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Abstract

This study aimed to conduct a literature review of 20 years of empirical research 

(1997 to 2017) that studied the relationship between social skills and social anxiety 

in childhood and adolescence. Searches were carried out in the BVS, Scielo, Eric, 

PsycINFO, PsycNet, PubMed and Science Direct databases, using the keywords: social 

skills, social competence, social anxiety, social phobia, children and adolescents. A 

previous selection, based on titles and abstracts, recovered 40 potentially eligible 

articles. After the application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria by two judges, 16 

articles were selected to be fully read and analyzed based on general categories. In 

addition, studies were grouped into three sets based on the results presented. Overall, 

the results pointed to a negative correlation between some specific classes of social 

skills and social anxiety. The results of this review have implications for conducting 

future studies, as well as for planning interventions focused on social skills deficits in 

children and adolescents with social anxiety.

Keywords: social skills; social competence; social anxiety; childhood; adolescence.

HABILIDADES SOCIAIS E ANSIEDADE SOCIAL NA 
INFÂNCIA E ADOLESCÊNCIA: REVISÃO DA LITERATURA

Resumo

Este estudo teve como objetivo realizar uma revisão da literatura de 20 anos de pes-

quisas empíricas (de 1997 a 2017) que estudaram a relação entre habilidades sociais 

e ansiedade social na infância e adolescência. Foram realizadas buscas nas bases de 

dados BVS, SciELO, Eric, PsycInfo, PsycNet, PubMed e ScienceDirect utilizando as 

palavras-chave: habilidades sociais, competência social, ansiedade social, fobia so-

cial, crianças e adolescentes. Uma seleção prévia, baseada nos títulos e resumos, 

recuperou 40 artigos potencialmente elegíveis. Após a aplicação dos critérios de in-

clusão e exclusão por dois juízes, selecionaram-se 16 artigos que foram lidos na ín-

tegra e analisados com base em categorias gerais. Além disso, realizou-se o agrupa-

mento dos estudos em três conjuntos com base nos resultados apresentados. No 

geral, os resultados apontaram para uma correlação negativa entre algumas classes 

específicas de habilidades sociais e a ansiedade social. Os resultados desta revisão 

possuem implicações para a condução de estudos futuros, bem como para o plane-

jamento de intervenções focadas nas habilidades sociais deficitárias em crianças e 

adolescentes com ansiedade social.

Palavras-chave: habilidades sociais; competência social; ansiedade social; infân-

cia; adolescência.
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HABILIDADES SOCIALES Y ANSIEDAD SOCIAL EN LA 
INFANCIA Y LA ADOLESCENCIA: REVISIÓN DE LA 

LITERATURA

Resumen

Este estudio tuvo como objetivo realizar una revisión de la literatura de 20 años de 

investigación empírica (1997 a 2017) que estudió la relación entre las habilidades 

sociales y la ansiedad social en la infancia y la adolescencia. Las búsquedas se reali-

zaron en las bases de datos BVS, SciELO, Eric, PsycInfo, PsycNet, PubMed y Science-

Direct, utilizando las palabras clave: habilidades sociales, competencia social, ansie-

dad social, fobia social, niños y adolescentes. Una selección previa, basada en títulos 

y resúmenes, recuperó 40 artículos potencialmente elegibles. Tras la aplicación de los 

criterios de inclusión y exclusión por parte de dos jueces, se seleccionaron 16 artícu-

los para ser leídos en su totalidad y analizados en base a categorías generales. Ade-

más, los estudios se agruparon en tres conjuntos según los resultados presentados. 

En general, los resultados apuntaron a una correlación negativa entre algunas clases 

específicas de habilidades sociales y la ansiedad social. Los resultados de esta revisión 

tienen implicaciones para la realización de estudios futuros, así como para la plani-

ficación de intervenciones centradas en los déficits de habilidades sociales en niños y 

adolescentes con ansiedad social.

Palabras clave: habilidades sociales; competencia social; ansiedad social; infancia; 

adolescencia.

1. Introduction
Social skills are understood by Del Prette and Del Prette (2017) as different 

classes of social behaviors in an individual’s repertoire that contribute to social 

competence, favoring a healthy and productive relationship with other interlocutors. 

These skills can generate high expectations that will maximize reinforcers and 

minimize aversive stimulation for the individual (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2009, 2017).

Expressing attitudes, feelings, desires, opinions, or rights in an adaptive 

and assertive manner are behaviors related to the concept of social skills, which 

may reduce the probability of a problem occurring in social situations. Social skills 

are considered as a factor favoring child development, as they play an important 

role in children’s performance in school, in learning, and in socio-cognitive 

development (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2005; Del Prette, Del Prette, Oliveira, 

Gresham, & Vance, 2012).
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Social skills are learned during childhood through formal or informal 

processes of social interaction. However, in an environment that does not favor 

learning, deficits in the acquisition and development of these skills may occur 

(Del Prette & Del Prette, 2017). Such deficits are considered risk factors for 

psychosocial functioning, since they are associated with behavioral problems and 

psychological disorders, such as anxiety disorders (Caballo, 2003; Del Prette & Del 

Prette, 2011).

Among anxiety disorders, Angélico, Crippa, and Loureiro (2006) highlighted 

the involvement of the repertoire of social skills in the diagnosis of social anxiety 

disorder. The authors emphasize that the difficulties related to the repertoire of 

social skills impair an individual’s social functioning and adaptability.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, DSM-5 (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2014), states that anxiety disorders are characterized by 

excessive fear and anxiety, as well as behavior problems that are related to the 

diagnosis. These disorders differ in the types of objects or situations that generate 

fear, anxiety, or avoidance behavior. Although these can be comorbidities, they are 

characterized according to the types of situations that are feared or avoided and by 

the content of the cognitions related to each situation.

Among the anxiety disorders, there is the Social Anxiety Disorder, or Social 

Phobia, presented in the DSM-5 as excessive fear and anxiety that persist in the 

face of social situations, in which the individual is exposed to strangers and may 

be observed or assessed, or even go through performance situations (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2014). Social anxiety disorder is usually associated with 

social skills because it is directly related to the difficulties of social interaction. It 

is common to find deficits in the repertoire of these skills together with symptoms 

or correlates of psychological disorders commonly constituted by interpersonal 

difficulties experienced in childhood (Souza, 2017).

In childhood, social anxiety can be expected in the face of certain experiences. 

However, the presentation of intense levels of social anxiety can cause negative 

impacts on social functioning in some children and adolescents, which can result in 

emotional well-being issues, difficulties in dealing with fears, academic difficulties, 

and a greater degree of subjective discomfort (Albano & Detweiler, 2001).

Two Brazilian literature review studies associated social skills and social 

anxiety in adults (Angélico et al., 2006; Levitan, Rangé, & Nardi, 2008), but no 
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reviews were found regarding the population of children and adolescents. In the 

first review, the authors sought to identify in the literature, between 2000 and 

2005, empirical research on the topic in order to carry out a critical analysis of the 

methodologies used in the studies (Angélico et al., 2006). This review presented 

16 articles divided into two categories: therapeutic modalities – application and 

comparison of clinical interventions (N = 6), and characterization of the social 

skills repertoire (N = 10). Based on the results, the authors suggest the realization 

of new studies with more precise methodologies to support the generalization 

found in the literature regarding the association between social skills and 

social anxiety.

In the literature review carried out by Levitan et al. (2008), the association 

of social skills with agoraphobia and social anxiety was investigated. In this study, 

social skills deficits were found in surveys that assessed the performance of 

individuals with social anxiety in unstructured tasks. The authors indicated that 

longitudinal studies may assist in the possible identification of factors that precede 

social anxiety, in addition to pointing out that more conclusive results on the 

relationships between the studied variables may be important for the elaboration 

of treatment protocols.

According to Isolan, Pheula, & Manfro (2007), the onset of social anxiety 

disorder was between eight and 15 years of age in 75% of the individuals who 

present this issue. This disorder usually starts in the children’s history of difficulties 

in social interactions with peers and/or adults, manifesting itself as social inhibition 

and shyness (Souza, 2017). In this context, the importance of conducting literature 

review studies that link social skills and social anxiety in childhood and adolescence 

is emphasized.

Considering the existing correlation between social skills and social anxiety 

and the possible negative consequences of this relationship throughout human 

development, this article aimed to perform a literature review of 20 years of 

empirical research (from 1997 to 2017) that studied these two variables in 

populations of children and adolescents. It was sought to identify and describe the 

research characteristics in terms of the following categories of analysis: year of 

publication, types and size of sample, assessment procedures, instruments used, 

and results found. Specifically regarding the results of the studies, the objective 

was to identify and describe the main components and classes of social skills 
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assessed as deficient in children and adolescents with social anxiety, grouped into 

three sets of results: 1. skills deficits; 2. negative cognitions; and 3. social skills 

deficits and negative cognition.

2. Methods
A survey of empirical studies published between 1997 and June 2017 on 

social skills and social anxiety in childhood and adolescence was carried out in 

virtual databases. The descriptors used in the research were: social skills, social 

competence, social anxiety, social phobia, children, and adolescents, in the 

Portuguese language in the VHL, and SciELO databases, and their English-language 

equivalents (social skills, social competence, social anxiety, social phobia, children, and 

adolescents) in the Eric, PsycINFO, PsycNet, PubMed, and Science Direct platforms. 

Initially, a total of 5,048 articles were found, using the Boolean operator AND 

between keywords. From the initial reading of only the titles and abstracts, studies 

that were potentially relevant to the research were identified, with 40 articles 

previously selected in that first moment. The inclusion criterion in this pre-

selection of articles was based on whether these studies mentioned social skills, 

social competence, social anxiety, and/or social phobia variables in their titles or 

abstracts.

After this stage, a new selection was made from reading the abstracts of 

the 40 previously selected articles, applying the following inclusion criteria: 1. 

studies published in article format; 2. studies with children and adolescents; 3. 

studies published in the last 20 years (1997 to June 2017); 4. empirical research 

reporting studies; 5. studies published in the English, Portuguese, and/or Spanish 

languages. The exclusion criteria were: 1. studies with identification of another 

psychological disorder or medical condition; 2. studies on the effectiveness or 

efficacy of interventions; 3. psychometric studies for instrument validation; 4. 

drug studies; 5. studies that involved social skills training (SST). After applying 

these criteria to the 40 articles surveyed in the previous selection, the 16 articles 

were definitively selected for full reading and consideration in this study. At the 

time of final selection of the articles, two independent assessors agreed that the 

studies met the adopted criteria. The following categories were created from the 

information found in the studies: Authors (year), sample, assessment procedures, 

instruments, and results.
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After reading the selected articles, three sets of results were created, based 

on the analysis of the results presented in these studies. These three sets of results 

were identified and organized in consensus by the two authors. The first set 

presents the studies in which social skills deficits were found in the participating 

children. The second set consisted of studies that concluded in their analyzes that 

the participating children had negative cognitions. Finally, in the third set, there 

were the studies that presented social skills deficits as well as negative cognitions 

in their participants.

3. Results
The results are described according to the information contained in the 

studies that comprised this research. The year of publication, the sample of each 

study, the assessment procedures, the instruments used, and the results presented 

in the articles were taken into account.

Figure 3.1 shows the flowchart of the article selection process, considering 

all the databases used. A total of 5,048 articles were initially found and, after 

applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 16 studies were analyzed.
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Figure 3.1. Process of selection of articles in the searches performed in the 

databases.

Databases: Eric, PsycINFO, PsycNet, PubMed, and Science Direct.
Descriptors: social skills, social competence, social anxiety, social phobia,  

children, adolescents.

Initial result

5,048 articles

Reading titles and  
abstracts

Previous selection:

40 articles

Two judges read the abstracts  
and applied the inclusion and  

exclusion criteria

Total number of articles  
selected, read in full, and  
included in the review:

16 articles
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Figure 3.2 describes the articles that make up the corpus of this research in 

relation to the types and size of the samples, the assessment procedures, the 

instruments used, and the results presented.

Figure 3.2. Description of the research in terms of: sample types and size, 

assessment procedures, instruments used, and results found.

Authors (year) Sample Assessment 
procedures

Instruments Results

1 Bernstein et al. 
(2008)

101 children  
(7-10 years old).

- Self-report;
- Parents’ report;
- Teachers’ 
report;
- Observers’ 
assessment

- Anxiety Disorders Interview Schedule 
for Children (ADIS-C/P; Silverman & 
Albano, 1996);
- Multidimensional Anxiety Scale for 
Children (MASC; March, 1997);
- Behavioral Assessment System for 
Children Teacher Rating Scale (BASC; 
Reynolds and Kamphaus, 1992).

Social Skills Deficits 
(classes: making friends, 
leadership skills, attention 
problems, and learning 
difficulties)

2 Hannesdóttir 
and Ollendick 
(2008)

92 participants 
(10-14 years 
old).

- Self-report;
- Parents’ report.

- Social Phobia and Anxiety Inventory 
for Children (SPAI-C; Beidel, Turner & 
Morris, 1995);
- Self-Efficacy Questionnaire for Social 
Skills for Children (Ollendick & Schmidt, 
1987);
- Outcome Expectancy Questionnaire 
(Ollendick & Schmidt, 1987);
- Behavioral Assertiveness Test 
for Children–Self Report (BAT-CR; 
Ollendick, 1981);
- Social Skills Rating System –
Secondary Level (SSRS: Gresham 
&Elliott, 1990).

Social skills deficits (class: 
assertiveness)

3 Miers, Blote, 
& Westenberg 
(2010)

40 participants 
(13-17 years old).

- Self-report;
- Peer-review.

- Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents 
(SAS-A; La Greca and Lopez, 1998);
- Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI; 
Kovacs 1985);
- Skills Rating Scale for Peers (SRSP) 
(assessor’s observational measure).

Social skills deficits 
(classes: speech content, 
facial expressions, posture, 
body movement, and way 
of speaking).

4 Banerjee & 
Henderson 
(2001)

63 participants 
from England 
(8-9 years old) 
and from the 
United States 
(6-11 years old).

- Self-report;
- Teachers’ report 
(USA-only);
- Observers’ 
assessment.

- The Social Phobia and Anxiety 
Inventory for Children (SPAI-C; Beidel, 
Turner, & Morris, 1995);
- Shyness Negative Affect Scale 
(Henderson, Banerjee, & Smith, 1999);
- Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales 
(Sparrow, Balla, & Cicchetti, 1984).

Social Skills Deficits 
Related to Social Cognition 
and Mental Status 
Assessment.

5 Los Reyes, 
Alfano, & Beidel 
(2011)

139 parents and 
122 children (7-
16 years old).

- Self-report;
- Parents’ report;
- Observers’ 
assessment.

- The Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; 
Achenbach, 1991);
- Anxiety Disorders Interview Schedule 
for Children (ADIS-C/P; Silverman & 
Albano, 1996);
- Social Phobia and Anxiety Inventory 
for Children (SPAIC; Beidel, Turner, & 
Morris, 1995);
- Clinical Global Impressions (CGI)  
-Severity of Illness and Improvement 
Scale (Guy, 1976).

Social skills deficits.
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Figure 3.2. Description of the research in terms of: sample types and size, 

assessment procedures, instruments used, and results found.

Authors (year) Sample Assessment 
procedures

Instruments Results

6 Motoca, 
Williams, & 
Silverman 
(2012)

397 participants 
(7-16 years old)

- Self-report;
- Parents’ report.

- Anxiety Disorders Interview Schedule 
for Children (ADIS-C/P; Silverman & 
Albano, 1996);
- Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale 
(SCAS-C/P; Nauta et al., 2003; 
Spence,1998);
- Social Communication Questionnaire 
(SCQ).

Social skills deficits.

7 Halls, Cooper, 
& Creswel (2015)

404 participants 
(6-13 years old).

- Self-report;
- Parents’ report.

- Anxiety Disorders Interview Schedule 
for Children (ADIS-C/P; Silverman & 
Albano, 1996).
- Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale 
(SCAS-C/P; Nauta et al., 2003; Spence, 
1998).
- Social Communication Questionnaire 
(SCQ).

Social skills deficits (class: 
social communication).

8 Scharf, Kerns, 
Rousseau, & 
Kivenson-Baron 
(2016)

404 students 
and 10 teachers

- Self-report;
- Teachers’ 
report;
- Observers’ 
assessment.

- Security Scale (Kerns et al., 2001);
- Social Anxiety Scale for Children 
-SASC-R (La Greca & Stone, 1993);
- Friendship competencies: Children’s 
strategies in response to seeking and 
giving help within a friendship (Rose & 
Asher, 2004);
- Peer competence subscale from the 
Teacher –Child Rating Scale (T-CRS) 
(Hightower et al., 1986).

Social skills deficits 
(classes: making friends 
and empathy).

9 Ates (2016) 648 participants 
(14-18 years 
old).

- Self-report. - Perceived Social Competence Scale 
(Anderson-Butcher, Iachini, and 
Amorose, 2007);
- Social Anxiety Scale (SAS; Özbay-
Palancı (2001).

Social skills deficits (class: 
social communications).

10 Hatton, Hodges, 
& Porter (2003)

110 participants 
(8-11 years old).

- Self-report;
- Observers’ 
assessment.

- Spielberger trait anxiety inventory for 
children (STAIC; Spielberger, 1973);
- Social Phobia and Anxiety Inventory 
for Children (SPAI-C; Beidel, Turner, & 
Morris, 1995);
- Performance Questionnaire (PQ; 
Cartwright-Hatton et al., 2005).

Negative cognition.

11 Hatton, 
Tschernitz, 
& Gomersall 
(2005)

40 participants 
(10-12 years old).

- Self-report;
- Observers’ 
assessment.

- Spielberger state - trait anxiety 
inventory for children (STAIC) - state 
version (Spielberger, 1973);
- Social Anxiety Scale for children - 
revised (SASC-R) (LaGreca & Stone, 
1993);
- Performance Questionnaire (PQ; 
Cartwright-Hatton et al., 2003).

Negative cognition.

12 Miers et al. 
(2009)

136 participants 
(9-17 years old).

- Self-report;
- Observers’ 
assessment.

- Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents 
(SAS–A; (La Greca & Lopez, 1998);
- Measure of assessed performance 
(Spence et al., 1999);
- Performance Questionnaire (PQ; 
Cartwright-Hatton et al., 2005).

Negative cognition.
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Figure 3.2. Description of the research in terms of: sample types and size, 

assessment procedures, instruments used, and results found.

Authors (year) Sample Assessment 
procedures

Instruments Results

13 Spence, 
Donovan, & 
Toussaint (1999)

54 participants 
(7-14 years old).

- Self-report;
- Parents’ report;
- Observers’ 
assessment.

- Anxiety Disorders Interview Schedule 
for Children-Parent Version (ADIS-C-P; 
Silverman & Nelles, 1988);
- Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety 
Scale (RCMAS; Reynolds & Richmond, 
1978);
- Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale 
(SCAS; Spence, 1997, 1998);
- The Social Anxiety Scale for Children-
Revised (SASC-R; La Greca, Dandes, 
Wick, & Shaw, 1988; La Greca & Stone, 
1993);
- Social Worries Questionnaire-Parent 
(SWQ-P; Spence, 1995);
- Social Worries Questionnaire-Pupil 
(SWQ-PU; Spence, 1995);
- Adapted version of the Subjective 
Probability (Social) Scale (Lucock & 
Salkovskis, 1988);
- Social Skills Questionnaire-Parent 
(SSQ-P; Spence, 1995);
- Social Skills Questionnaire-Pupil 
(SSQ-PU; Spence, 1995);
- Children’s Assertive Behavior Scale 
(CABS; Michelson & Wood, 1982);
- Revised Behavioral Assertiveness Test 
for Children (BAT-CR; Ollendick, 1981);
- Social Competence Questionnaire-
Parent (SCPQ-P; Spence, 1995).

Social skills deficits and 
negative cognitions.

14 Greco & Morris 
(2005)

333 children (8-
12 years old) and 
50 teachers.

- Self-report;
- Teachers’ 
report.

- Social Phobia and Anxiety Inventory 
for Children (SPAI-C; Beidel, Turner & 
Morris, 1995, 1998);
- Friendship Quality Questionnaire 
(FQQ; Parker & Asher, 1993);
- Social Skills Rating System (SSRS; 
Gresham & Elliot, 1990).

Social skills deficits and 
negative cognitions.

15 Inderbitzen-
Nolan, 
Anderson, & 
Johnson (2007)

330 participants 
(13-17 years old).

- Self-report;
- Parents’ report;
- Observers’ 
assessment.

- Anxiety Disorders Interview Schedule 
for Children-Parent Version (ADIS-C-P; 
Silverman & Nelles, 1988);
- Role-play.

Social skills deficits 
(classes: assertiveness, 
communication, and 
making friends) and 
negative cognitions.

16 Miers et al. 
(2013)

Began with 
331 young 
individuals 
(9-17 years old) 
and finished 
with 236 young 
individuals 
(12-21 years old) 
– longitudinal 
study.

- Self-report;
- Parents’ report;
- Teachers’ 
report.

- Social Anxiety Scale for Adolescents 
(SAS-A; La Greca and Lopez 1998);
- Adolescents’ Interpretation and Belief 
Questionnaire (AIBQ; Miers et al. 2008);
- Focus of Attention Questionnaire 
(FAQ; Woody et al. 1997);
- Performance Questionnaire (PQ; 
Cartwright-Hatton et al. 2005);
- Hierarchical Personality Inventory for 
Children (HiPIC; Mervielde & DeFruyt 
2002);
- Behavioral Inhibition Scale (BIS; Gest 
1997);
- Conners’ Teacher Rating Scale 
(CTRS-R; Conners 2004);
- Questionnaire for Social Functioning 
(Bokhorst 1990).

Social skills deficits and 
negative cognitions.
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All studies described in Figure 3.2 were carried out with children and 

adolescents and the minimum age of the participants was six and the maximum 

age was 21 years old. The oldest study found in this research was the one performed 

by Spence, Donovan, and Toussaint (1999) and the most recent ones were those by 

Scharf, Kerns, Rousseau, & Kivenson-Baron (2016) and Ates (2016). Regarding the 

design of the studies, only the study by Miers, Blöte, Rooij, Bokhorst, & Westenberg 

(2013) can be characterized as longitudinal, while the other 15 studies presented 

cross-sectional designs. The study that used the largest number of participants 

was the one by Ates (2016) with a sample of 648 adolescents and the smallest 

sample, of 40 participants, was found in two studies: the one by Hatton, Tschernitz, 

& Gomersall (2005) and the one by Miers, Blöte, & Westenberg  (2010).

Regarding the assessment procedures, all 16 studies were self-reported, in 

the assessment process of the participating children and adolescents. In addition to 

the self-report, nine articles also made use of observer assessment, eight articles 

assessed the parents’ reports, and only five used the teachers’ report concurrently. 

Only in the study by Miers et al. (2010) peer observation was used, in which young 

people of the same age group as the participants were the assessors.

Thirty-eight different instruments were used to carry out the assessments 

of different variables of the participants. Among the instruments used to assess 

anxiety, the Anxiety Disorder Interview Schedule (ADIS-C-P) stands out, which was 

used in six studies to aid in the diagnosis of Social Anxiety Disorder - developed by 

Silverman and Albano (1996), it consists of a structured diagnostic interview, based 

on the DSM-IV.

Another instrument used to assess anxiety, found in five articles, was the 

Social Phobia and Anxiety Inventory for Children (SPAI-C), developed by Beidel, Turner, 

& Morris (1998). It is a self-report measure containing 26 items developed to 

assess the frequency and extent of social anxiety experienced by children and 

adolescents. It is also worth mentioning the recurrent use of the Social Anxiety Scale 

for Adolescents (SAS-A; La Greca & Lopez, 1998), used in four studies and the Social 

Anxiety Scale for Children, (SASC-R; La Greca & Stone, 1993), used in three studies.

To assess the repertoire of social skills in research, the use of the Performance 

Questionnaire (PQ; Cartwright-Hatton et al., 2003; Cartwright-Hatton, Tschernitz, 

& Gomersall, 2005) was used in four studies (Hatton et al., 2003; Hatton et al., 

2005; Miers, et al., 2009; Miers, Blöte, Bokhorst, & Westenberg, 2013). The original 
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PQ is a rating scale of nine items, three items refer to the micro-behaviors displayed 

during the speech task (for example, how loud and clear the speaker’s voice was), 

three items refer to the overall impression made by the child (for example, how 

friendly did you look?) and three items are related to how nervous the child looked 

during the task (for example, how did you look?) (Hatton et al., 2005).

It is also highlighted the use of the Social Skills Rating System (SSRS), an 

inventory developed by Gresham and Elliot (1990) and validated in Brazil by Freitas 

and Del Prette (2015), in three studies: the ones by Greco and Morris (2005), 

Hannesdóttir and Ollendick (2008), and Motoca, Williams, & Silverman (2012). It is 

an instrument that assesses the social skills of children and adolescents and can be 

applied to the students themselves, as well as their teachers and parents.

With regard to the results obtained by the studies, these were grouped 

according to three different sets of results, namely:

1) Social skills deficits (nine articles): studies that addressed in their results the 

classes of social skills that were considered as deficits in children with social anxiety;

2) Negative cognitions (three articles): studies that demonstrated that the 

participants had negative cognitions in the situations assessed and, in these 

studies, there was a differentiation between cognition and behavior; and

3) Social skills deficits and negative cognition (four articles): studies that 

presented both behavioral difficulties in social skills and negative cognitions related 

to the performance of activities in their results.

In this last set of studies, behaviors and cognitions were understood as 

distinct processes, preserving the authors’ definitions for each component (social 

skills and cognition).

About the first set of studies, it was noted that eight studies specified the 

social skills classes assessed as deficient in the participating individuals: communication, 

assertiveness, empathy, making friends, speaking in public, leadership skills, social 

skills related to social cognition, and assessment of mental status. This last class is 

considered by Caballo (2003) as a cognitive assessment carried out by an individual 

in the face of situations or stimuli, being determined by the conceptions that he or 

she has about the world and about him or herself. This author also considers that 

cognition is a component of social skills.
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It is noteworthy that the most presented classes were: communication - three 

studies (Ates, 2016; Halls, Cooper, & Creswell, 2015; Inderbitzen-Nolan, Anderson, & 

Johnson, 2007); Making friends – three studies (Bernstein, Bernat, Davis, & Layne, 

2008; Inderbitzen-Nolan et al., 2007; Scharf et al., 2016); and Assertiveness – two 

studies (Hannesdóttir & Ollendick, 2008; Inderbitzen-Nolan et al., 2007).

In the second set generated from the results, three studies (Hatton et al., 

2003; Hatton et al., 2005; Miers, et al., 2009) presenting negative cognition as a 

factor associated with social anxiety were found. In the study by Hatton et al. 

(2003), social skills were indistinguishable between groups of children with and 

without social anxiety. The authors concluded that socially anxious children do not 

necessarily have social skills deficits, but that their own assessment would be 

influenced by their degree of nervousness (negative cognition). Hatton et al. (2005) 

suggested that the nervousness of socially anxious children significantly influenced 

their self-assessment and that they may not necessarily have social skills deficits, 

but only believe that they have this deficit due to the nervousness in which they 

find themselves in social situations. In the third study of this set Miers et al. (2009) 

concluded that the participants with social anxiety rated their performance more 

negatively than young people with lower levels of social anxiety, with the first 

group having negative cognitions arising from their perceptions of nervousness.

Given this second set of studies, it is valid to conceptualize what the authors 

define as negative cognition. The cognitive model for anxiety disorders proposes 

that the content of thoughts has an important role in the development and 

maintenance of anxiety. However, the model points out that individuals may 

present flaws in information processing, with a tendency to distort reality by 

assessing their interpersonal experiences in a dysfunctional way and interpreting 

situations of social interactions as more threatening than they really are (Beck, 

Emery, & Greenberg, 1985; D’El Rey & Pacini, 2006; Knapp & Beck, 2008).

According to this model, individuals with social phobia experience anxiety in 

advance or during social situations, since they have excessive expectations 

regarding negative results in social contexts, assessing their own performance in a 

very critical way, with negative cognitions, thus, increasing their anxiety experience 

(Spence et al., 1999).

The third set of studies refers to studies that reported social skills deficits 

and negative cognition in their results, comprising four studies: the one by Spence 



Psicologia: Teoria e Prática, 23(2), 1-24. São Paulo, SP, 2021. ISSN 1980-6906 (electronic version). 

doi:10.5935/1980-6906/ePTPCP12606, 2021 15

Social skills and social anxiety

et al. (1999); the study by Greco and Morris (2005); by Inderbitzen-Nolan et al., 

(2007); and by Miers et al. (2013). The results of the study by Spence et al. (1999) 

showed that children diagnosed with social phobia had a lower performance during 

social tasks and also rated themselves more negatively. The study by Greco and 

Morris (2005) examined the mediating and moderating role of social skills and 

close friendships in the relationship between peer acceptance and social anxiety. 

Among the several results obtained, it was highlighted that social anxiety was 

associated with low levels of peer acceptance, and that this relationship was 

mediated, in part, by general social skills deficits. In addition, girls who rated their 

best friendships with negative attributes (e.g., conflicts and betrayals) had lower 

social preference ratings by their peers and high levels of social anxiety.

Among the studies of the third set, only the one by Inderbitzen-Nolan et al. 

(2007) specified the classes of social skills assessed as deficient, namely: 

assertiveness, communication, and making friends. In the longitudinal survey by 

Miers et al. (2013), it was found that the trajectory of social anxiety during 

adolescence was influenced by variables related to both cognition (self-reported 

negative interpretations and self-centered attention) and social competence 

(worse social skills assessed by observers during a speech task and greater social 

problems) at school, assessed by the teacher. Still with regard to this set of studies, 

it is worth noting that not all studies specified the types of negative cognition 

homogeneously.

4. Discussion
This study carried out a literature review of 20 years of empirical research 

(from 1997 to 2017) that studied social skills and social anxiety in populations of 

children and adolescents. Most of the studies found pointed to the negative 

correlation between social skills and social anxiety for clinical groups and for the 

population in general. However, the literature still has gaps regarding the causal 

relationship between these two factors, that is, are social skills deficits the cause of 

social anxiety or is the presence of symptoms of social anxiety that impairs the 

development of social skills? (Stravynski, Kyparissis, & Amado, 2010). The results of 

the literature review by Levitan et al. (2008), carried out based on studies published 

in electronic databases and on the references of the selected papers, corroborate the 

data found in this review, and it is possible to state that there is still no consensus 
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as to the aspects and conditions that are involved in the development of social 

anxiety. However, it should be noted that, in the study by Levitan et al. (2008), 

there was no restriction in relation to the age range of the participants and that the 

reviewed research included patients with social phobia or agoraphobia.

As reported in the results, of the thirteen studies that pointed to social skills 

deficits in participants with social anxiety – Set 1 –, eight studies addressed 

the specific classes that can trigger symptoms of social anxiety, namely: 

communication, assertiveness, empathy, making friends, public speaking, 

leadership skills and social skills related to social cognition and mental status 

assessment. However, no research has shown the degree of prediction of these 

specific classes, that is, how much each class of skills contributes to the 

development of social anxiety symptoms. The three deficit classes most frequently 

found in the studies were: communication, making friends, and assertiveness.

Communication is a class of social skills that is related to initiating and 

maintaining a conversation, asking, and answering questions, asking and giving 

feedback, praising and thanking, and giving an opinion. The behavior of 

communicating can occur directly (face to face) or indirectly (using electronic 

means of communication). In the former, verbal communication is always associated 

with non-verbal communication, which can complement, illustrate, replace, and 

sometimes contradict verbal messages (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2017).

The making and keeping friendships class is geared towards starting 

conversations, hearing/making confidences, showing kindness, keeping in touch, 

asking personal questions without being invasive, offering free information (self-

disclosure), expressing feelings, praising, suggesting activities, and expressing 

solidarity in the face of problems (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2017). The assertiveness 

class, in turn, focuses on defending their own rights and the rights of others, 

expressing negative feelings and asking for behavior changes, talking about their 

own qualities and defects, refusing requests, apologizing and admitting failures, 

negotiating conflicting interests and handling criticism (Del Prette & Del Prette, 

2017). Deficits in these three classes of social skills can impair the individual’s 

behavioral performance, increasing their level of anxiety in situations of exposure, 

assessment, judgment, or momentary events that require social interaction.

In view of this panorama, it is suggested that further studies be carried out 

in order to present the prediction levels of specific social skills c lasses i n social 
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anxiety, considering that the identification of these classes may help in the 

assessment of this anxiety in childhood and adolescence and contribute to the 

literature. In addition, based on studies of this nature, it would be possible to offer 

empirical data and important information for the social skills training used in the 

treatment of social anxiety disorder, which can be directed with greater emphasis 

to the most deficient social skills classes.

Some studies presented social skills deficits that influenced the performance 

of groups with social anxiety in the 2008 review (Levitan et al., 2008). However, 

there are studies highlighted in the review that did not indicate the relationship 

between social skills and social anxiety, identifying cognition as the only factor that 

influences the development of anxiety in the face of social situations. This same 

finding can be observed in the present review. Three studies included in Set 2 – 

Negative cognitions – (Hatton et al., 2003; Hatton et al., 2005; Miers et al., 2009) 

presented negative cognition as the main factor related to the development of 

social anxiety symptoms. In addition to these, in the four studies that composed 

Set 3 – Social skills deficits and negative cognition – (Greco & Morris, 2005; 

Inderbitzen-Nolan et al., 2007; Miers et al., 2013; Spence et al., 1999), negative 

cognition appeared concurrently with social skills deficits.

Vianna, Campos, & Fernandez (2009) and Levitan et al. (2008) reinforced 

the information raised by studies that found negative cognitions in their results. 

These authors state that children and adolescents with social anxiety disorder are 

more likely to have the following difficulties: negative interpretations in the face of 

everyday social situations; thoughts focused on the possibility of rejection or 

humiliation, based on their performance; and the environment is interpreted as 

threatening and their own beliefs and abilities are perceived as negative (Levitan et 

al., 2008; Vianna et al., 2009).

In addition, self-demandingness can be generated as a result of the 

dysfunctional belief that it is necessary to have a quality performance to be 

valued in social situations. However, the high level of demands increases the 

degree of anxiety when developing an interaction, leading to frustration when the 

individual loses control and something does not happen as expected (D’El Rey & 

Pacini, 2006).

Starting from a cognitive view, considering the population in general, the 

distortion that is most present in the cognitive model of Social Anxiety Disorder 
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(SAD) is catastrophizing. This is a classic information processing error that occurs 

when a neutral stimulus is distorted and interpreted as negative, while a positive 

and safe stimulus is not considered by the individual (Souza, 2017). These 

distorted and negative cognitions can trigger physical symptoms of anxiety, as 

well as behaviors that generate discomfort and reinforce the idea of ​​inadequacy, 

rejection, and humiliation, contributing to the individual’s withdrawal and 

avoidance of interpersonal relationships (Ito, Roso, Tiwari, Kendall, & Asbahr, 

2008; Souza, 2017).

For Caballo (2003), social skills have behavioral components (eye contact, 

speech latency, gestures, posture, voice tone, among others) and cognitive 

components (perceptions about communication environments), making it possible 

to observe that, according to some theoretical models, cognition can also be 

considered as a component of social skills. However, the studies that comprised 

Sets 2 and 3, whose results presented the negative cognition of young participants, 

did not consider cognition as a component of social skills in their research. This 

aspect possibly reflects the divergence of theoretical perspectives adopted in the 

different studies. It is also noteworthy that, even among researchers who work 

primarily in the field of Social Skills, there is no consensus on the specific cognitive 

components that can be considered classes of social skills, such as the portfolio of 

Del Prette and Del Prette (2017).

In view of the studies found, one can question the fact that there is no 

consensus in the research found in the literature on the main triggering factor of 

social anxiety disorder, namely, social skills deficits or negative cognition. Therefore, 

further studies must be carried out to answer this question more appropriately.

Considering the instruments used to assess social skills in the studies found, 

it is possible to verify that there was not a standardized instrument for the data 

collection stage in the studies. This inconsistency was also highlighted by Angélico 

et al. (2006) in a literature review on the same theme in adulthood, stating that 

the use of a standardized instrument could generate more validity and reliability to 

the research results.

No Brazilian empirical research conducted with children and adolescents 

was included in the present review, considering the search period, the descriptors 

and the databases used. However, two other recent studies, carried out with 

Brazilian children and adolescents, were recovered through other search sources, 
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but which did not enter the corpus of this review due to their date of publication 

(2018) and/or the format of the document (book chapter) (Freitas, Porfírio, & 

Buarque, 2018; Magalhães, Angélico, & Oliveira, 2018). Even so, it is emphasized 

that the lack of studies in the country can imply difficulties in the identification and 

treatment of social anxiety disorder in the Brazilian context.

Generally speaking, regarding the social skills classes, there is no consensus 

regarding which of the studies found in this review can be better or worse predictors 

of social anxiety. Regarding negative cognitions, the types of distortions found in 

children and adolescents were not specified. These gaps suggest questions that can 

be answered by empirical studies using, for example, longitudinal designs. In 

addition, it is understood that new studies on the nature of the relationship 

between these variables can bring improvements in issues related to the prevention 

and treatment of social anxiety in childhood and adolescence.

As possible implications of the results obtained in the present review, 

Miers et al. (2013) highlight the importance of developing and improving social 

skills in the treatment of social anxiety in childhood, in order to increase the 

chances of a child seeking access to their peer groups and, later, receiving positive 

responses from their social interactions. One way to improve and develop such 

skills is the SST which is characterized as a set of activities planned and structured 

based on learning processes, which must be mediated and conducted by a 

facilitating therapist (Caballo, 2003). In addition to having the objective of 

acquiring, learning, and improving social skills, the SST also aims to acquire the 

other requirements for social competences, gradually providing social interaction 

practices (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2017). Individuals with social anxiety can 

benefit from the SST in the treatment of these symptoms (Caballo, 2003), 

especially regarding the classes of social skills found to be deficient in this 

literature review.

It is highlighted that only empirical studies published in journals were 

included in this study, which could be understood as a limitation. It is suggested, 

therefore, that further literature review studies on the same topic should be carried 

out with the inclusion of other types of publications, such as dissertations, theses, 

or books. Thus, the search may be broader and contribute to the explanation of 

gaps not yet satisfactorily answered by the articles in this study.
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