Dean&Francis

Understanding Mental Health and Mental Iliness: Social Anxiety
Disorder (SAD)

Jialin Hou"”~

'Department of Psychology, Syracuse University, Syracuse, 13210, The United States
*Corresponding author: jhoul6@syr.edu

Abstract:

This article aims to present researchers’ understanding of social anxiety disorder by reviewing the existing academic
literature and conducting a multi-faceted review of the research literature on social anxiety disorder in the past century
and modern times. The content first includes how researchers define social anxiety disorder and the importance of
understanding social anxiety disorder research. Secondly, this article explores how modern literature identifies the
characteristics, descriptions, and symptoms of social anxiety disorder. Finally, the author will also explain the current
impact of social anxiety disorder on individuals and society, as well as the various current medical treatment options.
The focus of this article will be primarily on understanding social anxiety disorder, a mental health disorder that is of
great relevance to modern people and providing an overview of the various aspects of this mental illness. The research
can have a positive influence on the practice and research of social anxiety disorder in many aspects. For example, this
article can guide clinical practice and provide more effective treatment methods for patients with social anxiety disorder.
Secondly, this article comprehensively reviews the existing literature. The review helps researchers understand the
shortcomings of current research and inspires future research. Finally, the research content also uplifts public awareness
of mental illnesses such as social anxiety disorder, making people pay more attention to mental health issues.
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1. Introduction diagnosing the symptoms of social anxiety. This leads to
) ) ) ) the fact that even though the onset of this mental illness
Social anxiety disorder (SAD), commonly known as social s prolonged, the condition is not diagnosed until later in

phobia, is considered a pervasive and common psycholog- jife This fact also reiterates that researchers should pay
ical disorder. It is estimated that approximately 15 million  ,+antion to the study of this disorder. Common symptoms
Americans suffered from social anxiety disorder in 2017, of social anxiety disorder can have a severe negative im-
which makes social anxiety disorder even considered the pact on patients’ professional, social, and other essential

third most common disorder among mental ilinesses [1,2].  5re55 and undermine the quality of life and personal life
An intense and persistent fear and nervousness of public ¢ patients—mental and physical health [1].

social situations characterize this psychological disorder.
People with social anxiety disorder often feel oppressive 2. Methodology
pain and anxiety during social interactions with others.
People with social anxiety disorder are always afraid of
receiving negative comments or embarrassing events
during interactions with others. In most cases, patients
with social phobia can recognize the irrationality of their
fears in social environments. Moreover, they have difficul-
ty dealing with this fear and thus generate more anxiety
[1]. Social anxiety disorder also has chronic and disabling
potential and is highly associated with other comorbidi-
ties. In addition, another point that needs attention is that
current mental health professionals tend to ignore the
symptoms and importance of social anxiety disorder when

To ensure that this article can comprehensively assess
social anxiety disorder, | systematically reviewed multi-
ple past studies, focusing on multiple research aspects in
this field. First, regarding retrieval, I extensively searched
the literature in related fields through the Google Scholar
website and the Syracuse Library. To ensure the accuracy
of this review of social anxiety disorder, most of this lit-
erature covers essential aspects of social anxiety disorder,
including an overview of three distinct aspects of etiology,
impact on individuals and society, and clinical treatment
guidelines.
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3. Results

3.1 Etiology

Delving deeper into the pathophysiology of social phobia
is an essential step in understanding this psychological
disorder. It involves examining the underlying biological,
psychological, and environmental factors that contribute
to the intense discomfort and anxiety that individuals with
social anxiety disorder experience in social situations.
These three main factors that cause social anxiety disorder
do not work alone but are full of complex interactions.
Therefore, a detailed understanding of each factor can
help develop targeted intervention measures or effective
treatment programs.

3.1.1 Biological Influence

Biological factors, which I will review first, play an es-
sential role in the pathophysiology of social anxiety dis-
order that cannot be ignored. The foremost thing is that
biological studies show that people with a family history
of anxiety disorders have a greater chance of developing
social anxiety disorder [3]. Higa-McMillan and Ebesuta-
ni’s study, focuses on youth and young adults as potential
patients with social anxiety disorder and in-depth research
on the potential biological factors for their development
of social anxiety disorder, including but not limited to ge-
netic predispositions and brain structure and other etiolog-
ical pathways.” This study shows that genetic factors play
a significant role in increasing the risk of social anxiety
disorder in young individuals. In addition, the study used
family studies and twin studies in research methods to
confirm the critical role that genetic factors play in the de-
velopment of social anxiety disorder. For family studies,
it compares the relationships between individuals with so-
cial anxiety disorder and their immediate family members
to explore how genetic factors specifically influence the
incidence. The study tested whether other immediate fam-
ily members in families with social anxiety disorder had
similar fear and anxiety in social situations. This found
that the prevalence of these immediate family members
was greater than that of individuals without social anxiety
disorder. Result shows that there is a correlation between
social anxiety disorder and related family relatives, so it is
reasonable to speculate that genetic factors play a role in
causing social anxiety disorder. Another critical study is
the Twin Study, which evaluates the relationship between
genetics and the incidence of social anxiety disorder by
comparing tests on the incidence of social anxiety dis-
order between identical twins and fraternal twins. One
thing that needs to be explained is that identical twins and
fraternal twins were chosen as experimental subjects and
compared because of the difference in genetic percentage

between them. The experimental prediction is that the in-
cidence of social anxiety disorder among identical twins is
significantly higher than that among fraternal twins, thus
further supporting the link between genetic factors and
incidence. As a Quasi-experiment, this experiment con-
trolled all variables except the two levels of independent
variables (gene percentage) and was used to confirm the
internal validity. It excluded the influence of confounding
variables such as environmental factors like family back-
ground, education level, and socioeconomic status on the
experiment and only focused on social anxiety disorder.
Genetic factors lead to similarities in various aspects,
including symptom presentation, disease progression,
and response to treatment. The experimental results did
prove the experimental hypothesis, suggesting that genet-
ic factors are indeed an essential part of the pathology of
social anxiety disorder. The research of Higa-McMillan
and Ebesutani provides a large amount of experimental
data and theoretical support for our understanding of the
pathogenesis of social anxiety disorder. They also empha-
sized the relationship between specific brain areas such as
Amygdala, Hippocampus, Anterior Cingulate Cortex, and
Prefrontal Cortex of patients with social anxiety disorder
and emotional regulation by exploring the role of brain
structure. Abnormalities related to fear processing once
again confirm the importance of biological factors in the
development of social anxiety disorder [3].

3.1.2 Psychological Factors/Developmental Issues

Prousky’s study “Intolerance of Uncertainty: A Cognitive
Vulnerability Related to the Etiology of Social Anxiety
Disorder” provides an in-depth discussion of how psy-
chological factors and developmental issues contribute to
the pathology of social anxiety disorder. He stated that the
first thing to focus on is cognition—problems with bias [4].
Research has pointed out that when facing uncertainty,
that is, in complex social situations, cognitive bias is an
essential factor leading to social anxiety disorder. Patients
with SAD tend to pay more attention to the results of neg-
ative interactions between others and themselves, such as
embarrassment. Patients are more likely to over-interpret
the results of these negative interactions and increase the
risk of social anxiety that ordinary people cannot feel.
In addition, another way to interpret Prousky’s argument
is that patients with social anxiety disorder have more
negative cognitive biases, leading them to excessively
self-focus on behaviors that they should ignore and delu-
sional thoughts about others’ negative evaluations of them
when socializing. Therefore, this unique biased cognitive
model continues to affect the patient’s social anxiety state,
maintaining or even gradually deepening the anxiety and
fear the patient feels in social behavior. Prousky also em-
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phasized the correlation between cognitive vulnerability
and individual emotion regulation ability. Experimental
data proves that patients with social anxiety disorder have
lower emotion regulation ability than ordinary people
when faced with social uncertainty by using standardized
self-report scales like the Emotion Regulation Question-
naire, resulting in negative states such as anxiety that
cannot be calmed or eliminated in time. Finally, the avoid-
ance behaviors that individuals usually adopt will also
play a specific role in maintaining the symptoms of social
anxiety disorder. For example, patients with social anxiety
disorder often avoid parties and other similar unfamiliar
social situations full of uncertainty to avoid the risk of
increasing anxiety. However, this will hinder the individ-
ual’s social function and adaptability and aggravate the
development of symptoms of social anxiety disorder [4].
Therefore, by considering the tolerance of uncertainty as
one of the psychological factors, we now have more con-
firmation that psychological factors are one of the critical
factors in the pathology of social anxiety disorder.

3.1.3 Environmental Factors

Norton and colleagues explained environmental factors as
one of the pathological factors of social anxiety disorder;
they split the explanation into multiple parts, including but
not limited to childhood experiences, social environment,
and stressful events. First, regarding childhood experienc-
es, research points out that the quality of the parent-child
relationship and early social experiences will shape indi-
viduals’ responses to current social situations. For exam-
ple, children from dysfunctional families are more likely
to develop cognitive patterns that are overly sensitive to
criticism. This persistent negative cognitive style grad-
ually solidifies and eventually leads to the formation of
social anxiety disorder; in addition, the quality of the par-
ent-child relationship and the parent’s educational meth-
ods will affect children’s ability to adapt to various social
situations. A critical and controlling family environment is
more likely to increase the risk of children suffering from
social anxiety disorder. Secondly, in terms of stressful
events, negative social experiences, and negative social
evaluation will increase the incidence of social anxiety [5].

4. Discussion

The three papers on the etiology of social anxiety disor-
der cited in the results section of this article have verified
that biological factors, psychological factors, and envi-
ronmental factors do have a correlation or even causal
relationship with the onset of social anxiety disorder [3-
10]. Although we have obtained evidence that biological,
psychological, and environmental factors are some of the
main etiology factors that cause social anxiety symptoms,

it is necessary further to explore the research methods of
these three papers. Understanding the connection and dif-
ferences between these research methods can further help
guide future research and treatment methods for social
anxiety disorder. Researchers used various methods to find
that different factors significantly affect social anxiety dis-
order. First, Maass, V. S.’s research method mainly relies
on his years of clinical experience as a psychotherapist for
social anxiety disorder and combines the psychological
theories that have been established and reviewed by peers
to analyze the relationship between biological factors and
social anxiety pathology. De, L. O. F. ‘s research method
also includes theoretical analysis. He used more peer-re-
viewed literature reviews to confirm the impact of psy-
chological factors on social anxiety disorder. He created
a framework of social anxiety symptoms to summarize
the clinical practice and research results on social anxiety
disorder and also guided psychological professionals to
diagnose and treat social anxiety disorder. Finally, Hi-
ga-McMillan, C. K., & Ebesutani, C. studied environmen-
tal factors. This study adopted a cross-sectional research
design, using professional psychological assessment tools
and questionnaire surveys to design observation exper-
iments to explore how environmental and other factors
are related to social anxiety disorder; such research meth-
odology ensures that relationships between variables are
accurately identified. All three articles on the pathology
of social anxiety disorder used literature reviews to study
and summarize the relevant information on social anxiety
disorder. Still, each article used research methods other
than literature reviews, such as theoretical analysis, clini-
cal practice, and design observation experiments.

It is also worth noting that the samples used in the three
articles when studying the pathology of social anxiety dis-
order also have similarities and differences. The research
samples of the three studies all focus on patients who
already have social anxiety disorder and try to focus on
more different age groups and different populations. Still,
if the scholar explores these samples in detail, it is easy
to find that they have more differences than similarities.
First, Maass, V. S. ‘s study focused more on patients with
social anxiety disorder and their relatives and friends. It
provided recovery guidelines and other support to these
research participants based on the APA’s ethical guide-
lines. Higa-McMiillan, C. K., & Ebesutani, C. focused on
adolescents and young adults, conducted observational
studies on these samples (using questionnaires, etc.), and
finally explored the leading causes and related factors of
social anxiety disorder in adolescents and young adults.
By comparing the three kinds of literature on the various
aspects of the etiology of social anxiety disorder cited in
this article, we can have a more comprehensive under-
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standing of the similarities and differences in the samples
and research results of current research in the field of so-
cial anxiety disorder, and guide researchers who want to
study this field in the future by establishing a theoretical
framework, provide research design, and clarify sample
definition standards, etc.

5. Limitations and Future Directions

Research in the field of social anxiety disorder, especially
in pathology, usually has similar limitations. First, some
studies are mainly based on the author’s clinical expe-
rience and personal insights. Therefore, the theories or
recovery strategies proposed in the experiment may be
more subjective, such as personal bias, significantly af-
fecting the research results. Secondly, some studies, such
as cross-sectional experiments, are too limited in selecting
experimental samples. There may be sample selection
bias, such as only covering adolescent groups but no other
groups. This will lead to a lack of external and internal
validity in the study, making it difficult to confirm the ap-
plicability to the entire group of social anxiety patients.
According to the limitations of the studies mentioned
above, researchers should adopt the various research
methods explained in this paragraph in future research
directions to eliminate the limitations of current research
experiments:

1. In the study of social anxiety recovery strategies, future
studies or experiments should adopt long-term tracking
and more quantitative methods combined with clinical
experiments on social anxiety patients to verify the ef-
fectiveness of the proposed treatment plans for various
pathological factors.

2. In research projects that are overly subjective or biased,
researchers should explain the experimental methods in
detail so that peer professionals can fully replicate the
study. Repeating the experiment can better demonstrate
the objectivity and durability of experimental theories.

3. In terms of sample selection, future studies should es-
tablish a random sampling plan to ensure that the selected
research samples can cover and represent all social anx-
iety disorder patients, and research findings for different
groups should be consolidated to test whether consistent
conclusions can be reached; by improving the sampling
plan, the external validity of the research experiment can
be increased, and more accurate research conclusions can
be obtained..

6. Conclusion

This paper provides a comprehensive and in-depth review
of social anxiety disorder, focusing on the various factors
that lead to the pathology of social anxiety disorder and

how these factors affect the treatment options of individ-
uals, and discusses the research content, limitations, and
future research directions in the field of social anxiety
disorder. Among the many factors in the pathology of
social anxiety disorder, biological factors, psychologi-
cal factors, and environmental factors are the three most
influential factors. Studies have shown that genetic pre-
dispositions and neural factors increase the risk of social
anxiety disorder and how to tailor treatment plans for
various symptoms caused by biological factors. Secondly,
psychological factors related to cognitive biases play a
vital role in the clinical manifestations of social anxiety
disorder; finally, environmental factors such as childhood
life experiences also determine the frequency and course
of individual social anxiety disorder.

Finally, by comparing the current research, this article
discusses the different research samples, research meth-
ods, and research conclusions cited in the literature on the
pathology of social anxiety disorder. Although research
in recent decades has made significant progress in under-
standing social anxiety disorder, these studies still have
limitations. This article provides guidance and sugges-
tions for future researchers by studying these limitations,
aiming to make future research on social anxiety disorder
more stable and effective. It should also be noted that the
current treatment of diseases such as social anxiety disor-
der still faces significant challenges, the most obvious of
which is overlapping diseases such as depression. Treating
these overlapping symptoms requires more consideration
of more complex pathologies, and these complexities will
seriously hinder the effectiveness of targeted treatment
of social anxiety disorder. Therefore, more professional
research in the field of social anxiety disorder is urgently
needed; only in this way can it help patients and families
achieve a high quality of life.

The impact of social anxiety disorder on individuals is not
limited to general physiological and psychological dam-
age but also includes specific functional impairments in
life areas, including performance at work, school, and so-
ciety. Therefore, in-depth research on various pathological
factors can improve the targeted treatment of social anx-
iety disorder, thereby further improving the effectiveness
of treatment plans and bringing hope to social anxiety
disorder patients to relieve symptoms and improve their
overall quality of life.
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