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Welcome from the Authors



Almost all of us feel anxious about embarrassing ourselves in front of other people from time to time, and especially when we are teenagers. While these worries are mild for most people, for some they are more troublesome and persistent.


We wrote this evidence-based book for young people who are struggling with social anxiety and for their families. Although it may feel difficult now, social anxiety can improve with the right help. You might be considering accessing help, waiting for treatment or perhaps you would just like to feel a bit more confident in your relationships and at school or college.


This book will help you understand what keeps social anxiety going and provide key steps to building self-confidence. There are also additional sections on common fears, including the fear of being stared at, the fear of blushing, shaking or sweating, feeling boring, stupid, unlikeable or weird. You will also find chapters on being kinder to yourself and managing social media, teasing or bullying, and friendships.


We hope you find this book helps build your social confidence. But you might find that you would like more active support. If so, then the first step is to speak to a teacher or your family doctor. They can help you to access treatment. If you are sixteen years old or over you may be able to access help directly (called ‘self-referral’). The treatment you are offered should be a psychological (or ‘talking’) therapy. Commonly this might be cognitive behavioural therapy (‘CBT’ for short), which usually involves meeting a therapist weekly for two to three months, learning about anxiety and how to overcome it. CBT has been shown to work well for the treatment of social anxiety.


Good luck!










Chapter 1



Getting Started


What is social anxiety?




Going to a party


Answering a question in class


Being the centre of attention





How does the thought of being in these situations make you feel?


Anxious? Stressed? Do you dread the thought of your name being called in class, of all eyes turning on you?


If you answered ‘yes’ to any of the above, then this book is for you. We will get started in this chapter by learning about:


• What social anxiety is


• Why some people experience social anxiety


• How this book can help


Why do these situations cause anxiety? Behind the anxiety is a fear of doing something that will be embarrassing and of being judged by other people:


I’ve got nothing to say; people will think I’m boring.


I’ll blush and everyone will laugh at me.


I will look nervous, and everyone will know it.


Such worries are normal. Friendships are important to most of us and so it makes sense that we can get preoccupied by our relationships.


The worries are often strongest when we are teenagers. When we are little, we might worry about monsters, about dogs, about being separated from our parents, but as we move into secondary school and college and become more independent from our family and reliant on our friends, we worry about building relationships, connections with people around us and being accepted by others.


For most people, the worries bubble up as we move into adolescence, and then fade away with time, without getting in the way of day-to-day life. But for some people, the worries take hold and affect how we feel and what we do. The anxiety can be so strong that it gets in the way of day-to-day life and causes distress. We call this social anxiety.


Understandably, social anxiety can lead people to try to avoid situations they fear. This might be turning down an invitation to a party, not putting your hand up in class or staying silent in a group text conversation.


But because it is difficult to avoid contact with others altogether, often people will get through the situations they fear ‘with gritted teeth’. They will endure the situation, hoping to ‘fly under the radar’ and avoid being noticed and judged.


Do you recognise the description above? Does it sound like you? If you answered yes to that, you are not alone. Social anxiety is the most common kind of anxiety. Take a moment to picture an average classroom with thirty students. Then consider that five of those students will be experiencing some difficulty with social anxiety.




Elyse’s reflections


Hiya! I’m Elyse and I’m someone who at one point had pretty severe social anxiety. It didn’t seem so to others because I was good at masking my anxiety, but it seriously sucked and I felt terrible almost all the time. For me, social anxiety was at its worst when I was between fourteen and sixteen years old. I saw people around me forming new friendships and hanging out and I suddenly felt incompetent compared to them. My anxieties impacted how I interacted with others, made me turn down good opportunities like taking up the offer of careers advice from school, and took a toll on my grades. I very quickly shut myself away mentally to stop myself from feeling this way. The worst part is that no one seemed to realise how much I was struggling − I had trained myself to appear ‘normal’, and although it helped me momentarily in brief social situations, it did nothing but make me feel worse about myself because I felt like everything I was doing was fake. All the interactions I had with my friends and family felt surface level, and it just sucked a whole bunch.


These feelings obviously were not good for my mood − I often felt depressed and isolated – it affected my appetite and my sleep schedule. I was more reserved with my family and it felt like I spent most of my days spaced out − barely even registering the things and people around me.


After getting sick and tired of feeling terrible constantly, I started to make changes to the way I approached different aspects of my life. I made the changes through a kind of therapy called cognitive behavioural therapy, and the techniques you will learn about in this book are all taken from this therapy. In therapy I learnt to be kind to myself but also firm: I had to be able to acknowledge that this was a part of me and that my feelings were valid, but that I had to be proactive if I wanted to get out of this rut. Now, I can listen to myself and trust myself, I don’t worry about what other people think of me. I have left home and I am studying at university. In this book I’ll be giving my perspective, which I hope you find helpful.





As well as hearing from Elyse, we will hear the stories of two young people who have struggled with their social confidence. We will follow their journeys through the book. Let’s meet them:
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JOSH


Josh is a fifteen-year-old boy. He likes playing football and his favourite school subject is geography. From the outside, it seems like things are going OK for Josh.


In reality, he is finding life really difficult. He is anxious about how he comes across to other people. He finds it hard to think about anything else and he feels like he is walking about with this anxiety all the time.


Josh is scared of speaking to people he doesn’t know well, of going to parties and of chatting in groups.


He dreads break times at school most because this is when everyone hangs around in groups and chats. He becomes anxious whenever break or lunch approaches.


When the bell rings, he tags along at the back of his group of classmates and thinks:


What am I going to say? . . . I can’t think of anything to say. Why am I so boring? The others will be wondering why I’m here and not want to talk to me. Why am I like this?


Josh notices his heart beating fast, his head is swirling.


He stays on the edge of the group and avoids eye contact in the hope that no one will speak to him.


When he does have to speak to someone, he monitors how he is coming across and rehearses what he is going to say before he says it. He holds back from saying things that he worries other people might find boring. When he has finished speaking, he glues his eyes to the ground and hopes no one else will ask him a question.


When the bell rings and break is over, Josh feels embarrassed and angry with himself for finding such a simple thing so difficult.
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NITA


Nita is a sixteen-year-old girl in her first year at college. She likes playing computer games and reading graphic novels, and she is studying art, philosophy and sociology.


Nita hates being the centre of attention. She can’t bear answering or asking questions in class. She avoids speaking up in a group, preferring to speak one-to-one.


She gets most stressed out when she has to give a presentation in class.


Recently, Nita had to give a presentation to her sociology class. She thought:


I’m not as confident as the others . . . Will they notice? . . . Will I blush? . . . Will I shake? . . . I look nervous and weird.


As she thought this, she began to feel hot, and felt that she must be looking flustered and blushing. Her hands felt shaky. She could picture how she must look to the class − really red and shaky, just a weird mess – which made her feel even more embarrassed.


Nita gripped her paper tightly; she avoided looking at the other students and rushed to get her presentation finished. She let her hair fall down over her face to try to cover her blush. When she sat down again, she felt mortified.





You have probably looked at other people who seem more confident and wished you could be like them. Maybe you have hoped that the worries would go away with time but they haven’t. The good news is that social anxiety can be overcome. Our team has spent many years developing powerful evidence-based tools to help people free themselves from social anxiety. In this book we will walk you through the key steps to doing this. By starting this book, you have begun your journey to overcome social anxiety and build your social confidence.


Let’s begin by looking at how you would like things to be different by the end of this book.


What do I want to change?


As you answer this question, remember that we all feel a bit anxious and worry about what others think of us sometimes. For example, it is totally natural to feel a little nervous about giving a presentation. In other words, it isn’t realistic to imagine we could feel no anxiety! A life without anxiety isn’t possible and wouldn’t be good either – anxiety can act as an alarm system to alert us to danger and keep us safe. When you are thinking about what you would like to change, it can be more helpful to think about what anxiety stops you doing:


• What do you find difficult because of the feelings of anxiety?


• What would you like to do that anxiety gets in the way of?


• What is important to you to do that is difficult because of anxiety?


Try to be as detailed as possible − the more specific the goals, the better we can reach them!


As you make your goals, you might ask yourself these questions:


• What bothers you most about your anxiety?


• How would you like things to be different?


• What would you like to be able to do, that you don’t do now (or find difficult) because of your anxiety?


• What would you like to achieve in the short and long term?


Here are Josh’s goals:


GOAL 1: To chat to classmates at break time in school and with the other players at football, without all the stress and without holding back.


GOAL 2: To go to parties. I turn down invitations or, if I do go, I turn up with people and leave as soon as I can. My goal would be to enjoy a full party.


GOAL 3: To speak confidently to strangers and people I don’t know well. In the short term, I want to feel comfortable speaking to shop assistants, school staff and people like that. In the long term I want to feel comfortable meeting people when I leave school in the summer and take up training or a job.


Here are Nita’s goals:


GOAL 1: To answer and ask questions in class.


GOAL 2: To give presentations in class.


GOAL 3: To speak up in groups and to celebrate my birthday with a group of friends this year (I’ve always avoided this because I find the thought of being the centre of attention too uncomfortable).


GOAL 4: To allow people to take photos of me and upload selfies without filtering and editing.


What are your goals? Write these down here or in a notebook or the notes section of your phone. You can write as many goals as you like. You might want to write your top three goals below.


My goals are:
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GOAL 1:


 


 


GOAL 2:


 


 


GOAL 3:


 


 


We will revisit your goals at the end of the book to see how much progress you have made towards them.



Why me?


You might have found yourself wondering, Why me? Why do I find social situations so stressful? Nobody knows the answer to this for sure, but it is likely to be a combination of genetics and life experiences. There are several reasons why people develop social anxiety:


You might recognise some of these for you.
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Biology and temperament: We are born with genes that make us more or less likely to experience social anxiety. Part of the reason why some people tend to be more socially anxious is to do with their genes.


Were you always quite shy? Perhaps you have always been the kind of person who likes to take their time, to familiarise themselves with a new situation before exploring. But you might notice that some of your friends or classmates seem to approach life differently. There are those who are always up for things, keen to explore, to try new things and have a go. We know that people vary in how shy/inhibited, outgoing/exploratory they are. This seems to be linked to our temperament (or personality) and it is evident from early on in life. For example, if you were to go into any nursery or reception class at primary school, you would see that some children rush in and start playing with the toys and interacting straight away, while others hang back, holding close to their parent’s legs, scoping out what is going on before they ease themselves into the activity. Research has shown us that there is a link between being inhibited as a child and going on to feel socially anxious; for some people who are more inhibited they may be more likely to experience social anxiety, particularly if they are faced with difficult life experiences.
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Difficult experiences: The particular experiences we have can also explain why some people experience social anxiety. Research suggests that negative experiences, perhaps particularly negative social experiences like being bullied, may make some people more likely to develop social anxiety.


Looking back, were there any difficult experiences you went through that relate to your social confidence? Some people with social anxiety recall being bullied, gossiped about, left out or treated differently to others. Others remember finding the transition to secondary school challenging and this coinciding with an uptick in their social anxiety. Research has found a link between difficult life experiences, particularly those that relate to other people, and later social anxiety.
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Home life: Things to do with our home environment, like how we are parented, may partly explain why some people develop social anxiety.


Parents bring their own anxieties and worries to the job of parenting. Some parents feel so worried about their children that they can tend to ‘overprotect’, like not giving their child the freedoms that would be expected given their age. For example, they may not allow them to go on trips with their friends. Some parents might feel anxious for their child in social situations, so they might interfere or speak for their child. These kinds of reactions are understandable because parents themselves might struggle with worry and shyness and they are trying to do their best to care for their children. But it can mean a young person doesn’t get as many opportunities to learn how the world works and to discover that they can navigate it.


It can be helpful to make sense of where a lack of social confidence came from, especially if you are bothered by the ‘Why me?’ question.


But there is an even more important question to answer than Why me? And that is What keeps my anxiety going? If we know what keeps anxiety going, then we can break the chain and build confidence.


So that is what we will focus on in this book: understanding what is driving your anxiety and learning to do things differently in social situations.




Elyse’s reflections


I’d always been quite quiet but primary school had been OK. I had some friends and did all right in school. But my social anxiety started from about age eleven onwards, around the time I went to secondary school. Everything felt different with the change. Other people seemed to manage it well and I saw my friends from primary school making new friendships and groups. I didn’t know how to fit in and I found it hard to connect to others. It felt really isolating and I got more and more anxious.





How can this book help me?


As you will read more about in the next chapter, what we think and what we do when we feel anxious in social situations keeps anxiety going. This means that we can get locked in a vicious cycle in which our thoughts affect our feelings, what we do and how we see ourselves.


This book will help you to spot your unhelpful thoughts and to understand how they affect how you feel and what you do. You will then learn how to see yourself in a positive light and to feel confident in who you are.



How can I get the most out of this book?


How do we learn any new skill, whether that is how to cook, play a musical instrument or a new sport?


First we learn the basics, through reading or in person, and then we apply what we have learnt in practice. To fine-tune those skills, we need to continue practising over time.


In just the same way, the best way to build your social confidence with this book is by investing some time to achieving the goals you set yourself.
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Top Tips


* Set aside some time to read this book on a regular basis. Perhaps you could schedule some dedicated time to do this on the calendar of your phone.


* Fill in the boxes with your own experiences. Either you can complete the boxes in the book or you could do it in the notes section on your phone or in a notebook.


* Give the activities a go. Some of the tasks will feel difficult at first, and this is to be expected; if they were easy then you wouldn’t need this book. The more you can try the ideas out in action, the more quickly your confidence will grow.


* Some people find it helpful to ask a family member or close friend to support them as they work through the book. Do you think that might help you? Who could be a good support?


* Give yourself credit as you work through the book. It can be easy to overlook small achievements or beat yourself up if you aren’t making progress as quickly as you would like. But remember it will take a while to learn new ‘confident’ habits. Give yourself the support you would give a friend on this journey: praise efforts just as much as successes and be kind in the face of setbacks.





We encourage you to work your way through the book from start to finish in the order it is presented. This is because some of the later chapters will build on ideas that are introduced earlier on.




Elyse’s reflections


It’s not something that you can just read once and have all the skills. You have to put it into practice and put the effort in and actively make those changes. It is worth the effort!





Key points and giving yourself credit
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You’ve finished the first chapter. This is the first step towards tackling your anxiety and reaching your goals. Throughout the book we encourage you to pause after each chapter and give yourself some credit for your achievements, however small. It can also help to make a note of your key learning points. You can do this in this book, in your own notebook or on a phone/device − whatever works best for you.


For example, Nita wrote:
















	What I can give myself credit for


	Key learning points







	
Reading this chapter for starters has been a big step for me.



Writing some goals in my notebook.



	
Social anxiety is common. Five kids in a class is more than I thought. It is good to know I am not the only one.


There are several causes of social anxiety. For me, it is probably a mix of my genetics along with some teasing I had when I was younger.


What is more important is learning what fuels my anxiety now, as I can change those things. It felt good to write some goals and I feel hopeful that things can change if I work on my anxiety.











Do you agree with Nita’s thoughts on giving herself credit and her learning points? If there is anything else you would like to add you can put it in the table below.
















	What I can give myself credit for


	Key learning points







	 
 
 
 



	 
 
 
 











In the next chapter, we will find out what keeps your social anxiety going so that we can learn how to overcome it.










Chapter 2



Understanding My Social Anxiety


Well done for starting this chapter and taking another step forward in building your social confidence. In the next few pages we will:


• Learn what drives social anxiety


• Map out our anxiety to start us on the path to overcoming it



Elyse’s reflections


I used to feel as though there was something wrong with me, and everyone could see it. It felt like I stood out, like everybody was looking at me constantly – and they were about to make fun of me. It was only when I started to map out my anxiety that I realised it was my thoughts and behaviours that were keeping it going. I recommend you give mapping your anxiety a go. You may feel stuck right now, but having a clear idea of what was driving my anxiety allowed me to figure out the next steps to take.






Anxiety overdrive


Some of my friends don’t seem to care about talking in front of others – why does it make me feel so nervous? − Nita


It’s normal to feel anxious from time to time – everyone does. So why is your anxiety in overdrive?


Cognitive behavioural therapy, which is what this book is based on, is a talking therapy that helps people overcome social anxiety. It is based on the tried-and-tested theory that the way we think about social situations affects how we feel, what we pay attention to and what we do. Some of the thoughts you have in social situations may make you feel anxious and impact what you focus on and the way you behave.


Let’s take Nita as an example. When Nita finds herself in a group, she has negative thoughts like, I’m shaking and red or, I look weird. The thoughts make her feel anxious and self-conscious. She starts to focus on herself and on how she is coming across. She is watching herself, monitoring herself and imagining how she might appear to others. When the spotlight of her attention turns inwards, she is really aware of how shaky and hot she feels. The more she focuses on herself, the more self-conscious and anxious she feels. She starts to picture herself looking red and shaky and thinks, Others will notice and think I look anxious. At this point she looks down to avoid eye contact with her friends and she keeps quiet. These strategies (behaviour traps) make her feel even more self-conscious because they keep her locked in her head, checking that the strategies are working. She then makes an excuse to leave, worrying, I looked so weird. They won’t want to know me. Nita finds herself stuck in a vicious cycle: her negative thoughts driving her anxiety, how she saw herself and then what she did in the situation:
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Before we see how this vicious cycle might work for you, let’s find out more about these three driving forces in social anxiety: our (1) negative thoughts, (2) self-focused attention and (3) behaviour traps.



1. The danger comes from our thoughts


If you were asked to give a talk in class and had the thought, I can do that, no problem, how would you feel? You might feel OK to step up. But when we suffer with social anxiety our thoughts tend to jump to the negative instead.


‘I’ll freeze!’


‘I’ll look anxious’


It will be really awkward’


‘People will stare and think I’m an idiot.’


‘I’ll say something boring or stupid’


‘I’ll embarrass myself’


Do any of these sound familiar? When our thoughts jump to the negative our brain detects danger, so our body reacts as it does when it sees danger – with anxiety.


When Josh talks to others he thinks, I have nothing to say. Everybody thinks I’m boring. So it makes sense that he feels nervous at school, meeting friends or going to parties. Everybody worries about what others think sometimes. But some of us have more negative thoughts about how we come across than others. Which of the following are most common for you?


Negative thoughts about doing or saying something that you think others will judge:


[image: Illustration] I’ll have nothing to say


[image: Illustration] I’ll say something boring


[image: Illustration] I’ll say something stupid


[image: Illustration] My mind will go blank


[image: Illustration] I won’t make any sense
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Negative thoughts about yourself and how you come across overall:
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Negative thoughts about how others might react:


[image: Illustration] People won’t want to be friends with me
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[image: Illustration] People will laugh at me or make fun of me
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Look back at any thoughts you ticked above. If these things were going through anybody’s head in a social situation, would it make sense that they were feeling anxious or self-conscious?
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Negative thoughts are a key driving force in our social anxiety. Thankfully, although they feel true at the time, our thoughts are not facts. This is a key message you will discover as you work through this book.



2. Self-focused attention and the spotlight effect
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I feel so self-conscious when I speak, like all eyes are on me and it’s painful – Josh




Elyse’s reflections


A big problem for me was that I was so self-conscious and super aware of myself. It felt like everybody was staring at me. I see now that this came from being so focused on the way I was appearing. I constantly asked myself, How am I sounding? How am I looking? Am I making too much eye contact? Is it normal the way I am holding my hands or the way I’m sitting? I’d get so focused on the way I appear, and I’d lose sight of the actual conversation itself. I was staring at myself and mistakenly thinking other people were staring at me in the same way, but they weren’t.





When feeling anxious in social situations it can feel like we are centre stage and under the spotlight – like all eyes are on us. If you often feel self-conscious, you are not alone. It may feel like we are standing out, but are we really? Research carried out at our clinic at the University of Oxford shows that socially anxious people overestimate how many people are staring at them. But why is this? The answer lies in what we are most focused on in social situations.


When you walk into a party or step up in front of your class to speak, are you:


A) Totally lost in what everybody else is doing and saying?


or


B) More focused on yourself, how you are feeling and coming across to others?


When feeling socially anxious, we tend to turn the spotlight of our attention onto ourselves. When we start to watch ourselves too closely it feels like everybody else is doing the same. It feels like you are in the spotlight, but the only person watching you that closely is you.


Do any of the following things apply to you?


In social situations that I find difficult:


[image: Illustration] I feel self-conscious
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Putting our feelings under the spotlight


The problem with focusing on ourselves is that this can make us feel more nervous and self-conscious. The other problem is that when we focus on ourselves and our feelings this tends to fuel a negative sense or image of how we think we look to others.


Remember Nita – when she speaks up in class she focuses on how hot and shaky she feels and then pictures herself looking like a red and shaky mess.


When Josh meets up with a group of friends he focuses on how boring he feels and then he gets an impression of himself as looking dull.


Nita and Josh have a negative self-image or impression that comes from focusing so much on how they feel. This then makes them more convinced that they are coming across badly. This makes them both even more anxious – the vicious cycle continues.


The good news is that we may not look as bad as we feel. Your feelings are private and only you know how you are feeling on the inside. Think about the last person you spoke to – how quickly was their heart beating? How shaky did their hands feel? This is information you do not know because it is private to the other person and not visible on the outside.


When you listen to music through your headphones, you hear the music, and you might feel the bass vibrating, but other people around cannot hear it. The same goes for your thoughts and feelings in social situations. You might notice your heart racing and feel hot, but others cannot see or hear what is going on inside your body. Your thoughts and feelings are private.
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This book is all about teaching you how to stop putting yourself under the spotlight and start getting out of your head. We want you to start seeing yourself in just the same way other people do. This will help you enjoy your social life more and feel calmer – win, win!


3. Our behaviours are a trap


In situations we find scary, we do things to keep ourselves safe. If we think we will be humiliated, embarrassed or end up without friends, it makes sense that we might do things to try to hide the parts of ourselves that we don’t want others to see. The problem is that some of the things we do can backfire and keep our anxiety going. Let’s find out more about the types of behaviour traps we can get stuck in.


Avoidance and hiding: Sometimes we might avoid things altogether, like saying no to an invitation from friends. Even if we do go, we might try to hide ourselves when we are there by keeping quiet or not saying much about ourselves.


Putting on a performance: Perhaps it feels like conversations are a performance, rather than a chance to just hang out with others. We might try to come across better to others, like only saying things we think sound cool, clever or interesting, rather than just going with the flow.


Behaviour traps can stop us being our true selves and, as a result, we never end up discovering we are OK as we are. Here are some of the other ways these behaviours can trap us:


• They stop us finding out we come across better than we think: Take Nita, who worries about blushing. She rarely speaks up in groups or class. She wears extra make-up to hide blushing and looks down if she feels hot in the face. Keeping quiet and looking down means she never finds out what her friends do when she feels she is blushing. If she were to look up, she might see her friends carrying on as normal and find out her blush is barely noticeable.


Josh thinks he’s boring, so he plans interesting things to talk to his friends about. Even if a meet-up goes well, he feels like he was only liked because he thought about fun things to say in advance. He never feels accepted for himself.


• They can impact on our conversations and relationships with others: Owing to Nita’s worries about appearing anxious, she tries to avoid being the centre of attention. She usually turns down invitations to parties or meet-ups because of her fear. But this just gives her friends the impression that she is not interested in meeting up and over time they stop inviting her to things.


During conversations, Josh is busy thinking about what he is going to say and making sure it sounds interesting. This makes it hard for him to follow any chat because he’s too busy thinking about what he is going to say and, as a result, he is not really listening to his friends. This sometimes means that Josh sits very quietly and does not say much at all. His friends often think this means he is not interested in them. The message they pick up is the opposite to the one he wants to give. He also judges himself as boring because he didn’t speak very much. But remember, Josh had in some senses chosen not to speak very much (it is one of his behaviour traps).


• They can make some of the things we are worried about happen more: Nita also worries about shaking. When she feels shaky, she grips her cup super-tight to try to stop her arm from shaking. This backfires because when we hold something tightly it can make our muscles feel more trembly (give it a go if you’re curious!).


Josh spends so long in his head trying to think of things to say he then finds it hard to say anything at all when in a group − which is one of his worst fears.


Overall, our behaviour traps make us feel more anxious and self-conscious and lead to more negative thoughts about how we are coming across. In the book we will learn how to drop our behaviour traps to help us feel more confident.




Elyse’s reflections


My behaviour traps (like planning and overthinking everything I said to people) meant I wasn’t able to focus on what the others were saying in conversations. I would forget what they said or I wouldn’t be able to respond properly. I wasn’t really engaged in the conversation. Without my behaviour traps now I’m less self-conscious about the way that I’m appearing to others. I’m able to just focus more on the conversation, on what they’re saying. I can listen to what they’re saying and share my actual opinion of things. Not doing that before made me feel like I wasn’t being a real person, and that made me feel even more isolated.





Which of the following strategies are most common for you?


Things I do to avoid being noticed:


[image: Illustration] Plan excuses or a ‘get out’


[image: Illustration] Try to look busy


[image: Illustration] Talk less


[image: Illustration] Stay on the edge of things


[image: Illustration] Wear clothes that won’t draw attention from others


[image: Illustration] Get other people to speak or do things for me


Things I do to try to come across better:


[image: Illustration] Try to come across normal


[image: Illustration] Try to come across well


[image: Illustration] Think of interesting or clever things to say


When I’m worried about things I say I:


[image: Illustration] Rehearse sentences in my mind


[image: Illustration] Check what I am going to say


[image: Illustration] Avoid pauses


[image: Illustration] Prepare things to say in advance


When I’m worried about appearing anxious I:


[image: Illustration] Wear make-up or cover my face to hide blushing


[image: Illustration] Wear dark clothes or layers to hide sweat


[image: Illustration] Grip things tightly or try to control shaking


Take a moment to think about some of the behaviour traps you ticked above. Like you saw with Nita and Josh, could any of these be backfiring in any way? If so, do not be hard on yourself, you have done really well to spot it. In later chapters, we cover how to deal with behaviour traps that do not help us, so we can start to be ourselves more with others. This is the route to feeling accepted for yourself and feeling more confident.


Mapping my own vicious cycle


Now it is time to map out your own social anxiety cycle. Having a road map of what is keeping your social anxiety going is a step forward in overcoming it. We will now walk through the three key steps of mapping your social anxiety.


1. My negative thoughts and feelings


Think about a recent social situation that you found difficult. For example, registration time at school, a meet-up with friends, participating in class, a party you went to or a talk in class. Try to think of a situation that you stayed in for some time, rather than one you left immediately. Ask yourself:


• What was going through my mind at the time?


• Was I worried I might do or say something that might embarrass me?


• Did I have any negative thoughts about myself and how I was coming across?


• What did I worry others were thinking?


Now make a note of the thoughts you had in this situation in box 1 on the chart on page 37. You can also do this on a bit of paper or on notes on your phone. To help spot key thoughts, look back at the checklist earlier in the chapter and note down those that applied to you on your map.


With all those thoughts in your mind, ask yourself, What was the impact of the thoughts on my feelings? Were you feeling calm or increasingly anxious? If you were feeling anxious, add signs of anxiety you noticed in your body in the box labelled ‘anxious feelings’ (e.g. feeling hot, heart racing, feeling shaky). Hopefully you can see that your negative thoughts may have been driving your anxious feelings. Next let’s look at what happened to your attention spotlight.


2. My spotlight of attention and how I imagine myself


When you were worried about how you were coming across and feeling anxious, what was happening to your focus of attention? Were you lost in what others were doing or saying? Or were you more focused on yourself and how you were feeling? As the spotlight of your attention turned on to yourself, did you notice feeling self-conscious? Did you feel like you stood out?


As you felt self-conscious – how did you picture the way you came across to others? Did you have a negative image of yourself? Did you have an impression of how you thought you came across? If you had to describe this image or impression to somebody, how would you say you looked in this situation? Make a note of how you saw yourself coming across in box 3 on the chart opposite.


Hopefully you can see that focusing on yourself fuels your negative self-image – it can make it feel more real. Now let’s look at what you understandably did in this situation.


3. My behaviour traps


When you were thinking in this negative way, feeling anxious and self-conscious, was there anything you were going to try to keep safe or prevent your fears being noticed? Ask yourself:


• Was I trying to hide myself in any way? If so, how?


• Did I do anything to try to hide how I was feeling?


• Did I do anything to make a good impression, to come across well?


Make a note of anything you were doing in box 3 on the chart opposite. It might help to look back at the checklist of behaviour traps earlier in this chapter and add any that apply. Take a moment to consider what impact these traps might have had. Is it possible that doing some of these things might have kept some of your negative thinking about yourself going or made you feel more self-conscious?



My social anxiety map


[image: Illustration]



Your own worst enemy?


What you will see above is what happens during social situations. Like many other people, you may also find that afterwards you end up dissecting everything you just said and did. That your thoughts become your own worst enemy. Going over and over things can make us feel low, ashamed, more anxious, embarrassed or cross. It can fuel our negative thoughts about ourselves too. The more we overthink things we think we messed up, the more we are convinced other people are doing the same. But the chances are they have moved on with their day. This book will cover how to stop this inner bully or inner critic and start being a better friend to yourself.


Taking it forward


This is not an easy task, so well done for giving it a go. Hopefully mapping your own cycle has helped you start to understand some key things that drive your anxiety.


Over the week to come it might help to try mapping out another social situation, to see if this cycle applies. In social situations this week, try to notice what happens to your thoughts, your focus of attention and what you do.


In this book we walk you through step by step how to deal with your negative thoughts, self-focused attention and behaviour traps. We will use tried-and-tested tools to help reduce your social anxiety and build your confidence.



Take action


Try this exercise: What is helping me and what is holding me back?


[image: Illustration]


To find out more about what is keeping your social anxiety going, we suggest you try an exercise we have done many hundreds of times in our clinic. People tell us this really helps them discover for themselves how their social anxiety works. That it helps them to see the path forward to feeling more confident. You could try this yourself the next time you speak to somebody else. It only takes a few minutes. Remember that testing out ideas and trying them out for yourself is the best way to learn.


The 3 key steps are:


1. When talking to somebody, speak for one to two minutes while being in your own head thinking about how you are coming across. Ask yourself, How interesting do I sound? How clever? Think carefully about every word you say.


2. Then, switch this around. For the next one to two minutes try to get totally lost in the chat and focus more on the other person than on yourself. Focus on how they look, what they say. Rather than thinking about what you say, just say whatever comes to mind. Don’t overthink it.


3. After the conversation, compare the two ways of speaking. In which did you feel more anxious? In which did you feel more self-conscious? Which did you enjoy more?
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