The Therapist’s Corner
Beyond Shyness: Understanding Social Anxiety Disorder

Consider this scenario: you walk into a meeting at work knowing it’s your turn to make a presentation. You’ve known about it for weeks and are familiar with the material, but you also know that standing up in front of 20 people terrifies you. In the past, you have found numerous ways of getting out of doing it, but this time you have no choice. You haven’t gotten a good night’s sleep in weeks, knowing all along that this day was coming. As you enter the room, you sit down and feel your heart racing as if it’s going to pop out of your chest. You begin sweating, your hands begin shaking and your voice is cracking. You worry that people are going to be able to tell how bad you feel and will begin to wonder what’s wrong. Now your thoughts turn to being fired, and before you know it you’ve convinced yourself that you’ll need to look for another job as soon as word of this meeting gets out.
Sound too catastrophic to be true? Not if your one of the millions who suffers from social anxiety disorder. The Anxiety and Depression Association of America (ADAA) estimates that 15 million Americans are afflicted with the disorder, which is also referred to as social phobia. According to socialanxietydisorderinstitute.org, it is the third most common mental health problem, after depression and alcoholism. The average age of onset is 13, and it tends to affect males and females equally. Sadly, a 2007 ADAA study found that 36% of people with it reported waiting up to 10 years before receiving treatment. 
This is different than being shy. Someone who is shy may have similar symptoms at times, but they don’t experience the same level of dysfunction. Social anxiety disorder is a serious, often debilitating problem which can have a tremendous impact on someone’s life. Like all phobias, the primary coping strategy for social anxiety becomes avoidance. For some people that means avoiding all types of social activities, work functions or any situation where they may fear being criticized. Maintaining eye contact, speaking up in class, standing in line at a store, or even going to a public restroom can all create panic-like symptoms. 
So, what about that promotion with a nice bump in pay you’ve avoided because it involves running some meetings? If social anxiety is holding you back, it might be time to get some help. While some medications used to treat anxiety and depression can be very useful, the most effective treatment is a process called cognitive-behavioral therapy. 

Through this therapy people are taught how to change their negative, often irrational thoughts and to challenge their avoidant behavior. It may be hard work, but it’s not nearly as painful as missing out on so much of what life has to offer.
Scott M. Granet, LCSW is a long-time resident of Redwood Shores, and is director of the OCD-BDD Clinic of Northern California in Redwood City. He would like to hear your suggestions for future columns, and can be reached at 650-599-3325 or sgranet@ocd-bddclinic.com.

*****Article first appeared in the September 2013 edition of The Pilot, the community newsletter for Redwood Shores, CA.

