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Social Anxiety and Communication Skills 

Development 

#fear #anxiety #acceptance #socialanxiety 

 

As someone who is an introvert and has social anxiety, speaking 

and having conversations with someone, whether it is with someone I 

just met, or whether it is a long-loved family member, can be very 

anxiety provoking. The stress and anxiety can come suddenly. For 

example, you can be going along fine in a conversation, laughing, 

feeling comfortable. Then – wham! You feel your heart-beat race, or 

your armpits start to sweat, or your face grow hot. You likely become 

self-conscious about what to say next, what the other person is thinking, 

and whether other people are noticing you feel uncomfortable. You shut 

down. You struggle to speak, to think, to just sit inside yourself. You 

want to escape not just the situation, but your feelings as well. So, you 

likely rush through the rest of conversation just to end it. You walk away 

from the encounter feeling drained and defeated. You might even avoid 

having conversations with the same person(s), or someone else for fear 

of the same experience happing again. 

If you are like me, the stress and anxiety can also build over hours, 

days, or even weeks before a big event. Such as a speech, a wedding, or 

a job interview. The symptoms of your stress and anxiety can vary 

dramatically. You might have stomach pains or other aches in your 

body. You may have trouble concentrating. You may have a difficult 

time not imagining how the event will be a disaster. You may 

continually try to calm yourself down, or practice what you are going to 

say until you have it memorized. Unfortunately, as the event gets closer, 
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these symptoms tend to last longer and longer. If they get bad enough, 

you might eventually cancel the event due to all your different stress and 

anxiety symptoms.  

However, whether the symptoms of social anxiety are sudden or 

drawn-out, escaping and avoiding the situation will only help you find 

relief in the moment. The next time you find yourself feeling anxious 

and needing to speak you will almost certainly feel the same symptoms 

return, perhaps even more intensely. Sooner or later, learning how to 

communicate and hold a conversation while still feeling anxious will 

help you struggle less with the anxiety. For instance, the symptoms of 

anxiety cannot last forever (as much as we fear it will!). Our bodies do 

not work that way. If you can successfully practice communicating and 

holding conversations long enough, you will find your symptoms 

subside. Your body will adjust. Your mind will relax. You will gain an 

increased self-confidence in yourself, eventually. 

When you are ready to start practicing your communication skills 

while accepting you may feel anxious at times, it is important to start 

small and practice regularly. Therefore, an effective first step is to 

develop a list of specific targets or skills. I recommend taking a moment 

to brainstorm all the possible ways you typically have conversations 

with people. Recall those conversations that you consider successful, 

and those that you consider unsuccessful. For example, perhaps you find 

it better to speak with more familiar people. If so, one of your first 

targets may be to have more or longer conversations with one of these 

persons. Also, what makes these specific conversations with familiar 

people more successful. Where are you at? What are you talking about? 

Are you making more eye-contact with them? Are you listening more 
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than speaking? Are they shorter conversations? Are you eating or 

drinking? Are you sitting or standing? When you develop later targets, 

you can incorporate these specific elements with less familiar people. 

For example, some later targets may be as follows: 1) Practice only 

making eye-contact and one simple greeting (i.e., “Hi” and “How are 

you?); 2) Practice saying a greeting, telling the person one fact from 

your day, and then just listening to what they say; 3)Practice ending a 

conversation only after one fact and listening for a minute.  

Once you have a general list of targets, you should ideally rank 

them for level of difficulty. If you have trouble ranking them, close your 

eyes and put yourself in the situation. Doing this may allow you to 

contact your anxiety hypothetically. Base your decision for ranking off 

these imagined feelings. After you have your targets ranked, put the 

easier items at top (e.g., practice eye-contact and a greeting, etc.) and the 

more challenging items closer to the bottom (e.g., practice a longer 

conversation with a co-worker you do not know very well at your next 

meeting, etc.). As you master and feel comfortable with one target, you 

can then start the next item on your list. As you practice each new target 

make sure to keep practicing the older, mastered items. Keep going. 

Over time and with practice, you will start to feel more confident with 

how to communicate with other people.  

Finally, as you practice, practice regularly, but still go slow. Do 

not put undue pressure on yourself to master these skills. If indeed you 

are an introvert, you are someone who naturally does not like and 

respond well to having conversations for no reason, or meeting new 

people, or talking with a lot of people at once during an activity you 

personally do not enjoy. In fact, in case no one has ever told you this, 
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it is okay to choose to not speak with someone if you do not have to. 

It is not immoral or evil to make such a choice. You can choose to not 

say, “Hi” to a coworker. You can choose to not jump into a conversation 

that sounds boring. By choosing to not speak during such moments, you 

save yourself undue stress and anxiety. You save time and energy that 

you can later invest in conversations with people and topics you enjoy. 

However, for better or worse, our jobs and lives bring us into contact 

with other people when we would otherwise choose not to have a 

conversation. There will be times when you will want to have a 

conversation as a requirement for work, commitments, and social 

responsibilities. In other words, there are times when we can’t choose 

not to speak with others. This idea of developing your communication 

skills is meant primarily for those moments when having a conversation 

is unavoidable or undesirable. These are likely the moments that are 

provoking your most intense social anxiety. These are the moments that 

you will be practicing for. 

Well, if you have come this far in my article, I thank you and I say 

well done! If this type of practice sounds as though it is something that 

you might want to try, please read and use my free Communication 

Skills Practice worksheet. I developed the worksheet based on my own 

previous self-improvement experience during therapy for my social 

anxiety. I now use it as a resource for my clients who are struggling with 

starting and holding conversations, whether they have social anxiety or 

not.  

Best wishes! 

Michael 
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