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Abstract

This case study examines Samaira Khan, an 18-year-old university student exhibiting avoidant
behavior characterized by social anxiety, negative self-perception, and social isolation. Rooted
in familial pressures and past experiences of bullying, Samaira’s avoidance behaviors have
significantly hindered her academic performance and social interactions. Diagnosed with
Avoidant Personality Disorder (APD) based on DSM-5 criteria, Samaira underwent an eight-
month therapeutic intervention involving Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT), exposure
therapy, and mindfulness techniques. Over time, she demonstrated improved class
participation, increased self-confidence, and the formation of new friendships. This case
underscores the multifaceted nature of avoidant behavior and highlights the efficacy of
structured, supportive therapeutic interventions in fostering positive behavioral and emotional

change.
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Introduction

Avoidant behavior, often associated with Avoidant Personality Disorder (APD), is
characterized by pervasive feelings of inadequacy, hypersensitivity to criticism, and avoidance
of social interactions due to fear of rejection or embarrassment (American Psychiatric
Association [APA], 2013). This case study explores the manifestation of avoidant behavior in
Samaira Khan, an 18-year-old university student, and examines the therapeutic strategies
employed to address her symptoms. By analyzing Samaira’s background, symptoms, and
treatment outcomes, this study aims to contribute to the understanding of avoidant behavior

and its management in young adults.

92



Understanding and Addressing Avoidant Behavior in a University Student: A Case Study
ISBN: 978-93-91410-75-9. https://doi.org/10.51767/ic250411

Background
Samaira Khan is an 18-year-old student pursuing a degree in Economics at a university. While

academically competent, particularly in written assignments, she struggles with in-class
participation and social interactions. Her anxiety, which intensified upon starting college, has
led her to avoid group projects, social gatherings, and classes requiring active participation.

Professors observed her avoidance and recommended counseling.

Samaira’s upbringing in a family that prioritized academic success over emotional expression
likely contributed to her self-critical nature and fear of failure. Additionally, her experiences
with bullying during middle school exacerbated her social anxieties, making her hesitant to

trust others and reinforcing her avoidant tendencies.

Main Causes
Samaira’s avoidant behavior is driven by three primary factors:

1. Avoidance of Social Interactions: Samaira fears judgment and rejection, leading her
to avoid social gatherings and group activities.

2. Difficulty Participating in Class: Her fear of saying something incorrect or being
judged prevents her from engaging in class discussions.

3. Negative Self-Perception: Samaira harbors a persistent belief that she is inferior to

others, which reinforces her avoidance of social and academic opportunities.

These behaviors have adversely affected her academic performance and interpersonal

relationships, resulting in feelings of isolation and frustration.

Symptoms and Impact

Samaira’s avoidant behavior is accompanied by several symptoms:

1. Physical Symptoms: Headaches, rapid heartbeat, and chest tightness in social
situations.

2. Emotional Symptoms: Feelings of shame, loneliness, and frustration.

3. Cognitive Symptoms: Persistent negative thoughts such as “I’m not good enough” and
“People will judge me.”

4. Behavioral Symptoms: Avoidance of social interactions and increased isolation.
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These symptoms have significantly impaired her college experience, limiting her ability to
form friendships and participate fully in academic activities.

Assessment and Diagnosis

Samaira was assessed using the DSM-5 criteria, which led to a diagnosis of Avoidant
Personality Disorder (APD). Her symptoms, including intense fear of criticism, social
inhibition, and avoidance of interpersonal interactions, align with the diagnostic criteria for
APD (APA, 2013). Her avoidant tendencies are likely rooted in her upbringing, where

emotional expression was discouraged, and her past experiences with bullying.

Theoretical Framework

Samaira’s behavior can be understood through several psychological theories:

1. Cognitive-Behavioral Theory: Suggests that her negative self-perceptions and fear of
judgment reinforce avoidance behaviors.

2. Attachment Theory: Highlights the role of her family environment in fostering a fear
of rejection and emotional suppression.

3. Social Learning Theory: Proposes that her avoidant behavior may have been learned

from family dynamics or developed as a coping mechanism in response to bullying.

These theories provide a foundation for understanding the origins of Samaira’s behavior and

inform the therapeutic interventions employed.

Treatment Plan and Intervention

Samaira’s treatment plan included the following strategies:

1. Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT): Focused on identifying and challenging
negative self-perceptions and replacing them with balanced, realistic thoughts.

2. Exposure Therapy: Gradual exposure to anxiety-provoking social situations, starting
with small tasks like initiating conversations and progressing to group activities.

3. Mindfulness and Relaxation Techniques: Taught to manage physical symptoms of

anxiety through deep breathing and grounding exercises.

Progress and Outcomes
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Over eight months, Samaira demonstrated significant progress. Initially, she struggled with
CBT but gradually began to reframe her negative thoughts. Exposure therapy enabled her to
participate in study groups and attend social events, while mindfulness techniques helped her
manage anxiety symptoms. By the end of the intervention, Samaira was actively participating
in class, had joined a campus club, and formed new friendships. Although she still experienced
some anxiety, her symptoms were more manageable, and she expressed optimism about her

continued growth.

Conclusion

Samaira’s case illustrates the complexity of avoidant behavior and its impact on academic and
social functioning. Through a combination of CBT, exposure therapy, and mindfulness
techniques, Samaira was able to challenge her fears and reduce her avoidance behaviors. This
case underscores the importance of early intervention and the potential for positive change,
even in deeply ingrained patterns of avoidance. By fostering self-awareness and equipping
individuals with practical coping skills, therapeutic interventions canempower individuals like

Samaira to lead more fulfilling lives.
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