
Reducing self-focused attention 

Self-focused attention is one of the central aspects of social anxiety, and therefore it is a 

major priority for change.  

Researchers have found that socially anxious people remember fewer details of the 

situations they have been in compared with other people, and also that they rate other 

people's facial expressions more negatively than others do. It is as if they know a great deal 

about themselves, but less about things outside themselves, and use their socially anxious 

imagination to fill in the gaps.  

The key to is to learn how to focus more of your attention on what is happening outside 

yourself, instead of on what is happening inside; to forget yourself enough to become 

absorbed in your social life instead. To do this, you need consciously to concentrate on 

diverting your attention away from yourself and onto other things, including the other 

people around you — the source of the fear. 

Focusing on what is happening around you 

Keep trying to give more of your attention to the person or people with whom you are 

interacting. This will help you listen better to what is being said, look at the other people 

involved, and notice their reactions as well as your own. Then you will no longer be led 

astray by your guesses about how you are doing, or by those fleeting impressions that make 

you feel so inept. Your ultimate aim is to be able to achieve a balance between internal and 

external focusing, so that your attention switches back and forth naturally — and 

unselfconsciously. So don't try to focus 100 per cent of your attention on others all the 

time, or to forget yourself entirely. You would not, for example, keep your eyes fixed 

(unnaturally) on someone else, but rather allow yourself to make eye contact and to look 

away just as you might if you did not feel anxious at all. 

If this seems too difficult at first, then one way to make it easier is to give yourself 

something to do at the same time. Being an active participant makes it much easier to stop 

dwelling on unpleasant experiences. So you might try to:  

 … find out something about the other person or people involved.  

 Ask yourself what you think of the way they dress, or how you can tell what they are 

feeling, or what their occupations are.  

 Find something about them that interests you, or talk about something that interests 

you and find out what they think.  

 Imagine that you were going to describe them to someone else, and notice some of 

their characteristics.  

The more interested and curious you are the more you will pay attention to what you are 

talking about, and to other people, and the less attention will be left over for your fearful 

thoughts. 


