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I. Introduction 

Stress is widely seen as universal throughout college students. Impending deadlines and 

exams, responsibilities of living on their own, and relationship pressures are all common factors 

which contribute to feelings of overwhelming stress and anxiety for college students. Though 

colleges provide coping resources like counseling, students are likely to express their concerns to 

those who are closest- their own peers. College living may perpetuate a specific way of coping 

with experiences through the way in which students interact with their peers. Communication 

about stress between roommates and friends is plentiful, as these are the people with whom 

students spend the most time. Thus, this project studies the specific motivations and linguistics 

within stress communication as students cope with their stressors.  

Academic stress has been proven to be detrimental to students’ health relating to depression, 

anxiety, physical illness, substance abuse, and risk of suicide (MacGeorge, E. L., Samter, W., & 

Gillihan, S. J., 2005). Support communication is one way to remedy this stress, as proven by 

previous research, which has discussed findings that support moderates the relationship between 

stress and health problems (MacGeorge, E. L., Samter, W., & Gillihan, S. J., 2005). Being part of 

a close-knit college community while living in a dorm room consisting of a small number of 

students allows for accessible communication at most times. Therefore, because stress within a 
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college setting is so common and research is accessible, I have chosen to research how this 

communication occurs between peers through the sort of language peers use to both express 

stress and relieve others’ stress.  

In this report I will first provide a literature review covering key issues in my field of study 

relating to stress communication and coping amongst students and and the effects of stress 

communication or apprehension on anxiety and academic stress. In addition, I will describe the 

Human Perception/Communication Model which informs this project and its findings.  

II. Literature Review 

 Fairly vast research has been conducted pertaining to elements of this study, such as 

modes of stress management, coping through social networking, and the effects of expressing 

thoughts and feelings of stress and anxiety. This research has provided support for the base of 

this study- that students under stress benefit from counseling. Previous studies have defined 

stress as “the body’s physiological and psychological response to a real or perceived threat or 

challenge” (International Communication Association, 2011, p. 1). Programmatic studies have 

revealed that support programs for college students under such stress have been proven to spark 

change in stress management behaviors and stress-related measure subscales. One such study has 

looked at the efficacy of a computer program designed to deliver tailored motivational feedback 

and tools pertaining to stress management to college students. Results indicated that the tailored 

and interactive aid from the MyStudentBody—Stress program had the most significant positive 

effect on students than either the control website or the group without treatment (Chiauzzi, E., 

Brevard, J., Thurn, C., Decembrele, S., & Lord, S., 2008). This study has suggested that some 

sort of support is beneficial to students under stress. Further structured studies have focused on 

the positive influence of emotional support through social networking sites on perceived life 
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stress. One study has focused on whether physical and social attraction among Facebook partners 

are predictive of perceived emotional support. Results indicated that homophily, or similarity, is 

an important perceptual factor in seeking emotional support. As Facebook is tailored toward a 

young student population which shares similarities in attitude, it may serve as a healthy 

community for college students to seek emotional support in times of stress (Wright, K. B., 

2012). This research is pertinent to the present study because it exhibits the importance of 

studying a population which possesses similarities in attitude. For the present study, a general 

population consisting of college students and their peers aligns with these findings, as their 

attitudes toward the college experience, including stress, are similar. Additionally, they share 

experiences together which form these comparable attitudes. Research has also suggested that 

closer relations, like friends, are likely to provide support due to a greater concern for such a 

relation or expectations of reciprocity (Cohen, S., 1992). This also suggests that an appropriate 

population for our study might be college roommates who have stayed together after freshman 

year. Though these studies reveal the influence of seeking aid on perceived stress and contribute 

to the formation of this study by informing the study of a fitting population, they focus solely on 

the way in which online communication affects perceived stress. Thus, research has looked into 

the way in which in-person support can positively affect feelings of anxiety. One study has found 

that emotional support like attentive listening and validation of the emotional experience lead to 

a more effective and positive appraisal of possible stressors. According to the research, this is 

due to the fact that this sort of communication allows for participants to better process negative 

emotions. However, the study did not find any significant research on the effect of emotional 

support specifically on feelings of anxiety. The researchers attribute this to the limited face 

validity of their instruments and measurements of anxiety in the lab setting (MacGeorge, E. L., 
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Samter, W., & Gillihan, S. J., 2005). Research also shows that expressing thoughts and emotions 

through writing or talking allows a person to organize their thoughts through the construction of 

language. In doing so, these interactions serve as a way to think through trauma and stress, 

allowing for the participant to overcome these experiences systematically (Does Communication 

Matter?, 2011). For instance, they are able to accept experiences by documenting them in an 

external fashion (Lyubomirsky, S., Sousa, L., & Dickerhoof, R., 2006). The effects of 

internalizing stress and neglecting to communicate negative feelings have been justified as 

significantly negative. Research has shown that high communication apprehension, defined as 

the “tendency to experience anxiety when communicating or thinking about communicating with 

others,” (Gearhart, C. C., & Bodie, G. D., 2012, p. 28) acts as a barrier to engaging in the 

communication necessary to form close relationships in college (McCroskey, J. C., & Sheahan, 

M. E., 1978). Communication apprehension has also been examined as a common source of 

academic stress (Gearhart, C. C., & Bodie, G. D., 2012). As a result of this apprehension to 

communicate with peers, college students internalize their stress, allowing for intrusive thoughts 

of their stressors to accumulate. Research has shown that when intrusive thoughts are present, 

increased anxiety is observed (Morrison, R., & O'Connor, R. C., 2005). Thus, those who choose 

to internalize their stress and anxiety and who choose not to communicate these mental burdens 

get caught in a cycle of inducing their own anxiety. Though research has shown that people are 

better off communicating their anxieties, there has been very little research showing the impact 

of specific types of communicated support on perceived anxiety in a college setting. Research 

outside of a laboratory setting has also been neglected, which may have skewed results on actual 

communication behavior. More importantly, though, is a lack of research regarding motivation to 

communicate stress and the process through which someone goes when forming an expression of 
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their stress or a seemingly appropriate response to someone else’s communication. Therefore, I 

have also studied the Human Perception/Communication Model, which demonstrates the process 

of perception as contributing to the formation of communication. The model illustrates that an 

infinite number of stimuli available to a person are reduced to only that which a person is able to 

perceive, as “no individual, no matter how smart or perceptive, can ever discover all the stimuli 

in an environment” (Russell, 2000, pg. 9). After initial reduction, humans “name” stimuli and 

continue to reduce the stimuli which have been discovered. In the “name” figure, an infinite 

number of stimuli becomes a “simplistic singularity,” as language enters the process. We then 

further reduce stimuli by categorizing them in the “classify” stage, when “classified linguistic 

images assume the characteristics of other members of the class” (Russell, 10). Additionally, in 

the “classify” stage, humans allow characteristics associated with a category or class to have a 

“larger role in perceptions than directly observed behaviors” (Russell, 10), which will become 

particularly salient in discovering how gender affects stress communication patterns. Then, the 

model demonstrates that we make meaning from these simplified categories and language labels. 

Finally, through these separate stages of perception, we communicate ideas we’ve crafted from 

perceptions of external stimuli. This model is particularly important in supporting underlying 

motivations of communication patterns among peers. Hopefully, findings from this study on the  

identification of perceptual errors as contributing to communication patterns will allow for more 

cognizant choices in both stress expression and forming responses to others’ stress 

communication. 

III. Research Questions 
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 This research has led to the following questions: What are the self-reported ways and 

motivations of communicating perceived stress levels among BC sophomores? How does 

someone’s gender affect their patterns of stress communication?  

IV. Project Design 

I have studied friend communication and perceived stress throughout BC sophomores 

through an interpretive paradigm. An interpretive frame focuses on understanding more deeply 

how meaning is created, as it “draws from hermeneutics, which aims at a holistic understanding” 

(Tracy, 2013, pg. 42). In this case, I have attempted to more deeply understand the motivations 

behind communicating about stress through feelings of openness and the sort of language which 

is used to both communicate stress and respond to this communication. In gathering my data, I 

have structured my research as descriptive research. Descriptive research is characterized by 

understanding “what is happening, how it happens, and what the people involved in those 

happenings think about it” (Spickard, 2017, pg. 40). The research was descriptive because it 

relied heavily on qualitative descriptions of participants’ interactions with peers. These 

descriptions contributed to the interpretive paradigm, as the openness of participants’ ability to 

describe their peer interactions allowed for more detail, resulting in a more robust understanding 

of the topic at hand. I gathered several types of data, namely reports of acts, behavior, and 

events, self-identity, personal feelings, and cultural knowledge. I gathered information through 

interviews. In 8 interviews lasting roughly 15 minutes each, I learned about specific stressors BC 

sophomores tend to respond to, and heard reports of interactions with their roommates pertaining 

to stress and anxiety. Cultural knowledge, or “things everyone knows,” (Spickard, pg. 61). 

played a part in how students define their stressors, which tended to be academic stress on a 

college campus, as well as how they perceived societal and cultural norms as contributing to 
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their communication patterns.  In order to gather this data, I interviewed 4 sophomore women 

and 4 sophomore men at Boston College who have had one year of dorm living. Narrowing this 

sample, I conducted a purposive study, which targeted sophomores who have chosen to stay with 

their freshman roommate(s).  

V. Data Analysis 

 The data set consisted of 8 interviews with Boston College sophomores who 

spoke about stress communication experiences with their roommates. I analyzed the data 

nominally, as I broke the population into 2 groups- one of 4 males and one of 4 females who 

have stayed with their freshman roommate(s). Data was also analyzed using the Human 

Perception/Communication Model (Russell, 2000), which demonstrates the incomplete nature of 

the process of human perception and resultant selectivity in human communication.  

Using in-vivo and descriptive coding strategies from the insights of Sarah Tracy, I 

focused on highlighting language which indicated differences and motivations between using 

emotional language- relating to internal reactions and feelings (i.e. “I feel”)- and situational 

language- which describes only the situation and reveals nothing of your emotional reaction-  in 

expressing stress, as well as those of emotional and advisory language- relating to suggestions 

for the future (i.e. “you should”)-  in responding to another’s stress. Additionally, I focused on 

how participants perceived gender norms as relevant to how people communicate their stress. 

Then, through further primary coding, I separated women’s responses from men’s responses in 

order to aid the organization of my own analysis and to further investigate how communication 

differs between males and females, both subconsciously and consciously when asked about 

perceived differences. The process of secondary pattern coding narrowed 385 total codes to 7 

patterns in women’s responses, and 4 patterns in males’ responses from a total of 295 codes. 
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After rendering my codes as hyper-specified, I condensed the 11 codes into four patterns, all 

bearing an integral element of perception: 1) Relationships as a Two-Way Street/Noticing the 

Other (i.e. perceiving a relationship as reciprocal fosters more frequent and open communication 

between relationship partners and noticing behavioral patterns allows for appropriate response); 

2) Comfort, Openness, Closeness, and Trust (i.e. four relationship factors which affect 

willingness to express your stress and ability to respond to another’s communication); 3) 

Emotional Empathy and Listening (i.e. how you might perceive the emotional openness of your 

communication partner as having an effect on your expression and how this emotional 

availability in the relationship might affect the response you receive); and 4) Gender Differences 

(i.e. whether women perceive men as being available and receptive to communication and 

patterns in men’s response behaviors). 

VI. Data Interpretation 

Patterns within participants’ responses reveal that perceptions heavily affect students’ 

stress communication with their peers and their responses to others’ stress communication. 

Codes have been identified as similar across both men and women, but further interpretation has 

revealed differing subconscious patterns in communication between men and women. The 

following interpretation will explore how major themes in this research contribute to the 

linguistic effects of perception in stress communication between peers.  

Friendship is a Two-Way Street/Noticing the Other: 

Previous research has designated that those with advanced understandings of friendship 

define a friend to be someone “with whom one … engages in mutual self-exploration and 

validation … while retaining personal autonomy” (Burleson & Samter, 1990, pg. 167). This 

emphasis on mutuality highlights the importance of both members benefiting from a friendship. 
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This may be brought about through reciprocal communication, that which relies on a give-and-

take of information and response. In stress communication, this can be seen as both parties of the 

relationship benefiting from freely communicating stress and receiving an appropriate or helpful 

response as a result. As evidenced by the research conducted in this study, students are more 

likely to openly communicate their stress with a friend if they perceive the relationship as 

reciprocal. Language like “vent … back and forth” (Megan. Personal Interview. April 10, 2018), 

“don’t want to hurt each other” (Sabrina. Personal Interview. April 12, 2018) and “trust each 

other” (Megan. April 10, 2018) indicate patterns across the nature of friendship communication 

as mutuality. This mutuality also requires a consciousness of the other, or an awareness of how a 

friend tends to deal with his or her stress. Trends in data showed that perceiving changes in 

another’s behavior patterns causes a sort of confrontational communication in responding to their 

stress. Participants noted that this sort of communication was appropriate when their roommate 

was acting different than usual. As a result, this affected who initiates stress communication. 

Two participants in this study exhibited the importance of this awareness. “I notice… ‘oh she 

hasn’t been around in a while like she’s been really stressed,’” said Maxine when indicating that 

she initiated communication with her roommate after noticing behavioral changes in her friend 

(Maxine. Personal Interview. April 12, 2018). Samuel described a similar pattern in initiating 

stress communication with his roommate as he said, “There’s really less outright communication 

and more like I could notice patterns of behavior … I would ask first what was wrong instead of 

you know, him coming to me” (Samuel. Personal Interview. April 23, 2018). In deriving 

information from their peers’ changing behavior patterns, participants perceived that they were 

stressed and decided to intervene by addressing their behavior and confronting them. They 

perceived if they needed help. Though the Human Perception/Communication Model shows us 
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that we make conscious decisions in perceptions which allow us to communicate in times such as 

these, it highlights an important factor of the incompleteness and inaccuracy of our perception 

process. The model illustrates, “no individual, no matter how smart or perceptive, can discover 

all the stimuli in an environment” (Russell, pg. 9).  Our human process allows for us to make 

various shortcuts in the stimuli we choose to perceive in many stages of the process. Therefore, 

we choose to perceive only those which are relevant to us. We then start to categorize the 

information we’ve chosen in the “naming” stage which creates a “simple singularity” from 

which we derive our communication to others. (Russell, 10). The data found in this study 

supports that we have the ability to make errors in perceiving others due to the limited number of 

stimuli we are able to perceive, and can never be sure whether our perceptions are closer or 

further to reality. This can be particularly dangerous in comparing ourselves to others. The data 

shows that students are inclined to perceive others as more competent than they are across 

various categories, including career aspirations and how they handle stress. Both Sabrina and 

Samuel discussed a feeling of inferiority in relation to their peers during career-related 

conversations. Sabrina voiced that her roommate knows more about what she wants to do with 

her life (Sabrina. Personal Interview. April 12, 2018), while Samuel said, “I feel like a lot of 

people are … on top of it but then … I don’t know what I want to do yet” (Samuel. April 23, 

2018). According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the “average number of years that wage and 

salary workers had been with their current employer was 4.2 years in January 2016, down from 

4.6 years in January 2014” (United States Department of Labor, 2016). The Bureau also reported 

that “individuals born in the latter years of the baby boom held an average of 11.9 jobs from age 

18 to 50.” (United States Department of Labor, 2017).  The frequency and volume of change in 

jobs might indicate a level of job dissatisfaction, possibly characterized by task dissatisfaction 
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(Robbins & Judge, 2017, pg. 250). Although their peers may present themselves as confident 

about their career and choices, the likelihood that they are either masking uncertainty or that they 

won’t end up sticking to these career decisions is very high, as evidenced by decreasing job 

retention rates. In this way, students’ perceptions of others’ career knowledge are likely wrong, 

therefore causing these students to feel inferior in error. In perceiving how others handle their 

own stress, the data indicates that students who have a tendency to turn inward, as a way of 

keeping the burden of their own stress off others’ shoulders or pretending that they do not feel 

any stress at all, are perceived as handling stress better. Samuel said that “Some people … in 

college don’t consider certain things to be like worthy of communicating to their roommates so 

they don’t communicate it …they won’t communicate it because … they feel like everyone else 

is dealing totally fine” (Samuel. April 23, 2018). However, research has shown that refusing to 

address your stressors through communication can lead to worsened health effects, or that 

“avoidance is believed to suppress one’s feelings and further contribute to distress, anxiety, and 

ruminative thoughts” (Afifi et al., 2017, pg. 77). In this way, there is a stigma around stress, that 

those who are quiet about what they are feeling are actually handling stress better. As a result, 

students commonly don’t communicate their stress, as a way of pretending that everything is 

okay. However, it is shown that communicating your stress is a better outlet. In this way, the 

perception that these people are handling their stress better is likely wrong and flimsy ground for 

others to compare themselves and feel inferior. In conjunction with insights from the Human 

Perception/Communication Model and further research, the data collected in this study supports 

the findings that students rely on perception in order to make decisions about whether they 

communicate about stress and how they respond to others’ stress communication.  

Comfort, Openness, Closeness, and Trust: 
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Data from this study has highlighted the different implications of having a relationship 

based on factors like comfort, openness, closeness, and trust. Students indicated that a 

relationship characterized by these factors serves as incentive to communicate their stress.  

Research has described relational closeness as “the core conceptualization of successful … friend 

relationships in most relational research.” (National Communication Association, 2008, pg. 5).  

Past research has shown that there is a connection between closeness and being comfortable in 

talking to a friend. It states that people have defined a friend as someone who people can talk to, 

and that friendship “[consists] of three interrelated characteristics: voluntariness, intimacy, and 

fragility.” (McBride & Bergen, 2008, pg. 51). Specifically, research defines close relationships 

as being “quite intimate” (McBride & Bergen, pg. 51). This recognizes an important tie between 

closeness and being able and willing to talk. These definitions exemplify how people take 

information and stimuli from their relationships with their peers and categorize them as being 

“close.” Participants’ language has indicated that being “close” to a relationship partner is related 

to being comfortable and talking. There were significant ties between the language used in 

describing a close relationship and being comfortable discussing a variety of topics. As Emma 

described, “me and my direct are very very close like she’s my best friend … I always feel very 

comfortable talking to her about pretty much literally anything” (Emma. Personal Interview. 

April 9, 2018). Megan indicated, “we’re such close friends … it just makes everything so much 

more comfortable” (Megan. April 10, 2018). The subconscious use of less explicit language in 

participants’ responses also indicated closeness. Maxine described her communication with her 

roommate using language like “we.” “We just have a pretty good system of checking in on each 

other and making sure we’re not completely overwhelmed,” she said (Maxine. April 12, 2018). 

Research has shown this sort of language as an indication of closeness, as it has defined the word 
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“we” as being used to indicate that “I do not stand alone” (Íñigo-Mora, 2004, pg. 34). As 

friendship is characterized by a lack of “standing alone” through ideas of mutuality, it can be 

assumed that the use of “we” is an indication of a close friendship. In tying this language to the 

comfort of being able to talk about anything, Maxine said, “my roommate’s definitely someone 

that I would go to talk to about anything that’s stressing me out.” She also said, “just because 

we’re pretty close … We’re … pretty good about talking about anything that’s bothering us” 

(Maxine. April 12, 2018). This supports the idea that people who perceive closeness with a 

relationship partner see more reason to communicate their stress. These perceptions of closeness 

also affect what sort of language is used in expressing stress. Data has found that patterns in 

expression behaviors and language can become cyclical. Emma describes that though she is very 

close with her direct roommate and feels comfortable talking about anything with her, she feels 

that “if I was talking to somebody I wasn’t as close to, I’d definitely be more situational” 

(Emma. April 9, 2018). This supports theories about being comfortable through closeness, and 

expands insights from the Human Perception/Communication Model. The model illustrates that 

“an individual’s communication can become another person’s environment with stimuli available 

for discovery and interpretation” (Russell, 14). If a person, such as Emma, perceives a 

relationship as distant or less close than she’s comfortable with, and frequently uses situational 

language in expressing her stresses as a result, she is perpetuating the impersonal nature of the 

relationship. According to the model, her impersonal language will affect how her relationship 

partner perceives the relationship as distant, and will also likely engage in solely situational 

language. This is supported by the idea that friendship is characterized by the ability to “[share] 

intimate thoughts and feelings” (Burleson & Samter, pg. 3). As situational language does not 

give insight into how a person is internally reacting or feeling about the situation, it is 
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appropriate to use in a distant relationship. Since friendship is defined by encouraging this sort of 

self-disclosure, the use of situational language perpetuates a cycle of impersonality and a lack of 

relationship development. It can be hypothesized, then, that emotional language is used when 

relationships are defined as “close,” which brings us to the next point of analysis.   

Emotional Empathy and Listening: 

As evidenced in the findings relating to closeness, emotional language is important in 

close relationships. Particularly, as defined by research on communication skills in friends, a 

friend is someone “with whom one shares intimate thoughts and feelings” (Burleson & Samter, 

pg. 3). These “feelings” can be described as emotions, thus supporting that emotional language is 

important to well-developed friendships. More specifically is the notion of empathy, which is a 

factor of response which caters to emotion. Past research defines empathy as “the tendency to 

vicariously feel, imagine, and value other’s feelings and perspectives,” and supports the general 

importance of emotional language within close friendship communication as it distinguishes that 

“empathic competencies are important building blocks of deep and lasting social connections” 

(Konrath et al., 2014, pg. 130). However, the data found in this study has revealed a pattern in 

the frequency of emotional responses in specific situations. Many participants indicated the 

circumstantial nature and appropriateness of emotional responses. It has been revealed that 

among relatable situations, like common hobbies or relationship stress, participants frequently 

see empathetic emotional responses, like “I understand what you’re going through,” or “I’m 

sorry that you’re going through this.” These are also described through experiences of validating 

their feelings. Matthew discussed the benefits of a sympathetic response from his roommate who 

is experiencing a similar academic struggle (Matthew. Personal Interview. April 25, 2018), while 

Samuel discussed that he tends to look for emotional empathy regarding topics like romantic 
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relationships- especially because he has seen his roommate go through something similar 

(Samuel. April 23, 2018). The trends among these two participants bring up an important 

question about the circumstantiality of a response which appeals to emotion through empathy. 

Participants noted that as effective as emotional responses can be when in reference to something 

common or relatable, they can be perceived as insensitive or off-putting in a particularly 

emotional situation or one about which the receptor lacks experience. In describing his 

roommate’s stress about political corruption in his home country, Andrew voiced that an 

emotional response would be inappropriate because he could not empathize with his roommate’s 

struggles (Andrew. Personal Interview. April 24, 2018). Megan also voiced a similar sentiment 

in describing her roommate’s stress relating to a topic which Megan knows very little about, as 

she says “I can’t help her with anything actually” (Megan. April 10, 2018). The commonality 

between these two responses lies within the apprehension to both advise and empathize as a 

result of a lack of situational understanding. Previous research has also indicated a relationship 

between emotion and advice by “[suggesting] that advice givers would be most effective if they 

also aim to improve a distressed person’s emotional state” (Feng, 2009, pg. 117). As this 

research has indicated the importance of emotional elements in an advice-giving response, data 

found in this study that a lack of vicarious understanding can deter the use of emotional and 

advisory language is supported. This brings us to another important trend throughout the data- 

listening. Participants widely hold the belief that listening can be more effective than any speech 

in certain circumstances. Many voiced sentiments about the importance of being an “outlet,” as 

described by Megan (April 10, 2018). Especially if the content of their friend’s stress is 

unrelatable, participants discussed the value of letting their peer voice all of their frustrations and 

stress as a way of “getting it all out.” Participants used words like “vent” or “dish everything” 
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(Megan. April 10, 2018), or get “everything out there” (Maxine. April 12, 2018). These findings 

are supported by research that “when a speaker perceives that a listener is paying attention, 

speakers tend to feel more supported … speakers also perceive attentive listeners as being more 

communicatively competent” (Fedesco, 2015, pg. 104). The question becomes, then, of how to 

distinguish a situation as needing an emotional response as opposed to just listening to the other 

person express their stress. The answer to this question can be found by dissecting tendencies of 

what is described by the Human Perception/Communication Model as a “healthy” individual. 

The model illustrates that a healthy individual is able to categorize and focus on many different 

balanced stimuli. This idea relates to ideas of cognitive complexity. An individual who is highly 

cognitively complex “might more likely attend to greater numbers of stimuli and make more 

sophisticated discriminations between and among them” (Russell, pg. 21). In this way, someone 

who is cognitively complex ought to be able to distinguish, given the verbal and nonverbal 

stimuli presented to them by their communication partner, what sort of response would be most 

appropriate, if any. Findings in this study connected this idea of cognitive complexity to 

appropriate responses through perception, as evidenced by the language used in responses to 

interview questions regarding how they respond to their roommates’ stress. For instance, Emma 

said, “if it’s something serious … I don’t want to [use advisory language] because that’s not 

what would help them” (Emma. April 9, 2018). Emma is able to attend to multiple stimuli like 

her roommate’s tone of voice in describing the situation, as well as the content of the message 

itself, and through the process of perception, she can identify an appropriate response.  

Gender Norms: 

The Human Perception/Communication Model identifies a key element of perception as 

classification. As described by the model, “The single image in the Classify figure emerges from 
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a linguistic singularity rather than from discovered stimuli. Classified linguistic images assume 

the characteristics of other members of the class” (Russell, pg. 10). This concept supports the 

conception of gender norms. The data collected in this study highlighted a series of expected 

communication behaviors among men and women. A pattern among women described 

apprehension to communicate their stress with the opposite gender. Participants voiced “I’m a lot 

more likely to go to my girl friends than my guy friends” (Megan. April 10, 2018). In her 

preferences to communicate stress with other women, Megan also voiced elements of discomfort 

in discussing the prospect of “venting” to her guy friends. This is likely a result of how Megan 

perceives men’s receptivity of stress communication- a simplistic perception crafted by a 

classified linguistic image of men being less receptive than women. As norms are defined by 

“situationally based standards for behavior that prescribe certain actions” (Berkos et al., 2001, 

pg. 291), and classified by the group in which the person is perceived to belong, the 

classification stage of perception is integral to forming and cohering to norms. This idea of 

expectations is also exemplified by Maxine, who says that “in general, women are definitely a lot 

more willing and open to talking about their problems with their friends” (Maxine. April 12, 

2018). When classifying someone as a woman based off of physical stimuli like appearance, 

Maxine expects her to enact certain communication behaviors like openness. In describing her 

guy friends’ stress communication behaviors, Maxine said, “they know everything about each 

other, it’s so weird … it’s just so silly and not what you would expect” (Maxine. April 12, 2018). 

These friends violate the expectations and norms she believes for men, and it is important to note 

that her language in describing these violations indicates the extent to which these norms are 

widely-held. By using words like, “weird,” “silly,” “not what you’d expect,” she indicates that 

others hold these norms and perceptions of men’s communication to be true, as well. Trends in 
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the data illustrated that these norms cause women to feel more comfortable communicating their 

stress to other women, as they perceive women to be more receptive to communication. In 

describing their own responses to other women, women exhibited these behaviors to hold a 

kernel of truth, as they frequented emotional language and empathy, as well as advice stemming 

from their own personal experience. Men described norms of their own gender in a very different 

way. Men tended to create extreme norms for themselves. Half of the male participants of the 

study described men as frequenting harsh advisory language, like “be the man,” “take action,” or 

“move on” (Samuel. April 23, 2018). The other half, however, said that men frequent subtle 

humor and slight verbal jabs to lighten the situation at hand. Andrew described that a subtle jab 

relieves stress and gets a laugh out (Andrew. April 24, 2018). However, three of the four male 

participants described their own response patterns as being much more mild than either of these 

extremes. For example, Samuel and Pedro described their own response patterns as giving subtle 

advice by giving others the option to take this advice or leave it. Samuel describes his 

communication by saying, “In my personal experience this is what has helped me … you can do 

this if you want” (Samuel. April 23, 2018). Pedro describes similar sentiments in saying that he 

gives his own subtle advice based on his experience (Pedro. Personal Interview. April 25, 2018). 

Andrew exhibits similar patterns, as he explains “suggestions” to the other (Andrew. April 24, 

2018), which indicates much more subtle language than “take action,” and “be the man.” This 

evidence supports an interesting hypothesis.  As they didn’t put into action their own advice, it 

can be hypothesized that because our perceptions are so subjective and relate to a limited number 

of stimuli, there is no way to assure that norms conclusively attribute to the ways in which we 

communicate our stress. While people may attribute their expression and response patterns to 

their gender, as there is a clear mismatch between male norms and male behavior and because 
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the incomplete nature of our perceptions contributes to the conception of norms, there is support 

for the idea that gender contributes to our communication patterns less than circumstance.  

VII. Conclusion 

As discussed in the introduction and supported by findings in other literature, stress is 

especially pervasive throughout college students. It is important that students find healthy ways 

to communicate their stressors to others, as withholding information and sentiments pertaining to 

stress can have severe physical and psychological health consequences. This study has gone 

further in researching motivations behind peer stress communication and the linguistic and 

nonverbal expressions formed as seemingly appropriate responses to these communications. The 

data has found an important underlying theme of perception to be especially pertinent to the 

decision to communicate and formation of expressions. It has been found that humans perceive 

stimuli within relationships as indications of whether their partner would be receptive and open 

to their communication. Additionally, perceptions of the language or nonverbal stimuli in others’ 

stress communication elicits a certain response, which can span from emotional language to 

advisory language. Findings have also found perception to be especially salient in the differences 

between men’s stress communication and women’s stress communication. As perception is 

incomplete and therefore inaccurate, data supports that gender norms are likely untrue and a 

construct of society. In this way, it is inconclusive that gender affects patterns of stress 

communication more directly than circumstance.   

If I were to conduct this study again in the future, I would be cognizant of a few things. 

First, I found myself neglecting to voice record half of the interviews I conducted, and found my 

notes for each interview to be just barely sufficient. As I conducted 8 interviews, it was hard to 

try to remember exactly what participants said in their responses, and I did not feel comfortable 
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relying solely on my memory of the interactions I had with participants. Therefore, I would look 

to conduct the interviews with more procedural consistency in order to obtain results that are as 

thorough and specific as possible. Given more time, I would also want to conduct more 

interviews for a more thorough study with a greater volume of consistent patterns. Further 

researchers might also be interested to examine how stress expression and response patterns 

between peers differ between freshman year and senior year, as stressors change and grow in 

magnitude. 
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Appendix 
 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS  
 

1. Where are you and your roommate(s) from?  
 

2. Where did you guys live last year? How about this year? 
 

3. How many people did you live with last year? Do you still live with all of them? Or just a 
few?  

 
4. Which sort of topics do you tend to stress over or feel the most anxiety about? This can 

be family issues, academics, career-related stress, etc. If you feel comfortable, feel free to 
provide an example of a specific stressor.  

 
 

5. How comfortable and open do you feel about communicating these stresses with your 
roommate(s)?  

 
 

6. Think of a time when you were noticeably stressed or anxious and decided to 
communicate this with your roommate(s). Describe the stressor as generally or 
specifically as you are comfortable with, and describe the interaction between you and 
your roommate(s).  

 
 

7. What sort of language did you find yourself using in describing the situation to your 
roommate(s)? For example, did you find yourself using emotional language to describe 
how you reacted to the stressor (“I feel…”), or did you find yourself using situational 
language that did you not reveal much about how you felt (“Today, ______ happened. It 
was lame”)? If you can, try to think of a specific example of the language you used. 

 
8. Think about a time when your roommate was noticeably stressed and communicated this 

to you. How did you respond? 
 

9. What sort of language did you use in forming a seemingly appropriate response to your 
roommate’s communication? For example, did you respond using emotional language (“I 
feel for you,” “I’m sorry that you’re going through this”), or advisory language (“Maybe 
you should?”)? Try to think of a specific example of this language, if possible.  

 
10. After discussing these specific instances of stress communication, would you say that 

communication between you and your roommate(s) is open when it comes to stress 
communication? Why or why not?  

 
11. How does your gender affect how you communicate your stress and anxiety? What 

norms come to mind? Please describe any specific examples you can think of.  
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12. Is there anything else relating to stress and anxiety communication that you would like to 

add? 
 

13. Thank you so much, I appreciate you taking the time!!  
 

 


