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What is social anxiety/social phobia?

While many people feel shy, anxious or self-conscious in situations in which they need to ‘perform’ (for example an exam, presentation or a date), those who have social anxiety can experience these same emotions – in many cases greatly exaggerated - on a daily basis, without any obvious anxiety-inducing stimuli. People who experience social anxiety (also known as social phobia) often struggle with social interaction, such as small talk, eye contact or making arrangements. 
What are the symptoms of social anxiety?

The symptoms of social anxiety can be split into three categories:
Physical symptoms – these mirror those of many other anxiety disorders; a person experiencing social anxiety may blush, their heart rate may increase, and they may feel faint or dizzy. They may also sweat excessively and/or shake; likewise their flow of speech may become disjointed or they may stutter. In instances whereby these symptoms become overwhelming a person may experiencing a panic attack, whereby their body is flooded with adrenalin. Often those experiencing a panic attack feel the need to ‘escape’ the situation which is causing them to feel panic. 
​Cognitive symptoms – people who experience social anxiety feel fearful about acting in a way that draws attention to themselves when in company; they are often wary of putting themselves into situations in which they think there is a risk of being made to feel ashamed or humiliated. They may experience anticipatory anxiety about an upcoming event, due to a fear that they will do something which causes them to have unwanted attention – this can lead to a growing sense of panic as the event approaches. Likewise people with social anxiety often tend to dwell on occasions past in which they feel they may have acted in a manner which caused people to think them strange; they may misinterpret innocuous things that people have said or done as being some kind of sleight or insult. Social anxiety can have an adverse effect on a person’s self-belief; those who experience it often compare themselves unfavourably to others.
Behavioural symptoms - because of the often debilitating physical and cognitive symptoms of social anxiety, those who experience it frequently avoid situations in which they feel they may be caused discomfort or even experience a panic attack. This can lead to increased avoidance, which in time can become habit forming and serve to reinforce a person’s social anxiety. In more serious cases a person can become reclusive or even agoraphobic. In many cases people can neglect areas of their life which are important to them, such as study and relationships. Because those who experience social anxiety are often confused and embarrassed about how they feel, many do not seek appropriate help.
How common is social anxiety? 
As many as one in thirty people suffer from social anxiety; in the case of children and young adults this number is thought to be higher.
What causes social anxiety?

Although there is evidence of a genetic basis to anxiety conditions, it is thought that social anxiety is mostly a result of a person’s experiences/environment and how they have been shaped by them. Many people with social anxiety had difficult childhoods – for example they may have had critical parents, or may have experienced regular bullying at school. Others may have had stressful experiences later on in life which had a knock on effect on their confidence and stability, such as a relationship break-up, a job loss, or the death of a loved one. 
Can social anxiety be treated?
Evidence shows that social anxiety is treatable. Talk therapies such as cognitive behavioural therapy aim to reduce peoples ‘negative automatic thinking’; these include catastrophising (“everyone will think I’m a freak”), jumping to conclusions (“my friend hasn’t called me in a while, he mustn’t like me”), all-or-nothing thinking (“unless I’m a success all of the time I am a failure”) and overgeneralising (“I had a panic attack in my last lecture, therefore I’m going to get one again in my next class”). CBT is available on the NHS via GP referral, as well as through organisations such as National Phobics Society (08444 775774).
