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  Understanding Social Anxiety
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  What is social anxiety


  Social anxiety is a shorthand term that describes the fear, nervousness and apprehension most people at times experience in their relationships with other people. Some people
  who suffer from social anxiety would say they were shy, and may have been shy all their lives, but some people who are not shy also suffer from social anxiety. So shyness is not the whole story.
  Social anxiety strikes people when they think that they might do something that will be humiliating or embarrassing. Social anxiety makes you think that other people are judging you, and doing so
  in a negative way, because of something you said or did. Of course, the fear that you will do something humiliating or embarrassing is inhibiting, and it also makes you self-aware: conscious of the
  possibility that you might indeed do such a thing. Who would want to get into conversation if they thought that doing so would only reveal their clumsiness, or inadequacy, or tendency to blush?
  Socially anxious people tend to assume that their interactions with others will be painfully revealing: that others will notice their weaknesses or awkwardness; that they will be dismissed,
  ignored, criticized or rejected for not behaving more acceptably.


  Seeing things this way makes it hard to interact naturally with people, and difficult to talk, listen or make friends. Often it leads to isolation and loneliness,
  and for many people one of the sadnesses of suffering from this problem is that it prevents them becoming intimate with other people, or finding a partner with whom to share their lives.


  Socially anxious people usually feel friendly towards others and certainly have their fair share of the positive characteristics that other people appreciate. They may have a sense of fun, be
  energetic and generous, kind and understanding, serious, amusing, quiet or lively, and they spontaneously behave in these ways when they feel at ease. But feeling at ease in company is so hard for
  them, and makes them so anxious, that these qualities are often hidden from view. The anxiety interferes with their expression, and the ability to display them may have gone rusty from lack of use.
  Indeed, socially anxious people may have altogether lost belief in their likeable qualities together with their self-confidence. One of the rewards of learning to overcome social anxiety is that it
  enables you to express aspects of yourself that may previously have been stifled, and allows you to enjoy, rather than to fear, being yourself. It allows you to discover, or to rediscover,
  yourself.


  Defining the problem


  Definitions are useful because they help us to focus on the features of social anxiety that make it problematic – that cause the pain and prolong the agony.


  Social anxiety is normal. Everybody feels it sometimes (so everyone knows to some degree what it is like), and it would be absurd for any of us to suppose that we
  would never feel socially anxious again. For this reason it helps to start by defining when social anxiety becomes a problem, and thinking clearly about what it is that needs to change when it
  interferes with your life. First, if social anxiety is normal, then it will never go away, whatever you do. So, rather than attempting the impossible, and seeking a ‘cure’, energy is
  better spent learning how to reduce its painful aspects and consequences, so that it no longer causes distress and interferes with your life.


  The kind of social anxiety, and amount of it, that qualifies someone for a diagnosis using the term social phobia is to be found in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the
  American Psychiatric Association (DSM-IV, 1994). The manual sets out four main criteria:
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        A marked and persistent fear of one or more social or performance situations in which the person is exposed to unfamiliar
        people or to possible scrutiny by others. The individual fears that he or she will act in a way (or show anxiety symptoms) that will be humiliating or embarrassing. Note that people with
        social phobia may not actually do anything humiliating or embarrassing; they only have to fear that they will. Their symptoms do not even have to show. They only have to think that
        there is a possibility of this happening for them to feel fearful and anxious.
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        Exposure to the feared social situations almost invariably provokes anxiety. The precise things that someone with social phobia fears may be quite idiosyncratic: talking on the telephone, prolonging a conversation, entering a room full of people, eating or writing when other people can see
        what they are doing, or speaking up in front of a group of others; but having to do these things is nearly always difficult for them. Of course, there is no hard and fast line between normal
        and clinical levels of anxiety – all degrees of social anxiety exist – but social anxiety at a normal level is relatively intermittent. The feelings come and they also go. For
        everyone there are likely to be some particularly bad times, for example when starting a new job and going through the ordeal of showing that you can do what is expected of you. There are
        also likely to be some relatively good ones, when you feel more confident and at ease. For people whose level of social anxiety causes them to suffer there are more bad times and fewer good
        ones, and the bad times are worse.
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        The person recognizes that the fear is excessive and unreasonable. One of the distressing consequences of having a social phobia is that
        you know that the things that make you anxious are not really dangerous, and that they may hardly bother other people at all. But knowing that you suffer ‘excessively’ and
        ‘unreasonably’ compared with others – that in some sense the suffering is unnecessary – only makes it worse. It can make you feel unconfident, inadequate or inferior
        as well as anxious.
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        The feared social or performance situations are avoided or else are endured with intense anxiety or distress. It is only natural –
        it makes sense in terms of self-protection – to avoid or escape from frightening situations. The experience of fear alerts you to the possibility of
        danger. Staying where you are might be risky. However, people with social anxiety are in an especially difficult position as they do not want to be lonely and isolated, and they cannot
        control the sources of their fear: other people and the thoughts that other people might have about them. Contact with people, when shopping, travelling or working, cannot be avoided
        completely, and socially anxious people want to work, make friends and feel that they belong just as much as others. So instead of avoiding or escaping from difficult situations, they may
        endure them despite the distress that they feel, and focus on keeping the risks or threats as small as possible: on keeping themselves as safe as they can. The intensity of the anxiety they
        feel makes this strategy seem only sensible.
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