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Abstract  

There is a great deal of research focusing on foreign language anxiety (FLA). Though 

it is widely conceived as an obvious factor in foreign language learning, yet there are 

many inconsistent conclusions. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to summarize 

the most relevant information and research findings on FLA causes and consequences 

from the very beginning of its study in 1970s up to the present day. 
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Introduction 

The fact that some learners are more successful at acquiring a foreign language 

than others even though the circumstances of their learning are almost identical has 

led to investigations of individual characteristics as predictors of successful foreign 

language learning, most of them agreeing with the following categories (Olivares-

Cuhat, 2010):   

a) cognitive factors (e.g., language aptitude, learning strategies); 

b) affective factors (e.g., attitudes, motivation, anxiety);  

c) metacognitive factors; 

d) demographic factors. 

Researchers had to accept the fact that personality traits such as self-esteem, 

inhibition, anxiety, risk-taking and extraversion, may well shape the ultimate success 

in mastering a foreign language (Dorney, 2005). As there is a growing acceptance of 

learners’ feelings and reflections in the learning process within the foreign language 

teaching and learning community, one of the most highly examined variables in the 

field of foreign language learning is foreign language anxiety (FLA), sometimes 

called also the second language anxiety (Horwitz, 2001).  

There is a great deal of research focusing on FLA which is necessarily 

interdisciplinary as FLA is rather a multidimensional and multifactorial construct 

representing human complexity. Though it is widely recognized as a mental block 

against foreign language learning and conceived as an obvious factor in foreign 

language learning, yet there are many inconsistent conclusions.  

The differences between studies over several decades in design and 

methodology and the complexity of individual differences in foreign language 

learning, have led to the limited amount of research findings about the influence of 

various factors on foreign language learning that could be generalized (Ehrman, 

Leaver, & Oxford, 2003).  

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to summarize the most relevant 

information and research findings on FLA causes and consequences from the very 

beginning of its study in 1970s up to the present day and to introduce FLA to a 

general audience of researchers, learners and teachers who are interested in this multi-

faceted phenomenon. 

 

1 Foreign Language Anxiety 
1.1 Definition and Classification  

Anxiety can be defined as a mental and physical state characterized by specific 

emotional, physical, cognitive and behavioral symptoms. It is an adaptive reaction 
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which mobilizes the organism and helps it defend, attack or avoid an anxiety stimulus. 

The stimulus can be a previous external or internal antecedent or trigger. To state the 

definite causes of anxiety can be rather complicated as it is influenced by many 

factors – biological, psychological, social or other (Doubek, Anders, 2013). 

Spielberger (1972: 482) defines anxiety as “an unpleasant emotional state or 

condition which is characterized by subjective feelings of tension, apprehension, 

nervousness, and worry”. Scovel (1991: 18) further states, that “anxiety is a 

psychological construct, commonly described by psychologists as a state of 

apprehension, a vague fear that is only indirectly associated with an object”.  

When anxiety is limited just to a specific situation, such as using a foreign 

language, we use the term specific anxiety. On the other hand, the term general 

anxiety is used with those who are generally anxious in various situations (Horwitz, 

Horwitz, & Cope, 1986).  

Traditional psychological classification of anxiety types (Horwitz, 2001) 

distinguishes anxiety of people who are generally anxious in a variety of situations 

(trait anxiety) from those who are anxious only in specific situations (state anxiety). 

Trait anxiety is a relatively stable personality characteristics (Scovel, 1978) while 

state anxiety is a temporary response to a particular stimulus (Spielberger, 1983).  

Anxiety when associated with learning a foreign language is termed as 

“second/foreign language anxiety” related to negative emotional reactions of learners 

towards foreign language acquisition (Horwitz, 2001). FLA is generally viewed as a 

complex and multidimensional phenomenon of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings and 

behaviors related to foreign language learning (Horwitz, Horwitz, Cope, 1986).  

There are two approaches to identifying foreign language anxiety (Horwitz & 

Young, 1991):  

1. transfer approach – where FLA is viewed as a manifestation of other forms 

of anxiety; 

2. unique approach – where foreign language achievement is correlated with 

FLA but not with other types of anxiety. 

FLA can be viewed both as a stable characteristic trait and the temporary state 

caused by various factors. The classical study of Horwitz, Horwitz, Cope (1986) 

introduced a construct of FLA as a situation-specific anxiety aroused by a specific 

type of situation or event (MacIntyre, Gardner, 1991).  

Two approaches to the description of FLA can thus be distinguished:  

1. The broader construct of anxiety as a basic human emotion that may be 

brought on by numerous combinations of situational factors (McIntyre & 

Gardner, 1989; McIntyre, 1995).  

2. The combination of other anxieties that create a separate form of anxiety 

intrinsic to language learning (Horwitz, Horwitz, Cope, 1986).  

Two models of FLA emerged from Tobias’s (1986) research:  

1. an interference retrieval model,  

2. an interference model of anxiety,  

An interference retrieval model relates to anxiety as inhibiting the recall of 

previously learned material at the output stage, whereas the interference model is a 

skills deficit model. It relates to problems at the input and processing stages of 

learning as a result of poor study habits, or a lack of knowledge. The research in 

foreign language learning has provided support for both models (e.g., MacIntyre, 

Gardner, 1994; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, Daley, 2000). 

 

1.2 Causes 

When understanding the cause as something that produces an effect and the 

factor as something that contributes to the production of an effect (Merriam-Webster 
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Thesaurus) we should deal with the primary causes and influencing factors of FLA 

separately, though they are often confused and used as synonyms in literature. 

In a situation perceived as threatening and beyond one´s ability to deal with the 

threat, anxiety is a natural consequence. Guiora (1983: 8) said that foreign language 

learning itself is a “profoundly unsettling psychological proposition” because it 

threatens learner’s self-concepts and world-concepts which are rarely challenged 

when communicating in a native language.  

Learners’ self-expression is limited by their imperfect command of a foreign 

language. Inability to present oneself according to one’s self-image can set a learner 

into the cycle of negative self-evaluation as language and the self are intimately 

bound. Probably no other field of study implicates such a disparity between the “true 

self” and the “limited self” as foreign language learning (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 

1986).  

Most foreign language learners report strong speaking anxiety and indicate their 

inadequate speaking ability as the strongest barrier in foreign language 

communication (Bila, 2005). They are afraid of being ridiculed and not accepted as an 

authority. Speaking in a foreign language is often sensed as a “threat to peoples’ self-

concept, self-identity, and ego, which they have formed in their first language as 

reasonable and intelligent individuals” (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986).  

According to Bennett (1998), when our internal and consistent beliefs are 

threatened by any external stimulus, we activate our defense mechanisms to overcome 

such a “cognitive inconsistency” and foreign language learning inevitably requires 

learners to go through constant change or reconstruction. 

The starting point of the “chicken and egg” discussion about the causal 

relationship of the FLA and foreign language achievement was the article of Sparks, 

& Ganschow (1991). They viewed FLA as a natural result of difficulty and poor 

achievement in foreign language learning.  

On the other hand MacIntyre (1995) states that FLA anxiety is a well-

established impediment to learning of all types. The debate whether anxiety is a cause 

or a consequence of poor language command has continued and still continues.  

Nevertheless, it cannot be definitely stated so far whether the self-perceived 

unsatisfactory level of foreign language competence (the knowledge and the ability to 

use a foreign language) leads to FLA or FLA affects the level of mastering the foreign 

language. The causal issue of FLA and foreign language proficiency remains 

controversial and FLA and foreign language achievement seem to be “communicating 

vessels” with causality in either direction (cf. Sparks, Ganschow, 1991; MacIntyre, 

1995; Kralova, Skorvagova, Tirpakova, Markechova, 2017).  

Horwitz (2001) examined and reviewed the literature on FLA and foreign 

language achievement which is very helpful not only in documenting the relationship 

but also for our understanding of this multi-faceted phenomenon.  

Although the results of researches were similar in demonstrating the presence of 

anxiety in classrooms and its negative effect on foreign language achievement, more 

studies need to be done in this area to investigate the interplay of various contributing 

variables as the exact nature of this relationship is still blurry and may be influenced 

by various concomitant factors. 

 

1.3 Factors 

Attempting to understand the overall process of foreign language learning, 

researchers have investigated the relationship of language learning and different 

lingual (related to the language system) and extra-lingual (related to the language 

learning process) variables (Kralova, 2016).  
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Lingual factors can be subdivided into the categories intra-lingual and inter-

lingual. Intra-lingual factors result from the system of a foreign language itself while 

the inter-lingual factors result from the contact of two language systems (mostly a 

native language and a foreign language) (Kralova, 2009).  

Several studies concluded that the typological distance between languages (as 

one of the intra-lingual factors) increases FLA, for example – Turkish (Kunt, 1997), 

Chinese (Yan, 1998), Spanish (Sellers, 2000), Japanese (Kitano, 2001), Arabic 

(Alrabai, 2015) or Mandarin (Yan, Wang, 2001). Sparks, Ganschow, Javorsky (2000) 

consisted on the fact that learners with poor first (native) language skills are naturally 

anxious in a foreign language.  

Kralova (2010) stated that the contrastive approach (comparison of a foreign 

language and a native language phonic systems) in teaching foreign language 

pronunciation resulted in better pronunciation and closer approximation to foreign 

language vowels than the application of monolingual (foreign language only) 

approach. 

Nevertheless, FLA is considered more of a psychological (identity-based) construct 

than a linguistic (competence-based) construct (Alrabai, 2015), and it most likely 

stems from the learner’s perception of “self” (Scovel, 1991), where self-perceptions, 

perceptions of others, perceptions about foreign language learning and performance 

play important roles (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; Gardner, MacIntyre, 1993; 

Yon Yim, 2014).  

The extra-lingual factors are thus believed to affect FLA more intensively than 

the lingual factors. Numerous studies trying to identify the learning-related variables 

of FLA most frequently recognized the categories of personal (intra-personal and 

inter-personal) and impersonal determinants (e.g., Bailey, 1983; Gardne, MacIntyre, 

1993; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & Daley, 1999; Kralova, 2009; Paradowski, Dmowska, 

Czasak, 2015; Kralova, Skorvagova, Petrova, Tirpakova, Markechova, forthcoming).  

The intra-personal determinants of FLA result from the learners’ personal 

characteristics, their beliefs and attitudes within foreign language learning, while the 

inter-personal ones are bound to the inter-personal interactions (learner-teacher or 

learner-learner) during the learning process. The impersonal factors are related to non-

personal aspects of foreign language learning. 

From the temporal perspective, the static and the dynamic variables affecting 

FLA can be further distinguished within the extra-lingual factors. The static factors 

involve rather stable characteristics (gender, nationality, native language, type of 

personality, etc.) and the dynamic factors (such as language proficiency, motivation, 

or stay in a foreign language country) can change over time.  

Horwitz, Horwitz, Cope (1986) explained that FLA mostly shows up in its 

strongest form in testing situations. Learners commonly report various kinds of 

evaluative situations in which their knowledge and performance of a foreign language 

is monitored by people around them, as the most stressful situations contributing to 

FLA. They fear to make mistakes and as a result get corrected by the teacher in front 

of their classmates.  

Horwitz, Horwitz, Cope (1986) established three related situation-specific 

performance anxieties:  

1. communication apprehension,  

2. test anxiety,  

3. fear of negative evaluation.  

Communication apprehension is defined as the anxiety to communicate with 

people, including both the production apprehension (talking in front of others or in 

groups), and the reception apprehension (receiving and responding spoken message). 

Despite the fact that communication apprehension leads to fear of speaking, it also 
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causes the fear of not being able to understand the others’ speech or not to be 

understood.  

Test anxiety, arises out of the fear of failing to perform. It can be explained 

through the high demands that learners put on themselves to be perfect masters of the 

foreign language. Fear of negative evaluation is explained as the learners’ expectation 

to be evaluated negatively by others in any kind of situation (Worde, 2003).  

Even though the three anxiety-related concepts were often named differently 

across studies (e.g., examination anxiety, criticism anxiety – Park & Lee, 2005), some 

of the authors suggested the four-factor model (Al-Shboul, Ahmad, Nordin, Rahman, 

2013) and sometimes, test anxiety is refuted as the concept related to general anxiety 

(Aida, 1994), they more or less support the Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope’s (1986) 

model. 

However, Aida (1994) in his factor analytic study argues that number of 

scholars misinterprets the communication apprehension, test anxiety and fear of 

negative evaluation as the underlying subcomponents of FLA while Horwitz, 

Horwitz, & Cope (1986) suggested them as analogies to FLA.  

Young (1990) listed six potential factors of FLA – personal and inter-personal 

anxieties, learner beliefs about language learning, instructor beliefs about language 

teaching, instructor-learner interactions, classroom procedures, and language testing.  

Aida (1994) identified four factors causing anxiety within a foreign language 

classroom environment: speech anxiety and fear of negative evaluation, fear of 

failing, comfortableness in speaking and negative attitudes towards the class.   

In exploring the causes of FLA, Horwitz (1983) emphasized considering 

learners’ emotional reactions to language learning. In order to identify adult students’ 

beliefs about language learning, Horwitz (1983) created an instrument called the 

Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI). 

Several studies support Horwitz (1983) in emphasizing the important role of 

learners’ beliefs in foreign language learning. For example, Peacock (2001) conducted 

a longitudinal research on learners’ beliefs and Altan (2006) administered the 

questionnaire Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) to measure 

foreign language learners’ beliefs.  

The studies concluded that some beliefs are derived from unrealistic 

conceptions about language learning, for example learners’ great concern for speaking 

with a native-like accent or their belief that language learning is just memorization 

and translation. The clash of learners’ beliefs and reality is often one of the potential 

sources of anxiety. 

Bailey (1983) was the first who examined FLA from learners’ point of view and 

he claimed that their competitive nature can lead to anxiety because students tend to 

compare themselves or idealize their self-images. Moreover, low-esteem causes worry 

and fear of the negative responses or evaluation from the classmates.  

MacIntyre, Clement, Dorney, & Noels (1998) suggested a close correspondence 

between FLA and self-evaluation and considered them as a single construct – self-

confidence. Self-confidence was indicated as a key variable of foreign language 

performance in several other studies (e.g., Matsuda & Goebel, 2004).  

Gardner & MacIntyre (1993) reported significant relationship between learners’ 

foreign language self-rating and their level of FLA. It appears that anxious learners 

often underestimate their actual language proficiency. Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & Daley 

(1999) confirmed that highly anxious learners have negative perception of both their 

scholastic competence and their self-worth.   

Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope (1986) also state that over-studying is an FLA 

related phenomenon. Although students devote a lot of time to studying, they still do 
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poorly in tests or oral exams. They become even more frustrated when they realize 

they do the same mistakes repeatedly as FLA has a cyclical nature (as learners 

experience more failure, their FLA level may increase even more).  

Ohata (2005) indicated that teachers’ perceptions play an important role in 

learners’ FLA as teacher is the person in the classroom who can regulate the 

atmosphere, search for the signs of anxiety and help students overcome it. The 

classroom that follows traditional learning styles, its strictness and formality was 

declared as the major source of stress.  

As teachers and learners constantly interact, the emotions of one group cannot 

be considered separately from the emotions of the other group. Morton, Vesco, 

Williams, Awender (1997) studied the correlation of student-teachers’ FLA and 

concluded that their demographic, experiential and dispositional variables may 

contribute to FLA, psychological disposition being the strongest predictor.  

Perhaps one of the most interesting findings of the research focused on FLA 

differed according to the level of instruction is that advanced learners and learners 

who have lived or stayed in a foreign language country are more susceptible of FLA 

(Saito, Samimy, 1996; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, Daley, 1999; Kitano, 2001; Gregersen, 

Horwitz, 2002). On the contrary, Matsuda & Gobel (2004) concluded that learners 

with experience in a foreign language country were less anxious speaking the foreign 

language.  

Among other factors that received attention are undoubtedly individual 

characteristics such as extraversion, verbal intelligence (Kralova, 2009), emotional 

intelligence, perfectionism (Gregersen, Horwitz, 2002) or tolerance to ambiguity 

(Dewaele, Shan Ip, 2013). 

Kralova (2011) examined the correlation of several personality characteristics 

and the level of foreign language pronunciation of learners applying the Sixteen 

Personality Factor Questionnaire (16PF) (Cattell, Cattell, Cattell, 1997). She detected 

significant positive relationship in sensitivity, perfectionism and openness to change 

and significant negative proportion in vigilance, tough-mindedness and anxiety. 

Kitano (2001) found a relationship between gender and FLA – male learners, 

who perceived themselves as less competent in a foreign language, suffered from FLA 

more than female learners. Dewaele, MacIntyre, Boudreau, Dewaele (2016) revealed 

that female learners reported more fun in their foreign language class than male 

learners. On the other hand, they experienced higher FLA than their male peers. 

However, most of gender-related studies yielded rather conflicting results.  

Cultural and social environment, mainly the environment where learning takes 

place may influence the learners’ level of anxiety. Other causes of anxiety may be 

learners’ own concerns about their ethnicity, foreignness, social status, relations 

within the class or gender (Hashemi, Abbasi, 2013). 

Clement (1986) adds another perspective to the psycho-social dimension of 

foreign language learning. He argues that some foreign language learners in a multi-

cultural setting can suffer from an emotional dilemma between the need to learn a 

foreign language and weakening their ethnic identity more than learners learning a 

foreign language in their native language and cultural setting.  

Learning can thus be a threat not only for learners’ self-identity but also for their 

cultural or social identity. In Woodrow’s research (2006) it is stated that English 

language learners from countries such as China, Korea and Japan were more anxious 

than other ethnic groups. 

Further, Al-Saraj (2011) explains why Saudi Arabian culture creates a social 

and cultural setting for examining FLA. The educational system in Saudi Arabia is 

free for all levels, where male and female students are separated, typically attending 

segregated schools. The combination of factors such as the importance of learning 
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English, the educational system and conservative culture create an environment for 

FLA.  

Larger social circumstances such as the availability of supportive conversational 

partners and foreign language role models may play a role in helping learners 

overcome their FLA (Dewaele, Petrides, Furnham, 2008). Krashen (1985) contends 

that the affective filter can be lowered by learner’s “target language group 

identification” when learner feels to be a member of a particular foreign language 

group.    

Spitalli (2000) found a significant negative relationship between FLA level and 

attitudes toward people from different cultures. In this context, Schumann’s (1978) 

Acculturation Model suggests that learners’ perceived “social distance” to a foreign 

language group can affect their interaction in the foreign language. 

Social status of interlocutors can considerably influence the level of FLA 

especially when communicating with someone having better command of foreign 

language. Unequal language competencies are often reported as very stressful.  

In addition to the above-mentioned influences, many other factors have received 

research attention: age; length of foreign language study; self-perceived foreign 

language proficiency; academic achievement (e.g., Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, Daley, 

1999; Kunt, Tum, 2010; Hashemi, Abbasi, 2013); perfectionism (Gregersen, Horwitz, 

2002); competitiveness among learners and evaluation coming from the classmates 

(Bailey, 1983); societal interference and lack of preparation (Wei, 2014); error 

correction techniques (Young, 1991; Gregersen, 2003); and self-presentation concerns 

(Cohen, Norst, 1989).  

Moreover, English plays an important role in the global market as it is a 

communication language of business, education, science and technology and an 

effective oral communication is seen as a socially valued skill. This fact may, on the 

one hand, serve as a motivator for learners, but on the other hand, it may be perceived 

by learners as pressure and consequently negatively contribute to English language 

anxiety (Tran, Moni, Baldauf, 2012).  

Nevertheless, the factors involved in FLA as its inhibitors or activators are 

numerous and the list of potential sources of FLA can be rather long. However, 

Horwitz (2016) added that the components of FLA likely vary in different learner 

populations depending on their culture and proficiency.  

 

1.4 Consequences  

FLA has the same clinical picture and symptoms as any other types of anxiety 

(Horwitz, 1986) – sweating, palpitations, trembling, apprehension, worry, fear, threat, 

difficult concentration, forgetfulness, freezing, going blank, and avoidance behavior 

(Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986).  

In the research conducted by Hashemi and Abbasi (2013) the participants 

described their own signs of FLA such as blushing, perspiration, headaches, tension 

and pain in any part of the body, abnormal verbal behavior, such as staggered voice, 

either too fast or too slow speed of speech, rubbing the palms, squirming, fidgeting, 

playing with hair or clothes, touching objects, stuttering or stammering, poor 

performance, less interpretativeness, less eye contact because of reading from the 

paper or screen while giving presentations, etc. 

Language learning is a cognitive activity that relies on encoding, storage and 

retrieval processes and FLA can interfere with each of these by causing a divided 

attention situation (MacIntyre, 1995). Eysenck (1979) explained the negative effects 

of anxiety in foreign language learning saying that anxious people divide their 

attention between task-related cognition and self-related or emotion-related cognition, 
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making cognitive performance less efficient on all three stages of cognitive 

processing: input, processing (mental planning) and output (MacIntyre, Gardner, 

1991) 

The “socio-affective filter” constructed by Dulay and Burt (1977) is considered 

to be a source of the well-known Krashen`s (1985) Affective Filter Hypothesis. An 

affective filter makes learner unreceptive to foreign language input. Some other 

psychological concepts related to FLA include the Concept of Social Distance 

(Schumann, 1978), the Theory of Clash of Consciousness (Clarke, 1976) or the 

Concept of Language Ego (Guiora, 1972).  

Various consequences of FLA may appear at any phase of learning. At the input 

stage learners might pretend to be sick, hide in the last rows, or miss the classes to 

alleviate their anxiety. During the processing stage some of them tend to give up, 

procrastinate, or avoid studying which in the output stage results in freezing-up or 

memory lapses.  

Students often claim that they know and understand the given foreign language 

phenomenon, but they tend to “forget” it when it comes to test or oral exercise, when 

many foreign language points must be recalled at the same time. Doing persistent 

errors in morphology, syntax or spelling due to nervousness is very common 

(Horwitz, Horwitz, Cope, 1986).  

According to the above mentioned researches, anxiety, which is present among 

learners of foreign languages, negatively influences their acquisition and further 

performance in a foreign language. Learners are very individual and therefore, the 

signs may differ in their manifestation or severity. That is, some learners may 

completely forget what they have learnt and be unable to perform in any way (oral or 

written) and some learners need only a small hint, help or motivation to be able to 

perform with imperceptible signs of anxiety.   

However, facilitating anxiety is hardly being mentioned in literature 

(Kleinmann, 1977) and its effect has rarely been documented (Phillips, 1992). It was 

considered to occur in later stages of learning process (Beeman, Martin, Meyers, 

1972). Scovel (1991) considers facilitating and debilitating anxiety working in tandem 

– one arouses, the other depresses.  

It has been suggested that some little anxiety may improve performance 

(Scovel, 1978). Similarly to the Yerkes-Dodson Law (Smith, Sarason, Sarason, 1982), 

Eysenck (1979) describes a curvilinear relationship between FLA and foreign 

language performance as a function of task difficulty.    
 

Conclusions 

Foreign language learning is a life-long commitment (Horwitz, 1996), so it 

should be the main objective of foreign language methodologists to find the most 

efficient methods for foreign language learning and teaching (Birova, Andrejcakova, 

2010). They should take into consideration the real needs of foreign language learners 

and teachers, thus making the acquisition of foreign language more effective, 

enjoyable and less frustrating.  

The multifactorial nature of FLA and the demand on communication in modern 

language learning pose a challenge to researchers to help foreign language learners. 

Nevertheless, the phenomenon of FLA cannot be defined in a linear way, it should be 

better understood as a complex psychological phenomenon influenced by many 

different factors. As every human is individual and distinct in their character, the 

above mentioned factors influence each learner in a different way and intensity.  

It is human and natural to feel stress or anxiety in certain situations. However, it 

is important to be able to cope with negative feelings so that they do not affect one’s 

life, learning and performance. Because an anxious foreign language learner is a less 

effective foreign language learner (Horwitz, 1996).   
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Certainly, the information presented above is neither exhaustive nor definite to 

understand the entire phenomenon of FLA variables. However, it is hoped that this 

study will add more systematized information to the causes and consequences of 

anxiety among foreign language learners which could prove to be of interest for 

foreign language teaching methodology (Mala, Gadusova, Zelenicky, 2008).  
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