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Disclaimer

Neither the author nor the publisher can be held responsible for any injury, loss or claim – be it health, financial or otherwise – arising out of the use, or misuse, of the suggestions made herein. This book is not intended as a substitute for the medical advice of a doctor or physician. If you are experiencing problems with your physical or mental health, it is always best to follow the advice of a medical professional.
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Introduction

Welcome to The Social Anxiety Workbook, a guide to understanding and dealing with this condition so that you can work towards a stress-free, confident life.

Starting a self-help journey can be a little scary for anyone, but it’s also the most positive first step. So, congratulations to you for picking up this book and taking a proactive action toward improving your well-being.

It’s normal for us all to feel out of control when life gets a little bumpy and throws challenges our way, especially when we’re cruising along and least expect it. Life can be stressful. We have so much to juggle: balancing family, friendships, work pressures, socializing, online notifications or just everyday stuff - it’s hardly surprising we struggle.

When our batteries are running on empty, we’re unlikely to feel at our best, and of course, the last thing we might feel we need is to see people. Or if we’ve been bullied, embarrassed or let down by people in the past, it’s understandable to be put off some social situations. But when avoiding one or two social situations turns into long-term anxiety, everyday interactions can feel overwhelming.

The good news is, by learning proven techniques and trying out affirmations, journalling and nourishing activities based on mindfulness and Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), you will be armed with a toolbox of social-anxiety-busting techniques to help you feel at ease in social situations.
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How to Use This Book

This workbook will help you understand how your thoughts, feelings and actions are connected and contribute to social anxiety. You will learn about the impact of social anxiety on your well-being and life. Living with social anxiety can be challenging, but it doesn’t have to be this way.

We all go through times when our social battery is low, but we have the power to choose our response. The more we learn about ourselves, the easier it is to find healthy strategies to cope with social anxiety, which boosts our confidence. By picking up this workbook, you’ve already taken a significant and positive step forward.

You have the strength to break the cycle of worry, and this guide will show you how to do just that. By reframing how you think and exploring techniques to soothe anxious emotions, you can regain a sense of control when facing challenging social situations. You’ll be shown how to confront your fears and harness the power of self-care too. This guide will be there for you every step of the way to help you break free from social anxiety. Let’s do this!


Who Is This Book For?

This book is for you if you overthink or feel distressed about:
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The more of these situations you relate to, the more socially anxious you are likely to be. Even if you only agree with some of the statements on the list, advice from this workbook will still be valuable. With a little support and self-belief, you’ll discover ways to calm unpleasant feelings and learn new tools to boost your confidence too. So keep reading – you have nothing to lose and so much to gain!


PART 1

Social Anxiety and You

 

 

 

 

WHAT IS SOCIAL ANXIETY?

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), anxiety disorders affect over 300 million people globally, of which social anxiety is one of the most common types. It’s when a person has an overwhelming fear of social situations – often manifesting as apprehension regarding potential judgement and feeling socially awkward or paranoid about doing something embarrassing in front of people – coupled with a strong desire to make a positive impression.

It’s perfectly normal for many of us, including the most confident individuals, to feel nervous before speaking in front of a group of people or to feel a little uneasy before a date or party. But some people grapple with anxiety in nearly all social scenarios – from phone conversations to attending classes or even meeting friends. This heightened sensitivity is often indicative of social anxiety.

Social anxiety, or social phobia, goes beyond shyness or nervousness. It involves intense fear of group situations that hinders enjoyment and participation in everyday life. It can be limited to specific situations or impact various aspects of life, such as work, school and relationships.

 

 

 

 

What causes social anxiety?

A little bit of anxiety in social situations is perfectly normal and can motivate us to perform well in front of a group, or protect us from situations which may harm us. This “fight-or-flight” response system has been with us since prehistoric times and it serves to protect us – it’s what makes our brains marvellous at spotting all the things that could possibly go wrong. But this negative bias can overshadow all the good things in our life and keep us feeling edgy or down.

Research tells us that people with social anxiety have an overactive amygdala, the fear centre in the brain, which heightens anxiety in group situations. Sometimes the amygdala sees situations as threatening even when they’re not.

Social anxiety can be influenced by family history and past experiences, but it’s unclear whether it’s learned behaviour or genetics. Stressful experiences, like harsh judgement, criticism or bullying, can contribute to a fear of judgement and a lack of confidence. This fear can lead to withdrawal and feelings of loneliness, making it challenging to express our natural friendliness. Others may perceive people with social anxiety as distant or aloof, when in reality they are simply afraid and seeking safety in social interactions.

 

 

 

 

What does social anxiety sound, feel and look like?

Social anxiety is a self-perpetuating cycle that begins with negative thoughts about social situations, leading to self-doubt and fear. This, in turn, influences your body’s response and the safety behaviours you adopt, such as scrolling on your phone to avoid eye contact or someone striking up a conversation. 

Imagine you’ve been invited to a party where you won’t know many people. 

Social anxiety thoughts and beliefs sound like:

Before party
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During party
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After party

[image: a collection of phrases in oval shapes]

Image description

[image: a collection of phrases in oval shapes]

Image description

Social anxiety behaviour looks like:
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Not taking part in social activities (avoidance) or engaging in social activities but relying on safe people or props to make you feel comfortable – like sticking to your best friend or sitting at the back of the room where no one will see you (safety behaviours) – are unhelpful and can make social anxiety worse.

If any of this sounds familiar, then you’re experiencing a normal part of social anxiety.

 

 

 

 

What does social anxiety look, sound and feel like for you?

Think of a time when you felt worried, anxious or afraid. What did your thoughts sound like? How did it feel inside your body? What actions did you take – how did you react? Reflect on the prompts using examples from the previous pages or add your own, and write it all down here:

[image: three coloumns of dotted lines for notes, with the headings "I think...", "I feel...", and "I react by..."]

 

 

 

 

MY SOCIAL ANXIETY

What makes you feel anxious? Perhaps it’s a specific situation you go out of your way to avoid because it fills you with dread, or a thought that keeps you up all night worrying. It could be everyday interactions or meeting certain people that worries you. 

By writing it all down you create a safe space where you can open up to explore your thoughts and feelings. Writing also helps to lighten heavy thoughts, so you have more headspace. Here are some prompts to help you work through anxiety – remember, be as honest as you can with yourself.

Social situations

Write down any social situations which trigger negative thoughts or fear. 

Example thought: I am anxious about meeting new people and worry about saying something ridiculous.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative thoughts

Write down any negative thoughts you have about what people will think of you and how you will come across.

Example thought: I am afraid of being judged as awkward or sounding boring because I’m rubbish at making conversations.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Safety behaviours

The next step is to understand how your actions are affected when social anxiety is triggered. What avoidance and safety behaviours do you use?

Example actions: I cancel plans or decline invites to avoid social events or, if I do go, I don’t start any conversations and make excuses to leave early.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Symptoms

Now think about which symptoms bother you the most or you think people will notice the most. They could be symptoms that affect how you feel, such as feeling overwhelmed or your mind going blank, or physical symptoms, such as a shaky voice or a racing heart. Jot them down here:

Example symptoms: Speaking with new people makes me blush, feel sweaty and short of breath. This makes me feel embarrassed and self-conscious.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s helpful to be aware of what you think about yourself so you can learn how to challenge and reframe unhelpful thoughts. You can explore strategies later in this workbook.

Negative images

What negative images do you believe about yourself?

Example thought: I am not good enough, everyone is more confident and has their act together. My whole face turns red when I blush, everyone can see I’m a nervous wreck.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Life impact

The next step is to reflect on what impact social anxiety is having on your well-being and life – is it creeping into everyday interactions, or stopping you doing the things you love? In what way has social anxiety held you back recently? 

Example: I missed out on seeing a movie at the cinema I really wanted to see because my safe person was unavailable. I was afraid to ask anyone else to join me in case they said no.

 

 

 

 

Ideal outcome

Finally, reflect on what your ideal outcome would look like if anxiety were released for each situation. Setting a goal to work toward is important because it motivates you and helps you to see your progress.

Example outcome: To feel confident speaking up and enjoy meeting new people. Being able to attend and fully enjoy a friend’s birthday celebration without fear of judgement.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stay hopeful

Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness.

DESMOND TUTU

As you’ve seen, when social anxiety strikes, it’s a vicious cycle that can easily spiral out of control. This can leave you feeling like you’re sinking, with no solution in sight. When hope is lost, you lose motivation to change. But this cycle can be broken through understanding your anxiety and identifying the many ways you can help yourself – you’ve already taken a superb step to do just that.

When heavy and painful thoughts take over, and you’re struggling to feel positive, even taking one action from this workbook plants a seed of hope – you’re moving forward. Don’t forget, there is always hope and it is entirely possible for pain to pass.

Keep building on your progress, and if changes don’t happen quickly that’s okay – keep going, change will inevitably come. Be kind and patient with yourself because we all have good and bad days and that’s fine too. Every day is an opportunity for a fresh start. By celebrating your wins, no matter how small, your confidence will grow. Keep working towards your ideal outcome; the next pages are with you every step of the way. You’ve got this!
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