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Introduction

Thanks for taking the time to read this study guide for social phobia.  Originally the guide began as a graduate school class project at the University of Pittsburgh in the fall of 2008, and I’m very excited that now my guide may be a helpful tool for you!  The guide includes a glossary of terms for your convenience.  Also included are scripts for the two podcasts I have recorded.  Podcasts are short audio clips.  You can use the scripts to follow along with the audio recordings.  The first podcast is geared towards adults and parents.  The second podcast is aimed more towards children and teens.  Also included in the guide are some suggestions for dealing personally with social phobia and also how to help a friend or family member who may have social phobia.  I hope you find this guide to be helpful in learning about social phobia!

Glossary of Terms

Antidepressants— medicines prescribed to treat depression
Anxiety—an emotion of anticipation or nervousness

Diagnose—to determine a type of problem
Disorder— a physical problem that tends to get in the way normal daily functioning
Phobia—a fear of an object or situation; the fear is usually of something that will realistically not cause harm
Psychiatry—field of medicine that studies the brain and mental disorders
Podcast Script 1


Have you ever felt nervous in front of a large audience? Or maybe even a small one?  Perhaps you have been nervous before a presentation in front of a class or business group.  Generally speaking, it’s normal to feel some anxiety when you know you are being watched and your performance is being judged. 

However, there is a difference between every day anxiety and an anxiety disorder called Social Phobia or Social Anxiety. Social Phobia is an anxiety disorder that affects three to 13 out of every one hundred people in America (DSM IV-tr).  According to experts in Psychiatry, social phobia is when someone feels so much anxiety and nervousness in social situations that it is difficult to maintain his or her daily routines (DSM IV-tr).  Let me give you a more specific example.  Lindsay has to give a persuasive speech in her debate class.  The night before her speech she has some butterflies in her stomach and is feeling very excited.  When she gets to debate class she notices her hands are a little sweaty and her heart beats a bit faster in her chest.  When she begins her speech her voice is a bit shaky, but she gains confidence as she continues.  Hopefully you can recognize that Lindsay has experienced some normal anxiety before giving her speech.  However, Lindsay’s classmate Ron had a much different experience.  The night before Ron is to give his speech, he is so nervous he gets sick to his stomach, begins to sweat, and is shaky as he goes to bed.  Ron doesn’t sleep at all.  He just tosses and turns.  He experiences the same feelings all morning on his big day.  Right before he is to enter his debate class, Ron runs to the nurse’s office and is sweaty, shaking, breathing heavily, and gets sick.  Unfortunately this is the third time Ron has had this reaction before giving an oral presentation.  We would say Ron’s anxiety is not normal and it is negatively impacting his daily routine.

Someone with social phobia is not simply nervous to speak in front of an audience.  Social Phobia can cause one to be afraid to eat in public, to make social plans with a peer, to ask questions in class, even to confront an adult when he/she needs help (ADAA).  Another difference between social phobia and normal anxiety or shyness, is that those with social phobia will worry about an event days or weeks before it happens (NIMH)!  Before a child can be diagnosed with social phobia, the child must display some normal relationships with close peers, adults, and family members.  In addition, the child must display anxiety with adults as well as less familiar peers (DSM IV-tr).  This means that a child’s fear of an authority figure is not a good reason to diagnose with social phobia.  Lots of kids are scared of unfamiliar adults! 

While living with social phobia can be very painful, it is something that can be treated so that one can enjoy social interactions, not fear them.

A study by experts found both social effectiveness therapy and antidepressants to have positive impacts on Social Phobia (NIMH).  Social effectiveness therapy means that basic social skills are taught to the individual in therapy sessions; then the individual is exposed to a situation in a safe environment where the skills can be practiced.  Results from this study say that a treatment plan of therapy and medicine could provide a good way to get rid of painful symptoms of social anxiety.  

Another expert in psychiatry says that “anxiety reduction techniques” are an important part of treatment for someone with social phobia (Lewis, 2002). This means that someone with social phobia should be taught what to do when he or she experiences anxiety about a social interaction.  While knowing these techniques does not eliminate the anxiety experienced during the situation, it gives the individual weapons to combat the social anxiety.  Instead of feeling helpless and scared, the individual is armed with ideas on how to relax and regulate his or her emotions.  In addition to learning anxiety reduction techniques, an individual may learn general practices of how to engage in social interactions.  A great therapeutic technique is to actually teach an individual what to do if he or she “messes up” during the social interactions.  How many times have you stumbled on your words during a speech?  Or even stumbled over your own feet at the mall?  Wouldn’t it be nice to be armed with witty comments to save face when these embarrassing things happen?  Teaching precisely this—what to do when you embarrass yourself—is just another tool that someone with social phobia can arm him/herself with. These tools should lower the amount of anxiety before or during social situations.  Practicing these techniques in the safety of the therapist’s office or even at home should help to boost the individual’s confidence and ability to engage in normal social situations.  

A particular difficulty in treating social phobia in children is that they are not likely to believe their fears are unreasonable or excessive (NIMH).  While most adults with social phobia can acknowledge that their fears are not, children with social phobia cant not understand that their fears are not real.  Therefore, effective treatment must first involve rationalizing the child’s fears and making the fear seem more manageable. Rationalizing fears with children, of course, is much easier said than done.

According to experts, it is estimated that one in every one hundred children and adolescents are affected with social phobia (Child and Adolescent Psychiatry). Children with social phobia are more likely to avoid school or even refuse to attend because of social phobia (Child and Adolescent Psychiatry).  Untreated social phobia can even cause poor academic achievement and underdeveloped social skills. This may put the child at risk for depression or substance abuse (ADAA).  However if the disorder is treated, these risks are much less likely.

Social phobia causes much worry and embarrassment to those who experience it.  Thankfully there are great treatments for social phobia, and research continues to produce better and better plans.  If you know a friend or loved one who you think may experience social phobia, you should talk to them about seeking help from a professional.  No one deserves to live in constant fear of interactions with others, and with the knowledge we have today about social phobia, there is no need to!

Podcast Script 2

Have you ever felt nervous in front of a large audience? Or maybe even a small one?  Perhaps you have been nervous to give a presentation in front of your class.  It’s pretty normal to feel nervous when you know you are being watched and your performance is being judged.

However, some people can feel so nervous that they cannot do normal, everyday things.  This is a disorder called social phobia.  Social phobia is a disease like a cold or the flu.  It is nobody’s fault and doctors can help it go away; but it is still very uncomfortable. Even celebrities have been very shy and had social phobia.  Believe it or not Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Edison, and Albert Einstein were all afraid of audiences (About.com)!

The technical definition of social phobia is when someone feels so much anxiety and nervousness in social situations that it is difficult to maintain his or her daily routines (DSM IV-tr).  But let me give you a more specific example.  Lindsay has to give a persuasive speech in her debate class.  The night before her speech she has some butterflies in her stomach and is feeling very excited.  When she gets to debate class she notices her hands are a little sweaty and her heart beats a bit faster in her chest.  When she begins her speech her voice is a bit shaky, but she gains confidence as she continues.  Hopefully you can recognize that Lindsay has experienced some normal anxiety before giving her speech.  However, Lindsay’s classmate Ron had a much different experience.  The night before Ron is to give his speech, he is so nervous he gets sick to his stomach, begins to sweat, and is shaky as he goes to bed.  Ron doesn’t sleep at all.  He just tosses and turns.  He experiences the same feelings all morning on his big day.  Right before he is to enter his debate class, Ron runs to the nurse’s office and is sweaty, shaking, breathing heavily, and gets sick.  Unfortunately this is the 3rd time Ron has had this reaction before giving an oral presentation.  We would say Ron’s nervousness is not normal and it is making normal assignments in his daily routine very hard.

Social phobia can have more symptoms than just fear of speaking in front of your class. Social Phobia can cause someone to be afraid to eat in public, to make social plans with a friend, to ask questions in class, even to confront an adult when he/she needs help (ADAA).  People with social phobia might worry about an event days or weeks before it happens (NIMH)! 

While living with social phobia can be very hard and even painful, it is something that can be treated so that one can enjoy social interactions, not fear them.

Doctors have found that therapy can help people with social phobia.  Therapy might mean that the doctor teaches the patient how to take deep breaths to relax when feeling nervous.  Therapy could also mean that the doctor teaches the patient how to act in front of an audience.  Maybe the patient with social phobia could give his or her school report to the doctor before doing it in class.  The doctor can even teach ideas about what to do if you do something embarrassing.  Practicing what the doctor teaches helps the patient become more confident.  Doctors have also found some medicine that can help get rid of the nervousness caused by social phobia.

What should you do if you think you might have social phobia?  First of all, talk to your parents or an adult you trust, maybe a teacher!  Then talk to your doctor.  Tell them how it makes you feel, just like you tell the doctor when you’re sick with the flu.  Your doctor will help make a plan to get you better so you don’t have to feel so nervous all the time!  Explaining social phobia to your friends might help you feel better too.  If your friends know how you feel inside when you’re feeling really nervous, they can help you to get through the tough situation and feel better.

Now what can you do as a friend to help someone with social phobia?  This is a really hard job, but your friend needs you now more than ever!  Talk to your friend about how he or she feels.  You might ask, “what makes you feel nervous or scared?”  If you know what makes them feel nervous you can encourage them and support them when they need help but might be too scared to ask.  For example, if your friend wants to ask a teacher a question after class but is scared to do so, you could offer to stay after class and talk to the teacher too.  You could even offer to go to therapy at the doctor’s office with your friend.  You definitely should not tease them for being scared about something that doesn’t seem scary to you.  You also shouldn’t tell other people about your friend’s disorder unless you have permission from your friend.  

It is important to remember that social phobia is no one’s fault and more people than you may think have it.  According to experts, one out of every one hundred children and teenagers has social phobia (Child and Adolescent Psychiatry). 

Social phobia causes much worry and embarrassment to those who have it.  Thankfully, there are great treatments for social phobia.  If you know a friend or loved one who you think may experience social phobia, you should talk to them about asking for help from an adult and their doctor.  No one should live in constant fear of interacting with others, and with the knowledge we have today about social phobia, there is no need to!

 Suggestions for Those affected by Social Phobia


Social phobia can be very debilitating for the person experiencing it.  However, it is nothing to be ashamed of and it should not hold you back from enjoying social interactions.  Seeking medical help is the first and most difficult step.  However, doing so is the first step to managing the disorder and allowing you to live normally again.


While talking to loved ones and peers about this disorder may feel uncomfortable, it is really important to involve those who are close to you.  Once your family and peers can understand the disorder, they can be a great support system for you.  The Anxiety Disorders Association of America’s website recommends that family members learn as much as they can about the disease; the site also recommends they take time to praise small accomplishments you are making as well as modify their expectations of you especially during stressful situations, and finally, to help you measure your progress based on individual goals and not someone else’s standards (ADAA.org).

Support groups can be a great resource if you or someone close to you has social phobia.  Support groups can take away the feelings of isolation that may be associated with having this disorder.  The following website can help you locate a support group near where you live!  http://adaa.org/GettingHelp/SupportGroups.asp
The worst thing one can do is ignoring the symptoms of this disorder.  If agonizing fear prohibits you (or someone you know) from engaging in social situations, the best thing to do is speak with a doctor right away.  Just trying to avoid social situations is not only extremely difficult; it can lead to depression, frustration, and regret.  There are resources (many of which are included in this podcast and guide) geared towards helping individuals and families of individuals living with social phobia.  
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