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Social anxiety disorder—an excessive fear of social situations, such as eating or speaking in
public—affects 2 to 13 percent of the U.S. population. About one-fifth of patients with social
anxiety disorder also suffer from an alcohol use disorder (AUD) (i.e., alcohol abuse or
dependence). One theory to explain the comorbidity between social anxiety disorder and AUDs
is the tension reduction theory, which posits that people with social anxiety use alcohol to
alleviate their fears. This expectation that alcohol reduces anxiety may motivate alcohol
consumption even if pharmacological studies do not support that assumption. Social anxiety
disorder is treatable with both pharmacotherapy and psychotherapy, and some of those
treatments also would be expected to be effective for patients with comorbid AUDs. Evaluation
of patients seeking alcoholism treatment for coexisting social anxiety disorder is important for
improving treatment outcome. Key WorDs: comorbidity; anxiety; social phobia; AODU (alcohol
and other drug use); alcoholic beverage; tension reduction theory of AODU; diagnostic criteria;
prevalence; positive AOD (alcohol and other drug) expectancies; drug therapy; psychotherapy;

monoamine oxidase; benzodiazepines; serotonin uptake inhibitors; literature review

any people experience social
anxiety—that is, they feel
uncomfortable or even anxious

in social situations, such as talking with
strangers (or even friends) or speaking
in front of a group of people. In the
general population, levels of social anx-
iety exist on a continuum from mild

to severe. A clinical diagnosis of social
anxiety disorder, also referred to as social
phobia,! is assigned only when the social
anxiety results in significant fear when
faced with the situation, impairment of
performance, or avoidance of anxiety-
provoking situations. People with high
levels of social anxiety typically report
that alcohol helps them feel more com-
fortable in social situations. Thus, it is
not surprising that individuals with
dlinically diagnosed social anxiety disorder
have a higher incidence of alcohol-

1These two terms tend to be used interchangeably in the
literature.

related problems than does the general
population. This article explores the
diagnosis and prevalence of social anxi-
ety disorder and reviews studies evalu-
ating the relationship between alcohol
consumption and social anxiety. In
addition, the article summarizes treat-
ment approaches for social anxiety dis-
order alone as well as in combination
with alcohol-related problems.

SocIiAL ANXIETY DISORDER

According to the American Psychiatric
Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth
Edition (DSM-1V) (1994), social anxiety
disorder is defined as excessive fear in
social situations in which the person
believes he or she will do something
embarrassing or have anxiety symp-
toms (e.g., blushing or sweating) that
will be humiliating. The feared situa-

tions can vary from interpersonal social
interactions in small groups to talking
to strangers. Performance fears, such as
speaking in public, also are common.
People with social anxiety disorder
either avoid feared situations or experi-
ence them with extreme anxiety. Most
individuals with the disorder have the
more severe, “generalized” type, in which
the person has other social fears in
addition to the common fear of public
speaking. The complete criteria set for
an official diagnosis of social anxiety
disorder is detailed in the textbox.

SARAH W, BOOK, M.D., is an assistant
professor and CARRIE L. RANDALL, PH.D.,
is a professor in the Department of
Psychiatry at the Center for Drug and
Alcohol Programs and Alcohol Research
Center, Medical University of South
Carolina, Charleston, South Carolina.

130

ALCOHOL RESEARCH & HEALTH


















