
What’s it like to live and work 
with an invisible disability?

Social anxiety disorder
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About me



 My role
Information Officer,

 What I do
Combined information management, technical and 
administration role
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About my condition



My invisible disability
Social anxiety disorder
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Definition
“A marked and excessive fear or anxiety that consistently occurs in one or 
more social situations. The individual is concerned that they will act in a 
way that will be negatively evaluated by others. Social situations are 
avoided or else endured with intense fear or anxiety. The symptoms persist 
for at least several months and are sufficiently severe to result in significant 
distress or significant impairment in personal, family, social, educational, 
occupational, or other important areas of functioning.” [ICD-11]



 Natural reserve in early childhood
 Fearfulness in some social situations
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Background
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 Onset in early 20s 
 Intensification in subsequent years, despite good primary and 

secondary healthcare support
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Onset



 Social situations from which it feels that there is no easy way 
to extricate myself 

 Busy streets, being outside and “visible”
 Being on the receiving end of criticism, failing or believing I’ve 

failed
 Asking for help  potentially irritating people
 Other people seeming distant or unfriendly  assuming 
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Triggers



 Painful self-consciousness
 Feeling like crying/actually crying
 Freezing, struggling to find words, or talking too much
 Afterwards:
o Exhaustion and a need to withdraw from contact
o Ruminating on my failings and weaknesses, sometimes for days, 

even weeks, and then a spell of depression
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Symptoms



How this condition impacts on my daily life



 Difficulty in sustaining relationships
 Difficulty in taking or making phonecalls, picking up email, 

answering the door, opening post (any human interaction, in 
person or at a distance, that could go wrong)

 Fatigue  further barrier to taking on social commitments
 Missing out (developing friendships, pursuing interests etc)
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How this condition impacts on my working life



 Avoidance of social events at work and related guilt
 Complications in interactions and relationships with colleagues 

because of fear of being disliked or disapproved of
 Difficulty in managing criticism and dealing with failure 

catastrophizing and doubting capability in all aspects of job
 Striving for perfection (maladaptive perfectionism) and an urge 

to please at all costs  working unhealthy hours, taking on 
too much
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How colleagues and managers can help



 Be approachable and respond positively to disclosure
 Know the signs  avoid pressuring colleagues (even gently) 

to attend social events 
 Take the condition seriously. In its severest form, can lead to 

suicidal feelings.
 Try not to make assumptions about what is and isn’t 

manageable – we are all different, we may surprise you (and 
ourselves). Check if unsure.
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 Be a flexible manager e.g.
o allow some control over diaries to avoid too many 

uncomfortable or challenging experiences in one day
o support alternative working patterns

 Manage performance issues sensitively 
 Offer a quiet working environment 
 Bring your animals to work (office guidelines permitting)! 
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Rudy Costigan
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Tilly



Final thoughts



 Institutional and individual commitment to Athena SWAN and 
other wellbeing initiatives (Mental Health First Aid, Dignity 
at Work etc) can help us to feel that we are working in an 
accepting, supportive environment with colleagues who want 
us to be as healthy and happy as possible.

 Be part of creating a culture where staff and students feel 
comfortable sharing their struggles and asking for help, 
and support them in bringing their whole selves into the 
workplace, without fear of disadvantage or judgement
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Thank you
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