DIFFERENTIAL DIAGNOSIS: Social Phobia vs Agoraphobia, by M. Myers, LPC

 Social phobia (social anxiety disorder) is defined as a marked fear of one or more social or performance situations in which the person is exposed to unfamiliar people or possible scrutiny from others. Person’s with social phobia fear that they will act in a way that will be humiliating or embarrassing and as a result they avoid the social situations that they fear or endure them with much distress. Some examples are that they may worry that others will notice their trembling hands or voice while conversing with others or experience other symptoms (Sx) of anxiety such as sweating, confusion, inarticulation, blushing, or gastrointestinal discomfort when they are in performance situations and are being watched by others. In social phobia, they fear that what they are doing will be impaired by anxiety. They may avoid writing, eating, speaking, drinking, using public restrooms, taking tests, or other situations because of their fear of scrutiny from others. Persons with social phobia may fear only one type of social situation or many types. The most common type of social phobia is public speaking. A person who has a fear of speaking in public will avoid or greatly dread giving presentations at school or at work due to fear of embarrassment. Their social fear can be so intense it can trigger panic attacks that are situationally bound to social situations (and do not come out of the blue as in panic disorder). Associated features of social phobia are feelings of inferiority, and sensitivity to criticism, rejection or disapproval.      

Agoraphobia can occur with or without the additional diagnosis of panic disorder depending on whether or not their anxiety Sx meet the criteria for panic disorder. Agoraphobia involves avoidance of situations in which escape might be difficult or embarrassing or help may not be available if the person has anxiety Sx or a panic attack. They tend to avoid going places where they fear they may develop panic or severe anxiety Sx. The panic Sx can be any of the Sx listed for panic disorder (e.g. difficulty breathing, dizziness, sweating. racing heart) or other anxiety Sx that may be incapacitating or embarrassing (e.g. loss of bladder control, vomiting). Unlike social phobia, persons with agoraphobia fear they will develop anxiety symptoms unrelated to what they are doing. However, they may fear scrutiny from others or be embarrassed when they are having panic or anxiety symptoms in public. 

Unlike social phobia, agoraphobia is not restricted to social situations and can include driving alone, being too far from home, being too far from a restroom, being on a bridge, bus or an elevator, or simply being outside their home alone. They usually have anxiety Sx whether there is anyone around to scrutinize them or not whereas people with social phobia have anxiety Sx that are triggered only by fear of scrutiny from others. People  with agoraphobia and social phobia may both avoid social situations. If an individual has anxiety Sx and avoidance only in social performance situations then a diagnosis of social phobia is appropriate. If the individual also has anxiety Sx and avoidance in other situations that do not include social involvement, then a diagnosis of agoraphobia would be warranted. In situations in which both social phobia and agoraphobia Sx are clearly present, the person can be given both diagnoses.    

The role of a companion is also helpful in distinguishing social phobia from agoraphobia. People with agoraphobia usually feel more secure and safe with a companion when leaving the home. A person with social phobia would feel scrutinized with or without a companion and may feel more anxious due to fear of scrutiny or judgment from his or her companion. 

