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Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD) medical definition: A fear or phobia related to social situations (Eastham 2016, P.22) is a common and life destroying mental illness.  The disorder is made worse by the fact that it is usually found accompanying other mental health conditions which as a result more so than most leaves the sufferer living a lonely and sad life.  However, there are varying ways that can help ease the pressure of SAD or even through years of therapy remove it altogether.  One such example would be Art therapy and throughout this text I examine the way that differing forms of art can have a positive effect on SAD.
Different aspects of SAD play a role in affecting the individual.  One example is loneliness and according to Asher and Hoffman they state that “Individuals with SAD have been shown to have fewer social relationships compared to the general population and compared to individuals with other anxiety disorders.” (Asher, Hofmann et al. 2021).  This suggests that by having SAD the individual also suffers from loneliness which as a result brings a further negative aspect to the condition. 
Moreover, this may cause sufferers to experience social isolation. Fung and Paterson suggest that “Socially anxious and lonely individuals remain so because they experience higher rates of rejection and isolation.” (Fung, Paterson et al. 2017).  
This explains that by having both SAD and isolation the individual is stuck in a loop of being lonely and wanting the means to step out of this.  They want to gain friends and company but are not able to because of both negative factors that they live with. To sum up, by suffering from both social anxiety and loneliness is an incredibly unpleasant situation to be in with little or no means to escape each element.
The loneliness of SAD is usually accompanied by depression.   To explain this further Rahamin suggests that “Social anxiety and depression are marked by enhanced social avoidance and reduced social approach motivations.  Increased avoidance motivations are common in both conditions and are associated with negative affect and impaired self-perception. (Rahamim, Azoulay et al. 2023).  This explains that by having both SAD and depression, in which most cases they are always combined, means that the sufferer is twice as likely to experience social withdrawal and social avoidance than if social anxiety was not linked with depression.  Therefore, SAD on its own can potentially be a tolerable condition to have.  However, it is in fact the other negative elements that are linked to SAD that heighten the power of the disorder and lower the possibility of the sufferer from being in control of their life and escaping from the condition.  Therefore, SAD mixed with depression is a bad combination for an individual to have.
Although SAD is linked to many other elements which strengthen the hold of the disorder on the sufferer, it is however possible to combat it and even possibly cure yourself of it completely.  One such way of curing yourself of the disorder is by using exposure therapy.  The following statement explains how this can potentially affect the sufferer in a positive manner. “Exposure treatments are designed to reduce anxiety by asking clients to imagine (imaginal exposure) or directly confront (in vivo exposure) anxiety-evoking stimuli in such a way that they remain psychologically engaged.”  (Martin M et al.2012, P.32).  This suggests that by understanding how the various elements combined that make SAD can affect the individual, then it is possible to reproduce the situations that induce the most fear.  Then repeat the situation numerous times until the fearful situations become more normal resulting in them not bothering the individual so greatly whilst also allowing the brain to lessen or eventually remove the fight or flight anxiety response it provides to each situation.
Having experienced this form of therapy I can claim that it does work successfully as it tricks the brain into thinking that the situation that previously was a terrifying endeavour is now a more normal occurrence and therefore the brain does not see the initial threat as before.  This results in the anxiety and fear becoming less or even disappearing completely depending on how great exposure to the therapy is.  The following backs up this point stating, “Classical behavioural models suggest that exposure leads to long-term anxiety reduction.”  (Martin M et al, 2012, P.4).  Therefore, exposure therapy can be a successful means to reduce the effects of social anxiety.
SAD is also commonly linked to alcohol abuse as those who suffer from the disorder find it to be one of the best remedies in helping ease their worries.  Turning to alcohol can be a helpful solution to the problem but it only causes the sufferers life to get worse, not better.   The following explains one of the reasons why socially anxious individuals have a relationship with alcohol.” One possible reason for the lack of a positive relationship between social anxiety and alcohol use is that socially anxious individuals may avoid social situations and only use alcohol to cope with anxiety in social situations when they cannot be avoided” (Schry, White, 2013, P.7).  This suggests that it is more so the link between a socially anxious person drinking as a last resort than them drinking in a more routine habit.  As stated previously there are many ways to combat SAD that do not rely on alcohol which shows that the disorder is possible to overcome. Schry and White back this up by explaining alcohol is really a last resort if nothing else is useful to remove the anxious thoughts within the sufferer.  
 Another viewpoint about the link between SAD and alcoholism is explained by “A socially anxious individual who believes that alcohol will reduce social discomfort would be most likely to drink, whereas one who believes that alcohol will produce embarrassing behaviours would likely avoid drinking”. (Ham, Bacon et al. 2016, P.9).  This shows that people with social anxiety will only turn to alcohol if they believe it will reduce their anxiety.  For example, if the individual did use alcohol to enable them to participate in social activities, then regardless of whether they showcased symptoms of social anxiety during the activity then they can be comfortable in the fact that no one else would notice their anxiety.  Or any other element of that person's character. This is because the other people would only notice the fact that that person was using alcohol, and their actions are all due to the alcohol and not a normal part of their socially anxious characteristics.   As a result, alcohol can be useful in social situations due to the way it can bring the other people around the suffering individual that that person is not anxious, socially awkward, or uncomfortable but they are a normal person instead. 
SAD is notably difficult in the professional work setting due to the constant requirement of human interaction, communication and being immersed within social settings.  The following quote highlights this further “Social anxiety is always asserted to be related to overestimating the negative aspect of social interaction and the positive aspect of social life.  Hence, social anxiety tends to overestimate the threat of social interaction, the likelihood of negative outcomes and consequences.” (Nodado 2020).  This suggests that within the professional workplace the prevalence of SAD usually gets in the way of a successful career.  
As stated, SAD carries negative self-perception which will reduce or even remove completely the ability for the sufferer to display themselves in a professional manner to the best of their abilities. This results in the sufferer lying low in the ranks of the professional work pyramid.  Either the sufferer will continue doing what they are comfortable with within their working career or else they will have to battle hard against their negative self-perception to allow them to move up the ranks of work, better their career and life as a result.  Because of this those suffering from SAD within the workplace must focus hard on overcoming its power on them or else the disorder will significantly affect their lives. 
The prevalence of negative self-perception is explained further.  “Our behaviour is not really determined by what is actual happening in the environment. Instead, our behaviour is determined by our thoughts about what is happening. Therefore, our behaviour is significantly influenced by our perception and interpretations of the environment.” (Nodado 2020). This explains that with SAD prevalent our outlook on ourselves as individuals is significantly different that those without the disorder.  As a result, our ability to work to the best of our ability is reduced.   
These findings of SAD and within the professional field are also relevant within the professional art world.  For example, as the individual is creating physical art their negative self-perception can and will take hold and result in the individual having little self-belief in what they are creating.   Alongside this the artist will think of themselves as inferior to other artists, having a detrimental effect on what they physically produce.   
It is not only negativity that takes hold of the individual but the relationship with SAD and perfectionism is also strong.  The relationship is shown further in the following which states “Perfectionism might be a risk factor for social anxiety or exacerbate it and individuals with social anxiety may display perfectionism by holding unreasonably high standards for performance in social settings, interpreting any deviation from those standards as failure.” (Shumaker and Rodebaugh 2009).  This suggests that being perfectionistic is a trait whilst being a socially anxious individual.  It also suggests that, and I can clarify this as true, that if the individual fails to produce or achieve something to their perfecting standards then they will see their achievement as a failure.  This results in the individual perceiving themselves as a failure and as a result conjuring up the resulting negative thoughts again leading themselves into a constant downward spiral of non-existent self-belief and self-worth. 
Of note is the following quote which states “Multiple studies have demonstrated that critical self-evaluation subscales of perfectionism measures relate to the diagnosis of social anxiety disorder.” (Shumaker, Rodebaugh 2009).  This implies that SAD and perfectionism are strongly linked and that most of the time those who are self-proclaimed perfectionists are likely to of been diagnosed with SAD.  However, another quote suggests differently” Studies have found that Personal Standards is either not significantly associated with unhealthy psychological functioning or is associated with healthy psychological functioning in populations ranging from undergraduates to people diagnosed with social anxiety disorder” (Bieling et al, 2003, P.9).  This suggests that perfectionism being linked with SAD is not such a common bond as Shumaker and Rodebaugh claim.  However, what is evident is that perfectionism and SAD are linked in some way but not necessarily in a strong bond. 
Sigmund Freud also used anxiety in his writings and throughout his life he held a strong interest in anxiety.  Although not related to social anxiety disorder, Freud talks about anxiety in general and where he believes it originates from.  In a quote from the book Anxiety: Freud and Theology (Morris R.R. 1973), Explaining Freud’s ideas of anxiety in men it explains firstly “concerning men he lists the conditions most frequently resulting in anxiety as voluntary abstinence, frustrated excitement, the practice of coitus interruptus aging and overwork” (Morris 1973, P.3).  This text which is taken from Freud’s earliest theory of anxiety suggests that anxiety is less of a mental health problem as we would see it as today but more so a general aspect of human life that is not necessary a terrible thing to have.  To explain further we take frustrated excitement as an example and regarding this when an individual highlights this form of excitement then their heart rate will increase, and their mind will start to overload with information and as a result will display various symptoms of anxiety.  
In a text contrasting the views of the origins of anxiety between Freud and Melanie Klein regarding the idea that anxiety is a primary feeling which presents itself regarding the fear of death, it is stated that “Freud does not deny that the death instinct makes important contributions to anxiety.  Indeed, it may be because of our destructive tendencies that we anxiously fear retribution.  What Freud denies is the claim that the fear of death could be a source of anxiety”. (Blass 2014).  This suggests that whereas Melanie Klein implies that the fear of death is the main cause for anxiety, Freud believes the fear of death does not bring forth anxiety and that fear itself is unrelated to anxiety.  This is interesting because it shows that Freud sees fear and anxiety as separate things. ADD ?

 Another form of therapy used to overcome or at least deal with SAD more easily is art therapy.  Art therapy is included within many therapy practices dealing with social anxiety and is noted to be an important aspect of the therapy process.   Art therapy uses different forms of art practices including drawing, painting and 3d modelling as these art forms are effective to induce feelings, emotions, and self-reflection in a positive manner.  While the sufferer is focusing on the art, they can focus on their own struggles from within and importantly be able to figure out potential coping mechanisms, apart from the art therapy, to help them.  Alongside this art therapy is used also to enable the sufferer to be at ease with their struggles and becoming happier in themselves and their own life as a result.  
The following explains further what art therapy can help with “AT experts describe that AT can improve emotion regulation and self-structuring skills and can increase self-awareness and reflective abilities.”  (Abbing, Anne Ponstein et al. 2018).  This backs up the point that art therapy can help in numerous ways whilst highlighting the fact that it is particularly helpful in enabling the sufferer to balance their emotions and become more at ease within their own bodies and minds.  Whilst also becoming more aware of how their anxiety works, what induces it and what can reduce it back to manageable levels. 
Regarding the effectiveness of art therapy, the findings from one study done by Annemarie Abbing and others in San Fransisco in 2018 concluded that the results from various social anxiety sufferers who participated in art therapy sessions were that the effectiveness of the art therapy differed remarkably between each person.  Art therapy was found to be useful in reducing the effects of SAD in some people whereas it was concluded that in others art therapy was of no benefit whatsoever.  As a result of this although art therapy is a common way to help those suffering from SAD its usefulness is not fully guaranteed. 
Although I have never attended an official art therapy session, I have been studying art and making and I can conclude that while focused on the art even whilst being immersed in a social setting sometimes crowded with people, the social anxiety is not present or at most virtually non-existent.  This would suggest that art therapy can be of significant use to an individual with SAD and enable the sufferer to live an enjoyable life because of engaging in art.  In my experience also art therapy has a greater degree of success as opposed to exposure therapy.  Although exposure therapy has had beneficial use to me in the past it is a form of therapy which is extremely uncomfortable to practice due to its nature of inducing anxiety as opposed to eliminating it.  Art therapy in contrast purely eliminates the effects of social anxiety with the added benefit of being an enjoyable activity to participate in.
One such practice in which art is used to combat the effects of anxiety is by painting.  (Xioming, 2022, P.8) notes "In the creation process of painting, people express their subconscious and inner repressed feelings and conflicts through painting materials, which is a nonverbal expression.  In the process of painting, negative energy will be released, and satisfaction will be achieved.” This highlights the advantages of painting in healing the suffering individual from anxiety and mental illness.  This is mainly because of the way that painting one’s feelings and emotions, whilst in a highly emotional state, is beneficial to letting all the emotions trapped within the sufferer out.  Alongside this, art is a useful way to help reduce the effects off SAD due to art being a solitary activity.  As a result of this the individual will most likely be alone or working alone in a social setting therefore their anxiety will not be very strong during this time.  The individual will therefore slowly gain more positivity and a greater sense of happiness after the art is complete.  The following quote lists further ways in which painting can benefit the individual. “The service of reflection on personal development, personal ability, personality, interest and inner concern, and conflict points is realized by using the media of art painting, the creation process of art, and the reaction of oil painters to the created art works.”  (Xioming, 2022, P 10).  From this we can see that painting allows the sufferer to focus on their troubles whilst also being able to bring up various positive elements about the sufferer’s life which enables them to focus on the good aspects of themselves.  
I am personally using my own anxiety to influence my art.  However, my art does not clearly resemble anxiety at all.  For is it only the influencer behind my art and not the art itself that is a depiction of anxiety. 
For myself Music has got to be the biggest form of therapy that I use to deal with my anxiety.  For many years I have been listening to drum and bass music as it has a lasting effect on my mind and impacts me in a positive way.  There was a period in my life where I was dealing with a great lot of depression, and it was during this time that made me realise how important the repetitious beat of drum and bass was to me.  On one day I was left thinking that life does not make me happy and that because of my youthful age and acknowledging the fact that I had a lot of life yet to live I concluded that it would be better to give up on life altogether.  By doing this would have removed all trace of unhappiness and anxiety from my life.  During this day, my mind was racing and thinking of everything at the same time and throughout all the thinking I noticed the fact that the music I was listening to throughout that dark period was akin to a heartbeat.  The rhythmic beat of the drums resembled my own racing heartbeat.  It was this moment that I came to realise the fact that if I gave up on life then I would have to give up on music also. In the end I chose music.  Music was the sole element of life that made me happy and happy enough to get me through this dark period.  It is because of this day that made me realise, I simply cannot live without the beat of the drum.  I noted that if the beat of the drum stopped then my heart would stop also.  Ever since this day I have only ever listened to drum and bass and every day and every moment of everyday also.  The never-ending loop of the beat has a positive effect on my brain in ways that I cannot fully understand.  
  The beats and rhythm are important as they can convey many meanings and bring many feelings to the audience.  The following quote backs this up by suggesting “The biblical story of the creation of human beings' centres on God’s breathing into our flesh the breath of life. Of course, breathing never happens by itself but only through the intricate dynamic interplay of our total bodily life with its environing world. When gripped with profound passion, we breathe expectantly and deeply; when held in excited fear, rapidly; in restful sleep, slowly, deeply, comfortably; And in dreams, it depends on the dream. The rhythms of bodily life and those of music echo, locate, augment each other.” (Wilshire 2016, P.17).  This states that ever since the very earliest recorded days of human existence there has been a link between life and the rhythm of a beat.  Linking to my own experiences during my life and which gave me the realisation that my music I was listening to had resemblance to the beating heart of my body.  Wilshire s quote also suggests that as where or bodies change during differing circumstances that the bodily beat of breath also changes accordingly.  To sum up the beat of music, rhythm and human life form a close bond and can have a powerful effect on people's lives.  
For linking the beat of music to anxiety there is one effect which particularly plays a role in helping to heal the anxiety suffering individual.  This is trance, notably the way that the repetitious beat of some types of music affects the brain and in turn relaxes the body and mind simultaneously.  Again, Wilshire backs this up by quoting “When this anesthetized state occurs, music can help us break the shell of encrusted habit and trance and refresh our hold on reality. For, in echoing us, it gives us a subtle distance from ourselves: We are no longer engulfed in ourselves numbly. As it augments us, we celebrate and come home to ourselves” (Wilshire, 2016, P.18).  This suggests that the effects of the beat of music can bring a trace like state to an individual due to the way the music removes the individual from their own bodies in a way.  This taking them to other places, better places.  This links to anxiety as for myself when I focus on the beat, I find myself in a trace like state which results in all anxiety related problems disappearing whilst a feeling of calmness appears also.  As a result, is a personally testify that the trance effects that repetitive music can have on an anxiety sufferer is an extremely powerful and positive one. 
Because of the importance of rhythmic music in my life it has as a result ended up becoming a big of not the biggest influence in my art.  Over the years of practicing art, it has more recently become known to me that whilst I am listening constantly to the beat of the drum and bass music, I have then allowed the sounds to become physical objects which I capture through mixed media within my art.  I listen to the various beats and recreate them on paper or glass.  Drum and bass music has an infinite number of beats and rhythms which can be captured through art.  This as a result means that I am left with a never-ending amount of inspiration.  This is brought to me through the power of sound which then displays itself in my mind in a blocky architectural form where I can then document it on paper before then constructing these musical forms I to various sculptural pieces.  Overall, it is the anxiety that I am using at my advantage because if I did not have the anxiety then the music would not play such a significant role in my life and therefore would not influence me in using it as the basis for most of my art pieces.
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It is not only me though who incorporates anxiety in art as numerous others have done so over the centuries, especially as mental health and art form a close bond.  One such artist who uses mental health in their work would be Tracy Emin.  Tracy Emin is a renowned artist who incorporates her own dark personal life experiences in her work, and she was also inspired by the artist Edward Munch who suffered from anxiety whilst depicting his thoughts within his paintings.  One such piece that Tracy Emin is known for is “My Bed” which was a literal physical depiction of her own bed which she spent many days in during a period of severe depression, anxiety, and trauma from her earlier life. 
 Another artwork that depicted anxiety done by Emin was “Sleeping with the night” (Fig.2) which was a painting which was created during COVID 19 which depicts Emin sleeping alone in a bed whilst the various colours of paint surround her.  She quoted regarding this painting “used to solitude…. these times are scary...dark, and they’re going to get really bad”. (Emin in Fanthome, 2008, p.13) This explains how her experiences during COVID 19 were one of the worst times she had experienced in her life.  This is because she was alone, trapped with only her own mind to talk to.  Furthermore, regarding her paintings Emin states “The fact that I want people to look at the drawings is that I want people to confront what I’ve had to confront what other people have. (Emin,2006).  By this she is implying that although she realises that all the content of her work can be potentially seen as a risky subject to open to the eyes of the masses, it is equally as important for her to broadcast her life's experiences to the public and wider society.  By doing this the public can realise that all her struggles and numerous experiences she has encountered is a normal part of life that many people go through. 
 The following showcases how Emin feels when her once private artworks go out into the wider world and thus the moment where her personal mental health struggles become read, through the medium of her art, by the world. “The art goes out into the world and becomes so attacked that you feel that you must defend it and protect it, as though it’s almost human.  But the strange thing is, a seminal work of art is much bigger and stronger than the artist who made it”. (Emin in Fanthome, 2008, P.13).  By this Emin believes that because she is creating art containing numerous adult and personal subjects, she must stand close by the artwork and protect it since its audience will not fully appreciate it for what it is or even enjoy the narrative it is conveying to them.  As a result, for any artist who is incorporating mental health into their work, it can be a real struggle for its message to be accepted in the wider world due to the subject of mental health being a topic that is usually kept away from society or even people in general.  
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Regarding Tracy Emins involvement and lifelong fascination with Edward Munch, Emin was interested in Munch partly due to his own experiences of mental health.  Plus, the way munch depicted his mental health struggles in his paintings.  Munch suffered from anxiety, and it is because of this that his paintings became well known due to their way they cleverly and clearly portray a feeling of dread, worry and chaos stemming from within.  It was as a result munch who partly inspired Emin to create her own work depicting her own personal struggles.  
“The expressionistic art of Edward Munch had the effect of a shock as it gave form to the frightening type of image of modern man who will, in the end, reach for the revolver for when his nerves fail him”.  (Kokoschka 1953).  This suggests how the art of Munch was important as a new form of visual art which broadcast the troubles, anxieties and personal struggles of modern man to the masses.  Many years later, Emin was doing the exact same thing with her art.  It is clear to see how Munch was impacting Emin when she was thinking how to showcase the struggles of modern woman to the masses. 
 Munch's most famous work is “The Scream”, (Fig. 4).  The Denotation of the painting is , the depiction of a man clutching his face in terror against a rich red sky. The connotation of the painting is a descriptive text which states "For a long time, he had wanted to paint the memory of a sunset. Red as blood. No, it was coagulated blood. But no one else would perceive it the same way he did. They would think only about clouds. He talked himself sick of this sight that had gripped him with terror. With sadness, because the paltry resources of painting were not adequate. 'He is striving after the impossible and has despair as his religion,' I thought but I advised him to paint it-and so he painted his remarkable 'Scream”. (Olson, Olson et al. 2007).  This text embodies the way in which Munch was procrastinating over how to paint the memory of the night which provided him with the crippling anxiety and panic of that moment.  Of note is how it is clear from the text that not only did the event prior bring forth so much anxiety to Munch but even later the same anxiety was present and tormenting him enough to prevent him to document this moment as a painting.   The fact that it was through another individual to bring out the moment encased within Munch's mind and onto paper reveals how badly tormented Munch was from the initial blood red skied evening.  
To sum up anxiety can affect the mind so badly that in some cases it is virtually impossible for the sufferer to let their worries escape their minds and thus become free from them.    This relates to Emin where she wanted to let the wider world experience her troubles for themselves but in contrast to Munch, she found it a little easier to let her problems appear on paper. 

[image: ](Fig. 5).

To conclude there are numerous ways to help combat SAD and that each person suffering from it can find out what works best for them.  Overall, it can be understood that art therapy has the most benefits for the individual with no uncomfortable or damaging elements that could induce the anxiety as alcohol or exposure therapy could.  As a result Art therapy is the most comfortable and enjoyable with the added benefit of being able to allow the sufferer to let their anxieties out into the world visually and expressively in a way which could end up for some to be seen as a positive by letting the individual become happy in themselves and see their personal anxiety as a tool to help their creativity.   
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