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Several decades of research have highlighted the
negative attitudes of fluent speakers toward
stuttering (e.g., Crowe & Walton, 1981; Hulit &
Wirtz, 1994; Woods & Williams, 1971; Gabel,
Blood, Tellis & Althouse, 2004). While some
improvements in these attitudes have been
measured (e.g., Cooper & Cooper, 1996), people
who stutter (PWS) continue to be stereotyped as
shy, quiet individuals who are poor
communicators. The social model of disability
suggests that these stereotypical views by fluent
speakers prevent PWS from participating fully in
social and occupational opportunities (Yaruss &
Quesal, 2004).

It is important to note, however, that fluent
speakers rarely take an entirely negative view of
stuttering. In most studies, PWS are perceived as
anxious, shy, and less employable individuals
who are nonetheless also intelligent, friendly, and
cooperative (Hughes, Gabel, Irani & Schlagheck,
2010). Personal narratives of PWS have also
revealed that stuttering is not viewed as an
entirely positive or negative phenomenon by
PWS, and that personal opinions toward one’ s
stuttering may shift as a product of time, therapy,
and life experiences (Daniels, Gabel & Hughes,
2012; Klompas & Ross, 2004; Plexico Manning &
DiLollo, 2005; Plexico, Manning & Levitt, 2009a,
b).

The nature and nuances of fluent speakers’
positive attitudes toward stuttering and PWS have
not been analyzed in the stuttering literature with
any great depth. Positive psychology, (see
Seligman, 2002, and Zebrowski & Arenas, 2011),
with its focus on helping people to recognize the
innate strength and resiliency of themselves and
others, seems an ideal framework from which to
consider fluent speakers’ attitudes toward
stuttering and PWS. The purpose of this study,
therefore, was to gather and analyze data related
to fluent speakers’ impressions of the effects of
stuttering, including any positive effects that
stuttering might have on the lives of PWS. The
following research questions guided the study:

1.To what extent do fluent speakers believe that
stuttering can have positive consequences for
PWS?

2.What is the nature of fluent speakers’ beliefs
regarding the positive effects of stuttering?
3.How might this knowledge be used to facilitate
a deeper appreciation for stuttering and PWS
amongst fluent speakers?

Participants

A total of 510 members of the general public (62%
female, 38% male) served as participants in this
study. Seventy-five percent of participants knew at
least one person who stutters. Most participants
(74.5%) were White/Caucasian and had at least a
4-year degree. Twelve participants reported that
they stuttered and were removed from the data set.

An electronic questionnaire was adapted from a
version developed Hughes et al. (2010). The
Hughes et al. survey asked university students to
answer such questions as “How do you think
people who stutter are affected by their stuttering?”
and “If you were a person who stutters, how would
your life be different?” In addition to these open-
ended questions, this study’ s questionnaire asked
the close-ended (yes or no response) question “Do
you think that people who stutter can be positively
affected by their stuttering? In other words, do you
think anything good can come from stuttering?”
Participants who indicated that they did think
stuttering was associated with positive outcomes
were directed to a final question, in which they
elaborated on their answer in open-ended format.

Participants were recruited by students in graduate
fluency disorders and research methods classes.
Students were told not to recruit from university
classmates or practicing speech-language
pathologists; furthermore, participants had to be at
least 18 years of age to participate. The
questionnaire was administered online via Survey
Monkey. Participants were invited to participate in
the study by email and all questionnaires were
completed anonymously.

Data analysis focused on questionnaire items that
corresponded to whether participants believe that
stuttering can have positive effects (e.g., close-
ended question analyzed with descriptive statistics)
and what, specifically, these positive effects are
(e.g., open-ended question analyzed for themes
amongst participants’ responses). The qualitative
data analysis was completed by the second author,
who has experience with qualitative data analysis
but who does not have an interest in the outcome
of the study. The first author analyzed a subset of
these data to establish credibility of the results.

When asked “How do you think PWS are affected by
their stuttering?” only 4.3% of participants (n=22)
provided at least one positive trait, such as
becoming a better listener, overcoming stuttering, or
being a more compassionate person.

When asked, “Do you think that people who stutter
can be positively affected by their stuttering? In other
words, do you think anything good can result from
one's stuttering?” 343 of 505 respondents (67.9%)
answered “yes.”

When asked to elaborate on positive aspects of
stuttering, the following themes emerged:

1. PWS develop empathy and compassion
for others.

*“They have the potential to be more understanding
of other's differences and shortcomings.”

*“They may be more sensitive to others needs or
feelings since they have had to deal with their own
challenges.”

2. Stuttering results in personal growth or
character strength.

*“I would think that you could build a lot of self
confidence if you don't let it bother you.”

«“They are probably more aware and have greater
patience with themselves.”

«“Maybe it'll cause them to have more determination
to overcome hurdles in life. Have strong character.”

3. PWS tend to focus on helping others.
“I think people who stutter can help others know
more about it and understand that it is something
that won't necessarily be a negative quality to have.”
*“They could pursue an education in helping those
who stutter and will have more motivation to find a
cure.

4. PWS work hard to compensate for
stuttering.

+“People who stutter can have strengths in other
areas and be very successful in those areas.”

+“It may motivate them to excel at other things.
Instead of speech they may concentrate on sports or
other types of art.”

*“They will be forced to work on themselves to
develop new skills to overcome stuttering. Once
someone overcomes something difficult and
challenging they are more aware of their power and
can work through other challenges.”

These preliminary results seem to indicate that,
when prompted to do so, many members of the
general public readily associate stuttering with
positive characteristics such as strength,
motivation, compassion, and acceptance. Unless
they are asked to consider otherwise, however,
many fluent speakers view stuttering from a deficit
perspective and focus on what PWS cannot do.

It may be beneficial for PWS and SLPs to remind
fluent speakers of these positive traits in an effort
to dispel their initial tendency to think of stuttering
in terms of its negative effects. SLPs can
encourage PWS to recognize and share the ways
in which stuttering need not hold individuals back
from participation in life events.

Ongoing data analysis will determine if there is a
correlation between familiarity with PWS and
positive perceptions of the effects of stuttering.
Future research may continue to examine these
types of responses from fluent speakers in the
context of disability theory and positive psychology
perspectives. We also need more input from PWS
to a holistic view of stuttering that encompasses
not only the impairments and social restrictions
associated with stuttering, but the personal
strengths that stuttering can engender.
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