
Coping Successfully with Shyness

Margaret Oakes is completing her final year of training as a Counselling Psychologist 
at City University, London and will shortly be registered with the British Psychological 
Society and UK Health Professions Council. She has experience of providing 
psycho logical interventions in primary care and NHS specialist services. Margaret 
is a consultant with Dynamic Change Consultants, <www.dccclinical.com>, a 
psychology consultancy in London. Her focus in psychological consultations is to 
provide tailored evidence based interventions most likely to be effective for the 
individual clients she works with. She has a particular interest in anxiety disorders. 
Margaret is also a pilot, currently operating the Airbus A320 series of aircraft for a 
UK airline.

Professor Robert Bor is a Director of Dynamic Change Consultants, and Lead Clinical 
Psychologist in Medical Specialties at the Royal Free Hospital, London. He is a Chartered 
Clinical, Counselling and Health Psychologist registered with the UK Health Professions 
Council. He is also a Fellow of the British Psychological Society and Member of the 
American Psychological Association. He has more than 27 years’ experience consulting 
in clinical and organizational settings in the UK and abroad. He is a UKCP Registered 
Family and Couples Therapist, having specialized in Systemic Therapy at the Tavistock 
Clinic, London. Rob also practises cognitive behavioural therapy and is an advocate 
of time limited and solution focused therapeutic approaches. He works with children, 
adolescents, adults, couples, families and teams in organizations, and is the Consulting 
Psychologist to the Leaders in Oncology Care and to the London Clinic, both in 
Harley Street. He also provides psychological consultations and Executive Coaching to 
organizations such as PWC and UBS among others in London and abroad. He is the 
consulting psychologist to St Paul’s School, The Royal Ballet School and JFS in London. 
He holds the Freedom of the City of London and is a Churchill Fellow.

Dr Carina Eriksen is a Chartered and UK Health Professions Council Registered 
Counselling Psychologist with an extensive London based private practice for young 
people, adults, couples and families. She is a consultant with Dynamic Change 
Consultants and an accredited member of the British Association for Behavioural 
and Cognitive Psychotherapies, having specialized at the Institute of Psychiatry. She 
has managed a team of psychologists, CBT therapists and psychotherapists in the 
NHS for several years and she used to be an external supervisor at the Priory. She 
has extensive experience consulting in clinical and organizational settings in the UK 
and Europe. Carina is a consultant at Colet Court, St Paul’s School for boys and she 
works closely with several British and International schools in London. She is actively 
involved in research with a specific interest in the topic of work stress and work/life 
balance anxiety, panic, fear of flying, and the psychological effects of living with 
cancer. Carina and her colleagues are often invited to present these topics at confer-
ences in the UK and abroad.



Overcoming Common Problems Series

Selected titles

A full list of titles is available from Sheldon Press, 
36 Causton Street, London SW1P 4ST and on our website at

www.sheldonpress.co.uk

101 Questions to Ask Your Doctor
Dr Tom Smith

Asperger Syndrome in Adults
Dr Ruth Searle

The Assertiveness Handbook
Mary Hartley

Assertiveness: Step by step
Dr Windy Dryden and Daniel Constantinou

Backache: What you need to know
Dr David Delvin

Birth Over 35
Sheila Kitzinger

Body Language: What you need to know
David Cohen

Bulimia, Binge-eating and their Treatment
Professor J. Hubert Lacey, Dr Bryony Bamford 
and Amy Brown

The Cancer Survivor’s Handbook
Dr Terry Priestman

The Chronic Pain Diet Book
Neville Shone

Cider Vinegar
Margaret Hills

Coeliac Disease: What you need to know
Alex Gazzola

Coping Successfully with Pain
Neville Shone

Coping Successfully with Prostate Cancer
Dr Tom Smith

Coping Successfully with Shyness
Margaret Oakes, Professor Robert Bor 
and Dr Carina Eriksen

Coping Successfully with Ulcerative Colitis
Peter Cartwright

Coping Successfully with Varicose Veins
Christine Craggs-Hinton

Coping Successfully with Your Hiatus Hernia
Dr Tom Smith

Coping Successfully with Your Irritable Bowel
Rosemary Nicol

Coping When Your Child Has Cerebral Palsy
Jill Eckersley

Coping with Anaemia
Dr Tom Smith

Coping with Asthma in Adults
Mark Greener

Coping with Birth Trauma and Postnatal 
Depression
Lucy Jolin

Coping with Bowel Cancer
Dr Tom Smith

Coping with Bronchitis and Emphysema
Dr Tom Smith

Coping with Candida
Shirley Trickett

Coping with Chemotherapy
Dr Terry Priestman

Coping with Chronic Fatigue
Trudie Chalder

Coping with Coeliac Disease
Karen Brody

Coping with Diverticulitis
Peter Cartwright

Coping with Drug Problems in the Family
Lucy Jolin

Coping with Dyspraxia
Jill Eckersley

Coping with Early-onset Dementia
Jill Eckersley

Coping with Eating Disorders and Body Image
Christine Craggs-Hinton

Coping with Envy
Dr Windy Dryden

Coping with Gout
Christine Craggs-Hinton

Coping with Headaches and Migraine
Alison Frith

Coping with Heartburn and Reflux
Dr Tom Smith

Coping with Life after Stroke
Dr Mareeni Raymond

Coping with Life’s Challenges: Moving on 
from adversity
Dr Windy Dryden



Coping with Manipulation: When others 
blame you for their feelings
Dr Windy Dryden

Coping with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder
Professor Kevin Gournay, Rachel Piper 
and Professor Paul Rogers

Coping with Phobias and Panic
Professor Kevin Gournay

Coping with PMS
Dr Farah Ahmed and Dr Emma Cordle

Coping with Polycystic Ovary Syndrome
Christine Craggs-Hinton

Coping with the Psychological Effects 
of Cancer
Professor Robert Bor, Dr Carina Eriksen 
and Ceilidh Stapelkamp

Coping with Radiotherapy
Dr Terry Priestman

Coping with Rheumatism and Arthritis
Dr Keith Souter

Coping with Snoring and Sleep Apnoea
Jill Eckersley

Coping with Stomach Ulcers
Dr Tom Smith

Coping with Suicide
Maggie Helen

Coping with Type 2 Diabetes
Susan Elliot-Wright

Depressive Illness: The curse of the strong
Dr Tim Cantopher

Divorce and Separation: A legal guide 
for all couples
Dr Mary Welstead

Dying for a Drink
Dr Tim Cantopher

Dynamic Breathing: How to manage 
your asthma
Dinah Bradley and Tania Clifton-Smith

Epilepsy: Complementary and alternative 
treatments
Dr Sallie Baxendale

The Fertility Handbook
Dr Philippa Kaye

The Fibromyalgia Healing Diet
Christine Craggs-Hinton

Free Yourself from Depression
Colin and Margaret Sutherland

A Guide to Anger Management
Mary Hartley

The Heart Attack Survival Guide
Mark Greener

Helping Children Cope with Anxiety
Jill Eckersley

Helping Children Cope with Grief
Rosemary Wells

High-risk Body Size: Take control of your 
weight
Dr Funké Baffour

How to Beat Worry and Stress
Dr David Delvin

How to Cope with Difficult People
Alan Houel and Christian Godefroy

How to Develop Inner Strength
Dr Windy Dryden

How to Live with a Control Freak
Barbara Baker

How to Lower Your Blood Pressure: 
And keep it down
Christine Craggs-Hinton

How to Manage Chronic Fatigue
Christine Craggs-Hinton

Hysterectomy: Is it right for you?
Janet Wright

The IBS Healing Plan
Theresa Cheung

Let’s Stay Together: A guide to lasting 
relationships
Jane Butterworth

Living with Angina
Dr Tom Smith

Living with Asperger Syndrome
Dr Joan Gomez

Living with Autism
Fiona Marshall

Living with Bipolar Disorder
Dr Neel Burton

Living with Crohn’s Disease
Dr Joan Gomez

Living with Eczema
Jill Eckersley

Living with Fibromyalgia
Christine Craggs-Hinton

Living with Gluten Intolerance
Jane Feinmann

Living with IBS
Nuno Ferreira and David T. Gillanders

Living with Loss and Grief
Julia Tugendhat

Living with Osteoarthritis
Dr Patricia Gilbert

Living with Osteoporosis
Dr Joan Gomez

Living with Physical Disability  
and Amputation
Dr Keren Fisher

Overcoming Common Problems Series



Living with a Problem Drinker: 
Your survival guide
Rolande Anderson

Living with Rheumatoid Arthritis
Philippa Pigache

Living with Schizophrenia
Dr Neel Burton and Dr Phil Davison

Living with a Seriously Ill Child
Dr Jan Aldridge

Living with a Stoma
Professor Craig A. White

Living with Tinnitus and Hyperacusis
Dr Laurence McKenna, Dr David Baguley 
and Dr Don McFerran

Losing a Child
Linda Hurcombe

Losing a Parent
Fiona Marshall

Making Sense of Trauma: How to tell 
your story
Dr Nigel C. Hunt and Dr Sue McHale

Menopause in Perspective
Philippa Pigache

Motor Neurone Disease: A family affair
Dr David Oliver

The Multiple Sclerosis Diet Book
Tessa Buckley

Natural Treatments for Arthritis
Christine Craggs-Hinton

Osteoporosis: Prevent and treat
Dr Tom Smith

Overcome Your Fear of Flying
Professor Robert Bor, Dr Carina Eriksen 
and Margaret Oakes

Overcoming Agoraphobia
Melissa Murphy

Overcoming Anorexia
Professor J. Hubert Lacey, Christine Craggs-Hinton 
and Kate Robinson

Overcoming Emotional Abuse
Susan Elliot-Wright

Overcoming Gambling: A guide for problem 
and compulsive gamblers
Philip Mawer

Overcoming Hurt
Dr Windy Dryden

Overcoming Jealousy
Dr Windy Dryden

Overcoming Loneliness
Alice Muir

Overcoming Panic and Related Anxiety 
Disorders
Margaret Hawkins

Overcoming Procrastination
Dr Windy Dryden

Overcoming Shyness and Social Anxiety
Dr Ruth Searle

Overcoming Tiredness and Exhaustion
Fiona Marshall

The Pain Management Handbook: 
Your personal guide
Neville Shone

Reducing Your Risk of Dementia
Dr Tom Smith

Self-discipline: How to get it 
and how to keep it
Dr Windy Dryden

The Self-Esteem Journal
Alison Waines

Sinusitis: Steps to healing
Dr Paul Carson

Stammering: Advice for all ages
Renée Byrne and Louise Wright

Stress-related Illness
Dr Tim Cantopher

Ten Steps to Positive Living
Dr Windy Dryden

Therapy for Beginners: How to get the best 
out of counselling
Professor Robert Bor, Sheila Gill and Anne Stokes

Think Your Way to Happiness
Dr Windy Dryden and Jack Gordon

Tranquillizers and Antidepressants: When to 
take them, how to stop
Professor Malcolm Lader

Transforming Eight Deadly Emotions 
into Healthy Ones
Dr Windy Dryden

The Traveller’s Good Health Guide
Dr Ted Lankester

Treating Arthritis Diet Book
Margaret Hills

Treating Arthritis: The drug-free way
Margaret Hills and Christine Horner

Treating Arthritis: More ways to a drug-free life
Margaret Hills

Treating Arthritis: The supplements guide
Julia Davies

Understanding Obsessions and Compulsions
Dr Frank Tallis

Understanding Traumatic Stress
Dr Nigel Hunt and Dr Sue McHale

The User’s Guide to the Male Body
Jim Pollard

When Someone You Love Has Dementia
Susan Elliot-Wright

Overcoming Common Problems Series



Overcoming Common Problems

Coping Successfully with 
Shyness

MARGARET OAKES, PROFESSOR ROBERT BOR 
DR CARINA ERIKSEN



First published in Great Britain in 2012

Sheldon Press
36 Causton Street
London SW1P 4ST

www.sheldonpress.co.uk

Copyright © Margaret Oakes, Professor Robert Bor, Dr Carina Eriksen 2012

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, 

including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and 
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

The author and publisher have made every effort to ensure that the 
external website and email addresses included in this book are correct and 
up to date at the time of going to press. The author and publisher are not 
responsible for the content, quality or continuing accessibility of the sites.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978–1–84709–211–3
eBook ISBN 978–1–84709–212–0

Typeset by Fakenham Prepress Solutions, Fakenham, Norfolk NR21 8NN
Printed in Great Britain by Ashford Colour Press
Subsequently digitally printed in Great Britain

Produced on paper from sustainable forests



vii

Contents

 1 Why another book about shyness? 1

 2 What are shyness and social anxiety? 12

 3 Understanding my shyness 27

 4 But I’ve tried so hard to manage my shyness – why 
hasn’t it worked? 36

 5 Reducing avoidance and feelings of self-consciousness 45

 6 Learning to relax 57

 7 How does thinking drive my social anxiety? 68

 8 How thinking differently can help me manage my 
social anxiety 77

 9 How to help a friend or a relative with social anxiety 94

10 What to do if self-help isn’t enough 102

Useful addresses 112

Index 115



This book is dedicated to the many people who have shared 
with us their experiences of feeling anxious, awkward or shy in 
social situations. Working with them has given us an insight to 
the varied and individual ways in which these difficulties have 

an impact on thoughts, behaviour and emotions. This depth of 
understanding is the foundation of this self-help book, which 

we hope will help others to overcome their shyness and anxiety.



1

1
Why another book about shyness?

Numerous books have been published on coping with social 
anxiety and shyness, so why have we written another one?

There are several reasons – and this chapter will outline how this 
book and our approach are different from others. It will highlight 
tried and tested methods for overcoming social anxiety and shyness 
as well as unique and specific ones which we hope you will find 
useful and effective. Our experience with people who have diffi
culties with shyness or social anxiety shows that, although some 
books provide useful information about coping with specific situ
ations, such as public speaking, they may not explain the full range 
of modern psychological techniques which are known to help 
overcome – or at least cope with – feeling shy, awkward or anxious 
in social encounters.

Helping you to master these techniques is the main focus of this 
book: its purpose is to show you how to select and practise the 
techniques most likely to help you overcome your social anxiety 
or shyness. We also outline the way in which shyness becomes an 
issue in the first place, and how different people are affected by it. 

Shyness and social anxiety have a significant impact on the per
sonal, family and professional lives of a substantial proportion of 
the adult population. Published research suggests that around 7.5 
per cent or more of the adult population may show clinical symp
toms. This is something that many young people and adolescents 
also experience. It is fair to say that almost everyone has been shy 
or affected by social anxiety at one time or another, but for some 
there is a constant battle with anxiety in situations where they 
encounter other people, whether socially, at work or otherwise. 
While for some it may be a small annoyance and something which 
is slightly inhibiting or uncomfortable, for others it may be extreme 
and result in incapacitating fear that can lead to avoidance of all 
social situations. This, in turn, may place strain on personal and 
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professional lives. Difficulties in social situations, therefore, should 
not be lightly dismissed.

Shyness can occur in specific and welldefined situations. It 
can also affect a person’s confidence in a much broader range of 
contexts, and anxiety, awkwardness, embarrassment and general 
unease can be some of the symptoms experienced across a range of 
situations. In extreme circumstances, it may lead to avoidance of all 
social contact. It can also affect your capacity to form and maintain 
relationships. It can affect your ability to give – and receive –  
emotional and social support to or from friends and family, damage 
careers, spoil holidays and put relationships under stress. The good 
news is that there are effective skills and techniques which you can 
use to reduce the fear and anxiety commonly associated with social 
situations, all of which are described in this book.

Social anxiety and shyness are among the most treatable psycho
logical difficulties. For this reason, almost everyone should be able 
to overcome this fear – provided that it has been properly assessed 
and treated using modern psychological methods. This book brings 
together the latest proven methods for overcoming social anxiety.

What makes this book different?

This book takes an approach to the challenge of overcoming 
shyness or social anxiety which you are unlikely to see taken in 
many other books on this topic. There are four main ways in which 
it is different:

1 It is written by a highly experienced and uniquely qualified 
team of psychologists who have extensive experience in treating 
social anxiety and helping people to overcome shyness. We are 
committed to helping people overcome their anxieties and apply 
tried and tested methods to achieve this. Each of us is qualified 
and experienced as a general psychologist, and therefore we have 
experience in assessing and treating a wide range of psycho
logical difficulties. We also have considerable experience of 
helping people with the specific issue of social anxiety. We find 
that almost all psychological difficulties can affect, interfere with 
or disrupt personal relationships and that living with almost 
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any psychological condition – such as depression or  obsessive–
compulsive disorder – can affect your confidence and make  
you feel selfconscious. We are aware of and sensitive to the 
impact of social anxiety in people’s lives, as well as the sense 
of shame, embarrassment and fear that so many people ex 
perience by having this or other psychological issues. Together, 
we have more than 40 years’ experience. We have published  
our research findings in specialist medical and psychological 
journals, as well as in books, and we are often invited to talk 
about our work at conferences around the world. 

2 We approach treatment differently from some others who deal 
with shyness and social anxiety, and this book reflects that 
perspective: it will not baffle you with statistics about social 
anxiety; we will certainly not convey, or focus on, the idea of 
social anxiety being an irrational fear; we will not ‘argue with’ 
or dismiss any fear you may have that may seem illogical or 
irrational to others (and sometimes even to you!). This book 
facilitates a tailored approach to selfhelp, built on a solid foun
dation of clinical practice and research. The aim is to motivate 
and empower you to overcome the different elements that  
characterize your social anxiety.

3 We approach your social anxiety and shyness as unique and 
specific issues that may be very different from other people’s 
experiences. You will see, from some of the many examples 
we quote in this book, that social anxiety affects people in 
many different ways; we tailor the solutions to your unique  
situation. We are not exponents of a ‘onesizefitsall’ approach 
to treating shyness. Also, we avoid discussing the alltoo
obvious example of public speaking being the main context in 
which this kind of anxiety most presents. Before introducing 
skills and ideas for overcoming social anxiety when we work 
with people professionally, we first listen very carefully to their 
experiences and stories about their difficulty. Of course, it is 
impossible to ‘listen’ to a personal story in a book. However, 
we reflect in this book the diverse contexts and struggles that 
we encounter with our clients, in order to convey the complex 
nature of the difficulty and allow you to begin to understand 
and overcome your own social anxiety.
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4 The primary focus of the book is on psychological skills and 
techniques that you can apply to overcoming your social anxiety 
or shyness. These skills are derived from the findings of modern 
psychological research. The focus will be on what you can do 
and how you can think about situations differently so as to help 
you on your way. You will be able to see and measure your pro
gress at each step of the way. You may be relieved to know that 
this process will not start with questions about your childhood, 
even though your earlier years may have some vague reference 
to your social anxiety. Modern psychological approaches focus 
on what is happening to you now and what you can do to bring 
about change, rather than on developing deep insight into your 
situation. You may find that some of the ideas you come across 
in the book can even be used and applied to help you in other 
areas of your life which present a challenge for you. We base our 
ideas not only on tried and tested clinical experience, but also on 
modern psychological approaches such as Cognitive Behavioural 
Therapy and familysystems therapy. We are interested in how 
people experience embarrassment or shame and how these, in 
turn, affect how they relate to those around them. We find that 
there is a circular relationship between shame and social anxiety. 
We will say more about this later on in the book.

This is an extensive and practical selfhelp book derived from 
modern evidencebased clinical practice. It is designed to help 
you, the shy or socially anxious person (or a person who is 
affected by or related to someone with shyness or social anxiety), 
to gain confidence and the proven techniques and skills needed 
to overcome the fear. The book will engage you in reflection and 
will encourage you to try out new skills and tasks. It will help you 
to develop an understanding of your own way of thinking about 
social anxiety and enable you to select and try out the psycho
logical techniques that are likely to help you. At various points 
in each chapter you will find ‘Stop and think’ exercises (see pages 
6–7), which are designed to help you apply the information and 
techniques to your own situation.

As a point of distinction from some other methods and books 
on social anxiety, we have tried to avoid presenting a fixed ‘menu’  
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of ways to reduce anxiety. The main emphasis is on helping you, 
the reader, to acquire a comprehensive clinical and psychological 
understanding of shyness and its resolution. This improves the like
lihood of successfully reducing anxiety and increases your active 
engagement in the relevant issues. The book is structured so that 
you will be empowered to confront the general, as well as the more 
unique and idiosyncratic, characteristics of your social anxiety.

We sometimes meet people in clinical settings who find that 
taking the step to get counselling for social anxiety has been too 
big a challenge and who do not quickly get the results they wanted. 
If the behaviour which you are targeting to try to change has not 
shifted, in spite of your efforts or having worked through this 
book, it is worth reexamining the nature of your difficulties once 
again, rather than concluding that there must be something more 
serious or untreatable about you! This is unlikely to be the case, and 
therefore we would encourage readers who do not feel that they 
have made progress in the past to take a fresh look at what they 
are ex periencing. There may be several reasons why success has not 
come in the way you had hoped. Here are some possible reasons:

●● Without individual preparation and assessment, it can be diffi
cult to identify the techniques which are most likely to work for 
your own social anxiety.

●● You may be trying to use too many of the techniques that you 
have come to understand, or not selecting those which are most 
appropriate for you.

●● If you have attended a group for social anxiety, it may be that 
some of the techniques most likely to work for you have not 
been included in that course.

●● For some people, they may have been given too much infor 
mation about the nature of their shyness, which may inadver
tently have increased their anxiety.

●● Your difficulty with shyness and social anxiety may be being 
‘driven’ by another issue, and this may need to be identified and 
treated in the first instance.

●● It is possible that you may not be experiencing classic social 
anxiety, or that the sense of shame or embarrassment you experi
ence has not been fully addressed. An effect of this may be that 
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some of the skills and techniques you have learned may not 
work for you yet.

Some people who experience shyness or social anxiety prefer to 
work with a counsellor, therapist or psychologist to help them 
achieve their goals. If this is the case for you, this book may be 
a useful companion in that context. For a few readers, taking the 
step to contact a trained professional who can help them is in 
itself stressful and anxietyprovoking. They may worry about how 
they will come across and present themselves to the helping pro
fessional, and that their greatest fear – that they will come across 
badly – may inhibit them from starting this process. If this is the 
case, we hope that some of the ideas covered in this book will help 
you either to take that first step to contact a trained professional, 
or to start some of the therapeutic journey on your own. At the 
end of this book, you will have an understanding of your own 
social anxiety and how it affects you, and you will also be able to 
identify the techniques which are most likely to work for you. You 
will then be able to concentrate on putting these into practice. It is 
important to undertake an individual assessment of your anxiety, 
rather than to assume that everyone who experiences social anxiety 
is alike. You can also use this book to help you practise what you 
have learned between sessions with your therapist.

If you are working through this book on your own or with help 
from a friend or relative, there are some things you can do to 
make the time and effort you invest in this process as rewarding as  
possible. A good starting point is to decide when and where you 
will work with this book. Chose a time and place when you will be 
able to read and think comfortably. You may find it useful to make 
regular short appointments with yourself and write these in your 
diary or electronic calendar. Remember that learning new skills and 
techniques takes regular practice, so half an hour a day for a week or 
two might be more effective that a twohour ‘blitz’ at the weekend. 
You may also find it helpful to have a notebook to write in as you 
work through this book.

You will see that each chapter has several ‘Stop and Think’ exer
cises labelled with this symbol:
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Stop & 
Think

It can be very tempting to skip over these, but we would encourage 
you to spend some time doing the exercises. They are specifically 
designed to help you reflect on the material in this book and prac
tise the techniques we describe. Use your notebook to record your 
reflections and practice.

As social anxiety varies so widely, no one book can cover eve
rything that everyone needs. What we can do, though, is outline 
the psychological techniques that are most likely to work, and 
show you how to use them. Once you have been introduced to 
these skills, you can try them out for yourself. You may also need 
to use other sources of information, such as those listed in ‘Useful 
addresses’ at the end of this book.

What’s in the rest of this book?

The rest of this book contains information, techniques to practise, 
and advice. Not all of this will be useful to everyone, but you will 
find guidance on how to select and try the techniques most likely 
to work for you. The book is almost entirely practical in its focus. It 
is oriented to helping you first to understand the source or cause of 
your social anxiety from a psychological perspective. Through case 
studies, it describes in detail the different presentations of shyness, 
helping you to recognize how your own difficulty with social 
anxiety affects you. It then goes on to highlight the wide variety of 
potential triggers which must be identified and treated in order to 
overcome this challenge. The final chapters cover the information, 
skills and techniques you will need to begin formulating your own 
individual treatment plan. 

Throughout this book, we have shared many case studies which 
illustrate the way in which people we have worked with have 
found social situations difficult and how they have overcome their 
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shyness or anxiety. These examples are based on real situations and 
people but we have changed details that might identify them or the 
context in which they live, in order to preserve their confidentiality.

We have tried to present a book that is written in a userfriendly 
and jargonfree style. A criticism sometimes levelled at psycholo
gists is that, at times, we use and refer to concepts and terms 
that may not be familiar to many people. We have tried to avoid 
 psychobabble and to focus instead on what is practical and usable. 
It is helpful, though, to understand a bit more about the back
ground and causes of social anxiety if treatment is to be effective. 
We will aim to help this process by avoiding terms and language 
that may feel alienating or unfamiliar. Briefly, here is what each 
chapter contains:

●● Chapter 2 explores the experience of being shy, anxious or fearful 
about social situations. It contains a number of case studies which 
illustrate each individual’s experience and how varied fears of 
social situations can be. It describes the impact that social anxiety 
can have on many people’s lives. We discuss how common it 
is, the statistics, who is most affected; and what people fear the 
most when experiencing difficulties in social situations. We also 
address the common causes and symptoms of shyness and social 
anxiety. We discuss why there is probably no single approach to 
treating social anxiety which will be effective for everyone. 

●● Chapter 3 helps you to understand more about how you experi
ence social anxiety. We cover the range of situations that may 
produce social anxiety and that may also lead to different levels 
of intensity of the unpleasant feelings. We also discuss what 
physical reactions there may be to anxiety and consider the 
thoughts that anxious people may have that reinforce the feel
ings they experience. In this and later chapters in the book, we 
go on to show how to use this understanding to start managing 
your social anxiety. We include some case studies in order to 
illustrate the explanations that we give. Again, this chapter will 
show the wide range of ways in which social anxiety presents, 
and will assist you in mapping your individual situation as a 
first step to selecting the appropriate techniques which will help 
you.
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●● Chapter 4 considers why and how your efforts to overcome 
shyness or social anxiety may not always succeed. This is an 
important point of focus, as many people who experience per
sonal challenges in their life will have already attempted various 
methods or means to overcome their difficulty. If the difficulty 
continues, it is important and helpful to understand why the 
solution that you have attempted has failed. Avoidance of 
difficult situations is one example. If we are anxious about a par
ticular social situation and withdraw before exposing ourselves 
to it, it is likely that the anxiety will persist. Avoidance is under
standable, but it is unlikely to be the most effective solution. This 
chapter will again use case studies to explain this and help you to 
understand how and why your progress in overcoming shyness 
may be more limited that you had hoped. We also introduce 
the psychological approach we use clinically and in this book, 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT). While we highlight many 
of the ideas that are currently in use in this type of therapy, 
we emphasize that it is a good idea to avoid a ‘onesizefitsall’ 
approach.

●● Chapter 5 focuses on the behavioural, or ‘doing’, techniques 
that are most likely to help you to manage and overcome awk
wardness, embarrassment and anxiety in social situations. We 
identify what you can do by way of using skills and techniques 
that should reduce your anxiety. The main focus of this chapter 
is reducing selfconsciousness, which is a major contribution to 
shyness and social anxiety for many people. We also describe 
how to move from avoidance to coping in situations you may 
find difficult.

●● Chapter 6 describes how managing your physical reactions to 
anxiety using structured exercises and ‘quick fix’ techniques 
should help to improve your confidence in this area. The emphasis 
in this chapter is on how to reduce physical tension and some of 
the unpleasant sensations that we experience when we become 
anxious.

●● Chapter 7 takes the thinking further and examines what drives 
or reinforces shyness and social anxiety. The major driving factor 
is often the way in which we come to think about what happens 
when we encounter others in social situations. Common themes 
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include being hypercritical of your performance or anxiously 
monitoring how other people respond to you. This chapter will 
explain this, in straightforward language, and help you to iden
tify ways in which thinking can drive or reinforce your anxiety.

●● Chapter 8 takes this further with some helpful suggestions on 
how changing the way you think may help with your social 
anxiety. For example, reframing anxious thoughts is an effective 
way of reducing anxiety. A particular focus is how we respond to 
and manage experiences such as blushing or stammering. This 
chapter uses case studies and coaching tips to support you in 
using CBT tools to reframe anxious thoughts.

●● Chapter 9 has a slightly different emphasis in that it is oriented 
towards supporting a friend or relative who may have difficulties 
with shyness or social anxiety. We offer ideas and guidance on 
how to help others who are affected in this way. This chapter 
will also show friends and relatives how to support others who 
become anxious in social situations in using the techniques that 
they have learned in this book. This chapter is especially impor
tant as social anxiety is, by its nature, a source of disruption to 
social interaction and relationships. Therefore, if we acquire 
skills and confidence in helping others to manage their anxiety, 
this can help them to take the necessary steps to confront their 
fears and gain experience in social situations which will help 
them to overcome their shyness.

●● Chapter 10 is oriented towards readers who find that selfhelp 
may not be enough. For readers who still find themselves unac
ceptably anxious in social situations, this chapter will help you 
to realize that what you have learned from reading the book is 
a necessary, and possibly first, step towards overcoming the dif
ficulty. We also point out that some people with social anxiety 
may require the aid of a qualified counsellor, psychotherapist or 
psychologist to help them with certain aspects of the challenge 
they face. Seeking the help and support of a suitably qualified 
professional is a further proactive and positive step that you can 
take in order to overcome the difficulty. The chapter will explain 
how to find a suitably qualified person to work with, and what 
you might expect from sessions with him or her.
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The ideas presented in this book are based on tried and tested 
methods. They come from the experience that we and many col
leagues use to help treat people with social anxiety. The book is 
not full of theory and textbook ideas. It is, rather, a companion 
text to help you understand and address your difficulties. We wish 
you luck in taking the first step to try and overcome social anxiety, 
and we hope that you enjoy working through the book. You have 
already made the move towards trying to understand your fear and 
working to overcome it. This motivation can only help to bring you 
probable success in return for your hard work.
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professional lives. Difficulties in social situations, therefore, should 
not be lightly dismissed.

Shyness can occur in specific and welldefined situations. It 
can also affect a person’s confidence in a much broader range of 
contexts, and anxiety, awkwardness, embarrassment and general 
unease can be some of the symptoms experienced across a range of 
situations. In extreme circumstances, it may lead to avoidance of all 
social contact. It can also affect your capacity to form and maintain 
relationships. It can affect your ability to give – and receive –  
emotional and social support to or from friends and family, damage 
careers, spoil holidays and put relationships under stress. The good 
news is that there are effective skills and techniques which you can 
use to reduce the fear and anxiety commonly associated with social 
situations, all of which are described in this book.

Social anxiety and shyness are among the most treatable psycho
logical difficulties. For this reason, almost everyone should be able 
to overcome this fear – provided that it has been properly assessed 
and treated using modern psychological methods. This book brings 
together the latest proven methods for overcoming social anxiety.

What makes this book different?

This book takes an approach to the challenge of overcoming 
shyness or social anxiety which you are unlikely to see taken in 
many other books on this topic. There are four main ways in which 
it is different:

1 It is written by a highly experienced and uniquely qualified 
team of psychologists who have extensive experience in treating 
social anxiety and helping people to overcome shyness. We are 
committed to helping people overcome their anxieties and apply 
tried and tested methods to achieve this. Each of us is qualified 
and experienced as a general psychologist, and therefore we have 
experience in assessing and treating a wide range of psycho
logical difficulties. We also have considerable experience of 
helping people with the specific issue of social anxiety. We find 
that almost all psychological difficulties can affect, interfere with 
or disrupt personal relationships and that living with almost 


