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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.
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