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Abstract Communicating in a foreign language can be a traumatic
experience for a large number of language users, and having to
use a foreign language can lead to anxiety or communication
apprehension. In cases of salespersons, communication
apprehension can adversely affect sales performance and the
ability to engage customers and close deals. The present study
aimed at investigating the levels of communication
apprehension among Thai salespersons during oral sales
presentations in English, explore the perceived effects of
communication apprehension on sales presentations, and
identify coping strategies employed by Thai salespersons to
manage their communication apprehension. Quantitative data
from self-report questionnaires and qualitative data from semi-
structured interviews were gathered, and descriptive statistics
were used to analyze quantitative data and thematic analysis
was employed to analyze qualitative data. The results revealed
that the overall level of communication apprehension among
Thai salespersons during oral sales presentations in English
was moderate. As for the perceived effects of communication
apprehension on sales performance, salespersons in this study
felt that high communication apprehension led to negative

effects such as low self-esteem, dependence on peers, and

avoidance of customer interactions. In contrast, low
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communication apprehension resulted in customer enjoyment
and a positive impression. Finally, in terms of coping strategies,
Thai salespersons employed strategies similar to the ones
generally used by second-language learners including
circumlocution, semantic avoidance, word coinage, language
switch, asking for clarification, non-verbal strategies, and
avoidance. The findings of this study could be utilized as
baseline data for development of a training program to help

salespersons cope with their communication apprehension.

Keywords Communication apprehension (CA), Thai salespersons, English

communication, coping strategies
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1. Introduction

Salespersons are not just employees who sell company products or services,
but also represent the image of their company to potential customers. When
interacting with customers, salespersons should be able to design a persuasive
and intriguing sale pitch so that they will have higher chances to close sales. In
general, in order to prepare and deliver an effective and persuasive sales pitch,
salespersons need to have extensive knowledge of what they are trying to sell as
well as language skills that enable them to engage in effective communication with

their customers.

Profound knowledge of the product can be well studied and prepared by
salespersons. However, how to deliver that knowledge to persuade customers to
make a purchase is an essential skill that might not be easy to develop. Therefore,
effective communication skills of salespersons should be considered a key to a
company’s success. Effective communication comprises linguistic ability,
communication strategies, confidence, and self-esteem (Benson et al., 2013).

Professional salespersons usually possess all the four elements. However, there

E-ISSN: 2287-0024



PASAA Vol. 65 January — June 2023 | 265

are a number of salespersons who are unable to apply all four elements of effective
communication when making a sales pitch in another language that is not their
mother tongue. When making presentations in a non-native language, linguistic

ability can be a main factor affecting the quality of the presentation.

A large number of English as a second language (ESL) and English as a
foreign language (EFL) users, including salespersons, encounter difficulties when
having to engage in oral communication (Furmark et al., 1999). Previous studies
have indicated that one of the most problematic areas in English communication
among Thai salespersons who have to communicate with foreign customers in
English is speaking due to a lack of linguistic knowledge including sentence
structures and vocabulary (Phuangmanee, 2016; Pruksanubal, 2006;
Phongpichitphoom, 2017). These limitations can lead to misunderstanding,

confusion, and a waste of time (Phuangmanee, 2016).

Salespersons who are required to communicate with foreign customers
cannot avoid using English as a medium of communication, regardless of their
English proficiency. Performing a job with a language that they are not truly
proficient in can cause a high level of anxiety or communication apprehension (CA)
for salespersons. As a result, salespersons with high levels of communication
apprehension may fail to properly transmit their messages, resulting in

misunderstandings and significant sales loss (Neuliep & McCroskey, 1997).

There are numerous studies on the effect of communication apprehension
in various fields, such as engineering (Kakepoto et al., 2020), aviation industry
(Vanzo, 2017), and education (Martin et al., 2009). However, the effects of
communication apprehension on sales communication has not been widely
researched. Therefore, this study aimed to investigate the levels of communication
apprehension among Thai salespersons, explore their perceived effects of
communication apprehension on their sales presentations, and determine the

strategies used by salespersons to cope with their communication apprehension
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during sales presentations. It was anticipated that findings of this study would
contribute to the literature on communication apprehension in the Thai context
and lead to a better understanding of how private businesses can effectively
support their salespersons when they are performing their job. Besides this,
understanding the coping strategies employed by salespersons in response to
communication apprehension would enable organizations to develop targeted
interventions and training programs that enhance salespersons’ ability to manage
their sales presentations, hence benefiting both salespersons and companies in

the Thai market.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Communication Apprehension (CA)

Communication Apprehension (CA) was firstly mentioned by McCroskey
(1977) as “an individual's level of fear or anxiety associated with either real or
anticipated communication with another person or persons” (p. 78). In fact, this
fear is stimulated by either the expected or sensed judgment from the audience or
the speakers themselves. Communication apprehension can occur any time and in
any situation such as while speaking on stage in front of a crowd, in a small group

discussion, or between the speaker and another person.

Previously, communication apprehension was divided into two main
categories: trait CA and state CA (McCroskey, 1982, 1984). Later on, it was
recategorized into four types: (1) trait-like CA, (2) context-based CA, (3) audience-
based CA, and (4) situational CA (McCroskey & Beatty, 1998).

To begin with, trait-like CA relates to a person’s personality which cannot
be easily changed (McCroskey et al., 2009). People with high trait-like CA tend to
avoid interaction with others as they fear an interlocutor’s judgment of them. As
such, they tend to be anxious about having to engage in oral communication in all

contexts.
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Context-based CA refers to anxiety triggered by a specific context like group
discussions, meetings, interpersonal conversations, and public speaking
(McCroskey, 1982). This type of communication apprehension is easier to handle
compared to trait-like CA as people can get used to a specific situation through

repeated encounters and personal experiences.

Audience-based CA occurs when a person faces a certain person or group
of people (McCroskey, 1984). Some individuals find it more comfortable to speak
to someone with particular characteristics. To further clarify, the success rate of
having oral communication depends on the speaker’s similarity and familiarity with
the audience, audience size, and the audience’s status. People tend to be more
relaxed when communicating with someone who they think is similar or familiar to
them as similarity and familiarity can reduce the chance of getting a disappointing

or unexpected reaction from the audience.

Finally, situational CA is defined as “response to the situational constraints
generated by the other person or group” (McCroskey, 1984, p. 18). This type of
communication apprehension is only triggered by a particular combination of
audience and context which leads to a less comfortable scenario to the speaker.
Simple factors like being tired, topics going wrong, or not being ready for a
presentation, as well as more modern factors from remote communication such as
a lack of familiarity with technology or equipment and unstable Internet

connectivity are considered special situations that can bring about situational CA.

2.2 Causes of Communication Apprehension

According to McCrosky & Andersen (1976), almost every person can
experience communication apprehension to a certain degree. However, the causes
of communication apprehension vary depending on the types of communication
apprehension. Condit (2000) has pointed out that communication apprehension
could be affected by the surrounding environment, culture, and heredity.

McCroskey (1984), however, proposed two major causes of communication
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apprehension: (1) rational CA and (2) non-rational CA. The lack of or limited
communication skills and inadequate preparation on the topic for presentation are
considered as factors contributing to rational CA (Gee-Whai Kho & Ting, 2021),
while non-rational CA refers to heredity like inherited personality traits or the
existence of high levels of anxiety despite having fine levels of communication
skills. Non-rational CA can be a cause of trait-like CA, as Beatty and McCroskey
(2001) explained that 80 percent of trait-like CA is a result of genetics. In contrast,
the other 20 percent is stimulated by the surrounding environments like

demographics, cultures, and socio-economic factors (Alley-Young, 2005).

2.3 Effects of Communication Apprehension

People with high levels of communication apprehension usually exhibit
deterioration of the quality and quantity of communication (Freimuth, 2006).
Therefore, they are likely to be quiet and low task-oriented. They also try to avoid
interpersonal conversation. This can lead to undesirable consequences including
difficulty securing a job, receiving job promotion, and earning high incomes. In
terms of personality, people with high communication apprehension have a high
tendency to be introverts, whereas those with low communication apprehension
are likely to be extroverts (Opt & Loffredo, 2000). Regarding learning styles,
previous studies (e.g. Russ, 2012; Dwyer, 1998) have indicated that communication
apprehension levels are significantly correlated with learning styles. For example,
females with low communication apprehension are more eager to learn through

exploring (McCarthy, 1987).

Therefore, when considering possible effects of communication
apprehension, it can be assumed that successful salespersons need to have a low
level of communication apprehension in order to successfully perform their sales
presentations. A study that sheds more light on communication apprehension of

salespersons is called for.
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2.4 Communication Apprehension and Salesperson Performance

Apparently, being a salesperson means you need to regularly engage in
communication. In other words, salespersons cannot avoid communicating with
their customers. Thus, it is a job that may lead to stress and high communication
apprehension level, particularly when salespersons are aware of their lack of the
language ability required. In fact, it is generally believed that levels of
communication apprehension vary across professions. For instance, Byrne et al.
(2009) have reported that salespersons tend to have higher levels of
communication apprehension compared to people in other professions such as
accountants. Furthermore, there is a variation in communication apprehension
levels among salespersons with different positions. According to Butler (1996),
salespersons with entry-level positions tend to have a higher level of
communication apprehension. This affects their job performance, as well as career
advancement, as they may choose avoidance behavior to cope with their
communication apprehension, hence poorer sales performance compared to fellow
salespersons with lower levels of communication apprehension. On the
organizational level, having a high level of communication apprehension can have
an influence on productivity of a company (Byrne et al., 2009; Watson & Bossley,
1995). A previous study carried out by Pitt and Ramaseshan (1990) has pinpointed
a negative relationship between high communication apprehension levels and
salespersons’ job performance. Simply put, when salespersons had high levels of
communication apprehension, they could become too self-focused, which, in turn,
affected their ability to communicate with customers. In fact, when salespersons
are anxious and stricken with communication apprehension, they are less likely to
be able to explore and discover their customers’ needs, explain the interesting
features and benefits of products or services, and convey messages necessary to
close sales (Pitt & Ramaseshan, 1990; Boorom et al., 1998). For this reason, high
communication apprehension levels of salespersons could be considered a barrier
to successful job performance and career advancement, so better understanding

of salespersons’ communication apprehension is deemed necessary.
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3. Methodology

This study employed a sequential explanatory design in order to answer the
research questions. According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2018), sequential
explanatory design is a mixed methods research technique in which quantitative
data are collected and analyzed first, followed by qualitative data. This is to draw

on potential strengths of both quantitative and qualitative methodologies.

3.1 Participants

The participants in the quantitative part of this study were 45 Thai
salespersons who were employed by a private company in Thailand. Two criteria
were used for the participant selection. First, the prospective salespersons had to
have been working for the company for at least two years. This is because a period
of two years was assumed to be long enough for them to gain the necessary
knowledge and understanding of their line of work. Secondly, salespersons were
recruited from shops located in locations that predominantly catered to overseas
customers, all of which were situated right in the heart of Bangkok and were
considered high-end shopping centers. This was to make sure that the recruited
salespersons constantly had the chance to use English when communicating with

foreign customers.

Main responsibilities of the selected participants were related to four oral
communication contexts including group discussions, meetings, interpersonal
conversations, and public speaking. As for group discussions, salespersons had to
engage in group discussion with potential clients, especially when sales
presentations had to be done between business and business settings. They also
needed to contribute their ideas and insights in English during a small group
discussion with foreign teams aboard. Besides, sales meetings with international
teams were organized every month. As for interpersonal communication, this
involved a one-on-one communication with foreign customers, be it face-to-face,

over the phone, or via emails. Lastly, regarding public speaking contexts,
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salespersons had to give presentations to potential clients during public events

organized by the company, both on-site and online settings.

With regard to the qualitative part, data collection was done using a semi-
structured in-depth interview protocol. Six interview participants were chosen
using stratified random sampling. This type of random sampling method involved
the division of a population into groups which shared similar attributes before
participants were randomly selected from each group. Using this sampling method
in the present study ensured that the interviews were conducted with salespersons
who represented those with different communication apprehension levels—Ilow,

moderate, and high, with two salespersons from each level.

3.2 Research Instruments

A questionnaire was utilized as the primary data collection instrument to
shed light on the degrees of communication apprehension experienced by Thai
salespersons of a private company when speaking English. McCroskey (1977,
1982, 2005) developed and subsequently revised the Personal Report of
Communication Apprehension Measurement (PRCA-24) to assess communication
apprehension. The PRCA-24 Thai version translated from the original English
version by Rimkeeratikul (2008) and Booncherd (2016) was utilized to collect data
from participants in this study. To ensure content validity of the questionnaire, it
was submitted to a panel of three experts who were university lecturers with
specialization in the fields of English linguistics, language assessment and
evaluation, and English language instruction, respectively. The Item-Objective
Congruence (I0C) index was calculated to ensure that the questionnaire items
could accurately capture the relevant constructs and were suitable for use with
Thai salespersons. The first part of the questionnaire consisted of eight multiple-
choice items which elicited data regarding demographic characteristics of the
participants including gender, age, educational background, numbers of years
working as a salesperson, income, opinion toward commission rates, self-

perceived language skills, and confidence in English communication. The second
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part, or the Personal Report of Communication Measurement (PRCA-24),
consisted of 24 self-administered items that depict frequent communication
scenarios in four dimensions. This questionnaire is generally used to measure
trait-like CA. The items were arranged in a five-point Likert scale, ranging from
one to five, with one reflecting strong agreement and five indicating strong
disagreement. There were four dimensions in the questionnaire as follows:
speaking in small groups or group discussions (items 1-6), speaking in a meeting
context (items 7 -12), interpersonal conversations (items 13-18), and public

speaking (items 19-24).

To obtain valuable insights into the salespersons’ perceived effects of
communication apprehension on sales performance, a semi-structured in-depth
interview was conducted. The five interview questions were designed by the
researcher based on a review of literature, and the interview protocol was also
validated by the same panel of experts to ensure content validity and language
appropriateness. To help participants overcome language barriers and to ensure

comprehensiveness of the collected data, the interviews were conducted in Thai.

3.3 Data Collection

The questionnaire was distributed to all 45 participants during an online
company meeting via Zoom application as it was during the COVID-19 pandemic
lockdown. The instructions explaining how to complete the form and consent
statements of both the questionnaire survey and the interview were included in
the form. The participants had to click ‘agree’ before continuing the questionnaire
survey. If they wanted to give more in-depth information, they were asked to leave

their contact details at the end of the form.

After that, a face-to-face interview was carried out to gain in-depth
information about salespersons’ perceived effects of communication apprehension
and the strategies they used in their sales presentations. The participants, who

voluntarily agreed to be interviewed, were informed that their identities would be
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concealed, the data collected from them would be kept strictly confidential and
reported only as group data or with pseudonyms, and their responses would not
affect their work or annual sales performance evaluation in any way. The interview
of each participant was audio-recorded after permission was granted by the
participants, before it was later transcribed for data analysis. Each interview lasted

approximately 30 minutes.

3.4 Data Analysis

The data collected from the questionnaire analysis process in this study
involved two distinct phases, namely quantitative and qualitative analyses. In the
guantitative phase, the communication apprehension levels of the salespersons
were calculated from the scores obtained from the PRCA-24, divided into four

dimensions, as proposed by Richmond and McCroskey (1998).

The levels of communication apprehension among the salespersons were
assessed using the PRCA-24, a five-point Likert scale questionnaire. The
guestionnaire provided scores for four dimensions of communication
apprehension, which were used to calculate the total scores for each individual.
The calculation formula for the PRCA-24 was developed by Richmond and
McCroskey (1998) and offers a method for determining CA levels in different
contexts. Specifically, for group discussions, the sub-score was calculated by
summing the scores from items 2, 4, and 6 and subtracting the scores from items
1, 3, and b, with an additional 18 points. Similarly, for meetings, the sub-score was
obtained by adding the scores from items 1, 3, and 5 and subtracting the scores
from items 7, 10, and 11, with an additional 18 points. In the case of interpersonal
conversations, the sub-score was derived by summing the scores from items 14,
16, and 17 and subtracting the scores from items 13, 15, and 18, also with an
additional 18 points. Finally, for public speaking, the sub-score was calculated by
summing the scores from items 19, 21, and 23 and subtracting the scores from
items 20, 22, and 24, with an additional 18 points. The subtraction of scores in

certain items was necessary because they varied in polarity, with some items being
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positive and others negative, requiring one group to be subtracted from the other.
These calculation formulas are based on the seminal work of Richmond and

McCroskey (1998).

The possible total scores ranged from 24 to 120 points (McCroskey, 2005).
The scores below 51 points reflected a low level of communication apprehension,
the scores between 51 and 80 indicated a moderate level of communication
apprehension, and the scores higher than 80 suggested a high level of

communication apprehension.

On the other hand, thematic analysis was used to analyze qualitative data
as it is considered a flexible method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting
patterns or themes in qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006) gathered from
interviews, focus groups, or other qualitative sources. The analysis processes
involved multiple stages, starting with familiarization with the data, followed by the
generation of initial codes, and ending with organization of codes into meaningful
themes (King et al., 2019). Table 1 provides details of steps in each of the three

stages of thematic analysis.

Table 1
A Summary of the Three Stages in the Process of Thematic Analysis (King et al.,
2019, p.204)

Stages Description

Stage 1: Data familiarization  The researcher reads and re-reads the data, getting
familiar with it and noting down initial ideas and
impressions. The researcher then generates initial
codes, which are labels that describe different

aspects of the data.

Stage 2: Generating themes  The researcher reviews the initial codes, grouping
similar codes together to form potential themes.

The researcher then reviews and refines the
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Stages Description

themes, defining and naming them, and mapping

out their relationships to one another.

Stage 3: Theme revision and The researcher reviews and refines the themes
report writing further, checking them against the data to ensure
they accurately represent the data. The researcher
then writes up the results in a report, using quotes
from the data to illustrate the themes and their

significance.

King et al. (2019) recommend the use of independent coding throughout the
data analysis process as a quality check. Two approaches, code-confirming and
code-defining, involve critical review and independent analysis, respectively. Both
approaches were employed in the present study to ensure coding reliability, with

the analysis aligned with the interview questions.

4. Findings

4.1 Demographic Characteristics of Thai Salespersons

The study collected eight types of demographic data from salespersons
including gender, age, education, years of work, average income, perceived impact
of commission rates on willingness to communicate with foreign customers, self-
rated language proficiency, and confidence in English communication. Two-thirds
(66.67%) of the participants were female, and 33.33% were male. They ranged in
age from 27 to 56 years old. Almost half of them, or 46.67%, graduated with a
bachelor’s degree, while 28.89% were high school graduates and 24.44% held a
master’'s degree. In terms of years of work, over half of the participants (53.33%)
had been working with the company for more than 10 years (53.33%). A little over
one-third (37.78%) reported a monthly sales base salary between 15,000 and
25,000 Thai Baht. When considering the perceived impact of commission rates on
willingness to communicate with foreign customers, it was found that 40.00% of

the participants reported a high impact, 40.00% perceived a moderate impact, and
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20.00% reported a low impact. They self-identified as intermediate language users
(46.67%), beginner users (40.00%), and advanced users (13.33%). As for
confidence in English communication, approximately half of the participants
(53.33%) reported being not confident, while 40.00% expressed moderate
confidence and only 6.67% reported high confidence. These demographic
characteristics provided important contexts for understanding salespersons’

communication apprehension.

4.2 Communication Apprehension Levels among Thai Salespersons
during Oral Sales Presentations in English
The overall communication apprehension level was determined from the
PRCA-24 scores across four communication contexts: group discussions,
meetings, interpersonal contact, and public speaking. Across all communication
situations, it could be seen that 20.89% of the participants reported high
communication apprehension levels, 66.11% reported moderate communication
apprehension levels, and 12.00% reported low communication apprehension

levels, as shown in Table 2 below.

Table 2

Participants’ communication apprehension levels

Overall communication apprehension Levels Percentage N
Low communication apprehension (50 points and lower) 12.00 9
Moderate CA (51-79 points) 66.11 30
High CA (higher than 80 points) 20.89 6

4.3 Thai Salespersons’ Perception of the Effects of CA on their Sales
Presentations

The subsequent thematic analysis showed that the participants’

perspectives varied. However, several common themes emerged as can be seen in

Table 3.
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Table 3
The Effects of Having High and Low CA Levels on Sales Presentations

Effects of Having a High CA Level Effects of Having a Low CA Level

Low self-esteem Enjoyment

Relying on peers Making good impression on customers

Avoiding engaging in interaction with

customers

Having a high CA level led to low self-esteem which resulted in either relying
on peers or avoiding engaging in interaction with customers altogether, as can be

seen in the excerpts below:

“I have to rely on others to speak on my behalf most of the time.
Sometimes, the interpreter doesn’t convey the message to the
customer the way | want it to be. It’'s not what | have in mind or what

| want it to be.” (Salesperson C)

Nevertheless, the participants insisted on the importance of salespersons
making an attempt to provide sales presentations regardless of their language
proficiency or lack thereof. Customers valued salespersons’ effort, dedication, and
readiness to interact during a sales presentation. Some mentioned that they
perceived the language barriers as an enjoyment. It is interesting to discover that
some salespersons perceived that encounters with foreign customers was in fact

an opportunity for self-improvement, as exemplified below:

“For me, when | feel less anxious, | can pitch my sales very
comfortably. It's like | become more confident in speaking.
Customers can sense that, too, and it helps build their trust in me.”

(Salesperson N)
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“Personally, | see it as an opportunity for self-improvement. Even
though my English may not be perfect, | am delighted to have the

chance to converse with international customers.” (Salesperson F)

Thai salespersons perceived the presence of communication apprehension
as a hindrance to their ability to communicate effectively with foreign customers
during sales presentations. This, in turn, led to a decreased willingness to engage
in communication for some. The experience of self-disappointment arising from
the inability to deliver successful sales presentations and the necessity to rely on

colleagues further reinforced their reluctance to communicate.

However, it is worth noting that there was one salesperson who realized that
customers could somehow form a positive impression when salespersons made
an effort to conduct sales interactions in English, regardless of their limited
language proficiency. Hence, language ability itself did not emerge as a significant
factor for customers, at least to a certain extent. These findings suggested that
despite the challenges posed by communication apprehension, making an attempt
to pitch sales in English could still positively influence customer perceptions and

interactions.

4.4 Salespersons’ Strategies to Cope with Communication
Apprehension during Sales Presentations

Researchers in the field of second-language (L2) acquisition have not
reached a consensus on a definitive compilation of communication strategies that
can be employed by language learners (Ellis, 2008), particularly those with a lower
level of English proficiency. However, there were several frequently employed
strategies that were identified by the participants of the present study, including
circumlocution, word coinage, language switch, non-verbal strategies, and
avoidance. Examples of the use of these strategies can be seen in the following

sentiments:
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“Alternatively, when | don’t know a specific word, | can substitute it
with another word that | know. They may not be 100% accurate, but

the customers still understand me.” (Salesperson R)

“Moreover, if | need to explain something using complex terms, |
might struggle and have to find simpler words to use instead.
However, most of the time customers still understand what | want

to say.” (Salesperson N)

Word coinage is a strategy in which learners create new words or phrases
to represent unfamiliar terms (Ellis, 1997). The excerpt reflecting how such a

strategy was used by salespersons is displayed as follows:

“If | can’t recall a specific word, | may use alternative words or
phrases. Customers can understand me even if | use simpler terms.
For example, one time, | could not think of the term ‘art gallery,” and
| had to use the words a ‘picture place,” but the customer still got

it.” (Salesperson F)

Language switch is a strategy where learners incorporate words from their
first language, Thai in this case, into their speech in the hope that their interlocutor
will understand the message they intend to convey (Richards & Schmidt, 2009).
This strategy relies on the assumption that the interlocutor shares some
knowledge or familiarity with the learner's native language, facilitating
communication. However, in this study, language switch was used for a different
reason. It was used because salespersons did not know the English words and had
to figure out ways to keep the conversation going. Even though the foreign
customers did not understand Thai, this strategy seemed to help the salespersons

keep the conversation going, as they described:

“Actually, | even use some Thai words to talk to the customers when

| don’t know what a particular word is in English.” (Salesperson R)
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“l

sometimes use Thai words while pointing at a product.”

(Salesperson N)

Non-verbal strategies play a significant role in communication as well
(Dornyei et al, 1997; Richards & Schmidt, 2009). Learners may employ gestures
and mime to complement or substitute verbal communication, enhancing their
ability to convey meaning effectively. The use of non-verbal strategies by
salespersons who had difficulty communicating in English with their foreign

customers can be seen in the excerpts below:

“I mostly rely on hand gestures during communication. Customers
understand me better when | use hand gestures together with

verbal communication.” (Salesperson F)

“Even if | can’t speak English fluently, | can still make successful
sales by showing the items directly to customers and explaining

them through hand and body gestures.” (Salesperson R)

“| use a pointing gesture or hand over the products to customers
when explaining. It is easier for customers to understand when |
visually demonstrate rather than using many words, especially
since | don't have an extensive amount of vocabulary.”

(Salesperson N)

Finally, strategic avoidance was found to be the final resource that some of
the participants used. It was found that when salespersons had communication
apprehension and felt that they may not be able to carry out sales successfully,

they would avoid making sales, as the participants described below:

“Usually, if there's another person whose English skills are better
than mine, I'll let them handle the sales instead of me.”

(Salesperson M)
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“Butif | truly don’t understand what the customers are trying to say
to me and if there is no one around who can help me out, I'll just
ask the customers for their contact information and let the English-
speaking salesperson at the office explain the products to them

later on my behalf.” (Salesperson C)

Based on the aforementioned findings, it could be concluded that even
though there was no identification of optimal strategies for salespersons to cope
with communication apprehension when dealing with foreign customers, this study
identified several commonly used strategies including circumlocution, word
coinage, language switching, non-verbal strategies, and avoidance. Salespersons
reported using these strategies to their advantage in order to transcend language
barriers and achieve most effective possible communication with customers. By
substituting unfamiliar words with known alternatives, incorporating words from
their native language, leveraging non-verbal cues, and, in some instances,
deferring sales interactions to more proficient colleagues or arranging follow-up
explanations, salespersons were able to adapt and succeed in their sales
endeavors. These findings underscore the valuable role played by these strategies
in empowering salespersons to navigate linguistic challenges and secure

successful sales outcomes despite the existence of communication apprehension.

5. Discussion

Communication apprehension is a significant factor affecting the quality of
sales presentations among Thai salespersons. The present study revealed that
Thai salespersons generally exhibited a moderate level of communication
apprehension, suggesting that a large number of salespersons in this study
experienced anxiety and fear during communication when orally performing their
job. Such a finding was consistent with a study carried out by Noor et al. (2015)
which reported that speaking or oral activities put language learners ‘in the spot,’
hence high levels of communication apprehension. As communication

apprehension levels increased, salespersons faced challenges in how to effectively
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articulate their ideas and persuade potential customers to buy their products. One
significant factor was the presence of language barriers faced by Thai
salespersons, whose English proficiency may be limited and their lack of language
proficiency becomes a hindrance and they are unable to achieve clear and accurate
communication. Previous research has consistently found a significant correlation
between communication apprehension and self-perceived communication
competence, emphasizing the role of language proficiency in successful oral

communication outcomes (Morreale & Pearson, 2008: Hussin & Makmur, 2021).

Contrary to the claim that self-perceived language proficiency directly
influences overall communication apprehension levels, the data from the
participants’ self-rated language proficiency revealed a different picture. The
majority of the participants reported that they had advanced or intermediate level
of English proficiency, with only a small number feeling that they were still
beginners. This may have stemmed from the highest level of education they
attained, as the majority of the participants in this study held either a bachelor’s
degree or a master’'s degree. However, in the Thai context, a degree is not always
an accurate indicator of English proficiency. Such a discrepancy has been reported
in various studies (Tantiwicha & Sinwongsuwat, 2021; Phong-a-ran et al., 2019),
suggesting a significant disparity in perceived English proficiency levels and the
actual level of proficiency that enables ones to effectively communicate in the

language.

In addition to language proficiency, the participants’ higher levels of
communication apprehension may be attributed to their lack of confidence during
sales presentations. More than half of the participants reported a lack of
confidence during their sales presentations. This finding aligned with existing
evidence indicating a significant relationship between communication
apprehension levels and perceived self-efficacy or confidence in one’s ability to

use the language (Tsai, 2013; Tahsildar & Kabiri, 2019; Cong & Li, 2022). In other
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words, the participants’ lack of confidence made them feel that they were unable

to communicate well enough in English, leading to communication apprehension.

The interviews indicated that professional knowledge and knowledge of the
products ones were trying to sell also played a role in onset of communication
apprehension. In this study, the participants who had better knowledge of their
products seemed to be able to continue their communication with potential
customers and eventually close sales regardless of their limited English
proficiency. Previous research suggests that as individuals gain more years of work
experience, their communication apprehension levels tend to decrease (Marcel,
2019). This implies that, with increasing work experience, salespersons could
acquire the necessary vocabulary and industry-specific knowledge, which, in turn,
enables them to more adequately communicate during sales presentations. While
their language proficiency may not be fully developed, it may still be sufficient for
effective customer communication, emphasizing the significance of content

knowledge in sales contexts.

In addition, salespersons with limited proficiency in the English language
often employed communication strategies as a means to surmount challenges
despite having communication apprehension. These strategies included
circumlocution, word coinage, language switching, non-verbal techniques, and
avoidance, which seemed to help facilitate effective interaction with foreign
customers, thus yielding favorable sales outcomes. Empirical evidence (Basori,
2012; Asmah, 2010) has revealed frequent utilization of communication strategies
such as code switching, circumlocution, and word coinage that could help language
users with limited English proficiency get by during oral communication. The
findings of the present study align with earlier research that highlights the
potential benefits of communication strategies to augment listening and speaking
skills among second language learners (Mahdi, 2015). By employing these

strategies, salespersons in the present study were better equipped to navigate
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linguistic barriers and communicate with increased confidence and efficacy during

sales presentations.

6. Implications of Findings

The findings of this study shed light on the importance of designing training
programs that should not only develop salespersons’ language proficiency but also
equip them with communication strategies to alleviate communication
apprehension. To effectively cater to the diverse needs of salespersons across
different levels of communication apprehension, training programs should
incorporate promotion of a wide variety of strategies that can be adopted by

salespersons with various levels of language proficiency.

Fostering a supportive and inclusive environment that encourages open
discussion and knowledge sharing among salespersons with varying
communication apprehension levels is instrumental. A team-based selling
approach enables moderate communication apprehension individuals to learn
from the experiences and techniques employed by salespersons with both high
and low levels of communication apprehension (Obeta, 2006), thereby broadening
their repertoire of communication strategies (Ellis, 2008). Techniques such as
systematic desensitization, where individuals are progressively exposed to
increasingly challenging communication scenarios, can help moderate language
learners and users with communication apprehension overcome their
communication apprehension and develop effective communication skills (Open

Textbook Library University of Minnesota, 2013).

Furthermore, mentorship programs can be organized to provide
personalized guidance and support to salespersons with moderate communication
apprehension levels (Jones & Procopio, 2017; Friend et al., 2013). Assigning
experienced mentors who can share their expertise, offer constructive feedback,
and serve as role models can greatly assist in the development of communication

skills and overall confidence.
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7. Limitations of the Study

This study was subject to several limitations that warrant careful
consideration. Firstly, the present study was undertaken when Thailand was still
in the lockdown period due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This limited access to
salespersons working for different private companies and in different sales
contexts. In addition, due to compliance with the Personal Data Protection Act
(PDPA) and the company’s commitment to maintaining business confidentiality,
accessibility to the salespersons was restricted. This limitation posed challenges
in obtaining a larger sample size and conducting in-depth interviews, potentially

impacting the breadth and depth of the study findings.

8. Recommendations for Further Research

The present study primarily focused on the perceptions and strategies
employed by Thai salespersons without examining the effectiveness and outcomes
of these tactics in achieving sales goals. For this reason, further research should
be carried out to examine the effects of different communication strategies on
sales performance. Besides this, in this study, data regarding demographic
characteristics of salespersons were gathered to ensure understanding of the
sales context. Future investigations may also look into how demographic
characteristics including personality trait and the mismatch between salespersons’
perceived level of English proficiency and actual level of proficiency have an
influence on their communication apprehension. Finally, research, employing both
quantitative and qualitative methodologies, should also be undertaken to explore
the degree to which different oral communication dimensions—speaking in small
groups or group discussions, speaking in a meeting context, interpersonal
conversations, and public speaking—affect salespersons’ communication
apprehension and whether different communication strategies are used to cope
with different dimensions as well as how salespersons perceive effectiveness of
communication strategies so as to shed more light on communication

apprehension of salespersons and how to cope with it.
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9. Conclusion

Understanding and addressing communication apprehension levels among
Thai salespersons are critical to enhancing the quality of sales presentations. To
improve sales presentation outcomes, private businesses and organizations
should organize training programs to assist salespersons across all communication
apprehension levels. By fostering an inclusive environment, providing targeted
interventions, and implementing mentorship programs, companies are more likely
to effectively reduce communication apprehension levels and enhance the

confidence and overall performance of salespersons working for them.
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13. Appendix
Appendix A
Questionnaire

This questionnaire is part of a study for the Doctor of Philosophy Program
in English Language Education (International Program) at the Faculty of Liberal
Arts, Thammasat University. The purpose of this questionnaire is to assess
salespersons’ communication apprehension when communicating in English with
foreign customers. Please read the questionnaire carefully and provide the most
truthful answers. Your responses will be kept confidential and used solely for
educational purposes. Thank you very much for your cooperation and for taking
the time to answer these questions.

This questionnaire consists of two parts: Part 1 Demographic Information
and Part 2 The Personal Report of Communication Apprehension (PRCA-24)

Questionnaire.
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Part 1: Demographic Information

Please check (v') in the box where relevant

1.

Gender

0 Male [0 Female [0 Not specify

Age

0 Younger than 30 O between 30 and 45 [ Over than 45 years
years old years old old

Education level

O High school graduate O Bachelor’s degree 0 Master's degree
or the equivalent

How long have you been working for the company?

02 -5years 06 — 10 years 0 More than 10 years
Sales base salary (per month)

O 15,000 - 25,000 Thai O 25,001 - 35,000 O More than 35,000
Baht Thai Baht Thai baht

To what extent does the commission rate you receive affect your
willingness to communicate with customers in English?

O High 0 Moderate O Low

What is your proficiency level in English?

0 Advanced 0 Intermediate [0 Beginner

How confident are you when speaking English during sales activities?

0 Very confident 0 Confident 0 Not confident

Part 2: PRCA-24 Questionnaire

regarding your knowledge and skills during face-to-face communication with
others in various situations that occur during English conversations. Please select

your responses quickly and choose the answer based on your immediate feelings

Instructions: This section of the questionnaire consists of questions

after reading each question.
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Please indicate your feelings by marking (v) in the box corresponding to the

number that aligns with your emotions when you are in the following situations

using English language:

= Strongly Agree
= Agree
= Neutral/Undecided

= Disagree

a b W N P

= Strongly Disagree

1. | I dislike participating in group discussions. 3 4 5

2. | Generally, | am comfortable while 3 4 5
participating in group discussions.

3. | 'am tense and nervous while participating 3 4 5
in group discussions.

4. | |like to get involved in group discussions. 3 4 5

5. | Engaging in a group discussion with new 3 4 5
people makes me tense and nervous.

6. |l am calm and relaxed while participating in 3 4 5
group discussions.

7. | Generally, | am nervous when | have to 3 4 5
participate in a meeting.

8. | Usually, I am comfortable when | have to 3 4 5
participate in a meeting.

9. | I'am very calm and relaxed when | am called 3 4 5
upon to express an opinion at a meeting.

10. | I am afraid to express myself at meetings. 3 4 5

11. | Communicating at meetings usually makes 3 4 5
me uncomfortable.
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12.

| am very relaxed when answering questions

at a meeting.

13.

While participating in a conversation with a

new acquaintance, | feel very nervous.

14.

| have no fear of speaking up in

conversations.

15.

| am always very tense and nervous in

conversations.

16.

| am always very calm and relaxed when |

am having a conversation with someone.

17.

While conversing with a new acquaintance, |

feel very relaxed.

18.

| am afraid to speak up while | am having a

conversation with someone.

19.

| have no fear of giving a speech.

20.

Certain parts of my body feel very tense and

rigid while | am giving a speech.

21.

| feel relaxed while | am giving a speech.

22.

My thoughts become confused and jumbled

when | am giving a speech.

23. | | face the prospect of giving a speech with
confidence.
24. | While giving a speech, | get so nervous |

forget facts | know very well.
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Appendix B

Semi-Structured Interview Questions

. How often do you have to communicate in English while working? Can you
give examples?

. Usually, when you use English to communicate with foreign customers, how
do you feel? Can you please explain your feeling in that kind of situations?

. Do you feel anxious when using English for communication? Could you provide
an example of a situation that makes you feel anxious?

. Do you think the feelings of nervousness and anxiety affect your ability to
communicate in English? Have you ever felt so nervous that you cannot
communicate in English?

. What do you do if you feel that you cannot communicate in English with your
foreign customers? Can you give examples?

. Normally, what methods or techniques do you use to manage anxiety, and

how effective are they?
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