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Social anxiety disorder, also known as social phobia, is an anxiety disorder involving 
discomfort around social interaction, and concern about being embarrassed and judged 
by others (NIH, 2014) . This discomfort will be experienced as fear and anxiety, and will 
be accompanied by autonomic arousal, including diaphoreses, apnea, tremors, 
tachycardia, and nausea ( ADAA, 2014). It can range in severity to a discomfort which 
can be circumvented and adapted to, to a virtually disabling fear with infiltration into 
multiple areas of life (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The discomfort that 
people with Social Anxiety Disorder experience can generalize to routine activities such 
as eating in front of others, or using a public bathroom. People with social phobia desire 
social contacts and want to participate in social situations, but their anxiety can become 
unbearable (NIMH, 2014).Social anxiety can lead to isolation, and either absence of 
development or stagnation of social skills, which can intensify existing social anxiety.
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According to the DSM-5, (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fifth 
edition), there are a total of ten diagnostic criteria for Social Anxiety disorder :

1. fear or anxiety specific to social settings, in which a person feels noticed, observed, 

or scrutinized. In a adult, this could include a first date, a job interview, meeting 
someone for the first time, delivering an oral presentation, or speaking in a class or 
meeting. In children, the phobic/avoidant behaviors must occur in settings with 
peers, rather than adult interactions, and will be expressed in terms of age 
appropriate distress, such as cringing, crying, or otherwise displaying obvious fear 
or discomfort.


2. typically the individual will fear that they will display their anxiety and experience 
social rejection,


3. social interaction will consistently provoke distress,

4. social interactions are either avoided, or painfully and reluctantly endured,

5. the fear and anxiety will be grossly disproportionate to the actual situation,

6. the fear, anxiety or other distress around social situations will persist for six months 

or longer and

7. cause personal distress and impairment of functioning in one or more domains, 

such as interpersonal or occupational functioning,

8. the fear or anxiety cannot be attributed to a medical disorder, substance use, or 

adverse medication effects or

9. another mental disorder, and

10. if another medical condition is present which may cause the individual to be 

excessively self conscious- e.g., prominent facial scar, the fear and anxiety are 
either unrelated, or disproportionate. The clinician may also include the specifier 
that the social anxiety is performance situation specific - e.g., oral presentations 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013).

SYMPTOMS OF SOCIAL ANXIETY DISORDER:
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RISK FACTORS:

The DSM-5 notes that temperamental qualities of fear of poor social evaluation and 
inhibition are risk factors for the development for social phobia, Child maltreatment, 
including peer abuse is a correlational risk factor for social phobia, but causality cannot 
be verified. There appears to be a genetic basis, though it could be speculated that social 
anxiety is also a learned behavior. (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).Obesity has 
been identified as a risk factor in teens, (ADAA, 2013) as teens who are obese may 
experience peer rejection and develop social anxiety as a learned behavior.

TREATMENT OF SOCIAL ANXIETY DISORDER:

CBT (Cognitive Behavioral Therapy) with an emphasis on exposure can reduce 
symptoms of social phobia. Exposure therapy involves gradually placing oneself in 
anxiety provoking situations, and associating the feared stimulus with a response of 
relaxation or indifference. This is also known as systematic desensitization , and is a 
very effective evidence based treatment of phobia, including social phobia. (NIMH, 
2014).
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