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Abstract
Background
Excessive fear of scrutiny is a defining feature of social anxiety disorder. Eye contact may
trigger feelings of being scrutinized, and although eye contact is commonly feared in
persons with social anxiety disorder, it has been studied little. T he purpose of this study
was to characterize fear and avoidance of eye contact in patients with social anxiety
disorder and in nonpatient samples.
Methods
Gaze fears and avoidance, social anxiety, and depression were assessed in 44 patients
with generalized social anxiety disorder, 17 matched healthy comparison subjects, and 79
undergraduates. Patients were reassessed after 8 to 12 weeks of treatment with
paroxetine. A new self-report instrument, the Gaze Anxiety Rating Scale (GARS), was
used to assess fear and avoidance of eye contact, and its psychometric properties were

analyzed.
Results
Patients with generalized social anxiety disorder, in comparison with healthy control
participants, reported significantly increased levels of fear and avoidance of eye contact,
which decreased significantly after 8 to 12 weeks of treatment with paroxetine. Fear and
avoidance of eye contact were significantly associated with severity of social anxiety in all
3 samples. T he GARS demonstrated excellent internal consistency within each sample.
Conclusions
Self-reported fear and avoidance of eye contact are associated with social anxiety in both
nonpatient and social anxiety disorder samples. Preliminary psychometric analyses
suggest that the GARS has utility in the assessment of gaze anxiety.
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