPSS). Surveys with missing data in relevant measures were discarded, leaving a total 

of 190 participants. From these 190 participants, 6 who did not complete the 

personality test were included only when the analysis did not pertain to the personality 

measures.  Due to the online nature of this sample collection it was not possible to 

estimate response rates; however, there was a 50% response rate from paper-and-

pencil surveys. 

 

Existence and Severity of SLA 

Frequencies of FirstLA and SLA scores reported by participants are displayed in 

Table 1, including percentages of endorsements of being Not at All Anxious to 

Extremely Anxious in all five contexts. In addition, to test the hypothesis that 

participants would experience higher levels of anxiety speaking their L2 than in their 

L1, scores of FirstLA and SLA were compared as a total and in each context. Due to 

severe violations of normality of FirstLA variable (with a majority of participants 

endorsing Not at All Anxious or A Little Anxious across the different contexts) 

nonparametric tests were used. A set of Wilcoxon Signed Rank Tests with 

Bonferroni correction (p = .01) indicated significantly higher anxiety in L2 than L1 

in general and individual contexts as shown in Table 2.  

    To investigate variation in levels of SLA across the five contexts, repeated 

measures ANOVAs were conducted. Scores in SLA measured for each individual 

context presented some degree of skewness (>+-3), except in the case of anxiety 

when speaking in public: however, it is known that ANOVA is robust to violations of 

normality, especially given large sample sizes (Howell, 2010). Since the assumption 

of sphericity was violated, the multivariate statistics are reported. Results indicated a 
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significant variation in levels of anxiety depending on the context in which English 

was used; Wilks’ Lambda=.34, F (4, 186) = 89.95, p< .001, multivariate ηp
2 = .66.  

Follow up paired-samples t-tests using Bonferroni correction (p = .005) were 

conducted. Speaking English with friends was significantly less anxiety provoking 

(M=1.51, SD=.05) than speaking English with strangers (M = 2.10, SD = .08), 

t(189) = -8.35, p <.001, d = -.61; at work (M =2.11, SD =.08), t(189) = -9.39, p 

<.001, d = -.68; on the phone (M = 2.5, SD = .09), t(189) = -12.84, p <.001, d = -

.93; or in public (M = 3.00, SD =.09), t(189) =18.67, p <.001, d = -1.35.  Although 

anxiety experienced while speaking English with strangers was not significantly 

different to anxiety experienced when speaking English at work, it was significantly 

lower than speaking English on the phone, t(189) = 6.45, p <.001, d = -.47; or in 

public, t (189) = -12.40, p <.001, d = -.90.  Anxiety experienced when speaking 

English at work was significantly lower than speaking English on the phone, t(189) = 

-5.96, p <.001, d=-.43 or in public, t(189) = -11.75, p < .001, d = -.85. Speaking 

English on the phone was less anxiety provoking that speaking English in public, 

t(189) = -7.00, p = <.001, d = -.50.  In summary, results showed that speaking 

English with friends was the least anxiety provoking activity and speaking English in 

public was the most anxiety provoking activity.  

 

Individual differences in SLA 

The relationship between SLA and gender was investigated using a between-groups t 

test. There were no significant differences in Total SLA score between females (M = 

11.51, SD = 4.47) and males (M = 10.70, SD = 4.41), t(188) =1.18, p = .241, n2 = 

.007.   
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The relations between SLA and age, years of residency in Australia, 

education level, English proficiency, extraversion, and emotional stability were 

investigated using simultaneous-entry multiple regression analyses. An evaluation of 

the specific assumptions of regression indicated that heteroscedasticity, linearity, and 

normality of residuals were violated but were later achieved by square root (sqrt) 

transformation of the following variables: Total SLA, anxiety speaking with friends, 

anxiety speaking with strangers, and anxiety speaking at work (Howell, 2010). 

 

 Individual differences in Total SLA  

A simultaneous-entry multiple regression was performed including the following 

independent variables: age, years of residency in Australia, education level, English 

proficiency, extraversion and emotional stability. Table 3 displays zero-order 

correlations between all variables.  

Results of the regression indicated that the model explained 49% of the 

variance in Total SLA, R2 = .49[.39, .59], F (6,177) = 28.70, p < .001.  Three 

variables emerged as significant, unique predictors of Total SLA; of these, English 

competence was the strongest predictor of Total SLA, followed by age, and 

extroversion. Specifically, Total SLA was lower among participants with higher 

English competence, as well as older participants, and those who were more 

extraverted. Table 4 displays the unstandardized regression coefficients (B), 

intercept, the standardized regression coefficients (β), the semi partial correlations 

(sr2), R2, and adjusted R2, means, and standard deviations. 

 

Individual differences in SLA in different contexts 
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A set of independent-samples t-tests was performed to compare the SLA scores for 

females and males in each of the five contexts of interest and found no gender 

differences in SLA in any of the five contexts; t’s (135,55) , p’s, d’s .011. 

Next, simultaneous-entry regression analysis (using the aforementioned 

predictors) was conducted to investigate SLA predictors in each individual context. 

The overall result indicated that only English competence was a strong predictor of 

SLA across all contexts and that extroversion and age were significant in some 

contexts. All remaining IVs did not predict SLA. Table 5 displays correlations 

between IVs and SLA in each context whereas Tables 6 to 10 show detailed 

regression statistics for each context including the B values, intercept, β values, sr2, 

R2, and adjusted R2. 

When individually applied to speaking with friends, speaking at work, and 

speaking in public the regression model explained 35% of the variance in SLA, R2 = 

.35 [.24, .46], F (6,177) = 16.00, p <.001; 33% of the variance, R2 = .33 [.22, .44], F 

(6,177) = 15.00, p < .001; and 38% of the variance, R2 = .38 [.27, .49], F (6,177) = 

17.84, p < .001, respectively. English competence was the strongest predictor of SLA 

followed by extroversion (both negative relations) in these three contexts.  

When applied to speaking with strangers and speaking on the phone the 

regression model explained 31% of the variance, R2  = .31[.20, .42], F (6,177) = 

13.50, p < .001, and 41% of the variance, R2 = .41 [.31, .51], F (6,177) = 20.52, p < 

.001, respectively. English competence was the strongest predictor of SLA followed 

by age (both negative relations) in both contexts.  
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Discussion 

Despite anecdotal and clinical evidence that adult immigrants may suffer from 

anxiety specifically related to communicating in their less dominant language for 

everyday interactions, to date, there has been very little research on the topic of SLA 

among immigrants. Therefore, the aims of this study were to investigate the 

existence and severity of SLA among adult immigrants from Latin America to 

Australia and to explore individual differences in SLA. 

Over half of the sample reported at least moderate anxiety in L2 contexts, 

providing clear support for the presence of SLA in adult immigrants. These findings 

are consistent with those reported by Dewaele et al.(2008) on adults L2 users and 

provide empirical support to previous anecdotal and clinical reports of SLA in 

bilingual immigrants (e.g., Imberty, 2006; Perez-Firmat, 2003).  Importantly, 

participants in this study consistently reported more anxiety in their oral 

communication in English (L2) than in Spanish (L1) indicating that their anxiety was 

specifically associated with communicating in their less dominant language 

(Horwitz, 2010; Dewaele et al, 2008).  

SLA was found to vary significantly across social contexts, with Speaking 

with friends, with strangers, at work, on the phone, and in public rated as 

progressively more anxiety provoking. In general, this pattern of findings is 

consistent with research on second language learning regarding the effects of the 

situation (e.g., formality, interlocutor, topic of conversation) on SLA. As the L2 user 

perceives situations to be progressively internally or externally more threatening, 

anxiety increases (Daly, 1991; Pappamihiel, 2006; Spielberg, 1972). Specifically, 

participants felt the least anxious while speaking with their friends. In contrast, 

speaking in public was the most anxiety provoking L2 interaction. In addition to 
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having to formulate and convey ideas to an audience, bilingual individuals are 

concerned with making public any linguistic weakness (Gregersen, 2003). 

The absence of a significant difference in levels of SLA speaking at work and 

speaking with strangers suggests that using the L2 in these two contexts may be 

similarly anxiety provoking since any error could have practical consequences such 

as the potential loss of professional image or inability to make a good first 

impression. Finally, speaking on the phone may be challenging for bilinguals due to 

having to produce spontaneous unprepared speech and the absence of nonverbal cues 

to compensate for potential limitation in L2 comprehension. 

Participants reported that they were significantly more anxious when 

speaking English (L2) than Spanish (L1) in all five social contexts. In contrast, 

Dewaele and colleagues (2008) found no difference in levels of anxiety in L1 and L2 

when speaking with friends. This discrepancy could be due to differences between 

the characteristics of the two studies’ samples. It is unclear whether Dewaele et al.’s 

participants were immigrants or bilinguals living in their own countries, in which 

case, it may be that the participants’ L2 may not have been the majority language 

or/and the interlocutor may have been using their L2 as well. Conversely, permanent 

bilinguals are likely to have local native speakers as friends. In such cases, in spite of 

the friendship and confidence, the language ‘inequality’  still remains. Speaking to 

native speakers has been found to be particularly anxiety provoking for speakers in 

L2 environments in several studies (Bigdali, 2007; Rose, 2008; Woodrow, 2006).   

Overall, these results indicated that SLA is pervasive in adult immigrants, 

who are burdened with moderate to very high levels of anxiety associated with 

dependence on their less dominant language for most transactions on a daily basis. 
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Second language anxiety may affect most facets of the bilingual life from public, 

professional, and social relationships to private interactions with friends.   

 

Individual differences in SLA 

Consistent with previous findings (Dewaele, 2007; Dewaele et al., 2008), there were 

no effects of gender and education level on total SLA. In constrast, older immigrants 

(independently of the time they had spent in Australia) tended to be less anxious 

when speaking English relative to younger immigrants. Arguably, as people grow 

older, their anxiety related to social evaluation tends to decrease (Brener, 2005) 

consistent with the age-related positivity effect which suggests that people generally 

focus more on the positives and worry less as they grow older (Carstensen and 

Mikels, 2005).  

The strongest predictor of SLA was self-perceived L2 competence. 

Immigrants who perceived themselves as less competent to communicate in English 

clearly experienced more anxiety when doing so. This negative relationship between 

SLA and self-perceived L2 competence has been repeatedly reported in foreign and 

second language anxiety research (e.g., Dewaele, 2008; Donovan and MacIntyre, 

2005).  Although self-perceived L2 competence correlates highly with actual 

competence (Noels and Clement, 1996), it is important to recognize the potential of 

SLA to bias self-perceived competence in a negative direction. Bilinguals who doubt 

their linguistic competence may become anxious when using their L2 and bilinguals 

who are anxious about using their L2 may underestimate their competence 

(MacIntyre, 1997). However, as only self-reported language proficiency was 

examined in this study, it is not possible to establish how accurate these self-

perceived competence reports are nor the potential effect of SLA on self-perception 
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of competence. Future research may usefully investigate this relationship further by 

including a linguistic measure of L2 oral competence (e.g., naturalistic observations, 

oral interviews).  

As Bandura (1982) has argued, it is a person’s perception of control that 

influences choices and behaviours. It is likely therefore that  it is still the L2 

immigrant’s beliefs about his/her capacity to communicate in the L2, rather than 

actual L2 competence, that are more likely to influence and determine his/her 

behaviour towards L2 interactions. As a result of these beliefs, bilinguals may avoid 

anxiety provoking situations and instead be limited in their social life, employment, 

education, and career progress. For example, a perceived lack of proficiency in the 

L2 may prevent immigrants from applying for a job that they may be well equipped 

for. Thus, in everyday life, self-perceived competence may have more potential to 

influence choices and decisions involving interactions in the L2 than the actual 

proficiency.  

Similar to findings reported byDewaele’s (2002), there was evidence of 

personality differences contributing to SLAwith introverts, who tend to be less fluent 

verbally, more reserved, and less assertive in social interactions (Eysenck and 

Eysenck, 1979) more at risk of experiencing higher levels of SLA than their more 

sociable, outgoing, outspoken counterparts. In regards to emotional stability, the 

results showed a weak but significant negative association with SLA; however, in the 

context of all the other predictors the relationship was no longer significant. These 

results are consistent with Dewaele’s (2002) and MacIntyre and Charos’ (1996) who 

found that emotional stability was not a significant predictor of SLA. Thus, whether 

someone tends to be calm and emotionally stable or whether he/she tends to interpret 

situations as threatening and to be generally anxious does not explain SLA. This 
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finding is consistent with Horwitz et al.’s (1986) theory that it is the social and 

communicative demands of the L2 interaction and not the predisposition to anxiety, 

which drives SLA.  

Interestingly, the influence of extraversion and age varied across contexts. 

Older L2 immigrants were significantly less anxious than their younger counterparts 

when speaking English on the phone and with strangers, and extroverts were less 

anxious when speaking with friends, at work, and in public.  

 

Conclusions  

As the world continues to become more interconnected with the progressive 

movement of immigrants from different language backgrounds, issues related to the 

emotional consequences of living in a second language are likely to increase. This is 

the first study, as far as we know,  to investigate the existence and severity of SLA in 

adult L2 immigrants and the demographic, cognitive, and personality factors that 

predict SLA in this population. The results clearly demonstrate that SLA exists among 

adult L2 immigrants at moderate, high and very high levels permeating most aspects 

of their lives. 

Therefore, these findings have important practical implications for professionals 

providing psychological care to permanent bilinguals and for educators and employers 

of L2 immigrants. Health practitioners who come in contact with bilingual clients need 

to be aware that SLA is in itself a source of specific anxiety which may obscure 

psychological assessment and treatment if it is overlooked or if its symptoms are 

misinterpreted. In addition, SLA may negatively interfere with the socialisation and 

oral communication of adult immigrants, (Woodrow, 2006) with further education and 

in the work place, to the detriment of the person’s academic and job performance, and 
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interaction with peers and clients. Future research may usefully investigate the 

relationship between self-perceived L2 competence and actual competence  by 

including a linguistic measure of L2 oral competence.  However it is clear that SLA is 

a problem that exerts an influence on more than the immediate and obvious domain of 

communication.  Further research is also needed to investigate the extent that SLA 

may affect the person’s self-concept, personal and social stability, psychological 

wellbeing, and the fulfilment of personal goals. 
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