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Computer Anxiety and Social Workers:
Differences by Access, Use, and Training

Gil Choi
Jan Ligon
Jim Ward

ABSTRACT. This study investigated the prevalence of computer anxi-
ety by area of practice, hours of weekly use, access to equipment, and
availability of training for social workers (N = 244) in South Carolina,
Georgia, and North Carolina. Measured by the Computer Anxiety In-
dex (CAIN), levels of anxiety were found to be lowest for those who
have computers in their work areas, received training, and use comput-
ers to accomplish work tasks. Statistically significant positive correla-
tions were found between anxiety levels and high levels of training
need as well as the number of hours of weekly use and training re-
ceived. A significant negative correlation was found between anxiety
levels and weekly hours of use. [Article copies available for a fee from The
Haworth  Document Delivery Service: 1-800-342-9678. E-mail address:
< getinfo@haworthpressinc.com> Website: <http://www.HaworthPress.com>
© 2002 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.]
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INTRODUCTION

The U.S. Census Bureau reported that the number of households with

computers increased from 15% in 1989 to 37% in 1997. Computer use
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by adults anywhere, including work and home, increased from 28% to
47% during this period. As the use of computers continues to expand,
the need for human services professionals, agencies, and organizations
to employ computer technology continues to expand as well. In fact,
over a decade ago computers were being viewed as a revolution that
would change the nature of professional job performance (Guimaraes
& Ramanujam, 1986; Lee, 1986).

Despite the increasing use of computers in the workplace, evidence
has emerged that the use of computers by professionals in general can
be limited due to computer anxiety, negative attitudes toward computers,
and lack of training (Bozionelos, 1996; Igbaria et al., 1989). Earlier
studies reported that 30% of white collar workers and managers
(James, 1982) and 21.3% of British managers and professionals expe-
rienced computer anxiety (Bozionelos, 1996). Other studies have re-
ported the underutilization of computers by professionals in the work-
place (Bozionelos, 1996; Briggs & Kindler, 1993).

There has been considerable research focusing on the effect of
human-computer interactions (Rosen & Maguire, 1990). Human per-
ception, evaluation, and reactions were investigated and one of the
effects experienced by many individuals using computers is the arous-
al of negative affective reactions (Cooper & Stone, 1996). Such reac-
tions have been referred to as computer aversion (Meier, 1985), com-
puter resistance (Martinkour, Henry, & Zmud, 1996), computer user
stress (Hudiburg, 1992), computerphobia (Jay, 1985), e-phobia (Katz,
2000), and computer anxiety (Raub, 1981). The final term, computer
anxiety, is most commonly used although computerphobia is referred
to synonymously in some studies (Martinkour et al., 1996; Rosen &
Maguire, 1990).

COMPUTER ANXIETY

Earlier, Raub (1981) defined computer anxiety as the “complex
emotional reactions that are provoked in individuals who interpret
computers as personally threatening” (p. 9) while Howard, Murphy,
and Thomas (1987) explained computer anxiety as a “fear of impend-
ing interaction with a computer that is disproportionate to the actual
threat presented by the computer” (p. 14). More recently, McInerney
and Mclnerney (1994) identified computer anxiety as “an affective
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response of apprehension or fear of computer technology accompa-
nied by feelings of nervousness, intimidation, and hostility” (p. 28).

Rosen and Maquire (1990) performed a metaanalysis of 109 studies
that investigated anxiety and stress associated with using a computer
and concluded that computer anxiety affected 25% of those studied
although one study reported that 46% of the participants were experi-
encing computer anxiety (Gordon, 1995). Rosen and Maquire (1990)
attributed computer anxiety to previous uncomfortable interactions
with computers that make “all future computer experiences and even
mechanical experiences appear to be negative regardless of outcome”
(p- 185). Computer experience has been reported to be a consistent
correlate of computer anxiety (Cohen & Waugh, 1989; Chu & Spires,
1991; Heinssen et al., 1987; Igbaria & Chakrabarti, 1990; Rosen et al.,
1987). Lloyd and Gressard (1984) suggest that a major factor in com-
puter anxiety is a lack of familiarity with computers, and that with
increased experience anxiety should decrease. Although other re-
searchers have also confirmed this hypothesis (Heinssen, Glass, &
Knight, 1987; Howard & Smith, 1986), Weil, Rosen, and Sears (1987)
dispute the hypothesis that familiarity with computers reduces com-
puter anxiety and argue that “during repeated exposure to the computer,
the computerphobic is being reconditioned at increased levels of anxi-
ety which, in turn, increases discomfort and anxiety” (p. 180).

Such conflicting perspectives on the role of experience in computer
anxiety seem to be based on two differing theoretical stances: one on a
social learning theory model and another on a clinical model. Meier
(1985) argues that computer anxiety must be understood from a social
learning theory perspective and purports that computer anxiety is a
learned experience stemming from a result of low competence in
computer use and low expectation of outcome so that the anxiety will
gradually diminish through building computer skills and successful
experiences. Rosen et al. (1987) conceptualize computer anxiety as an
affective disorder with a range of anxiety from mild discomfort to
severe phobia. Computer anxiety is also found to be a predictor of
achievement in computing skills and influences the degree to which
computers can be utilized effectively by users (Marcoulides, 1988).

Prior computer experience has also been found to predict computer
anxiety. Marcoulides (1988) reports that there is a statistically signifi-
cant, though weak, negative relationship between computer anxiety
and computer experience. Reed and Palumbo (1988) also report a
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negative relationship between computer experience and computer
anxiety. Liu, Reed, and Phillips (1992) report a similar negative rela-
tionship between prior experience and computer anxiety. Several stud-
ies have reported that there is no relationship between gender and
computer anxiety (Anderson, 1996; Anthony, Clarke, & Anderson,
2000; Dyck & Smither, 1994) while McPherson (1998) found ‘“‘no
significant relationship between personality type and computer anxiety”
(p- 28). Studies have also reported that older adults were less anxious
than younger adults (Dyck & Smither, 1994), people having severe
mental illness have higher levels of computer anxiety (Safford &
Worthington, 1999), and those who are self-directed have less anxiety
(Hemby, 1998). In addition, McInerney, McInerney, and Marsh (1997)
studied a group of Australian students and found that computer anxiety
may actually facilitate learning.

ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE USE OF COMPUTERS

There have been numerous social work publications that have ad-
dressed the benefits, implications, and barriers to enhanced computer
utilization (Caputo & Cnaan, 1990; Doelker & Lynette, 1988; Finn,
1990; Finnegan & Ivanoff, 1991; Hooyman, Nurius, & Nicoll, 1990;
Mutschler & Hoefer, 1990). Some authors have expressed pervasive
concerns of social workers that computer technology may hurt the
client-therapist relationship (e.g., Mandell, 1989). Doelker and Ly-
nette (1988) contend that ““it has been well-documented in the litera-
ture that human services staff have a rather negative attitude toward
computers and their use in human service agencies” (p. 3). Lack of
knowledge and understanding of how a computer works seems to
cause fear and uncertainty among social workers (Sullivan, 1980)
while Alalszewski (1985) reports that social workers often fail to see
the benefits of using computers, perceiving more problems than bene-
fits. Karger (1986) observes social workers’ computer anxiety in their
perception that the computer system will “mold social work practice
into a system which it can rationalize, measure, and evaluate” (p. 120).
Even though the obtaining and processing of information has always
been an integral part of social work practice, workers have been slow to
use computers for those purposes (Briggs & Kindler, 1993).

The purpose of this study is to further investigate computer anxiety and
its relationship to computer training and exposure to computers at the
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worksite. For this study, computer anxiety is conceptually defined as the
fear or apprehension felt by individuals when they use computers, or
when they consider the possibility of computer utilization (Henerson,
Morris, & Fitz-Gibbon, 1978). This definition was the basis for the
development of the Computer Anxiety Index (Simonson et al., 1987).

METHOD
Participants

Using a nonprobability sampling method, a self-administered ques-
tionnaire with a stamped reply envelope was mailed in the spring of
1998 to 319 social work practitioners serving as field instructors in
South Carolina, Georgia, and North Carolina for graduate social work
students enrolled at the University of South Carolina. A follow-up
letter was mailed two weeks after the questionnaire had been distrib-
uted followed by telephone calls to urge participation in the study. A
total of 244 completed questionnaires were received for a response
rate of 76.5%. Respondents included 22.2% (55) males and 77.8%
(189) females; 80.3% were White, 16.7% were African-Americans,
2.1% were Native Americans, and .9% marked ‘‘other.” Respondents
had been in social work practice for an average of 14.5 years (SD =
7.80), with a range of one to 35 years. The average number of years of
employment at their current agency was 7.82 (SD = 6.45), with a
range of two to 30 years, and the mean age was 45.81 (SD = 8.27) for
males and 42.74 (SD = 8.67) for females with a range of 25 to 64
years. Regarding areas of practice, the largest numbers of respondents
were working in mental health settings (32%), followed by health/
medical (15.8%), and child welfare agencies (13.7%), respectively.
Fifty-five percent of the respondents were employed in the public
sector, 38.5% in the private sectors, and 4.9% by other settings.

Measures

Computer anxiety was measured by the Computer Anxiety Index
(CAIN) developed by Simonson et al. (1987). The instrument primarily
measures: (1) avoidance of computers and the general areas in which
computers are located, (2) excessive caution with computers, (3) nega-
tive remarks about computers, and (4) attempts to shorten periods
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when computers are being used. The CAIN has been shown to have
high test-retest reliability (r = .90) and internal consistency reliability
(Cronbach alpha = .94). The 26-item instrument asks individuals to
indicate their opinions and affective reactions to the computer. The
authors note that computer attitudes, which are at the core of computer
anxiety, refer “to an individual’s feeling about the personal and soci-
etal use of computers in appropriate ways” (p. 234) and that positive
attitudes reflect “an anxiety free willingness or desire to use the com-
puter, confidence in one’s ability to use the computer, and a sense of
computer responsibility” (p. 234).

Some CAIN items are positively stated, e.g., “Having a computer
available to me would improve my productivity,” and some items are
negatively stated, e.g., ““Computers are too complicated to be of much
use to me.” The negatively stated items were reverse scored to avoid
response bias. The response options range from (1) strongly agree to
(6) strongly disagree with a possible score range of 26-156; higher
scores indicate greater anxiety. The internal consistency reliability of
the scale in this study had a coefficient alpha of .91. Composite scores
were obtained by summing responses and dividing by the number of
questions. In addition, the questionnaire included items developed for this
study to assess the availability and use of computers, area of practice, as
well as various aspects of computer training. For example, respondents
rated their need for computer training from O (low) to 5 (high).

RESULTS

Table 1 shows mean CAIN scores relative to the availability of a
computer at work, weekly hours of use at work, and reliance on
computers to complete work tasks. Anxiety scores are lowest for those
having a computer on their desk and highest for those identifying no
need for a computer. CAIN scores are highest for those who do not use
their computer and lowest for those using the computer 21 hours per
week or more. Scores are highest for workers who do not rely on the
computer to complete work tasks and lowest for those who rely very
much on the computer for work completion.

Table 2 provides mean CAIN scores related to three aspects of
training questions. First, those who have received training have lower
anxiety scores than those who have not. Second, those who have
received advanced computer training have lower anxiety scores than
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TABLE 1. Computer Anxiety Index (CAIN) Scores by Computer Experiences
at Work

CAIN Score
Computer Experience N Mean SD Range
Have computer at work
On desk 163 40.3 10.7 27-79
Share 36 46.0 1.7 30-81
Not provided 25 454 11.0 29-68
Don’t need 7 73.2 17.8 42-96
Weekly hours of computer
use at work
None 32 55.8 18.4 29-96
1-5 80 459 1.5 29-79
6-10 54 40.4 9.8 27-75
11-15 26 36.8 11.9 29-73
16-20 17 35.0 4.8 29-42
Over 21 33 34.6 5.0 29-38
Level of reliance on computer
for work completion
Not at all 31 57.0 15.5 29-96
A little 25 50.2 13.2 32-79
Some 41 45.7 1.3 29-73
Much 62 40.2 8.7 29-69
Very much 83 36.6 8.0 27-75

those who have received introductory or intermediate levels of train-
ing. Finally, those who feel that the training made them ““very profi-
cient” in computer skills following the training reported lower scores
than all other levels of proficiency.

Spearman’s Rho, a nonparametric correlational statistic, was calcu-
lated using SPSS to determine the relationship between computer use
and training to CAIN scores. A statistically significant negative cor-
relation between hours of use and CAIN scores was found, r4(230) =
—.462, p < .01. In addition, a statistically significant negative correla-
tion was found between the quality of computer training received and
anxiety scores, r4(162)= —.174, p = .027; those who rated training
experiences higher reported lower anxiety scores. Also, respondents
rated their need for training from 0 (low) to 5 (high) with most re-
spondents reporting scores of 3 (25%), 4 (30%), or 5 (23%). A signifi-
cant positive correlation was found between the self-rated level of
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TABLE 2. Computer Anxiety Index (CAIN) Scores by Skills and Training Needs

CAIN Score
N Mean SD Range
Received training outside agency
No 176 44.2 13.2 27-96
Yes 67 40.3 1.7 29-76
Received training inside agency
No 66 56.6 14.1 30-96
Yes 162 41.7 12.1 27-87
Level of training received
Introductory 105 441 12.7 29-81
Intermediate 53 37.8 9.5 29-75
Advanced 10 34.7 5.7 29-46
Level of proficiency in using
skills addressed in training
Not at all proficient 1 52.7 18.9 29-81
Slightly proficient 21 51.0 17.2 29-79
Moderately proficient 62 42.9 9.7 29-66
Quite proficient 60 38.5 10.3 29-75
Very proficient 22 33.9 4.6 29-46

need for training and CAIN scores, 15(221) = .138, p =.04; greater
needs for training were related to higher anxiety scores.

A significant positive relationship was also found between the num-
ber of hours of weekly use and the level of training received, 14(167) =
180, p =.020; higher users receive higher levels of training. Also, a
significant negative correlation was found between hours of use and
the level of training needed, ry(230) = —.161, p = .014. However, the
relationship between the rated quality of training received and weekly
hours of use was not statistically significant at p < .05.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study indicate that the level of computer anxiety
varies by area of practice, availability of equipment, amount of use,
and participation in training. Respondents who have direct access to
computers at work generally report lower levels of computer anxiety.
Respondents who use their computers at higher levels of hours per
week and who depend on the computer to accomplish work tasks
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report lower anxiety than those who use their computers less or who
do use them to accomplish their work. This study provides encouraging
information concerning the benefit of training given the significant
correlation between computer use and having received training. It is
also noteworthy that, given the significant relationship between training
needs and CAIN scores, administration of the CAIN may be very
useful as a screening tool to identify those who are in need of additional
computer training.

There are several limitations that must be noted concerning this
study. First, the investigation reflects the responses of only one limited
geographic area and may not reflect those of other parts of the country.
Second, this study focuses on social workers but does not provide data
on other human services providers. Finally, the data is based on self-
reports which may not fully address the areas studied. Therefore,
future research is needed that includes other geographic areas, addi-
tional disciplines within human services, and other data gathering
methodologies such as direct observation or logs.

The results of this study may be viewed from more than one perspec-
tive. On the one hand, there are many social workers who actively use
computers for a wide range of purposes, obtain ongoing training, and
report low levels of anxiety about using computers. On the other hand,
there are many social workers who do not have computers in their work
areas, are in need of training, and report higher levels of anxiety about
using computers. Given the strong correlations found between training
and reduced anxiety levels, agencies may wish to consider increasing the
availability as well as the relevance of training for social workers.

In addition, while the results of this study provide encouraging
support that those who have access to computers, training, and who
are frequent users of the equipment have lower levels of computer
anxiety, the manipulation of these variables may not resolve the prob-
lem of computer anxiety. For example, Rosen and Weil (1995) re-
ported in their study of almost 500 teachers who had ready access to
computers that the myth “that all you need to do is to provide a
technophobic person with some computer experience and this will
eliminate the problem” (p. 27) is not true. Szajna (1994) also notes
that the interplay of computer anxiety and computer aptitude is not
clear while Reznich (1996) notes that the approach to computer train-
ing for adults is critical to its impact on computer anxiety.
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Although further research, with more subjects, in other geographical
areas is needed, this study provides additional insight about the current
status of computer access, use, and training among social workers.
With the continued refinement of software and hardware and the bur-
geoning Internet, it is imperative that social workers capitalize on the
potential for technology to maximize the effectiveness of our agencies
and their services.
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INTRODUCTION

The role played by computers in the delivery of social services has
increased dramatically in recent years (Daines, Gask, & Usherwood,
1997; DeGuzman & Ross, 1999; Murphy & Pardeck, 1988; Samp-
som Jr., 1998). Computers have been identified as useful tools that
are capable of interacting with clients, identifying symptoms, and
rendering clinical assessments and services (Cohen & Kerr, 1998;
Durodoye & Ennis-Cole, 1998; Schneir, Kipke, Melchior, & Huba,
1998; Stevens & Lundberg, 1998; Zarr, 1994). Furthermore, comput-
ers, and especially the Internet, can be used to provide information
for preventing problems and promoting mental health among diverse
populations.

Presently, computers and the Internet are contributing to the educa-
tion of our new generation of youth and are helping them to be in-
formed and aware of ways to cope with difficulties (Levin, 1999).
Research shows that the proliferation of gangs, violence, and drug
abuse involving adolescents and young adults in general is a continu-
ing problem (Milan & Keily, 2000). Hence, it is important for society
to reach these populations as they search for an identity, a place, and a
way to learn impulse control (Clarke & Schoech, 1984), so further
problems can be avoided. Local community centers, church groups,
and schools constitute the main current support system for youths and
their families. However, these services are not enough and many times
service providers lack knowledge and specific training on the cultural
issues presented (Flores, 2000). Thus, a need exists for additional
resources and new ways to supplement present support systems. Thus,
computers and the Internet are new tools that can be used to achieve
this goal. Nevertheless, using computers as a psycho-educational tool
in counseling services presents concerns within the mental health
community (e.g., confidentiality). These concerns have kept computers
from being fully utilized in the mental health field.

The explosive growth of the Internet in the *90s has resulted in a
new universe in cyberspace and an additional support system with the
potential to help diverse populations. New technological advances,
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such as the Internet, help bridge distance and cultures, allowing people
to communicate with each other all over the world. New funding by
both public and private sources has brought computers, the Internet,
and the necessary resources into local schools and public libraries. As
a result, the youth of today who are the first generation to grow up
with computers have embraced this technology. Notwithstanding, the
recent increase in the literature on computers and computer research,
little has been written on the use of this technology to facilitate a
psycho-educational process for diverse populations. What has been
written in this regard ranges from a general discussion of ethical issues
in using computers in counseling to the practical applications of using
the computer in the mental health field (Anderson & Hornby, 1996;
Bersof, 1999; Bloom, 1998; Christie, 1999; Myrick & Sabella, 1995;
Rust, 1995; Zalaquett & Sullivan, 1998). However, little attention has
been given to the potential use of computers via the Internet for deliv-
ering service to the diverse youth populations and their families. In
addition, because ethnic individuals, couples, and families have limit-
ed geographic access to counseling services, some have not fully
embraced counseling services as a viable means of addressing prob-
lems and obtaining information. According to Jerome (1995), it is also
possible that many economic factors have played a major role in
keeping a large segment of this population from obtaining counseling
services.

Since the Internet is used around the world, it seems logical that
support systems for diverse populations be created there. To this end, a
bilingual (English and Spanish) website called “Amigos” was devel-
oped jointly between a southern California university and a private
company. The objective was to provide a location that allows computers
users to get information about multiculturalism, education, and mental
health issues.

“AMIGOS”: A BILINGUAL WEBSITE

“Amigos”™ is designed to target three populations: monolingual
English users, monolingual Spanish users, and bilingual English/
Spanish users. It aims to provide several services. First, “Amigos”
presents web-based information and resources on topics of interest to
families, adolescents, and/or persons of diverse ethnic backgrounds.
Second, the website provides opportunities for users to share their



16 JOURNAL OF TECHNOLOGY IN HUMAN SERVICES

multicultural experiences with other students, parents, or teachers.
Third, it affords a means for developing communication between the
university, the community, and other interested professionals. Fourth,
it refers users to the Individual, Family, and Child Counseling Clinic
services at the university.

“AMIGOS” DESCRIPTION

The website address is: <http://edweb.sdsu.edu/people/cguanipa/
amigos/index.html>
The “Amigos” website consists of the following web pages:

Carmen Says-Get Info [Dice Carmen]

Comments-Send to Carmen [Comentarios]

Answers [Respuestas|

Information-Get Help [Encuentra Ayuda]

Share Multicultural Experiences [Comparta Experiencias Multi-
culturales]

kv

The first section, Carmen Says-Get Info, provides informational
essays on a variety of topics of interest intended for adolescents, their
families, and teachers. Essays address general issues faced by some
people and unique problems encountered by others when coping with
life in the United States. For examples of these essays, please see
website.

Periodically, from September to May, a new essay related to topics
of interest is placed on the website. Individual, couple, and family
counseling graduate students write these essays. In addition, “ Amigos™
users send any responses to or questions about the subject to this
section. The “Amigos” team answers them or provides resources as
needed.

The second section, Comments-Se