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Preface to the Second Edition


When the first edition of Coping with Blushing was published in 1990 the available research literature was extremely limited. Since then a great deal of research has been published and our understanding of fear of blushing has increased accordingly. In a book chapter I wrote in 2001 reviewing the available literature in relation to blushing (see Further reading section), two-thirds of the 95 references cited had been published since 1990. Various studies have now been published examining the bodily or physiological processes thought to underlie blushing, although the exact mechanism involved is still poorly understood. New material has been included in Chapter 2 in relation to this. A number of studies have also been published in the past decade examining individual differences in ‘blushing propensity’ – that is, the extent to which people report that they blush in everyday situations. Reported tendency to blush has been shown to be related to fear of blushing. However, the most interesting finding to emerge from this research is that there does not seem to be a perfect relationship between reported tendency to blush and fear of blushing with actual measured changes in skin temperature. Blushing as a problem is not necessarily to do with purely external signs that are visible to others but seems rather more related to our internal thoughts and evaluations. New material has been included in Chapters 2 and 3 in relation to this. Of particular importance in this regard is the question of the appropriateness of surgery as a cure for blushing (endoscopic transthoracic sympathectomy). If, as the research evidence suggests, problems relate to anxiety about blushing rather than visible blushing per se, then surgical intervention may well be inappropriate. This is discussed further in a new section in Chapter 2.


Finally, when I wrote the first edition of this book in 1990, there were virtually no published studies evaluating the effectiveness of psychological therapy designed to help people overcome a fear of blushing. Those that have been published in the past decade all point to the benefits of such treatment. Perhaps one of the most important findings of such studies is that during the first few weeks of therapy improvements tend to be negligible. However, as treatment continues so improvement steadily increases. It seems that, although those being treated recognized psychological factors as important in relation to their difficulties, most in fact hoped for a ‘cure’ that would mean they would never blush again. It was only later in therapy, as they began to think in terms of accepting and coping rather than cure, that distress decreased and improvements occurred.


As sufferers will be all too aware, fear of blushing can lead to severe restrictions to one’s life. Fear of blushing is a very common and distressing problem. It is thus gratifying that the research community is beginning to answer some of the key questions relating to both our understanding and treatment of this distressing difficulty. While great strides have been made in the last decade many gaps in our knowledge remain; we hope even more of these gaps can be filled in the next decade.









Introduction


Everyone blushes, and we can all no doubt recollect an embarrassing event or experience that has caused us discomfort. For some people, however, the very thought of blushing can totally disrupt their lives. This may be because they think they blush more readily, are more sensitive to the possibility that they might blush or are more sensitive to the views of others. Whatever the initial reasons, blushing in its extreme or chronic form stops being a natural reaction and becomes a reaction to be feared, a reaction that causes many people untold discomfort. The extent of this distress is evident in the many letters sent to me by sufferers, often prompted by some reference in the press to my research interest. The first article, which appeared more than 30 years ago, dealt mainly with my work on embarrassment. I received a few letters asking if help could be offered for chronic blushing. As a result I produced a brief fact-sheet, ‘Blushing: What it is and what to do about it’. Then, more articles appeared in the press and the trickle of letters began to turn into a flood. One article alone produced more than 600 letters and I have since received thousands.


The first edition of this book, published in 1990, was as a direct result of the letters I had received. I have since offered psychological treatment to many people who suffer from a chronic fear of blushing. Many of these have developed full-blown social phobia. That is, a marked and persistent fear of social situations; a fear of behaving in a manner that is embarrassing or humiliating. Indeed, it is now widely recognized that for an important sub-group of social phobics a fear of bodily reactions such as sweating, muscle tremors and most importantly blushing is the main cause of their social fear. Unfortunately, social phobia and fear of blushing remain an under-reported problem within society. Most fear that their problem will not be taken seriously by the medical profession, so they continue to feel isolated and alone.


Indeed, a common theme in the letters I have received is one of relief. Relief that someone took their problem seriously, relief that they were not alone, and relief that there were strategies for overcoming their difficulties. The following three comments are typical:




It was with great interest and enormous relief that I read your recent article on blushing. Perhaps consolation is a more appropriate word than relief. Consoled that other people do, seriously, consider blushing a real problem, and relieved that I am not totally alone in feeling this.


Mrs C, 31, Leeds


I have suffered from severe blushing for years and had given up hope of ever being ‘normal’ again. I thus read with great interest your article on blushing. It was such a relief to know that there are ways to help yourself overcome this.


Miss G, 22, clerical assistant, Huddersfield


While reading an article on the subject of blushing I felt enormous relief. For years now I have felt burdened by my blushing problem. Feeling very desperate, I very recently visited my doctor for help and advice but didn’t feel as though I was being taken seriously.


Mr B, 35, teacher, Cheshire





These comments illustrate the emotional dilemma faced by chronic blushers – blushing after all is a common reaction, as common as laughter or tears. Everyone blushes and yet this very reaction can cause some people untold misery. How can such people seek help for a reaction that seems to cause others little discomfort at all? Will they be taken seriously? Because of these fears many people will suffer their chronic blushing in silence for years, afraid to tell anyone of their distressing problem and the devastating effect it is having on their lives.


Despite the magnitude of the problem, it is only within the last 15 to 20 years that fear of blushing has been referred to with any frequency in psychology books. Prior to that the only occasional reference was to erythrophobia (from the Greek words eruthros meaning to be red and phobos meaning fear). This book explores the nature of chronic blushing, explaining why it can cause some people such distress and outlining methods for coping with the problem. Where possible I let sufferers tell their own story by drawing upon the many letters I have received and comments from people I have seen in my clinic. Chapters 1–3 examine the links between embarrassment and blushing, and explain the thought processes that give rise to chronic fear of blushing and the bodily reactions associated with it. Understanding the nature of the problem can take you half-way to defeating it.


Chapters 4–9 explain what you can do for yourself to cope with chronic blushing. While explanations can be given and strategies and techniques explained, you are the only one who can put them into practice. This inevitably takes a great deal of work; but persevere as you can get there in the end. With practice you can use the coping strategies described in this book to control your fear of blushing. However, do not expect to stop blushing, after all, everyone blushes; the aim is to reduce your fear of and concern about blushing. Remember also that social embarrassment is not entirely negative. Imagine a person who was never embarrassed – we would no doubt think of them as brash and insensitive. A little sensitivity to one’s own reactions, and empathy and sensitivity towards others can be a positive characteristic; it is too much sensitivity that needs to be controlled.







1

Embarrassment and blushing

Imagine the following situations.


•   You trip and fall getting on to a bus spilling your shopping everywhere.

•   You are a guest at a dinner party and spill a glass of wine when reaching for some salt.

•   You arrive at a party in fancy dress and realize that everyone else is dressed conventionally.



All these situations have one common feature – they are potentially embarrassing. The associated feeling is likely to be one of extreme discomfort and a desire to escape. You may well shake, laugh nervously, stammer an apology and avoid looking at those around you; you may even blush. Embarrassment is a common experience with which everyone is familiar.

These feelings and reactions associated with embarrassment are not dissimilar to those experienced by people with a chronic fear of blushing. There are, however, a number of differences between everyday embarrassment and a chronic fear of blushing: the cause of the feeling, the intensity of the feeling, the length of time it lasts and the person’s ability to cope with it. The common experience of embarrassment is created by a clearly defined event – a social accident or faux pas, as in the examples given above. A chronic fear of blushing may well be experienced in the absence of such an event. Looking at the similarities and differences between the sequences of events that give rise to both embarrassment and a chronic fear of blushing will give a clearer understanding of the nature of the latter problem. The coping strategies dealt with later in this book are designed to specifically break into the sequence of experiences that give rise to distress associated with a chronic fear of blushing. Understanding the reaction is a necessary prerequisite to coping with it.


Embarrassment

It is not uncommon to hear descriptions of social mishaps such as: ‘It was such an embarrassing thing to do’, ‘I looked so embarrassed’, or ‘I felt so embarrassed’. This implies that there are three ways of describing embarrassment: on the basis of the social mishap itself; because of our facial expression; or because of the feeling that occurs. Figure 1 indicates the possible sequence of events.

[image: image]

Figure 1  The vicious circle of embarrassment

In all cases of social embarrassment the social mishap occurs first in the sequence of events, causing both the look and feeling of embarrassment. Because events occur so rapidly, it is almost impossible to decide whether the look then precedes the feeling or vice versa. It is clear, however, that the look of embarrassment can make the feeling worse. Being told that you are blushing or that you look embarrassed immediately makes you feel more embarrassed; feeling more embarrassed you then look more embarrassed. A vicious circle of looking and feeling embarrassed then occurs. How can we explain these events?


Social mishaps

Our everyday meetings and conversations tend to follow a clearly recognizable pattern. For example, depending how well we know someone we may greet them either with a verbal ‘Hello’ or by touching, shaking hands, hugging or kissing; we will then vary the degree of personal information in the topic of conversation perhaps talking about the weather, holidays, friends or relatives; and we will then part with either a wave, a last glance or a smile. All societies and groups have unwritten rules that regulate behaviour. There are certain etiquettes and conventions that we learn as we develop within a particular society or group. Even though rules are not necessarily written we know what they are and we recognize when they have been broken. Within any particular society or group the majority of people want to behave in a way that is expected by that society or group.

Linked closely with this is our general wish to create a desirable (or at least not an undesirable) impression. We don’t want others to regard us as socially incompetent or physically inept. Embarrassment then has to do with our failure to present a desirable image of ourselves to others. It is generally expected that we should be able to board a bus without falling on our face; that we should be able to eat a meal without spilling anything or read a party invitation and arrive appropriately dressed. Failure to behave appropriately in a specific situation means that we are presenting a view of ourselves to the outside world that is at odds with the view we would have wished to present. And embarrassment is often the result. It is quite clear, though, that some people deliberately break social rules without feeling even the slightest twinge of embarrassment. The key word here is deliberate – most feelings of embarrassment result from unintentional rule-breaking.

It is also clear that there are many aspects of the particular situation and of our own psychological make-up or personality that can increase feelings of embarrassment. Spilling a drink during a coffee break with a colleague at work is likely to be less embarrassing than spilling a drink at a formal meal with the same and higher-grade colleagues. At the heart of the matter lies the fact that we value the views, impressions, opinions and reactions of others. We hope that our friends at work will understand our momentary lapse; will those who don’t know us and for whom we ought to create a favourable impression think that this is what we are always like?

Situations that are novel or unusual can also affect the degree of embarrassment experienced. In any new situation where we are unsure what to say or what to do there is an increased risk of saying or doing the wrong thing and hence an increased risk of embarrassment. Although this can be a problem throughout life, adolescence, in particular, is a time when the novelty of many aspects of life can mean that it is a time of prime embarrassment. This point is dealt with in Chapter 3.

Finally, as part of our personality we differ in the extent to which we are concerned with the evaluations and reactions of others. It is obviously socially appropriate to have a certain amount of concern about the way we are evaluated; this shows empathy and regard for others. It seems clear though that being over concerned produces unnecessary worry, and can lead to anxiety and hesitancy and a greater likelihood that embarrassment will be experienced. Again, this is a theme addressed in Chapter 3.

Committing a faux pas, or being involved in a social accident, is thus a clearly explicable starting point for embarrassment. This may result in the readily identifiable look of embarrassment.




The look of embarrassment

We are clearly able to recognize embarrassment in others from their body movements and associated reactions. When embarrassed we look away, fidget, stammer, possibly smiling or laughing and perhaps blushing. Each of these reactions has a clearly identifiable function.

Psychological research has clearly shown that the more nervous or anxious we are the more we are likely to fidget and stammer. Anxiety leads to bodily changes that are under the control of our nervous system. One result of nervous system activity is an increase in muscle tension which leads to trembling, shaking or fidgeting (see Chapter 2 for a full description of nervous system activity). Anxiety may also make us pay rather too much attention to what we are saying; the result of this is stammering.

The act of looking away, turning away or covering our eyes is clearly linked with a desire to escape. A common wish when embarrassed is that the floor will open up so that we can disappear through it. Generally speaking, however, we cannot escape from the situation but have to stay and deal with it. Although we may not be able to increase our physical distance from others, we can increase our psychological distance, and one way of achieving this is by looking or turning away.

An embarrassed smile is clearly recognizable although the smile itself does not appear to differ greatly from a smile of amusement. It seems that our body and eye movements give the game away. When embarrassed we look away and start to fidget as we begin to smile; this pattern of behaviour does not occur when we are amused. Not only do we smile when embarrassed, we may also laugh, and this may serve to reduce tension and also help to create a more favourable impression of ourselves. Making light of the situation may not only alleviate our own anxiety – it can also help to put other people at ease.

The last but perhaps most important component of the look of embarrassment is blushing. Blushing has been described as the hallmark of embarrassment. We clearly assume that someone who is red faced is also embarrassed, although this is not necessarily the case. It is also possible to make someone feel embarrassed or to increase feelings of embarrassment simply by informing the person that they are blushing, even if they are not in fact blushing! The physiological explanation of blushing is dealt with in Chapter 2, and the psychological processes that relate blushing to embarrassment are dealt with below.




The feeling of embarrassment

As indicated in Figure 1, the feeling of embarrassment is influenced by both the social mishap and the look of embarrassment. First, we turn to events around us and use our past knowledge and experience to make sense of the event that has occurred. We know when an event is embarrassing and the impact it might have on ourselves or the individual concerned. Second, we look for changes in our bodily state (heart rate, skin temperature, muscle tension, etc.) and behaviours (trembling, stammering, etc.). For example, we may notice that our heart rate has increased, that we are trembling or sweating, or we may sense that we are blushing.

It seems that we only have a relatively limited amount of attention to direct towards everyday events or behaviours and that this attention can be directed either outwards to the event or inwards to our bodily state and behaviours. Thus, as our attention inward to ourselves increases, so our attention outward to others in our environment decreases.

If we have committed a faux pas, we may direct our attention initially towards that event, perhaps labelling it as embarrassing. Our attention may then be guided specifically to those aspects of ourselves that we associate with the experience of embarrassment (fidgeting, stammering and blushing). Noticing your reaction may increase your own feelings of embarrassment so that you are caught in the vicious circle of embarrassment depicted in Figure 1. The feeling of embarrassment is then created directly by the way you evaluate both the initial embarrassing event and your own reaction to it. It is this process of evaluation that holds the key both to the experience of embarrassment and that associated with chronic fear of blushing.

It is clear that the more attention you pay to your own reactions the more intensely you experience them. Conversely, if you are able to distract yourself from your feelings you will experience them less. This notion of distraction as a method of decreasing emotional feelings provides the basis of the method for dealing with chronic blushing described in Chapter 6. It is also clear that there are a number of factors that make it more or less likely that you will pay particular attention to your own bodily reaction. These include personality factors (it seems that some people are more prone by nature to attend to their own reactions), bodily sensitivity (it seems that some people show a greater reaction than others in the same situation), and aspects of the situation itself (the larger, higher status audiences referred to earlier seem to make us more aware of our reactions).

Embarrassment, then, is an experience that results from a series of events. The starting point is a clearly defined social accident or transgression that leads to us behaving in a way that is at odds with the way we would have wished to behave. A clearly defined display consisting of fidgeting, stammering, looking away, smiling, laughing and blushing may result. The extent to which we will then personally experience any emotion of embarrassment is a direct result of our evaluation of the social accident and our reaction to it. Blushing is clearly bound up in this reaction, but how does chronic blushing differ? It is to this aspect that we now turn.
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