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1  | INTRODUC TION

Current models of human social behavior highlight several predic-
tors of actively engaging in a social behavior, such as the perceived 
social norms of, self-efficacy about, and personal meaning of enact-
ing the social behavior. Here, human social behavior is defined as any 
behavior occurring in social situations that is influenced by the real 
or imagined presence or expectations of others (e.g., giving a speech; 
Baron et al., 1989). However, the literature largely excludes the role 
of state social anxiety about a specific social behavior (Ajzen, 1985; 
Eccles et al., 1983; Rimal, 2001; Witte, 1992).

There is good reason to account for state social anxiety when 
considering the predictors of social behaviors. For example, a 
substantial body of literature indicates that even state levels of 
anxiety influence behavior (Ekman et  al.,  1983; Izard,  1994; Lang 
et al., 2000). Furthermore, models of Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD; 
Hofmann, 2007) indicate that both state social anxiety (context- and 
state-dependent anxiety in social situations) and SAD (clinically sig-
nificant anxiety in social situations resulting in significant distress 
and impairment) influence decisions to actively engage with (be-
havioral action) or avoid (behavioral avoidance) social behaviors. 
Here, behavioral avoidance and action, as well as their associated 
cognitive factors, are conceptualized as existing on a spectrum, with 

avoidance and action on opposite ends (Lee & Hayes-Skelton, 2017; 
Rimal,  2001; Witte,  1992). However, despite the broad literature 
on predictors of behavioral avoidance (e.g., negative filter, cost and 
probability biases, and attentional biases), there is surprisingly little 
on the predictors of behavioral action, the active engagement of a 
behavior despite any fear, or anxiety associated with that behavior. 
Such a distinction is necessary when considering that, while many 
predictors of behavioral avoidance can be applied to behavioral ac-
tion (e.g., self-efficacy and fear of failure), some predictors of be-
havioral action may not be associated with avoidance (e.g., need for 
achievement; Elliot & Church, 1997; Neff et al., 2005; Zusho et al., 
2005).

One potential predictor of behavioral action may be the personal 
meaning or perceived value of a behavior, as evidenced by the large 
body of literature already providing evidence for personal meaning 
as a predictor of human social behavior. For example, the Theory 
of Planned Behavior (TPB: Ajzen, 1985, 1991, 2011), posits that be-
havioral beliefs, which refer to an individual's attitudes toward a be-
havior, including the degree to which individuals believe themselves 
to like or dislike the behavior, value the behavior, or believe the 
behavior to have favorable or unfavorable outcomes, increases the 
likelihood of that behavior (Ajzen, 1985, 1991, 2011). Studies exam-
ining the TPB have also noted that behavioral beliefs are one of the 
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strongest predictors of a behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Dawson et al., 2015; 
Pickett et al., 2012). However, the literature here neither examines 
social behaviors in the context of state social anxiety, nor examines 
the impact of anxiety on an anxiety-producing behavior. As such, 
lacking still is any evidence for personal meaning as a predictor of an 
anxiety-producing behavior (behavioral action).

Other bodies of literature on personal meaning, such as the lit-
erature on subjective task values and values affirmation exercises, 
similarly indicate that personal meaning predicts the engagement of 
human social behaviors. For example, the subjective task values liter-
ature indicates that having a strong self-reported personal meaning 
attached to activities such as playing sports (Cox & Whaley, 2004; 
Eccles & Harold, 1991; Stuart, 2003; Wigfield et al., 1997) or music 
(Eccles et al., 1993; Wigfield et al., 1997) is associated with an in-
creased likelihood of engagement in those activities. Similarly, the 
values affirmation literature indicates that writing about values 
increases a wide range of behaviors from reducing the achieve-
ment gaps and increasing the academic performance (e.g., Jordt 
et al., 2017; Layous et al., 2017; Miyake et al., 2010), to increasing 
pro-social behaviors (Lindsay & Crewell,  2014). However, lacking 
still is the examination of personal meaning in the context of social 
anxiety-producing social behaviors. In effect, while the social psy-
chology literature establishes a link between personal meaning and 
social behaviors, it does not adequately account for the role of anxi-
ety and anxiety-producing behaviors (behavioral action).

While the personal meaning of a behavior has yet to be stud-
ied in the context of social anxiety, similar constructs such as values 
clarification, the process of identifying what is personally meaning-
ful, and valued action, actions that are personally meaningful, have 
been reviewed in this context (Hayes et al., 2004; Orsillo et al., 2016; 
Roemer & Orsillo,  2009). Of note, values clarification, valued ac-
tion, and personal meaning are closely related. However, personal 
meaning refers to what is personally meaningful or valued about a 
specific behavior (Eccles et  al.,  1983), whereas values clarification 
more generally refers to the process of finding what is personally 
meaningful, and valued action refers to a specific behavior previ-
ously identified as being personally valued (Hayes et al., 2011). That 
is, in order to identify an action as a valued action, the action must be 
personally meaningful. Because both personal meaning and valued 
action are so closely tied and both refer to a specific behavior, the 
present paper refers to the literature on valued action as it relates to 
personal meaning of a behavior.

In the context of social anxiety, personal meaning of a be-
havior has been associated with an increased likelihood of that 
behavior occurring and decreased self-reported social anxiety 
(Bilich & Ciarrochi,  2009; Dalrymple & Herbert,  2007; Kashdan & 
McKnight, 2013; Ossman et al., 2006). Here, the literature generally 
indicates that behavioral action is positively associated with personal 
meaning and negatively associated with social anxiety. However, 
the majority of the studies here examined valued action and per-
sonal meaning in the context of acceptance-based behavioral ther-
apies (ABBTs) such as ACT (Bilich & Ciarrochi, 2009; Block, 2002; 
Dalrymple & Herbert, 2007; Ossman et al., 2006). As such, they do 

not examine the unique effect of the personal meaning of a behavior 
on that behavior's occurrence, over and above other components 
of ABBTs, such as acceptance of distress. Additionally, the research 
here examines the levels of social anxiety in general, rather than the 
amount of anxiety about a particular behavior. Such a distinction is 
important when considering that experiencing higher levels of social 
anxiety do not necessarily indicate that individuals will experience 
greater state anxiety in all social situations. As a result, despite the 
models of social behavior and social anxiety noting the importance 
of personal meaning as an important predictor of social behavior in 
the context of state social anxiety, the literature does not examine 
the unique effect of personal meaning on behavioral action (the ac-
tive engagement of a behavior despite anxiety).

The present study investigated personal meaning and state so-
cial anxiety as predictors of behavioral action. Previous research 
indicates that both personal meaning and state social anxiety are 
general predictors of social behavior. However, the literature has 
not examined them together as predictors of behavioral action. We 
examined this experimentally by implementing a between-subjects 
design, in which half of the participants were primed to have greater 
personal meaning in taking the social anxiety-provoking behavioral 
action of recording a position statement about a current social issue 
to be posted on a video blog. We hypothesized that, when exam-
ined together, personal meaning and state social anxiety would in-
dependently predict the behavioral action.

2  | MATERIAL S AND METHODS

2.1 | Participants

We recruited 145 participants from an urban university. All partici-
pants provided informed consent. The first part of the study was an 
online screener, which was used to assess eligibility. The second part 
of the study was an experimental manipulation completed in the lab. 
Of the 145 participants completing the online screener, 71 partici-
pants were interested in completing part two of the study. Inclusion 
criteria for this study included English proficiency, for which partici-
pants indicated that they experienced sufficient proficiency to re-
cord a video statement about current social issues. Exclusion criteria 
for this study included history of an Autism Spectrum Disorder or 
Psychotic Disorder, and extensive public speaking experience (fre-
quency of more than once a week) in the past month. The inclusion 
criteria of speaking English proficiency resulted in three individuals 
being dropped from the analysis. All individuals completed at least 
80% of the items on 80% of the measures. The final sample consisted 
of 68 participants. The demographic characteristics of our final sam-
ple can be seen in Table 1. Of note, the mean Social Phobia Inventory 
(SPIN; Connor et al., 2000) scores of our sample indicated that our 
sample was above the clinical cut-off for social anxiety. However, as 
would be expected from this nonclinical sample, the mean (22.08) 
is lower than that of most clinical samples (means = 30–46; Connor 
et al., 2000).
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2.2 | Assessment measures

2.2.1 | Demographics questionnaire (Suyemoto 
et al., 2016)

Participants completed the demographic questionnaire as a part of the 
online survey. As a part of the questionnaire, we also asked individuals if 
they have ever been diagnosed with an Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 
or psychotic disorder, as symptoms of these disorders can influence the 
social engagement or perceptions (White et al., 2007). Additionally, we 
asked individuals to describe their public speaking experience, as exten-
sive public speaking experience would likely affect engagement with the 
study's proposed behavioral action of recording a position statement.

2.2.2 | Social phobia inventory (SPIN: Connor 
et al., 2000)

The SPIN is a 17-item self-report measure evaluating fear and 
avoidance in social situations. Higher scores indicated higher social 

anxiety. Based on an ROC analysis, individuals with scores over 19 
are likely to experience social anxiety at the disorder level (Connor 
et  al.,  2000). Participants in our sample completed the SPIN as a 
measure of social anxiety at the beginning of the experimental por-
tion of the experiment. The SPIN has been shown to have good test–
retest reliability, internal consistency (α = .94), and good convergent 
and discriminant validity (Connor et al., 2000). Similarly, the SPIN in 
our sample displayed excellent internal consistency (α = .93).

2.2.3 | Depression, anxiety, and stress scales—
Depression subscale, 7-item version (DASS-D; 
Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995)

This 7-item self-report measure was used to measure the symptoms 
of depression. Respondents rated how much each item applied to 
them, on a scale from 0 to 3. We used the depression subscale of 
the DASS to control for participants’ depression, as depression 
can influence social engagement and perception. The DASS-D has 
been shown to have good convergent and discriminant validity and 

Personal meaning 
group

Control 
group total

(n = 34) (n = 34) (n = 68)

n (%) n (%) n (%)

Mean SPIN (SD) 22.78 (12.39) 21.39 (15.72) 22.08 (14.06)

SPIN range 2–55 0–57 0–57

SPIN score above clinical cut-off (%) 20 (58.82) 19 (55.8) 39 (57.35)

Gender (%)a 

Male 9 (26.47) 9 (26.47) 18 (26.47)

Female 25 (73.53) 25 (73.53) 50 (73.53)

Mean age (SD) 22.91 (5.38) 20.62 (5.27) 22.49 (5.78)

Sexual orientation (%)

Gay/Lesbian 1 (2.94) 2 (5.88) 3 (4.41)

Bisexual 7 (20.58) 3 (8.82) 10 (14.71)

Heterosexual 26 (76.47) 27 (79.41) 53 (77.94)

Pansexual 1 (2.94) 1 (2.94) 2 (2.94)

Racial identity (%)b, c 

Alaskan native 0 0 0

Asian 5 (14.71) 9 (26.47) 14 (20.58)

Black 9 (26.47) 8 (23.53) 17 (25.0)

Latino/Hispanic 7 (20.59) 5 (14.71) 12 (17.64)

Pacific Islander 0 2 (5.88) 2 (2.94)

White 13 (38.24) 10 (29.41) 24 (35.29)

Multiracial/Other 1 (2.94) 5 (14.71) 6 (8.88)

Note: SPIN: Social Phobia Inventory, clinical cut-off score = 19.
aAll participants identified as cisgender. 
bParticipants checked as many racial identities as they considered to be part of their identity. 
cOther identities endorsed: Arab, Black and White, Black and Asian, Malaysian and Other, Brazilian, 
Brazilian American, Haitian, Indian, and Middle Eastern. 

TA B L E  1   Demographic characteristics 
of participants
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excellent internal consistency (α = .91–.97; Brown et al., 1997). The 
DASS-D in our sample displayed good internal consistency (α = .89).

2.2.4 | Social issues values questionnaire

The social issues values questionnaire (SIVQ) was designed for the 
present study and was adapted from the Valued Living Questionnaire 
(VLQ: Wilson et al., 2010). The self-report measure asked participants 
to rate the importance of and the personal meaning of recording a 
position statement for a video blog about six different social issues 
(expanding slot machine gaming, equal pay for all genders, lower-
ing the student loan interest rate, legalization, regulation, taxation 
of marijuana, honeybee decline, and health care access and reform), 
regardless of whether they are for or against the issue. The meas-
ure also asked participants to rate how likely they were to record a 
position statement about each social issue. Participants answered 
each question using a 1 (not at all) to 10 (extremely) Likert-type scale, 
taken from the VLQ. Participants were also asked to mark the social 
issue that they found to be the most important and the social issue 
that they found to be the least important. We administered the SIVQ 
to assess how much participants valued each social issue and how 
personally meaningful they found recording a statement about each 
issue for a video blog. The SIVQ in our sample displayed adequate 
to good internal consistency for the item assessing how personally 
meaningful they found recording a statement about each issue for a 
video blog (α’s from .77 to .86).

2.2.5 | State-trait anxiety inventory 6—State subscale 
(STAI-6S; Marteau & Bekker, 1992)

The STAI-6S is a 6-item version of the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory 
(Spielberger et  al.,  1970) and is a self-report measure measur-
ing the intensity of feelings of state anxiety. Participants rated 
how much they were currently experiencing each item on a 1 to 
4 Likert scale. The STAI-6S has been shown to have good internal 
consistency (α  =  .90), reliability, and convergent validity (Marteau 
& Bekker, 1992). The STAI-6S in our sample displayed good inter-
nal consistency (α =  .81). Participants were instructed to complete 
the STAI-6S while thinking about the social situation of recording a 
position statement on their assigned social issue for a video blog. 
The original 20-item STAI has been used as a measure of state so-
cial anxiety successfully (Mellings & Alden, 2000). In our sample, the 
STAI-6S was significantly related to our trait measure of social anxi-
ety, the SPIN (r = .42, p < .001).

2.2.6 | Behavioral action

In the present study, participants were given 5 min to record a posi-
tion statement on their assigned social issue via an iPad. Participants 
were told that the statement could be any length, and that if they 

chose not to record, they should “just sit for the next 5  min.” 
Participants were then left alone for 5 min. Participants were con-
sidered to have taken the behavioral action if they record a position 
statement of any length. Participants were not able to delete and 
re-record position statements.

2.3 | Design and procedure

The study design was a two-part between-subjects experiment. In 
the first part of the experiment, participants were asked to fill out 
the demographics questionnaire, SPIN, DASS-D, and SIVQ. Part one 
took approximately 20 min and was completed online. Part two oc-
curred 1–7 days following part one.

Part two consisted of a 45-min experiment in the lab. Here, we 
randomly assigned participants to be in the personal meaning or the 
control condition. To enhance their personal meaning, those in the 
personal meaning condition were assigned to speak on the social 
issue that was most important to them (rated as a 7 or higher on the 
SIVQ). Conversely, those in the control condition were assigned the 
social issue that was least important to them (rated 4 or lower on 
the SIVQ).

All participants were informed of their assigned social issue and 
told that they would later have the option to record a position state-
ment about their assigned social issue for “a video blog about in-
dividuals' voices on different social issues.” Participants were then 
asked to complete the DASS-S and the STAI-6S, which instructed 
participants to assess their state anxiety while thinking about re-
cording the position statement about their assigned social issue.

After completing the measures, all participants had 5 min to write 
and prepare what they would say if they were to record a position 
statement on the assigned social issue. Participants in the personal 
meaning condition then completed a 7-min writing task reflecting on 
how and why it would be personally meaningful for them to record 
a position statement about their assigned social issue. To control 
for a practice effect, participants were explicitly instructed to not 
write about the social issue, but rather the action of recording the 
position statement. The written product of this task was checked 
for adherence; all participants adhered to the writing task prompt. 
The writing task was adapted from two values-based writing tasks 
(Hulleman et  al.,  2008; Roemer & Orsillo,  2009). Studies indicate 
that when writing about how and why something is important, in-
dividuals subsequently find the topic to be more important than 
when writing about a neutral topic (Hulleman et al., 2008; Hulleman 
& Harackiewicz, 2009). In the control condition, participants were 
asked to complete a 7-min writing task describing the contents of 
their room in as much detail as possible. In both conditions, partici-
pants were asked to be as thorough as possible and to write for the 
entire 7 min. Participants then completed the SIVQ.

We then gave participants the option to record a position state-
ment on an iPad about their assigned social issue. After demonstrat-
ing the use of the iPad, the experimenter told the participant that 
they would be back in 5  min, during which the participant could 
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record their position statement if they so choose. After 5 min, the 
experimenter returned, and the participant completed the STAI-6S 
and SIVQ. The experimenter debriefed the participant and informed 
participants that any recorded position statements of the study 
would not be posted or used outside of the study. All experimen-
tal procedures were standardized and manualized, and each experi-
menter was trained on the procedures,

2.4 | Data analysis

For our preliminary analyses, we conducted a series of omnibus 
chi-square analyses to examine differences in the STAI-6S, per-
sonal meaning group assignment, and behavioral action by age, 
race, gender, sexual orientation, public speaking experience, and 
experimenter. Additionally, we conducted an adjusted standardized 
residuals analysis to compare differences between groups of sig-
nificant omnibus chi-square analysis (Agresti, 2007; Delucchi, 1993; 
MacDonald & Gardner, 2000; Sharpe, 2015). Adjusted standardized 
residuals greater than the absolute value of ±2 are considered to be 
significant (MacDonald & Gardner, 2000; Sharpe, 2015).

For our analyses, our main variables were state social anxiety 
(STAI-6S), personal meaning group assignment, and depression 
(DASS-D) taken before participants were given the chance to take 
the behavioral action of recording a position statement. Behavioral 
action was measured by whether or not participants recorded a po-
sition statement.

The primary analyses consisted of a series of logistic regressions 
in SPSS Version 23. Due to the significant association between the 
DASS-D and the STAI-6S, and the significant difference in behav-
ioral action by race, we entered the DASS-D and race into the model 
as covariates in our logistic regression models. Race was dichoto-
mized in to Black (n = 17) and not Black (n = 51) because our adjusted 
standardized residuals analysis indicated that only participants 

identifying as Black were significantly more likely than other racial 
groups to take the behavioral action.

3  | RESULTS

3.1 | Preliminary analyses

Table  2 provides the mean, ranges, and standard deviations of all 
measures used in the analyses. Since the DASS-D had a relatively 
high skewness value, we ran our analysis both with and without the 
transformed DASS-D value (square root transformation). Because 
the pattern of the results did not change with and without the trans-
formed value, the current study used the untransformed value for 
ease of interpretability. All other skewness and kurtosis values were 
within acceptable ranges. The scores on the SPIN, STAI-6S, and 
DASS-D did not differ significantly between groups (ps =  .28–.73). 
Additionally, the proportion of individuals with SPIN scores above 
the clinical cut-off did not differ between groups. In contrast, 
whether participants took the behavioral action significantly dif-
fered between groups, in that individuals in the personal meaning 
condition were more likely to record the position statement than 
those in the control condition (χ2 (1, N  =  68)  =  10.88, p  <  .001). 
Finally, participants in the personal meaning condition did not re-
cord significantly longer position statements than those in the con-
trol condition (F(1, 16) = 3.02, p = .10).

The social issues rated the most and least personally meaningful 
to record a position statement about did not differ between groups 
(χ2 (4, N = 68) = 4.50, p = .21; χ2 (3, N = 68) = 2.64, p = .62). Across 
conditions, the majority of participants rated health care access 
and reform (Control: 45.6%; Personal Meaning: 52.9%) as being 
the social issue most personally meaningful. Participants rated ex-
panding slot machine gambling (Control: 67.6%; Personal Meaning: 
70.6%) as being the least personally meaningful. The social issues 

TA B L E  2   Preliminary analyses

Measures

Personal meaning group Control group Total ANOVA

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) (N = 68)

(n = 34) (n = 34) (N = 68) F p

SPIN 22.78 (12.39) 21.39 (15.72) 22.08 (14.06) 0.16 .69

STAI-6S 13.03 (4.34) 12.68 (4.06) 12.85 (4.17) 0.12 .73

DASS-D 3.68 (4.33) 4.94 (5.19) 4.31 (4.79) 1.19 .28

Length of position statement 
in seconds

143.07 (86.93) 53.33 (21.50) 128.11 (86.38) 3.02 .10

Range = 28 s–299 s Range = 35 s–77 s Range = 28 s–299 s

Personal meaning 8.94 (1.92) 2.29 (2.14) 5.62 (3.91) 181.63 <.001

Percent of participants taking 
behavioral action

44.12 8.82 26.45 χ2 (N = 68)

χ2 p

10.88 <.001

Note: SPIN: Social Phobia Inventory (clinical cut-off = 19), STAI-6S: State Trait Inventory—6-item State subscale, DASS-D: Depression Anxiety Stress 
Scales—Depression subscale, M-SESS: Modified Self-Efficacy for Social Situations Scale, Behavioral Action: Whether or not participant recorded a 
position statement, Personal Meaning: Amount of personal meaning reported to record a statement on the social issues values questionnaire.
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rated most and least personally meaningful did not differ by race (χ2 
(18) = 22.01, p = .23; χ2 (24) = 17.62, p = .82).

As expected, a correlation matrix revealed that the STAI-6S and 
behavioral action were significantly related to the DASS-D (ps < .05; 
See Table 3). Surprisingly, all other variables were not significantly 
related to one another (ps = .23–.88; see Table 3). Additionally, we 
examined STAI-6S, personal meaning group assignment, and behav-
ioral action by age, race, gender, sexual orientation, public speaking 
experience, and experimenter, using a series of omnibus chi-square 
analyses. Our preliminary analyses revealed a significant difference 
on behavioral action (whether or not participants record a position 
statement) by race (χ2 (6, N = 68) = 16.00, p = .01, Cramer's V = .49). 
To examine the differences in behavioral action by each racial group, 
we conducted an adjusted standardized residuals analysis. Our ad-
justed standardized residuals analyses indicated that participants 
identifying as Black (adjusted standardized residual  =  3.8) were 
significantly more likely to take the behavioral action of recording 
a position statement than participants identifying as White, Asian, 
Latino, Pacific Islander, or Multiracial (adjusted standardized resid-
uals = −1.0, −1.6, −0.9, −0.6, and 0.1, respectively). There were no 
other significant differences between any of the other variables 
(ps = .10–.67).

3.2 | Main analyses

To test the hypothesis that state social anxiety and personal meaning 
would predict behavioral action, we conducted a logistic regression 
with STAI-6S and personal meaning condition predicting behavio-
ral action (whether or not participants recorded a position state-
ment) (see Table 4). The logistic regression model was statistically 
significant (χ2 (4) = 28.63, p < .001), explaining 50.00% (Nagelkerke 
R2 = .50) of the variance in behavioral action. With all variables in the 
model, our covariate of race (Black vs. not Black) was significantly 
associated with an increased likelihood of behavioral action (Wald 
Criterion = 9.73, p < .01). Additionally, the odds ratio indicated that 
for individuals identifying as Black, the behavioral action was 18.98 
more times likely (Exp(Β) = 18.98). Similarly, personal meaning was 

significantly associated with an increased likelihood of behavioral 
action (Wald Criterion = 9.00, p = .001). Additionally, for individuals 
in the personal meaning group, the behavioral action was 17.58 more 
times likely (Exp(Β) = 17.58). In contrast, the STAI-6S was not sig-
nificantly associated with behavioral action (Wald Criterion = 2.85, 
p = .09). Overall, 83.8% of cases were correctly classified, which sig-
nificantly improved upon a chance rate of 26.5% (z = 5.47, p < .001). 
The predictor variables correctly classified 50.00% of participants 
taking the behavioral action and 96.00% of participants not taking 
the behavioral action, both of which were significant improvements 
over the chance rate of 26.5% (z = 2.26, p < .05; z = 6.60, p < .001, 
respectively). Thus, our hypothesis was partially supported in that 
personal meaning, but not state social anxiety, predicted behavioral 
action.

4  | DISCUSSION

Although previous research indicates that personal meaning is an 
important predictor of social behavior, the literature has not exam-
ined personal meaning as a predictor of behavior despite anxiety 
(behavioral action) or in the context of state social anxiety. Thus, in 
the present study, we examined state social anxiety and personal 
meaning as predictors of behavioral action. Additionally, due to the 
significant association between the DASS-D and the STAI-6s, and 
the significant difference in behavioral action by race (Black vs. not 
Black), we controlled for both depression and race.

The results indicated that, controlling for depression symptoms 
and the race of the participant, personal meaning, but not state so-
cial anxiety, significantly predicted if participants took the behav-
ioral action of recording the position statement. In other words, it is 
possible that personal meaning in an anxiety-provoking behavior in-
creases the likelihood of engaging in that behavior, despite any fear 
or anxiety. This finding is consistent with the literature indicating 
that personal meaning predicts social behavior, as well as expands 
our theoretical understanding of personal meaning to a predictor of 
behavioral action. Such findings could have valuable implications for 
individuals working to manage their social anxiety, as they suggest 

Measures SPIN STAI-6S DASS-D
Personal 
meaning

Behavioral 
action

SPIN – .39** .51** .05 −.05

STAI-6S – – .34* .04 −.16

DASS-D – – – −.13 −.02

Personal meaning – – – – .40***

Behavioral action – – – – –

Note: SPIN: Social Phobia Inventory, STAI-6S: State Trait Inventory—6-item State subscale, 
DASS-D: Depression Anxiety Stress Scales—Depression subscale, Behavioral Action: Whether or 
not participant recorded a position statement.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p = .001. 

TA B L E  3   Correlations
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that it is possible to engage in anxiety-provoking behaviors despite 
any state social anxiety associated with that behavior. Strikingly, be-
cause neither trait nor state social anxiety differed between con-
ditions, the results may also suggest that one can engage in social 
anxiety-provoking behaviors without first decreasing their social 
anxiety. However, because we assigned participants in the personal 
meaning condition the social issue they rated as being most mean-
ingful, and participants in the control condition the social issues they 
rated as being the least meaningful, we cannot assess the impact of 
personal meaning when paired with a behavior related to an issue of 
low importance. To do so, further study should examine the mag-
nitude of the effect by assigning participants a social issue of equal 
importance.

In contrast to our hypothesis, the results indicated that, con-
trolling for depression symptoms and the race of the participant, 
state social anxiety did not significantly predict if participants took 
the behavioral action of recording the position statement. The find-
ings here indicate that personal meaning predicted behavioral action 
over and above state social anxiety. The nonsignificant effect of state 
social anxiety may have been the result of a difference in how social 
anxiety was measured, as well as our use of a nonselected sample. 
For example, social anxiety is typically measured and examined as a 
general emotional state, across social situations. In contrast, in keep-
ing with the philosophy of the TPB (Ajzen,  1985), which indicates 
that predictors must be examined in the context of the specific be-
havior, our study aimed to establish the effect of participants’ state 
social anxiety about a specific social anxiety-provoking behavior. 
Thus, it may be that, in contrast to general levels of social anxiety, 
this level of specificity does not have a direct effect on behavioral 
action. Additionally, to examine state social anxiety, we adapted the 
STAI-6S, which is a measure of general state anxiety. As such, it is 
possible that, despite our modifications, the measure did not accu-
rately capture participants’ state social anxiety. Furthermore, it may 
be that the state social anxiety only has a direct effect on behavioral 
action in individuals with clinically significant anxiety, which only de-
scribed 57.35% of our sample. Thus, our lack of significant findings 
here may be due to using a nonclinical sample. To address this lim-
itation, further research should examine the differences in the direct 
effects of general social anxiety across situations, state social anxi-
ety in high anxiety or clinical samples, and state social anxiety about 
a specific behavior on behavioral action. However, despite the lim-
itations, the results may also indicate that personal meaning predicts 

behavioral action above and beyond state social anxiety, providing 
further evidence that it is possible to engage in anxiety-provoking 
behaviors despite any state social anxiety associated with that be-
havior or without first decreasing their anxiety about that behavior.

Other limitations existed in the present study. For example, re-
search assistants were not blind to the condition participants were 
randomized into. As such, they could have inadvertently influenced 
participants while instructing participants on the use of the iPad; 
however, we attempted to reduce this bias using scripts for the re-
search assistants. Our odds ratio and confidence intervals for per-
sonal meaning were also quite large, indicating a large variance. To 
manage this, future studies could utilize a simpler model or increase 
sample size. Additionally, in each of our models, race had a signifi-
cant effect on behavioral action, in that participants racially iden-
tifying as Black were more likely to take the behavioral action. The 
finding is striking and worth further exploring to understand why the 
effect exists. For example, it may be that, for individuals who hold 
marginalized identities and, thus, face greater systemic oppression 
than those holding non-marginalized identities (Fiske et  al.,  1998; 
Sue et al., 2009), there is greater personal meaning in engaging with 
social issues, as well as a greater psychological cost to choosing not 
to engage with them. Additionally, given the political nature of our 
study, our findings may reflect the tendency of individuals holding 
marginalized identities to develop a sociopolitical awareness that 
motivates them to take action in response to social injustice, due 
to a greater awareness of the personal and societal implications of 
not speaking out (Watts et al., 2003). Although it is unclear why the 
effect exists in our sample, the findings point to the importance of 
considering cultural factors in our conceptualization of behavior.

In sum, the findings here indicate that having personal mean-
ing for recording the position statement increased the likelihood 
of participants recording the statement. The findings, should they 
generalize to other behaviors, may indicate that personal mean-
ing in a behavior leads to greater engagement in anxiety-provok-
ing behaviors. These findings have implications for individuals 
managing social anxiety, as they suggest personal meaning in 
a behavior as a method of increasing engagement in social anx-
iety-provoking behaviors, despite any social anxiety associated 
with that behavior. Further study should test the model in other 
anxiety-provoking behaviors and in clinical samples to fully as-
sess its generalizability and its utility in the context of treatment. 
Should the findings generalize to other behaviors, the findings 

TA B L E  4   State social anxiety and personal meaning as predictors of behavioral action when controlling for depression and race

Predictors χ2 df Nagelkerke R2 p Β (SE) Wald Exp(Β) [95% CI] p

28.63 4 .50 <.001

DASS-D .12 (0.09) 1.96 1.13 [0.95, 1.34] .16

Black racial identity 2.90 (0.94) 9.73 18.98 [2.99, 
120.64]

.002

STAI-6S −0.16 (0.10) 2.85 0.85 [0.70, 1.02] .09

Personal meaning 2.87 (0.96) 9.00 17.58 [2.70, 114.42] .003

Note: DASS-D: Depression Anxiety Stress Scales—Depression subscale, STAI-6S: State Trait Inventory—6-item State subscale.
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may indicate that individuals can increase the likelihood of engag-
ing in an anxiety-provoking behavior by personal meaning in that 
behavior to successfully enact the behavior.
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