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Social phobia (or social anxiety disorder) is characterised by ‘a marked and persistent fear of one or
more social or performance situations’ (American Psychiatric Association, 1994). It is one of the most
common forms of psychopathology, with a prevalence rate of around 7% in both children and adults
(Furmark, 2002; Stein & Stein, 2008). Social phobia typically begins early in life, with approximately half
of socially anxious adults reporting onset before the age of 11 (Stein & Stein, 2008). The significant
impact of social phobia on the lives of children is increasingly recognised. For example, socially anxious
children are less likely to have close friendships, and more likely to drop out of school early and are less
liked by their peers than non-anxious children (La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Stein & Kean, 2000; Verduin &
Kendall, 2008). Furthermore, if left untreated, social phobia during childhood increases risk for
substance abuse and other mental health problems later in life (Crum & Pratt, 2001; Stein et al., 2001).
Despite the prevalence and negative consequences of social phobia in children, understanding of the
aetiology of this disorder remains limited. In this special issue, a series of papers are presented that
take an experimental approach to further understanding of the pathogenesis of social phobia in children.
As the ultimate goal of this experimental research is to contribute to the improvement of treatments for
social phobia, the final paper presents a review of treatment research.
The ten papers included in this special issue cover a broad range of topics related to social phobia in
children. The first three papers use experimental approaches to examine biases in the processing of
emotional stimuli in socially anxious children. Broeren, Muris, Bouwmeester, Field and Voerman
(2011) examine attentional bias and emotion recognition bias using a dot-probe task and a morph task,
respectively. Whilst the dot-probe task has been used extensively to examine attentional bias, this is the
first study to use a morph task with socially anxious children. The results demonstrate developmental
differences in task performance and highlight the challenges of conducting research of this nature with
younger children. The authors discuss the inconsistency of findings across tasks and highlight the need
for research that examines the reliability and validity of information processing bias measures in children.
Building on their earlier research, Waters, Mogg, Bradley and Pine (2011) examine the relationship
between attentional bias for emotional faces and social phobia. The findings show that, within a group of
children with a clinical diagnosis of social phobia, symptom severity affects the direction of attentional
bias for angry faces; the high anxious participants exhibited vigilance for angry faces whereas
participants with lower levels of anxiety exhibited avoidance of threat. These findings suggest that social
phobia is associated with biased attentional processing but that the direction of this effect depends upon
symptom severity. This is an important finding as it suggests that findings with regards to attentional
processing bias will be misleading when the severity of anxiety is not considered.
The third paper to examine the processing of emotional stimuli takes a different approach by assessing
attention to emotional faces in the offspring of mothers with social phobia (Creswell et al., 2011). The
results suggest that infants of mothers with social phobia avoid high-intensity fearful faces and are
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vigilant for high intensity angry faces. In contrast, infants of mothers with Generalised Anxiety Disorder
only show vigilance for high intensity angry faces. These findings may indicate that social anxiety is
specifically associated with avoidance of fearful expressions whilst anxiety in general is associated with
vigilance for angry expressions. This is the first study to demonstrate this specificity pattern in the
offspring of anxious mothers.
The fourth paper complements the study by Creswell et al. by further exploring the role of parents in
child social phobia. In this paper, de Vente, Majdandžić, Colonnesi and Bögels (2011) examine the
longitudinal relationship between parental social anxiety, parenting styles, fear of negative child
evaluation (FNCE) and early signs of social anxiety. The results suggest the FNCE might be an
important construct for explaining the intergenerational transmission of social anxiety. In addition, de
Vente et al. further contribute to the literature by comparing pathways for mothers and fathers and
considering the role of parenting styles.
The next five papers examine various aspects of how socially anxious children perceive themselves or
are perceived by others whilst they complete social tasks. Miers, Blöte, Sumter, Kallen and
Westenberg (2011) assessed participants’ subjective and objective arousal as they completed a speech
task. The results suggest that all children may be poor at judging their own physiological arousal,
regardless of their level of state anxiety or social anxiety. However, participants high in social anxiety
may be more likely to overestimate their physiological arousal. These findings suggest that children with
high levels of social anxiety may exhibit a cognitive bias that leads them to overestimate their
physiological arousal.
Miers et al. (2011) also examined the role of self-focused attention in social anxiety, finding that selffocused attention during task completion was a significant predictor of subjective arousal for all
participants, not just those high in social anxiety. The paper by Kley, Tuschen-Caffier and Heinrichs
(2011) examines this further by manipulating attention focus during a story-telling task. Higher levels of
anxiety, more frequent negative thoughts and poorer anticipated evaluations of performance were found
when participants were instructed to focus on their thoughts, feelings and bodily sensations. This effect
was not moderated by anxiety group, showing that the manipulation had a similar effect on children
diagnosed with social phobia, children high in social anxiety and control children. These findings are not
consistent with cognitive models of social anxiety, which predict that socially anxious individuals should
be more susceptible to the negative effects of self-focused attention.
The papers by Dodd, Hudson, Lyneham, Morris and Monier (2011) and Krämer, Schmitz, Seefeldt,
Heinrichs, & Tuschen-Caffier (2011) both examine the relationship between social anxiety and
observer ratings of social skill during performance tasks. Both papers report some evidence for social
skill deficits in socially anxious children. In addition, the Dodd et al. paper examines whether socially
anxious children underestimate their social skill, relative to observer ratings. The results suggest that all
participants underestimate their social skill when state anxiety is high, not just those who are socially
anxious. The Kramer et al. paper also contributes to the literature by examining how social anxiety
during performance tasks affects cognitive performance. Both papers make an important contribution to
our understanding of social skill deficits in socially anxious children.
Using a zero-acquaintance paradigm, Barrow, Baker and Hudson (2011) demonstrate that anxiety
disordered children, specifically, socially phobic children, are less liked and are judged as less attractive
than children without anxiety disorders. This paper replicates previous findings of a specific relationship
between social phobia and peer dislike and demonstrates the importance of observed anxiety and
perceived physical attractiveness in determining peer dislike.
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In the final paper, Scharfstein and Beidel (2011) provide an overview of the literature related to the
treatment of social phobia in children and highlight that some established cognitive behavioural therapies
may not adequately address the specific needs of socially phobic children. To improve the efficacy of
treatment, research that provides insight into the processes that underpin the development and
maintenance of social anxiety is important. The research presented in this special issue has a number of
important implications for treatment. First, both the Creswell et al. (2011) paper and the Waters et al.
(2011) paper demonstrate a complex pattern of attentional bias, with both vigilance and avoidance
associated with social phobia. This calls into question the rationale for basic attentional bias training
paradigms that simply train avoidance of negative stimuli. Second, the results presented by Kley et al.
(2011) suggest that attention retraining, in which children are taught how to direct their attention away
from themselves in social situations, may be a useful addition to treatments for social phobia. Finally,
Dodd et al. (2011) and Kramer et al. (2011) both present evidence that socially phobic children have
poor global social skills. This suggests that inclusion of social skills training in treatments for social
phobia is justified. In addition, the results presented by Dodd et al indicate that video feedback could be
useful in specific circumstances but that it should be used with caution given that some children with
social phobia appear to have genuine social skill deficits.
Further to these treatment implications, a number of themes and areas for future research emerge
across the papers in this special issue. Several of the papers present findings that suggest the cognitive
factors linked to social anxiety may also be present in non-anxious children. For example, Miers et al.
(2011) showed that all children are poor at judging their physiological arousal. In addition, Kley et al.
(2011) showed that all children experienced increased anxiety when instructed to pay attention to their
thoughts and feelings and Dodd et al. (2011) showed that all children are more likely to underestimate
their social skill when state anxiety is high. These findings therefore lead to questions regarding which
factors are features of social phobia and which are normal processes experienced by all children under
certain conditions, such as increased social anxiety or increased threat of negative evaluation.
The papers differ in relation to the populations studied, with some papers using community samples (e.g.
Broeren et al., 2011, Barrow et al., 2011), others using clinical samples with comorbid diagnoses (e.g.
Dodd et al., 2011) and still others using pure social phobia samples, excluding those with comorbid
diagnoses (e.g. Creswell et al., 2011). To contribute to theories of social phobia, research that uses
‘pure’ samples may be required as this allows factors associated with social phobia to be differentiated
from factors associated with anxiety in general. The Creswell et al. paper provides a good example of
this. However, as childhood anxiety disorders are highly comorbid, this approach can be criticised as not
providing a true representation of the clinical population and can pose a challenge in terms of sample
size. As many of the researchers acknowledge, the ideal approach is perhaps to aim to replicate findings
across both pure and comorbid samples.
A range of factors are examined across the papers in this special issue, including attentional bias for
emotional faces, subjective arousal, subjective appraisal of performance and parental cognitions. To
maximise the implications for theory and treatment, it will be useful for future research to make use of
longitudinal designs (as demonstrated by de Vente et al., 2011 and Creswell et al., 2011) as well as
experimental designs (as demonstrated by Kley et al., 2011, for example) to examine what role these
factors play in the development or maintenance of social phobia over time.

Journal of Experimental Psychopathology, Volume 2 (2011), Issue 4, 449–453

452

References
American Psychiatric Association. (1994). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (4th ed.).
Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Association.
Barrow, M.E., Baker, J.R, & Hudson, J.L. (2011). Peer liking, physical attractiveness, and anxiety
disorders in children. Journal of Experimental Psychopathology, 2(4), 601-614.
http://dx.doi.org/10.5127/jep.020511
Broeren, S., Muris, P., Bouwmeester, S., Field, A. P., & Voerman, J. S. (2011). Processing biases for
emotional faces in 4- to 12-year-old non-clinical children: An exploratory study of developmental
patterns and relationships with social anxiety and behavioral inhibition. Journal of Experimental
Psychopathology, 2(4), 454-474. http://dx.doi.org/10.5127/jep.016611
Creswell, C., Cooper, P., Giannakakis, A., Schofield, E., Woolgar, M., & Murray, L. (2011). Emotion
processing in infancy: Specificity in risk for social anxiety and associations with two-year outcomes.
Journal of Experimental Psychopathology, 2(4), 490-508. http://dx.doi.org/10.5127/jep.018911
Crum, R. M., & Pratt, L. A. (2001). Risk of Heavy Drinking and Alcohol Use Disorders in Social Phobia: A
Prospective Analysis. American Journal of Psychiatry, 158(10), 1693-1700.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.158.10.1693
de Vente, W., Majdandžić, M., Colonnesi, C., & Bögels, S. M. (2011). Intergenerational Transmission of
Social Anxiety: the Role of Paternal and Maternal Fear of Negative Child Evaluation and Parenting
Behaviour. Journal of Experimental Psychopathology, 2(4), 509-530.
http://dx.doi.org/10.5127/jep.018811
Dodd, H. F., Hudson, J. L., Lyneham, H. J., Morris, T., & Monier, L. (2011). Biased self-perception of
social skills in anxious children: The role of state anxiety. Journal of Experimental Psychopathology,
2(4), 571-585. http://dx.doi.org/10.5127/jep.019211
Furmark, T. (2002). Social Phobia: Overview of community surveys. Acta Psychitrica Scandinavica, 105,
84-93. http://dx.doi.org/10.1034/j.1600-0447.2002.1r103.x
Kley, H., Tuschen-Caffier, B., & Heinrichs, N. (2011). The role of self-focused attention in social anxiety
in children. Journal of Experimental Psychopathology, 2(4), 551-570.
http://dx.doi.org/10.5127/jep.014511
Krämer, M., Schmitz, J., Seefeldt, W. L., Heinrichs, N., & Tuschen-Caffier, B. (2011). Self-evaluation,
social and cognitive performance in children with social phobia. Journal of Experimental
Psychopathology, 2(4), 586-600. http://dx.doi.org/10.5127/jep.016311
La Greca, A. M., & Lopez, N. (1998). Social anxiety among adolescents: Linkages with peer relations
and friendships. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 26(2), 83-94.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1022684520514
Miers, A. C., Blöte, A. W., Sumter, S. R., Kallen, V. L., & Westenberg, P. M. (2011). Subjective and
Objective Arousal Correspondence and the Role of Self-monitoring Processes in High and Low
Socially Anxious Youth Journal of Experimental Psychopathology, 2(4), 531-550.
http://dx.doi.org/10.5127/jep.019411
Scharfstein, L. A., & Beidel, D. C. (2011). Behavioral and Cognitive-Behavioral Treatments for Youth with
Social Phobia. Journal of Experimental Psychopathology, 2(4), 615-628.
http://dx.doi.org/10.5127/jep.014011
Stein, M. B., Fuetsch, M., Muller, N., Hofler, M., Lieb, R., & Wittchen, H.-U. (2001). Social Anxiety
Disorder and the Risk of Depression: A Prospective Community Study of Adolescents and Young
Adults. Arch Gen Psychiatry, 58(3), 251-256. http://dx.doi.org/10.1001/archpsyc.58.3.251
Stein, M. B., & Kean, Y. M. (2000). Disability and Quality of Life in Social Phobia: Epidemiologic
Findings. American Journal of Psychiatry, 157(10), 1606-1613.

Journal of Experimental Psychopathology, Volume 2 (2011), Issue 4, 449–453

453

Stein, M. B., & Stein, D. J. (2008). Social anxiety disorder. The Lancet, 371(9618), 1115-1125.
Verduin, T. L., & Kendall, P. C. (2008). Peer perceptions and liking of children with anxiety disorders.
Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 36, 459-469. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10802-007-9192-6
Waters, A. M., Mogg, K., Bradley, B. P., & Pine, D. S. (2011). Attention Bias for Angry Faces in Children
with Social Phobia. Journal of Experimental Psychopathology, 2(4), 475-489.
http://dx.doi.org/10.5127/jep.018111

