Larry Cohen, LICSW • SOCIAL ANXIETY HELP
4808 43rd Place NW • Washington, DC 20016 • larrycohen@socialanxietyhelp.com • 202-244-0903
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

MINDFULNESS PRACTICE FOR SOCIAL ANXIETY
Mindfulness: paying attention to something in the present moment with curiosity rather than
judgment.

Thought Defusion: being aware of your thoughts and feelings without becoming involved
with them.
When applied to social anxiety therapy, mindfulness and thought defusion involve paying
attention with interest to the conversation/activity in the present moment, while treating
your thoughts and feelings as background noise.

Curiosity Training
•
•
•

•
•
•

every day for at least 5 minutes, focus mindfully (with an attitude of curiosity as
opposed to judgment) during conversations you are in or overhear; make sure you put
yourself in such situations so you can practice daily
ideally start with conversations in which you are pretty comfortable; proceed to
conversations you are more anxious about as you get better at this; also practice this
during all your homework experiments
optional: silently say “mindful,” “curious,” “present” or “background noise” when you
slip and focus on thoughts or feelings, then return your attention to the conversation
or activity in the moment; or simply return your attention to the moment without the
silent word; do so gently, patiently and persistently; don’t criticize yourself or strain to
be perfect at this
treat your thoughts and feelings like background noise: something you are aware of
but don’t see as worth your paying attention to
adopt an attitude of curiosity: ie. take interest in the person and what s/he is saying
daily log the minutes and per cent mindful you were each time you practiced

Attention Training Technique
•
•
•

listen daily to this recording; do so gently, patiently and persistently; don’t criticize
yourself or strain to be perfect at this; try it in different settings once it gets easier or
boring
optional: try using the ATT version without narration in different settings (mindfully
focusing on individual sounds in the recording or around you)
daily log the per cent mindful you were each time you practiced
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Brief Cognitive Strategies
Oral Cognitive Restructuring:

Completing a cognitive restructuring worksheet (CRW) is
usually the best way to learn and master this skill, and to handle situations or moods that are very
difficult. But there are briefer versions of doing cognitive restructuring that you may want to try as a
first step once you have mastered this skill doing worksheets. When you are feeling distressed or
avoiding something, try completing a CRW orally: go through the rows one-by-one through selftalk. If you are alone, is will probably be more effective to do so out loud (or in writing) rather than
silently in your mind. You can skip some rows, but make sure you at least identify the feelings, hot
thoughts and safety behaviors, and that you counter them with a constructive attitude and action
steps to take. Then focus mindfully on doing these action steps while treating your thoughts and
feelings like background noise. If, after trying this, you find that you are still feeling distressed or
continue to avoid for more than an hour, then complete a CRW that very day!

The Three Cs:

This is a shorter version of oral cognitive restructuring that uses three steps:
1. Catch it: identify your hot thought(s) when you experience a negative feeling or avoidance.
2. Check it: evaluate the evidence regarding how realistic, helpful and compassionate your hot
thoughts are.
3. Change it: identify a constructive attitude: a more realistic, helpful and compassionate
alternative to your hot thoughts. Identify action steps you will take based on your constructive
attitude. Then focus mindfully on these steps while ignoring your thoughts and feelings.
If, after using this approach, you find that you are still feeling distressed or continue to avoid for
more than an hour, then complete a Cognitive Restructuring Worksheet that very day!

Thought Responding (extremely brief oral CR):

If you have a repeated pattern of
distorted hot thoughts, identify a short version of a constructive attitude (CA) that you believe at
your best of times. For example, if you repeatedly criticize yourself for perceived mistakes, you
might use a short CA such as “I don’t have to be perfect; no one does.” Or simply use “Oh, well!”
and shrug it off. If you repeatedly compare yourself negatively to others, you might use “Everyone
has strengths and weaknesses.” If you repeatedly worry about things, consider using “I’ll do the
best I can; no one can make everything turn out perfect.”

•

Whenever you notice you are engaging in the targeted hot thoughts (eg. self-criticism, negative selfcomparison, or repetitious worry), then recite your short CA. Do so out loud and with a tone of calm
and confidence if you are alone, as it is more effective this way. Until thought responding has
become a new habit, try carrying this short CA with you (eg. on a card or in your electronic device).
You may also find it helpful at first to wear or carry some sort of symbolic reminder (eg. a special
piece of jewelry, a rubber wrist band, a religious object, a pretty stone, etc.)

⇒ Do not criticize yourself for having the hot thoughts, or paradoxically you end up strengthening
them. Everyone has hot thoughts. We do not have control over whether or not our brain generates
a hot thought. The goal is NOT to stop having hot thoughts. No one can accomplish this goal; nor
is it necessary. The goal is simply to not believe your hot thoughts and to defuse from them
emotionally: to see them as passing mental noise and to not take them seriously. In fact, this
thought-responding strategy can turn your hot thoughts into your friends, as they become a
paradoxical reminder to affirm yourself.
•

Remember, if you find you are still feeling distressed or continue to avoid for more than an hour,
complete a Cognitive Restructuring Worksheet that very day!

(over)

There’s an app for that:

There are many apps that are abbreviated versions of a cognitive
restructuring worksheet. The one I like the best is called CBT Thought Record Diary (or Thought
Diary for short). It’s quick, easy and always on your phone! (Unfortunately, it doesn’t have a place
for safety-seeking behaviors and alternative action steps/goals, but you can add that.)

Thought Defusion & Mindfulness:

An alternative approach is to apply the concept of
thought defusion: being aware of your thoughts and feelings without getting involved with them.
Rather than respond to the content of your hot thoughts (as in cognitive restructuring), simply notice
these thoughts with an attitude of detachment and indifference as though they were background
noise. Then redirect your attention mindfully (with curiosity rather than judgment) to a valued
activity or a person in the moment. Use this strategy repeatedly--in a gentle and calm manner, and
without self-criticism--whenever you are distressed by your thoughts. Optionally, you may silently
use a gentle, non-critical word (eg. “mindful” or “present”) to briefly interrupt your thought and return
your attention to the activity or person in the moment.

•

A variant of the above that some people find easier to use is to label your negative thoughts while
they are occurring in your mind in an emotionally detached manner, eg.: “I notice I’m having an
anxious [depressed / angry / embarrassed / upset] idea. It will pass.” Then redirect your
attention to focus mindfully on a valued activity or person in the moment. This simple technique
reminds you that a thought is just a passing idea; it is not a fact. Use this strategy whenever you
are distressed by your thoughts. But do so calmly and gently, without self-criticism.

•

You can also practice this technique through daily meditation in which you focus mindfully on your
stream of thoughts in a detached manner. Whether your thoughts are negative, positive or neutral,
simply notice them as they drift by with an attitude of detachment and indifference. Do not engage
your thoughts in any way; just observe them. You may find it helpful to imagine yourself watching a
video of what’s going on in your mind: you just sit back and watch, but you don’t jump into the
video! Some people find it helpful to imagine their thoughts drifting away in floating balloons…or
passing clouds…or blowing leaves…or slow-moving train cars. Meditate as long as it takes until
you truly feel indifferent toward your thoughts.

Paradoxical Repetition:

If you find yourself troubled by repetitive hot thoughts, a paradoxical
approach can turn these ideas into empty words that have no power over you. When you are
alone, take one specific hot thought that has been bothering you (eg.: I am such an idiot; I screwed
up again; This is going to be awful), and repeat that one thought out loud, over and over and over,
using a very silly and exaggerated tone of voice, for two or three minutes until it starts feeling
amusing. Some people find it helpful to sing these thoughts out loud, making up a melody as you
go or using one you know. (Try singing “I am such an idiot” to the tune of Mary Had a Little Lamb
and see how it feels!) Or speak one of your hot thoughts into a smart phone app such as Songify,
Talking Tom and Talking Pierre, and learn to laugh as these previously upsetting ideas.

Be a Good Parent / Friend to Yourself:

Make it a goal to congratulate or affirm yourself
on an ongoing basis for anything positive you did that was somewhat challenging, no matter how
small or imperfect. Be specific. Do not let your perfectionistic tendencies lead you to disqualify the
positive. If you are troubled by any mistakes or other imperfections on your part, transform selfcriticism into a constructive learning experience by simply identifying what you can do differently
next time. But first start with patting yourself on the back for the positive things you did.

•

Make this process a new and ongoing habit you engage in frequently, at least once a day. This will
help raise your self-esteem and self-confidence. Carrying or wearing a symbol every day (eg. a
special piece of jewelry, a rubber wrist band, a religious object, a pretty stone, etc.) may help you
remember to make this an ongoing, healthy life habit. You can combine this with keeping a daily
Pride and Gratitude Log.
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Cost-Benefit Analysis of Core Beliefs
Advantages v. Disadvantages: This exercise can help you better understand
your natural ambivalence and fears about letting go of the your unhealthy old beliefs and
behavior patterns, and deepen your motivation to make further life changes.
•

First analyze your unhealthy old CBs. Divide a sheet into two columns labeled Advantages
and Disadvantages. Under Advantages, write out all the ways your old CBs have helped at
some point in your life. Some of these advantages may only be short term and may result
in longer-term disadvantages. Include them anyway, but make sure you put the associated
disadvantages in the other column. Some of these advantages may have only been true in
the past. Include these as well, but indicate they are no longer true. Do not forget to list
ways that your old CBs have: provided you with protection or defense; made things easier
or less effort; or given you a sense of identity / security / familiarity. Although these
advantages are typically short-term and greatly outweighed by the longer-term
disadvantages, they are important reasons why we tend to fear and even resist changing
our unhealthy old CBs.

•

Under Disadvantages, write down all the ways your old CBs have hurt you.

•

When you are done, write a number from 0 to 100 at the bottom of each column to indicate
the relative weight or importance of the items in that column. The two numbers should add
up to 100. In determining what number to give, consider the importance of each item in
your life at present, not simply the total number of items.

•

Then do this same Advantages v. Disadvantages exercise for your healthy new CBs. When
you are done, give each column a number indicating its relative weight. Some of these
advantages and disadvantages may simply be the reverse of what you wrote on the
previous worksheet, of course. Include these, nonetheless. But if you give it some
thought, you are very likely to uncover unique advantages and disadvantages that are
specific to your healthy new CBs.

•

Periodically reread what you have written and add any additional ideas as you think of
them.

Core Belief Argument: Conduct a role play with a therapist or therapy group comember. Write out your old and new CBs. You play yourself acting as if you fully believe
your new CBs. The therapist or group member plays your old CBs personified. Then go
for it! Argue on behalf of your new CBs using both reason and passion (strong emotion).
Do not get on the defensive. Take charge! Let your old CBs know how you feel about
them and the way they have hurt you and held you back. Stand up to the critic/bully with
strength and conviction. Act as if you are sick and tired of your old CBs until you really feel
empowered or invigorated.

(over)

•

If you have anxiety about asserting yourself with strong emotion, complete a Cognitive
Restructuring worksheet about doing so before conducting the CB argument role play.
Also, practice reciting your healthy new CBs (long and short versions) out loud and with
oomph at least once every day as a way to both familiarize yourself with them, as well as

to practice expressing them forcefully.
•

Have a video recording made of this role play, and periodically watch it mindfully to
reinforce your new CBs.

•

Write out an argument between your old and new CBs, or between your old CBs and
yourself fully believing your new CBs. Incorporate into this argument some of the key
points you included in your advantages v. disadvantages worksheets (above). Make sure
this argument is filled with passion on behalf of your healthy new CBs. (See sample
arguments.) Periodically reread this and add any additional points as you think of them.

Core Belief Trials: In a few individual cognitive-behavioral therapy sessions, you and
the therapist can prepare for and conduct a series of trials in which you serve as defense
attorney refuting the charges put forth by your unhealthy old CB’s prosecuting attorney,
also played by you. After two or three such trials in which you successfully defend your
innocence against these bogus charges, you will then have the opportunity to put the
prosecuting attorney on trial for malpractice! There are simple homework activities between
sessions in which you are gathering evidence to support your innocence and refute the
false charges put forth by your unhealthy old CBs. These CB trials are a very powerful and
often transformative strategy that greatly helps many people weaken their unhealthy old
CBs and increase self-esteem and self-confidence.
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Gathering Evidence For & Against Core Beliefs
Keep a Daily Evidence Log:

For much of our lives, our unhealthy old CBs have led us to
engage in mental filtering and disqualifying the positive. This has lead us to only see or value
evidence that falsely seems to confirm our old CBs, which has the effect of reinforcing and
strengthening these unhealthy attitudes and fueling a vicious cycle. The aim of keeping a daily
Evidence Log is to retrain our minds so that we also see and value the evidence supporting our
healthy new CBs and refuting the unhealthy old ones.

•

Keep a daily log of evidence supporting your healthy new CBs, and/or refuting your unhealthy old
CBs. Have a copy of both your old and new CBs as a bookmark in your paper journal, or as the
heading on a file in your computer or mobile device. No less than once a day, ideally at about the
same time each day, look at your old and new CBs. Then consider all the events of that day that
you can remember. Write down anything that you experienced that day–or even just thought about
that day from further in the past–that in some way supports your new CBs and/or refutes your old
CBs.

⇒ Be careful not to let think all-or-nothing thinking or disqualifying the positive stop you from including
evidence in your log. Write down any evidence supporting your new CBs or refuting your old, no
matter how small, imperfect or repeated that evidence is. And remember: evidence is observable
fact. Your feelings and thoughts are not evidence.
⇒ Make sure that every time you conduct an experiment, write down the evidence you can garner
from that experiment relating to your CBs in your Evidence Log. (See instruction sheet:
Experiments to Test & Defy Unhealthy Core Beliefs.)
⇒ It is important that you follow the above steps and make entries into your Evidence Log every day in
order to help train your mind to pay attention to and value this positive evidence. It only need take 5
minutes or so. If you wish, you may try combining this daily Evidence Log with the daily Pride and
Gratitude Log, and daily reciting your new CBs. (See instruction sheets: Pride and Gratitude Log;
and Affirming Your Healthy New CBs”)
•

Be encouraged to revise and add to your new CBs, long or short versions, as you gather more and
more evidence and develop new perspectives. Certainly if the evidence is repeatedly refuting some
aspect of your new CBs, revise these beliefs accordingly to better fit the evidence you are
gathering. (This is as a good scientist would revise his/her hypothesis to be in accord with the
evidence s/he is gathering.)

•

Each day, right after making entries into your Evidence Log, write down how much you believe each
of your old and new CBs: 0% = not at all; 25% = a little; 50% = moderately (ie. you are on the
fence); 75% = strongly; 100% = absolutely. Core belief change is a gradual, not all-or-nothing
process, with ups and downs. This will help you track progress.

•

Periodically reread your Evidence Log, or sections of it, to reinforce your healthy new CBs.

(over)

Gathering Historical Evidence: You can further strengthen your new CBs by gathering
evidence from your recent or more distant past. Go through all your completed Post-Experiment
Worksheets and see what evidence you could gather from those old experiments supporting your
new CBs or refuting your old. You may also review different periods of your life (eg. young
childhood, adolescence, college, other periods of adulthood) and scan your memory for such
evidence. Enter all this evidence you gather from your past in your Evidence Log.

Why Others Like/Admire/Respect You:

Think of the people who like and respect you,
both currently and in the past. Then write down all the reasons you can think of as to what do they
value or admire about you. Infer this from the ways they relate(d) to you, and from things they may
have said. Afterwards, consider asking a few of these individuals to tell you (ideally in writing) why
they like, admire and/or respect you. Ask them to be fully honest with you. Then review what you
learned about why others like/admire/respect you–both from your own work, as well as what any of
these people actually told you–and enter everything that supports your new CBs or refutes your old
in your Evidence Log.

Conduct Field Research:

Look at your unhealthy old CBs and write down the underlying
assumptions implicit/explicit in these attitudes. Then conduct a little field research to test out your
assumptions.

•

Systematic Observation:

•

Surveys:

For example, if you assume you have to be charismatic,
interesting, funny or impressive for others to enjoy conversing with you, spend some time observing
many other people’s conversations. Rate how charismatic, interesting, funny or impressive they are
on a scale from 0-100%. If you assume that it would be terrible to appear nervous, make mistakes,
interrupt or have awkward silences, then observe how often you can find these things occurring in
many other people’s interactions. If you assume you are unattractive, look for the unattractive
qualities in many people you think of as attractive, and look for the attractive qualities in many
people you think of as unattractive. You may even observe many couples and silently rate the
attractiveness of each partner to see how much of a discrepancy there is, and how subjective
attractiveness really is. Whatever approach you take, record your findings in your Evidence Log.
For example, if you think it is weak or weird to experience much anxiety or do/say
foolish things, then survey many people as to what makes them nervous, or what embarrassments
they have experienced, or what they think when they notice someone appearing anxious or acting
foolish. If you think others will not respect you for performing imperfectly or making mistakes, then
survey many people as to how they react when others screw up. Remember to record your findings
in your Evidence Log.

Core Belief Continuum:

Write down an unhealthy old CB of yours at the bottom of a sheet of
paper or electronic file, and write the corresponding healthy new CB at the top. Then draw a
vertical line along the left side of the page, and scale it from 100% at the top down to 0% at the
bottom. Write your name where you believe you belong on the scale. Then write onto the page the
names or descriptors of several people (whether you know them or not) who, to varying degrees,
represent your old or new CBs. Then decide if you need to move where you put your own name,
and do so. Include this continuum with your Evidence Log, and occasionally review and revise it.
For example, let’s say your old CB is that you are socially inept and your new CB is that you have
adequate social skills when you are mindfully focused. Put your name down where you believe you
belong on the continuum. Then, for 0, write down the least sociable person you are aware of,
whether you know that person or not. For 100, write down the most sociable person you are aware
of. Then add the names of several others you know at varying points in between. Now review the
scale and see if you need to move where you placed your name, and then make that change.

