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Social Phobia: Control Processes

Abstract
Control of anxiety-related emotions in anxiety-provoking situations were qualitatively
examined for 21 social phobic clients before treatment. A model illustrating the functional
coherence of the control processes across those situations was constructed, based on
narratives of problematic situations. Results indicated that the model reflects fundamental
processes in social phobia, possibly resulting from early attachment. In addition, three groups
were identified that differed in respect to control-activity. These results indicate that the
differences reflect surface variation of processing, resulting from development and interaction
in adolescence and adulthood. Both the coherence and the variation should be taken into

account when dealing with and developing treatment procedures for social phobics.
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Social Phobia: Control Processes in the Anxiety-Provoking Situations

The DSM-IV (American Psychiatric Association, 1994) defines social phobia as a
prevalent and disabling disorder, where a marked and persistent fear of social situations often
results in the avoidance of these situations. Several researchers have studied the effectiveness
of its treatment (Agras, 1990; Butler, Cullington, Munby, Amies & Gelder, 1984; Heimberg,
Saltzman, Holt & Blendell, 1993; Mattick, Peters & Clarke, 1989; Mersch, Emmelkamp,
Bogels & van der Sleen, 1989). However, little is known about the nature of the disorder and
factors involved in its maintenance (Mattick & Peters, 1988; Stopa & Clark, 1993). This is
surprising, because when all is taken into account, the most effective way to direct the use of
therapeutic strategies is by examining and identifying the basic processes underlying the
disorder (Guidano, 1991, Mahoney, 1991).

Cognitive suggestions about the nature of social phobia have been based on the behavioral
and rationalistic tradition of theory. The models presented so far emphasize the role of
conditioning due to social trauma (Wolpe, 1973), uncertainty concerning self-presentation
(Schlenker & Leary, 1982), excessive fear of scrutiny and negative evaluation of other people
(Chambless & Gillis, 1993; Mattick & Peters, 1988; Stopa & Clark, 1993), and imagined lack
of social skills (Alden & Wallace, 1995; Beck, Emery & Greenberg, 1985; Hope, Rapee,
Heimberg & Dombeck, 1990). Consistent relationships have also been found between a
perceived lack of control and anxiety (Cloitre, Heimberg, Liebowitz & Gitow, 1992).

Clinical reports have also focused on the individual’s locus of control related to anxiety.
Individuals who have experienced lesser internal control have reported higher levels of anxiety
compared to those with greater internal control (Watson, 1967). Social phobics tend to have
the idea that control over events in anxiety-provoking situations rests primarily in the hands of

powerful others (Cloitre, Heimberg, Liebowitz & Gitow, 1992). Cognitive features associated
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with anxiety seem to suggest perceptions of uncontrollability (Hibbert, 1984). The previous
behavioristic and rationalistic models as well as studies concerning locus of control have
undoubtedly contributed to our understanding of the nature of social phobia. They have,
however, neglected emotions in focusing examination on the control of behaviour and
thoughts.

Recently, researchers of a more constructivist orientation have paid attention to social
phobics” extreme control related to emotions. Toskala (1988, 1991) found that the tendency
to overcontrol negative anxiety-related emotions is an essential feature among social phobics
and agoraphobics. Possibly resulting from a poor sense of control, the effort to increase
control and in that way to cope with anxiety is a common way of responding to anxiety-related
experiences (Mahoney, 1991). Guidano (1991) states that the generativity and maintenance of
phobic disorders lies in the attempt to control anxiety-related emotions to the point where they
have been experienced but excluded from the acceptable self-image. However, little research
has been directed at describing the control strategies in practice. Based on the previous views,
the purpose of this study was to describe how the tendency to control anxiety-related
emotions manifests itself in practical anxiety-provoking situations.

Evidently, there are different individual strategies behind manifestation of emotional control
in problematic situations. Thompson (1981) reviewed studies on the role of perceived control
in subjective distress, and concluded that reactions to potentially stressful events depend on
their meaning to the individual. Recent theory has generally emphasized the highly personal
nature of the meaning construction behind our activities (Greenberg et al., 1993; Guidano,
1991, 1995; Mahoney, 1985, 1991, 1995a; Neimeyer, 1993). All in all, then, we hypothesized
that it is possible to describe different strategies concerning the control of anxiety-related

emotions.
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Despite the emphasis on the significance of individual processing, there has been a growing
interest in common processes lying at the base of certain symptomatology. Mahoney (1985,
1991) suggests that some deep and unconscious forms of processing may be more
fundamental than others in understanding the surface activities. Rather than being identified
with descriptive features of knowledge content, the psychological disorders are considered in
the light of processing-styles, which causally produce those features (Guidano, 1991). These
suggestions, in other words, include the idea that it would be likely to identify some basic rules
and processes underlying social phobia.

Present knowledge of the basic features underlying social phobia tends to support the
central position of excessive self-directedness in anxiety-provoking situations. Reviewing the
work of several researchers, Woody (1996) concludes that social phobia is characterized by a
host of self-directed cognitions. Self-consciousness and, thus, focusing attention on oneself
has been suggested to be relevant to the phenomenology of social phobia (Hope & Heimberg,
1988). Individuals who are to a considerable degree concerned about the impression mediated
to others have a tendency to experience social anxiety (Fenigstein, 1979). Previous models
are, however, ambiguous concerning the focus of self-consciousness.

These inconsistent findings raise questions about the role of discrete elements of self-
consciousness. Self-consciousness has been conceptualized as private when referring to the
awareness of private thoughts and feelings about the self, and public when referring to the
awareness of oneself as a social object (Fenigstein, Scheier & Buss, 1975). The question to
ask is, whether anxiety-related emotions are primarily connected with private or public self-
consciousness. It was hypothesized that individuals with social phobia would focus on both
elements of self-consciousness and that these elements would be in mutual interaction. This

hypothesis was generated as a result of following two observations. First, every perspective on
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the mind presupposes interaction between organism and environment (Mahoney, 1995b).
Second, the attitude towards self is always inseparably connected with the attitude towards the
world (Guidano & Liotti, 1983).

In conclusion, our aims were two-fold: First, we studied how the tendency to control
anxiety-related emotions manifests itself in practical anxiety-provoking situations. We
expected to find individual differences concerning control strategies. Second, we
explored the basic processes underlying social phobia, especially to clarify whether the control
of anxiety-related emotions primarily concerns private or public self-consciousness. We
hypothesized that control concerns both elements of self—conéciousness and that these
elements are in mutual interaction. In order to answer these questions we qualitatively
analyzed the narratives of social phobics concerning the anxiety-provoking situations
experienced in their daily life.

Method
Participants

Participants included 20 female and 1 male who sought treatment at the Psychotherapy
Clinic of the University of Jyviskyld. They were interviewed by an experienced
psychotherapist and met the DSM IV(American Psychological Association, 1994) criteria for -
social phobia.

The participants were selected from 28 patients. Three of them were excluded because of
other distinct psychiatric problems and four because they finally failed to complete the
research-programme.

Materials
The participants completed a qualitative self-report questionnaire, which was constructed,

firstly, on the basis of the clinical experience of the authors, and secondly, on previous theory
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concerning the nature of social phobia.

The material for the study included the following topics presented in the questionnaire:
amongst other questions: 1) one exact description of the problematic situation (including
physical and mental images, feelings, emotions, sensations, thoughts and perceptions, and the
client’s own reactions concerning the preceding items), 2) a description of others” imagined
reactions to oneself in this situation, 3) the worst possible threat-related images in the situation
and 4) the physical and mental experiences, images, feelings and emotions occurring after it.
The material, then, includes one description from each participant concerning an anxiety-
provoking situation experienced in their daily life before treatment. The data have the nature
of a written narrative and the length of the narratives vary from one to three pages of text in
typescript.

Procedure

The participants who met the criteria of the study on the basis of the screening-interview
were asked for their consent to participate in a research project concerning social phobia.
Thereafter, the qualitative self-report questionnaire was administered by the interviewer at the
end of the screening-interview. The participants were instructed to honestly answer the
questions immediately after the anxiety-provoking situation, as precisely as possible. They
were asked to describe their experience in only one, but typical, situation. They filled in the
questionnaire at home and returned it at the beginning of the first therapy-session. The
participants later attended a 12-session cognitive-constructivist oriented therapy group, and
the questionnaire was a starting-point for studying the therapy-process.

Data Analysis
This study was carried out using qualitative methodology. The unit of analysis comprised

the narrative (questionnaire) of each case. The handwritten narratives were transcribed into
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computer textfiles and were qualitatively analyzed with the help of a WP-Index computer text
analysis programme (Sulkunen & Kekildinen, 1992).

The qualitative analysis was carried out by using the strategy and steps presented by Dey
(1993) with some adaptations. First, the narratives were read in a holistic and impressionable
fashion with the aim of forming a general picture and becoming familiar with the data. The
formulation of questions in qualitative research tends often to emerge during the research-
process rather than being imposed a priori (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The research questions
of the study, then, were refined during the familiarization-process.

Second, the narrative of each case was categorized according to the main themes which
emerged during the familiarizing-process. As categories were considered, we constantly
compared these with the text. If the text did not support a particular category, the system was
refined. The refinement-process consisted of re-readings of the narratives, and the splitting,
splicing and connecting of the categories (Dey, 1993). Finally, we formed seven descriptive
main categories and 38 subcategories, with each case categorized according to the resulting
system. Table 1. presents the categories.

[Insert Table 1. about here]

After establishing the classification-system we grouped the data by g-factor analysis
(VARIMAX rotation) on the basis of dichotomous ratings of the categories applicable (0 or 1)
to each person. Dey (1993) notes that computer-programs often provide procedures for
enumerating the degree of empirical support for the categories and the connections that have
been identified in analysis. However, numbers although they can be a useful corrective of
initial impressions, may not reveal the whole variation. We, thus, checked the contents and the
adequacy of the groups by constant comparison with the narratives. The final step included

answering the research questions on the basis of the analysis.
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Confirmability of the Data

The confirmability of the data was assured in three different ways. First, colleagues were
used as "checks" during the analysis and in the selection of the textual extracts. The viability of
the study, then, is based on the support of other researchers. Second, the transcripts were read
by a second reviewer, a masters level student, who was constituted by the supervising
professor (Ph.D. A. Toskala), and was not a member of the research group. The second
reviéwer classified the data for the statistically most significant categories (factor score > 1 or
< -1) based on the factor analysis. She placed the categories within the narratives on accuracy
of 65% for the first reading and 86% for the second reading, compared to researchers. Final
discrepancies were resolved through discussion. We suggest the percentages as an estimate of
the reliability of the categorizing, which reflects the reiteration and usability of the resulting
system. Third, we augmented the results by presenting extracts from the original narratives
which describe the problematic situations. Thus, the qualitative analysis affords an opportunity
for the reader to become (or not to become) convinced of the viability of the analysis (Gergen,
1982; Wahlstrom, 1992).

Results
Identification of the Groups
We were interested in, whether the individuals differed in their control-activity of anxiety-
related emotions in practical anxiety-provoking settings. By factor analyzing the materials on
the basis of the categories attached to each person, three meaningful groups (A: n=5; B: n=5
and C: n=8) were formed. Three deviant cases were noted: two cases differed from the
characteristics of any one particular group and one case included the characteristics of every
group. The results prove that there is an obvious heterogeneity among social phobics in

relation to control-activity in anxiety-provoking settings. Information concerning the
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properties of the three groups was deepened by qualitative analysis.
Characteristics of the Groups

The differences in control-activity were studied in more detail. The three cases with mixed
properties as mentioned above were excluded. The differences between the groups are
described using representative extracts from the narratives of each group. The extracts were
selected on the grounds that they sufficiently illustrated both the phenomena and the
characteristics of the group. We also present the reconstructive interpretations of the
researchers in conjunction with the extracts. The numbers preceding the extracts refer to the
number of the case and the lines of the extract within the narrative. The brackets refer to
omitted lines, which did not include information concerning the phenomena in question.

Group A: the Passive Phobics (PPs)

In the first extract, one of the Passive Phobics (PPs) describes her experiences in a typical
anxiety-provoking situation:
19: 30-32
I'm nervous and I'm sweating, my speech is broken and strained. I don’t always know what to
say, I feel unsure of myself. Negative emotions are present, I’m angry with myself and

depressed about the emotions. I wish I could be somewhere else doing something else.

The PPs typically tended to freeze during the problematic situation as the client describes.
There was a tendency among them to try to control this experience by acting passively and in a
withdrawn manner. They made no effort to resolve the situation, but instead attained a sense
of self-control by becoming wrapped up in themselves and by avoiding active engagement with
the experiences triggering their anxiety-related emotions. This control étrategy tended to
disturb their concentration and resulted in a blurring of their thoughts and feelings. Therefore,

they experienced themselves as losing contact with the immediate environment which they
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described as "fogginess".

The previous extract described the reactions of the PPs towards themselves in relation to
anxiety-related emotions. The next section illustrates their attitude towards other people:
6: 35-37
Sometimes [ feel pity for myself and would like to isolate myself from others because I'm so
ashamed. Anyway, it is always difficult in the beginning to look those people in the eye, who

are present. Maybe I'm bitter too. Others feel pity for me. they look away.

As the client described, the most prevalent perceptual features of the PPs was a one-sided
and negative attitude. They did not perceive anything positive emanating from others in
anxiety-provoking situations. Rather, their self-control consisted of suspicious, inferior and
self-pitying elements. This attitude correspondingly manifested itself as frustration reflected
towards others as bitterness and anger.

Turning our attention to the PPs control-activity after anxiety-provoking situations, its
passive nature is once again reflected:
6: 55-58
Afterwards I just want to forget the whole incident but I cant always do it immediately.
Sometimes I would like to hit and punish myself for having been so stupid. [ ]I try to assure -
myself that there is no reason to be tense and that everything is going to be alright. but I still
begin to feel a weight in my chest when thinking about the next presentation. That’s why I try

not to think about it beforehand.

The resolutions and future plans of the PPs appeared to be coherent in relation to their
processing-style. The most characteristic way for them to process problematic situations after
the event was to passively wait for the next annoying one. Their perceptions related to anxiety

were mainly ones of despair, with the result that the only way for them to maintain a sense of
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control was to avoid facing the anxiety-related emotions as well as other people. Tension and
self-reproaches typically remained after the situation. As a consequence of this feeling of
despair and becoming wrapped up in themselves, it is even possible that they wished to do
themselves harm.
Group B: the Pseudoactive Phobics (PsPs)

We begin the examination of the second group (the PsPs) with an extract in which the
client describes her experiences in a group setting:
20: 38-41

I pretend to listen, I dont take the initiative [...] in order that my oddness. tension [...} will

not become visible. I invent something formal to say in order to preserve my dignity and

appear as ordinary as possible. I get confused or forget a part of what I intended to say - I get

frightened: am I now going to be rejected?

On the basis of the preceding extract it seems that there also is a tendency among the PsPs
to freeze, sense a feeling of "fogginess" and become alarmed in problematic situations. Their
strategies of control, however, differed from those of the PPs, because although their purpose
was likewise directed towards the passive avoidance of anxiety, they remained in the situation
as unnoticed as possible. Their efforts to control anxiety-related emotions, seemingly,
comprised pseudoactive elements which included reasoning and the attainment of self-control
by means of primitive behavioral practices.

The interpretation of the reactions of others includes similar traits:

3:47-50
I begin to fight with myself over whether I should allow myself to blush. [...] I'm ashamed

about the fact that I"ve gone red and don't dare to look at the possible reactions of the others.

I think that they look upon me as a fool, as there is no reasonable reason to be tense in such a
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situation. I think the others are laughing at me and believe that I'm an idiot.

The self-presentation image of the PsPs was one-sided and negative as it was for the the
PPs. The PsPs described themselves as foolish and stupid in the images of others and this
threat of making a fool of themselves was an essential feature among them. Therefore, control
strategies in relation to the environment were centred on sustaining self-respect in the eyes of
others. The control again included pseudoactive elements, while at the same time remaining in
the anxiety-provoking situation with the help of active mental effort, but without any practical
elements. Despite their sense of shame their interpretation of others” reactions did not give rise
to self-pity. Neither did their attitude include any suggestion of frustration directed towards
others. The typical activity-model appears again in the next section:

9: 54-57

The relief after the situation is enormous. If I have badly messed something up, this will
remain constantly in the forefront of my mind. Then I try to find something to do in order to
forget the whole incident. Of course I hope for a miracle so that during the next presentation

there wouldn't be any problems.

The resolutions and future plans of the PsPs appeared to be coherent with their processing-
style in actual anxiety-provoking situations. Their control strategies were basically aimed at
avoiding the internal arousal of anxiety-related emotions. Their magical expectations especially
were reflected in a passivity and unwillingness to expose themselves to these emotions. The
pseudoactive quality appeared again in efforts to attain self-control through behavioural
practices that divert attention to other matters.

Group C: the Active Phobics (AP)
The third group consists of the most active participants of this sample. One of the clients

describes her experiences in the anxiety-provoking situation:
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4: 20-22

It feels like all my thoughts become confused. I feel completely anxious. I'm blushing for no

any reason. I get angry. when I can’t control my behaviour. I have to force myself to act. I try

to breathe deeply and calmly. I remind myself that I have always managed before.

As seen in the preceding extract the APs tended to experience a feeling of fogginess and
became alarmed in anxiety-provoking situations as did the representatives of the other groups.
A characteristic of this group, however, was that they usually maintained their ability to
control the internal arousal of anxiety-related emotions despite the sense of losing control.
They also maintained their ability to function using reasoning and by putting their thoughts and
intentions into practice. The control-orientation of the APs, thus, included an active quality
directed towards the problem and their efforts were aimed at self- and anxiety-management.

Their attitude towards others is consistent with the preceding view:

6: 57-61
I concentrate on controlling my symptoms. I am disappointed that it has happened again. On

the other hand I feel happy. because it could have been worse. Initially the others look at me

with the appropriate interest in what I'm going to say. Then I suppose my facial expressions

and body language reveal that I'm tense. I assume that some of them are irritated by me,

whilst others, perhaps tense themselves and do not notice anvthing out of the ordinary.

The self-presentation image of the APs differed from the other two groups mentioned in
that the role of the evaluation of others was not so one-sided among them. The central point
was the diversity of their orientation. In spite of the disabling experiences and‘a suspicious
attitude towards others, the APs were oriented toward problem-solving and capable of seeing
at least something positive in the anxiety-provoking situation. Their view, then, included both

positive and negative elements. Because of their ability to feel tension and search for relief at
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the same time, their perceptions were more diversified than in the other groups. The APs did
not become wrapped up in themselves, rather they directed their resources towards their
problem which enlarged their possibilities to cope with the situation.

The APs seemed to have the ability to widely consider the different aspects of the situation
even after unpleasant experiences:
6: 78-82
[ am relieved. I'm happy to get it over with. I know that [ don’t want to give in: I’'m going to
take up similar kinds of challenges in the future. I believe that I'1l cope better and better as
time goes on, and if I'm unsuccessful, Il accept it as a part of my development-process. 11l
prepare for new situations by reminding myself of a thought concerning the audience: "You
(the audience) will see the good things in me."”

This extract shows us the persistency and future-directedness of the APs. In spite of the
consciousness of the fact that the anxiety will appear again, they did not freeze or become
wrapped up in themselves. The anxiety-related emotions, then, did not prevent their efforts
with regard to affecting change. The APs typically had relatively high personal demands
concerning future achievement goals. In spite of this, they usually were capable of accepting
possible failures in relation to their aims, and even to search for positive elements in these
failures. Their attempts using images to work through forthcoming anxiety-provoking
situations reflected the active quality of their control, which was directed towards self- and
problem-management. Likewise, it reflected a decision to change and seek personal
development.

Concluding Remarks
All three groups illustrated the tendency to avoid getting involved in anxiety-provoking

situations. Also the "fogginess effect” of the anxiety-related emotions seemed to be obvious in
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all of them. The main findings, however, concern differences in their reactions and in their
control-activity of the anxiety-related emotions concomitant with this freezing effect. The PPs
adopted a relatively passive control-model where the freezing effect was connected to a
tendency to control the internal arousal of emotions by becoming wrapped up in themselves
without attempting to resolve the situation. They tried rather to avoid experiencing these
emotions when in anxiety-provoking situations. The PsPs aimed at avoiding the internal
arousal of anxiety-related emotions but tried pseudoactively to control this arousal through
rationalization and the use of primitive behavioral measures. In spite of the fogginess effect,
the APs maintained their ability to control the internal arousal of anxiety-related emotions.
Their active quality of control towards such emotions included diversified reasoning with
positive elements, often resulting in practical efforts to-solve the problem.

The same differences in control-activity between the groups occured again in relation to
their self-presentation image. The PPs tried passively and in a biased fashion to control their
anxiety-related emotions by avoiding meeting other people and by possibly directing their
frustration passively toward others. The self-presentation image of the PsPs also was biased in
nature, but their control strategies included some pseudoactive elements (e.g. mental effort
without practical measures). Their attitude toward others did not reflect a sense of frustration.
The active control-quality of the APs included both positive and negative elements. The
positive pole partly "neutralized” the control and makes contact with the environment and
change possible.

Reactions to the anxiety-provoking situations were coherent within the groups. The passive
control-quality of the PPs typically involved waiting for the next annoying situation without
attempting to resolve their problem. Therefore, tension and self-reproach remained. The

pseudoactive control strategies of the PsPs included, on the one hand, passive and magical
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wishes but on the other, active and compensatory behavioural practices. The goal-orientedness
and active control-quality of the APs emerged as a future-oriented willingness to change.
Functioning in Anxiety-provoked Situations: a Suggestive Model

To this point we have focused on differences in control-activity. Next, we focus on the
functional coherence focused of social phobics across anxiety-provoking situations We model
the common characteristics found in the present materials in figure 1.

[ Insert Figure 1. about here]

The arousal of anxiety-related emotions is connected with perceptions of personally
significant contextual factors. After recognizing these person-specific critical aspects, the
individual becomes conscious about person-specific symptoms connected with anxiety. These
symptoms include either physical or mental experiences. Usually, however, both poles are
represented. Perceiving the symptoms triggers the need to control these unpleasant anxiety-
related sensations.

This control is centred around the internal arousal of anxiety-related emotions, in other
words, around private self-consciousness. The person is bound with internal unpleasant
experiences. At the same time and despite their control strategies, the maintenance and
sometimes even the intensification of the anxiety-related emotions directs the focus towards
experiencing the symptoms as visible to others. This shifting focus places the person in a
interpersonal role position and triggers the control of the self-presentation image. The person
imagines him-/herself as odd in the image of others. The focus, thus, immediately changes
from a private to a public self-sonsciousness.

As we see on the basis of the enclosed extracts, these two positions emerge simultaneously.
They do not exist separately but in mutual interplay. This interplay is a continuous,

complementary and progressive process in which the information represented in the other state
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of self-consciousness forms the foundation for later interpretations. The final interpretation of
the situation, then, arises as a consequence of the continuous and spiral interaction between
private and public self-consciousness. The interpretation, furthermore, triggers person-specific
passive, pseudoactive or active control strategies concerning anxiety-related emotions. The
quality of control seems also to be reflected in future-directed efforts towards change.

The preceding extracts have shown that social phobics connect attentional disturbances
with anxiety-provoking situations. This process, named fogginess, appears throughout the
problematic situations as a blurring of internal processes, resulting in the sense of losing
contact with the immediate environment. The fogginess obscures both private and public self-
consciousness and is connected with the control of experiences. Control strategies, therefore,
can primarily be seen as biased efforts to balance experiences.

We finally present a representative extract reflecting the common modes of action in
anxiety-provoking situations reconstructed in the form of the suggestive model presented.

1: 55-90

In such situations its as if I was asleep, I can’t hear or see anything, I don’t even remember
everything that I said. My heart begins to palpitate even before the presentation, I’m sweating,
my mouth is wet. I’'m restless, I have to change my position all the time, I can’t chat with

anybody. I start to go red. I'm in my own world. I'm afraid that somebody will notice that I'm

tense. I'm ashamed of my red face and shaking hands. I feel oppressed with anxiety, I could

run through the door and scream. I must look comical/sad. I try to remember to breathe
calmly, so that I at least won't faint. Beforehand and during the situation I try to think about it
as little as possible and to be indifferent towards it, I try to make myself be calm. Afterwards
I'm disappointed, embarrassed and ashamed. Why did it happen again, even though I had
prepared myself so well? I was angry with myself, I couldnt control myself. [...]I try to think
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about the good aspects of my presentation but, unfortunately, all the bad parts push

themselves to the front of my mind

Discussion

Two major findings arose from the present study. First, the qualitative analysis revealed a
coherent process commonly underlying social phobia, namely the control of anxiety-related
emotions concerning public and private self-consciousness. We present a tentative model
concerning this functional coherence across anxiety-provoking situations. Second, in spite of
similarities in basic processing, we found three groups that differed in their control-activity of
anxiety-related emotions. We describe these differences on the basis of the narratives
concerning actual anxiety-provoking situations.

We explored the basic processes underlying social phobia, especially in order to clarify
whether the control of anxiety-related emotions is connected to private or public self-
consciousness. Previously presented models concerning the nature of social phobia have been
somewhat ambiguous concerning that question. In other words, control has been related either
to internal arousal of emotions or to the self-presentation image. The process-model now
formulated includes the notion that controlling anxiety-related emotions is connected equally
to both private and public self-consciousness. The parts of self-consciousness are also in
mutual interaction during the control-process. These findings are consistent with the
suggestion of Guidano (1991), who notes:

"The self-consciousness should be regarded as an ontological process in which the
ability to balance a distinction between immediate experience and its appraisal through
interactions with others is matched by the ability to refer the experiencing "I" to the
appraising "Me". Thus while being an event of our praxis of living that is at once

discursive and actional, self-consciousness is always consciousness of others, existing
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by means of language and within historical context. (p. 12)
Furthermore, Mahoney (1991) states that the sense of self in anxiety disorders is generally
based on the experience of the self as both subject and object. The process, including multi-
faceted control of emotions, regularly characterizes the sense of self amongst social phobics.

We hypothesize that this regularity reflects one of the fundamental general processes
underlying social phobia. It has been stated that certain psychological functioning is basically
constructed from reflections on core ordering processes (Mahoney, 1991) or syntactic rules
(Guidano, 1991). Even if there is an idiosyncratic organization that lies in each of us and
which in a specific way regulates our activities, self-organization would process itself in a
similar manner for similar psychiatric problems (Guidano & Liotti, 1983). The foundation of
these processes possibly lies in early interactional relationships in childhood.

It is possible that certain kinds of early interactional relationships and especially childhood
attachment models could direct the development of a certain type of psychopathology. In their
meta-analysis van [Jzendoorn and Bakermans-Kranenburg (1996) find no systematic
connections between adulthood clinical diagnoses and early attachment models. Jones (1996),
however, summarizes preliminary findings by suggesting a fairly direct relation between them.
With these ambiguous views in mind the discovery of possible connections between
attachment and the basic processes underlying social phobia remains a challenge for future
research.

The suggestive model includes a phenomenon named here as "fogginess". This process is
connected with a sense of losing contact with a part of the immediate environment as well as a
blurring of cognitive processes. We suggest that controlling anxiety-related emotions
considerably binds resources and, therefore, disturbs the functioning of an individual in an

anxiety-provoking situation regardless of the quality of the person’s control-activity. This
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appears in private self-consciousness, for example, in the sense of losing control while
perceiving anxiety, which results in an anxious need to increase control and coincides with a
blurring of cognitive processes. The control also disturbs the public self-consciousness by
binding resources in order to control the imagined visibility of the symptoms which re-
intensifies control efforts and the blurring effect again. It has been suggested that highly
anxious individuals deploy more resources in response to threat-related information
(Weinstein, 1995). Darke (1988) concluded that high levels of anxiety reduce the processing
capacity of working memory. However, the model presented is still tentative and requires
confirmatory findings from other data. Future studies should empirically investigate the
presence and absence of its components.

As our second question we studied how the tendency to control anxiety-related emotions
manifests itself in practical anxiety-provoking situations. Despite the uniformity presented in
the suggestive model, there is also heterogeneity within our clinical group, especially
concerning the individual control strategies. By analyzing the control-activity of anxiety-
related emotions we found three groups differed in their functioning. No studies, as far as we
know, have considered this kind of variety in practice. It seems possible that these between-
group differences reflect the surface variation of person-specific interpretations and
experiences in the anxiety-provoking situation. This variation and heterogeneity in processing
can be seen as a representation of individual development and interaction which can
differentiate at some point during adolescence or adulthood. The heterogeneity of control
strategies, then, arises in a personal meaning construction process as a part of the individual
development and interaction of the person. As Tyler (1985) notes, for any situation there may
be several possible outcomes depending on how each individual has organized his/her

multifarious world. Similarly, Neimeyer (1993) has expressed the view that human beings
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individually co-constitute the meaning of their experiential world in which they then live and
act. In keeping with these views, the processing of each socially phobic individual was
internally consistent despite the between-group differences noted in our study.

Within each person, the control-activity appeared to be consistent in relation to both private
and public self-consciousness. The quality also remained the same during and after the anxiety-
provoking situation. We suppose that this consistency of control strategies reflects the general
basic principles and coherence of the psychological functioning of a person. Human systems
are characterized by a tendency to maintain their internal coherence and integrity (Maturana &
Varela, 1987), leading individuals to act consistently in different contexts and conditions
(Guidano & Liotti, 1983).

In summary, we suggest that there is a "cluster" of relatively homogeneous basic processes
or rules underlying and maintaining social phobia. Despite this homogeneity, it is possible to
differentiate between groups or individuals on the basis of their control-activity. This variation
is possibly a surface representation of the basic processes originating from individual
development and interaction. However, each person has a certain individually coherent style of
processing.

Based on previous considerations, we conclude that differences in control-activity reflect
person-specific coherence and should be taken into account when selecting and planning
therapeutic strategies. We propose that the passive patients unwilling or unable to self-reflect
would, at least at the beginning of treatment, benefit most from simple and concrete cognitive-
behavioural strategies, whereas active patients with a good capacity for self-reflection could
utilize more abstract cognitive-constructivist strategies. The personal processing-style has
been observed to create a favorable influence in treatment (Greenberg et al., 1993). Sachse

(1992) investigated the clients with different "clarifying"/ explication preparedness and found
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that clients with a low level of preparedness were more difficult to treat because they were less
receptive to constructive interventions. Future research, thus, needs to focus more on
individual processing-styles and their influence on effective treatment.

Based on our work with socially phobic population, in general, we suggest that effective
therapy includes components aiming at more acceptable attitude towards anxiety experienced
in anxiety-provoking situations. Within the treatment, therefore, we try in close co-operation
with the client to improve the flexibility or their personal processing-style by supporting their
capability to self-reflectively associate alternative and less controllable meanings with anxiety.

Finally, some critical comments are warranted regarding this study and the overall findings.
First, the majority of the participants in this study were females. In spite of the lifetime
prevalence of social phobia in a 2-to-1 ratio of females to males in the general population
(Schneier et al., 1992) the effects of gender on the resuits should be taken into consideration
in future research. Second, the clustering of participants is always an artificial technique,
which obscures individual variation. The qualitative differences between the capacity of
individual descriptions should therefore also be considered. For example, compared to the
other groups the Active Phobics possibly produced more nuances concerning their
interpretations in relation, for example, to their emotions and their overview of the situation.
In spite of the self-referential nature of experiencing (Guidano, 1991), the given explanations
are deeply affected by consideration of language (Efran, Lukens & Lukens, 1988). The
significance of verbal skills, then, should be considered in future studies.

The findings of this study have two main practical implications. First, multi-faceted control-
activity reflected in attempts to cope with anxiety-related emotions should be taken into
account in treatment. Second, it is necessary in a broader sense to study the connections

between the characteristics of self-organization and the benefits resulting from treatment. It
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also is important to consider the possible treatment-related change-processes concerning
person-specific properties between pre- and post-therapy conditions. Qualitative analysis of
treatment-related phenomena seems essential, because tracking the central elements of
individual functioning in therapy could be the next step towards developing more personal-

directed methods in cognitive-constructivist treatment and psychotherapy.
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Categories used in the classification of the contents of the narratives
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Context-related factors  The reactions of ~ Emotions during Control Threat-related Emotions after the  Future-directedness
others the situation images situation

Self-evaluation Discrepancy Shame Management Paralysis Relief Perfectionism

Anticipation Evaluation Anger Concealment Physical reaction Self-reproach Exposure

Demands Positiveness Self-reproach Rationalization Avoidance Distress Decision

Comparison Silliness Distress Activity Worthlessness Oblivion
Pitifulness Positiveness Steeling oneself Losing control Suspension

Helplessness
Paralysis

Uncertainty

Avoidance

Non-threat-related

images

Magical wishes
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Figure caption
Figure 1. Functional coherence of social phobics across anxiety-provoking situations: A

tentative model.
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