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This book is dedicated to the many people who have shared with us their experiences of feeling anxious, awkward or shy in social situations. Working with them has given us an insight to the varied and individual ways in which these difficulties have an impact on thoughts, behaviour and emotions. This depth of understanding is the foundation of this self-help book, which we hope will help others to overcome their shyness and anxiety.










1

Why another book about shyness?

Numerous books have been published on coping with social anxiety and shyness, so why have we written another one?

There are several reasons – and this chapter will outline how this book and our approach are different from others. It will highlight tried and tested methods for overcoming social anxiety and shyness as well as unique and specific ones which we hope you will find useful and effective. Our experience with people who have difficulties with shyness or social anxiety shows that, although some books provide useful information about coping with specific situations, such as public speaking, they may not explain the full range of modern psychological techniques which are known to help overcome – or at least cope with – feeling shy, awkward or anxious in social encounters.

Helping you to master these techniques is the main focus of this book: its purpose is to show you how to select and practise the techniques most likely to help you overcome your social anxiety or shyness. We also outline the way in which shyness becomes an issue in the first place, and how different people are affected by it. 

Shyness and social anxiety have a significant impact on the personal, family and professional lives of a substantial proportion of the adult population. Published research suggests that around 7.5 per cent or more of the adult population may show clinical symptoms. This is something that many young people and adolescents also experience. It is fair to say that almost everyone has been shy or affected by social anxiety at one time or another, but for some there is a constant battle with anxiety in situations where they encounter other people, whether socially, at work or otherwise. While for some it may be a small annoyance and something which is slightly inhibiting or uncomfortable, for others it may be extreme and result in incapacitating fear that can lead to avoidance of all social situations. This, in turn, may place strain on personal and professional lives. Difficulties in social situations, therefore, should not be lightly dismissed.

Shyness can occur in specific and well-defined situations. It can also affect a person’s confidence in a much broader range of contexts, and anxiety, awkwardness, embarrassment and general unease can be some of the symptoms experienced across a range of situations. In extreme circumstances, it may lead to avoidance of all social contact. It can also affect your capacity to form and maintain relationships. It can affect your ability to give – and receive – emotional and social support to or from friends and family, damage careers, spoil holidays and put relationships under stress. The good news is that there are effective skills and techniques which you can use to reduce the fear and anxiety commonly associated with social situations, all of which are described in this book.

Social anxiety and shyness are among the most treatable psychological difficulties. For this reason, almost everyone should be able to overcome this fear – provided that it has been properly assessed and treated using modern psychological methods. This book brings together the latest proven methods for overcoming social anxiety.

What makes this book different?

This book takes an approach to the challenge of overcoming shyness or social anxiety which you are unlikely to see taken in many other books on this topic. There are four main ways in which it is different:

1	It is written by a highly experienced and uniquely qualified team of psychologists who have extensive experience in treating social anxiety and helping people to overcome shyness. We are committed to helping people overcome their anxieties and apply tried and tested methods to achieve this. Each of us is qualified and experienced as a general psychologist, and therefore we have experience in assessing and treating a wide range of psychological difficulties. We also have considerable experience of helping people with the specific issue of social anxiety. We find that almost all psychological difficulties can affect, interfere with or disrupt personal relationships and that living with almost any psychological condition – such as depression or obsessive–compulsive disorder – can affect your confidence and make you feel self-conscious. We are aware of and sensitive to the impact of social anxiety in people’s lives, as well as the sense of shame, embarrassment and fear that so many people experience by having this or other psychological issues. Together, we have more than 40 years’ experience. We have published our research findings in specialist medical and psychological journals, as well as in books, and we are often invited to talk about our work at conferences around the world. 

2	We approach treatment differently from some others who deal with shyness and social anxiety, and this book reflects that perspective: it will not baffle you with statistics about social anxiety; we will certainly not convey, or focus on, the idea of social anxiety being an irrational fear; we will not ‘argue with’ or dismiss any fear you may have that may seem illogical or irrational to others (and sometimes even to you!). This book facilitates a tailored approach to self-help, built on a solid foundation of clinical practice and research. The aim is to motivate and empower you to overcome the different elements that characterize your social anxiety.

3	We approach your social anxiety and shyness as unique and specific issues that may be very different from other people’s experiences. You will see, from some of the many examples we quote in this book, that social anxiety affects people in many different ways; we tailor the solutions to your unique situation. We are not exponents of a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to treating shyness. Also, we avoid discussing the all-too-obvious example of public speaking being the main context in which this kind of anxiety most presents. Before introducing skills and ideas for overcoming social anxiety when we work with people professionally, we first listen very carefully to their experiences and stories about their difficulty. Of course, it is impossible to ‘listen’ to a personal story in a book. However, we reflect in this book the diverse contexts and struggles that we encounter with our clients, in order to convey the complex nature of the difficulty and allow you to begin to understand and overcome your own social anxiety.

4	The primary focus of the book is on psychological skills and techniques that you can apply to overcoming your social anxiety or shyness. These skills are derived from the findings of modern psychological research. The focus will be on what you can do and how you can think about situations differently so as to help you on your way. You will be able to see and measure your progress at each step of the way. You may be relieved to know that this process will not start with questions about your childhood, even though your earlier years may have some vague reference to your social anxiety. Modern psychological approaches focus on what is happening to you now and what you can do to bring about change, rather than on developing deep insight into your situation. You may find that some of the ideas you come across in the book can even be used and applied to help you in other areas of your life which present a challenge for you. We base our ideas not only on tried and tested clinical experience, but also on modern psychological approaches such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy and family-systems therapy. We are interested in how people experience embarrassment or shame and how these, in turn, affect how they relate to those around them. We find that there is a circular relationship between shame and social anxiety. We will say more about this later on in the book.

This is an extensive and practical self-help book derived from modern evidence-based clinical practice. It is designed to help you, the shy or socially anxious person (or a person who is affected by or related to someone with shyness or social anxiety), to gain confidence and the proven techniques and skills needed to overcome the fear. The book will engage you in reflection and will encourage you to try out new skills and tasks. It will help you to develop an understanding of your own way of thinking about social anxiety and enable you to select and try out the psychological techniques that are likely to help you. At various points in each chapter you will find ‘Stop and think’ exercises (see pages 6–7), which are designed to help you apply the information and techniques to your own situation.

As a point of distinction from some other methods and books on social anxiety, we have tried to avoid presenting a fixed ‘menu’ of ways to reduce anxiety. The main emphasis is on helping you, the reader, to acquire a comprehensive clinical and psychological understanding of shyness and its resolution. This improves the likelihood of successfully reducing anxiety and increases your active engagement in the relevant issues. The book is structured so that you will be empowered to confront the general, as well as the more unique and idiosyncratic, characteristics of your social anxiety.

We sometimes meet people in clinical settings who find that taking the step to get counselling for social anxiety has been too big a challenge and who do not quickly get the results they wanted. If the behaviour which you are targeting to try to change has not shifted, in spite of your efforts or having worked through this book, it is worth re-examining the nature of your difficulties once again, rather than concluding that there must be something more serious or untreatable about you! This is unlikely to be the case, and therefore we would encourage readers who do not feel that they have made progress in the past to take a fresh look at what they are experiencing. There may be several reasons why success has not come in the way you had hoped. Here are some possible reasons:


	Without individual preparation and assessment, it can be difficult to identify the techniques which are most likely to work for your own social anxiety.

	You may be trying to use too many of the techniques that you have come to understand, or not selecting those which are most appropriate for you.

	If you have attended a group for social anxiety, it may be that some of the techniques most likely to work for you have not been included in that course.

	For some people, they may have been given too much information about the nature of their shyness, which may inadvertently have increased their anxiety.

	Your difficulty with shyness and social anxiety may be being ‘driven’ by another issue, and this may need to be identified and treated in the first instance.

	It is possible that you may not be experiencing classic social anxiety, or that the sense of shame or embarrassment you experience has not been fully addressed. An effect of this may be that some of the skills and techniques you have learned may not work for you yet.



Some people who experience shyness or social anxiety prefer to work with a counsellor, therapist or psychologist to help them achieve their goals. If this is the case for you, this book may be a useful companion in that context. For a few readers, taking the step to contact a trained professional who can help them is in itself stressful and anxiety-provoking. They may worry about how they will come across and present themselves to the helping professional, and that their greatest fear – that they will come across badly – may inhibit them from starting this process. If this is the case, we hope that some of the ideas covered in this book will help you either to take that first step to contact a trained professional, or to start some of the therapeutic journey on your own. At the end of this book, you will have an understanding of your own social anxiety and how it affects you, and you will also be able to identify the techniques which are most likely to work for you. You will then be able to concentrate on putting these into practice. It is important to undertake an individual assessment of your anxiety, rather than to assume that everyone who experiences social anxiety is alike. You can also use this book to help you practise what you have learned between sessions with your therapist.

If you are working through this book on your own or with help from a friend or relative, there are some things you can do to make the time and effort you invest in this process as rewarding as possible. A good starting point is to decide when and where you will work with this book. Chose a time and place when you will be able to read and think comfortably. You may find it useful to make regular short appointments with yourself and write these in your diary or electronic calendar. Remember that learning new skills and techniques takes regular practice, so half an hour a day for a week or two might be more effective that a two-hour ‘blitz’ at the weekend. You may also find it helpful to have a notebook to write in as you work through this book.

You will see that each chapter has several ‘Stop and Think’ exercises labelled with this symbol:
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It can be very tempting to skip over these, but we would encourage you to spend some time doing the exercises. They are specifically designed to help you reflect on the material in this book and practise the techniques we describe. Use your notebook to record your reflections and practice.

As social anxiety varies so widely, no one book can cover everything that everyone needs. What we can do, though, is outline the psychological techniques that are most likely to work, and show you how to use them. Once you have been introduced to these skills, you can try them out for yourself. You may also need to use other sources of information, such as those listed in ‘Useful addresses’ at the end of this book.

What’s in the rest of this book?

The rest of this book contains information, techniques to practise, and advice. Not all of this will be useful to everyone, but you will find guidance on how to select and try the techniques most likely to work for you. The book is almost entirely practical in its focus. It is oriented to helping you first to understand the source or cause of your social anxiety from a psychological perspective. Through case studies, it describes in detail the different presentations of shyness, helping you to recognize how your own difficulty with social anxiety affects you. It then goes on to highlight the wide variety of potential triggers which must be identified and treated in order to overcome this challenge. The final chapters cover the information, skills and techniques you will need to begin formulating your own individual treatment plan. 

Throughout this book, we have shared many case studies which illustrate the way in which people we have worked with have found social situations difficult and how they have overcome their shyness or anxiety. These examples are based on real situations and people but we have changed details that might identify them or the context in which they live, in order to preserve their confidentiality.

We have tried to present a book that is written in a user-friendly and jargon-free style. A criticism sometimes levelled at psychologists is that, at times, we use and refer to concepts and terms that may not be familiar to many people. We have tried to avoid psychobabble and to focus instead on what is practical and usable. It is helpful, though, to understand a bit more about the background and causes of social anxiety if treatment is to be effective. We will aim to help this process by avoiding terms and language that may feel alienating or unfamiliar. Briefly, here is what each chapter contains:


	
Chapter 2 explores the experience of being shy, anxious or fearful about social situations. It contains a number of case studies which illustrate each individual’s experience and how varied fears of social situations can be. It describes the impact that social anxiety can have on many people’s lives. We discuss how common it is, the statistics, who is most affected; and what people fear the most when experiencing difficulties in social situations. We also address the common causes and symptoms of shyness and social anxiety. We discuss why there is probably no single approach to treating social anxiety which will be effective for everyone. 

	
Chapter 3 helps you to understand more about how you experience social anxiety. We cover the range of situations that may produce social anxiety and that may also lead to different levels of intensity of the unpleasant feelings. We also discuss what physical reactions there may be to anxiety and consider the thoughts that anxious people may have that reinforce the feelings they experience. In this and later chapters in the book, we go on to show how to use this understanding to start managing your social anxiety. We include some case studies in order to illustrate the explanations that we give. Again, this chapter will show the wide range of ways in which social anxiety presents, and will assist you in mapping your individual situation as a first step to selecting the appropriate techniques which will help you.

	
Chapter 4 considers why and how your efforts to overcome shyness or social anxiety may not always succeed. This is an important point of focus, as many people who experience personal challenges in their life will have already attempted various methods or means to overcome their difficulty. If the difficulty continues, it is important and helpful to understand why the solution that you have attempted has failed. Avoidance of difficult situations is one example. If we are anxious about a particular social situation and withdraw before exposing ourselves to it, it is likely that the anxiety will persist. Avoidance is understandable, but it is unlikely to be the most effective solution. This chapter will again use case studies to explain this and help you to understand how and why your progress in overcoming shyness may be more limited that you had hoped. We also introduce the psychological approach we use clinically and in this book, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT). While we highlight many of the ideas that are currently in use in this type of therapy, we emphasize that it is a good idea to avoid a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach.

	
Chapter 5 focuses on the behavioural, or ‘doing’, techniques that are most likely to help you to manage and overcome awkwardness, embarrassment and anxiety in social situations. We identify what you can do by way of using skills and techniques that should reduce your anxiety. The main focus of this chapter is reducing self-consciousness, which is a major contribution to shyness and social anxiety for many people. We also describe how to move from avoidance to coping in situations you may find difficult.

	
Chapter 6 describes how managing your physical reactions to anxiety using structured exercises and ‘quick fix’ techniques should help to improve your confidence in this area. The emphasis in this chapter is on how to reduce physical tension and some of the unpleasant sensations that we experience when we become anxious.

	
Chapter 7 takes the thinking further and examines what drives or reinforces shyness and social anxiety. The major driving factor is often the way in which we come to think about what happens when we encounter others in social situations. Common themes include being hypercritical of your performance or anxiously monitoring how other people respond to you. This chapter will explain this, in straightforward language, and help you to identify ways in which thinking can drive or reinforce your anxiety.

	
Chapter 8 takes this further with some helpful suggestions on how changing the way you think may help with your social anxiety. For example, reframing anxious thoughts is an effective way of reducing anxiety. A particular focus is how we respond to and manage experiences such as blushing or stammering. This chapter uses case studies and coaching tips to support you in using CBT tools to reframe anxious thoughts.

	
Chapter 9 has a slightly different emphasis in that it is oriented towards supporting a friend or relative who may have difficulties with shyness or social anxiety. We offer ideas and guidance on how to help others who are affected in this way. This chapter will also show friends and relatives how to support others who become anxious in social situations in using the techniques that they have learned in this book. This chapter is especially important as social anxiety is, by its nature, a source of disruption to social interaction and relationships. Therefore, if we acquire skills and confidence in helping others to manage their anxiety, this can help them to take the necessary steps to confront their fears and gain experience in social situations which will help them to overcome their shyness.

	
Chapter 10 is oriented towards readers who find that self-help may not be enough. For readers who still find themselves unacceptably anxious in social situations, this chapter will help you to realize that what you have learned from reading the book is a necessary, and possibly first, step towards overcoming the difficulty. We also point out that some people with social anxiety may require the aid of a qualified counsellor, psychotherapist or psychologist to help them with certain aspects of the challenge they face. Seeking the help and support of a suitably qualified professional is a further proactive and positive step that you can take in order to overcome the difficulty. The chapter will explain how to find a suitably qualified person to work with, and what you might expect from sessions with him or her.
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