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ABSTRACT

Objective : Reduced resting heart rate variability (HRV) is well-documented in anxiety and mood disorders;
however, limited research exists on HRV reactivity during emotional processing. This study examined HRV re-
activity to angry faces in social anxiety disorder (SAD) patients and its association with symptom severity.

Methods : Twenty-six SAD patients and 35 controls participated. HRV was measured using the root mean
square of successive differences (RMSSD). RMSSD reactivity was calculated by subtracting RMSSD during
angry and neutral face processing from baseline RMSSD. Group differences in RMSSD reactivity and its re-
lationship with social anxiety symptoms were analyzed.

Results : SAD patients exhibited lower RMSSD reactivity compared to controls during both angry (tsss0=
3.03, p=0.004) and neutral face processing (ts»s77=2.18, p=0.034). In the SAD group, RMSSD reactivity dur-
ing angry face processing significantly explained variance in performance avoidance subscale scores of the
Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale (R’=0.208, $=-0.456, F, »=6.054, p=0.022).

Conclusion : Reduced HRV reactivity in SAD may reflect impaired autonomic flexibility and difficulty
responding to emotionally relevant stressors. Lower HRV reactivity is associated with greater symptom se-
verity, specifically performance-related avoidance, highlighting HRV’s potential as a physiological marker
for identifying specific symptoms in SAD. (Anxiety and Mood 2024;20(2):35-40)
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Table 1. Demographic and descriptive characteristics of the participants

. SAD (n=26) Controls (n=35) )
Variable %o ort
n % n %
Male 15 57.7 17 48.6 0.697
Mean SD Mean SD
Age, in years 25.38 3.35 24.57 3.16 -0.967
Educational level, in years 15.56 2.53 15.51 1.46 -0.088
Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale, 0—144 73.65 2419 18.09 7.79 -11.287*
Social Interaction Anxiety Scale, 0—80 52.54 14.92 12.49 6.46 -12.825*
Social Phobia Scale, 0-80 37.00 19.14 5.14 5.09 -8.274*
Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale, 12—-60 43.92 9.81 26.57 6.52 -7.823*
Beck Depression Inventory, 0—63 14.23 8.63 5.06 5.71 -4.708*
Hamilton Anxiety Scale, 0—56 25.52 11.02 6.83 5.13 -7.609*
Sheehan Disability Scale, 0-30 16.91 6.08 4.60 4.15 -8.495*
*p<0.05. SAD, social anxiety disorder; SD, standard deviation
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Table 2. RMSSD during baseline and task

Variable Descriptive statistics . -
Inferential statistics
SAD Controls
RMSSD
Mean SD Mean SD F P
Baseline 66.07 42.02 87.84 66.70 Group 0.264 0.609
Neutral face 68.71 31.38 65.73 30.20 Condition 2.673 0.100
Angry face 73.80 28.78 70.49 36.31 Interaction 5.835 0.014*

*p<0.05. RMSSD, the root mean square of successive differences; SAD, social anxiety disorder; SD, standard deviation
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Figure 1. Relationship between LSAS performance avoidance
subscale and RMSSD reactivity during angry face processing.
RMSSD reactivity was calculated by subtracting RMSSD during
angry and neutral face processing from RMSSD in a resting
state. *p<0.05. RMSSD, the root mean square of successive dif-
ferences; LSAS, Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale; SAD, Social Anxi-
ety Disorder; CON, confrol group.
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