
Copyright © 2022 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

What Is Social Anxiety Disorder?

Do you ever feel anxious when you’re around other 
people, or if you might have to be the center of 
attention? Do you worry that other people will notice 
something about you – or how you behave – and 
judge you for it?

Social anxiety is the name for feeling these kinds of fears 
in social situations. Psychologists think that between 
2 and 7 people out of every 100 experience significant 
social anxiety every year.

We all have an impression in our minds of how we come across to other people. This is your self-image or self-impression. 
If you have social anxiety, you are likely to hold an impression of yourself that is very negative. As a result, you may worry 
that other people will think negatively of you as well. Put into words, your self-impression might sound like:

The psychological treatment for social anxiety which has the strongest research support is individual (one to one) 
cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) specifically designed for social anxiety. This is sometimes called cognitive therapy 
for SAD, or CT-SAD. Medications for social anxiety disorder are typically recommended as a second-line treatment if 
you don’t want to try CBT, or if you haven’t found CBT helpful.

The core of social anxiety: your self-impression

Your negative self-impression can get stuck in place for a few reasons:

Treatment for social anxiety

I’m shaking and I look 
anxious.

I’m boring and people 
won’t like me.

People will think I’m 
disgusting.

Self-focused attention
If you pay attention to how you think 
you are coming across to other people, 
you might focus your attention inwards 
– towards your own body feelings, 
thoughts, feelings, and judgements 
about your performance.

Self-consciousness is the opposite of a 
performance enhancer (ask any sports-
person). Worse, it gives you a biased 
impression of how you are really coming 
across to people.

Unhelpful thinking
Negative automatic thoughts that 
people with social anxiety have in social 
situations include:

•	 Predictions: “They will think I look 
anxious.” 

•	 Worries: “What if I say something 
and nobody replies?”

•	 Judgements: “I’m making such a 
mess of this.”

•	 Doubts: “I’ll never be able to do this.

Avoidance and safety 
behaviors
Do you ever avoid situations that make 
you feel anxious? Or do you do things 
to control how you come across to 
other people?

Avoidance and safety behaviors are 
well-intended, but they can lead to a 
lot of problems:

•	 They prevent you from learning 
the truth.

•	 They heighten your self-focus.
•	 They sometimes lead to the result 

that you were trying to prevent.
•	 They can make you appear 

unfriendly or uninterested.

You feel self-conscious and anxious in social situations where you 
might be exposed to scrutiny by other people.

You worry what other people think of you.

You fear that you will behave in a way that will be judged negatively 
by other people.

You avoid social situations, or  endure them with great difficulty.
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