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160 - Friday Fix: Why the Fear of Embarrassment 
Can Literally Kill You 
Welcome to The Verywell Mind Podcast! I’m Amy Morin, editor-in-chief of Verywell 
Mind. I’m also a psychotherapist and a best-selling author of four books on mental 
strength.  

You’re listening to the Friday Fix. Every Friday, I share a quick mental strength strategy 
that can help fix the thoughts, feelings, and actions that can hold you back in life. 

And the fun part is we record the show from a sailboat in the Florida Keys! 

Now, let’s dive into today’s episode! 

Today I’m talking about embarrassment. It’s an uncomfortable emotion. And while 
people often say things like, “I almost died of embarrassment,” embarrassment won’t kill 
you. 

But avoiding embarrassment–that might actually kill you. 

Before I explain how, let’s talk about what embarrassment is. 

Embarrassment is a little different than most emotions. A feeling like sadness is 
something you can feel regardless of whether you’re alone or you’re around other 
people. 

Embarrassment involves other people. It’s that cringe-worthy feeling you get when you 
think you’ve lost a bit of social status. You feel like you’re being judged negatively by 
those around you for having spinach in your teeth or for tripping on stage in a room full 
of people. 



But it’s not always the negative things that lead to embarrassment. You might feel 
embarrassed when your boss gives you a compliment in front of a room full of people. 
Or you might feel embarrassed when your new love interest brags about how amazing 
you are to their friends while you’re sitting there. 
 

If you’re a strongly empathetic person, you might also feel embarrassment from 
someone else’s behavior. If your friend says something inappropriate at the dinner table 
or your colleague has too much to drink at a networking meeting, you might find yourself 
feeling embarrassed by their behavior.  

When you feel embarrassed, you’ll likely also feel self-conscious and awkward.  

You might also experience some physical symptoms. Your face might turn red, you 
might break out into a sweat, and you might have trouble speaking coherently when 
you’re embarrassed about something. 

We feel embarrassment to different degrees and over different things. While one person 
might feel humiliated over forgetting someone’s name, someone else might not think 
twice about it. 

Individuals with social anxiety experience embarrassment to a deeper degree and over 
more things than other people. That’s why they’re more likely to fear embarrassment 
and consequently, they may be less likely to take social risks. 

Some researchers think that embarrassment is meant to keep us from repeating a 
mistake. If we feel badly that we made a social blunder, we’ll be less likely to do it 
again–and therefore less likely to lose social status. And those physical signs that we’re 
embarrassed, are meant to show other people that we recognize we’ve messed up and 
reassures them that we want to do better next time. 

Now that we’ve talked about what embarrassment is, let’s talk about how the fear of it 
can literally kill you. 

Researchers have found that people who choke on their food in restaurants are likely to 
feel embarrassed that they make a scene. So they walk to the bathroom as discreetly 
as possible–where they’re likely to die by themselves. If they stayed in public view, 
someone might give them the heimlich maneuver and save their lives. Someone else 
might call 911. Granted, these things would likely call a fair amount of attention to them 
and they might feel embarrassed–but the fear that embarrassing themselves in a room 
full of strangers causes them to die. That’s really sad isn’t it?  



Another common example has to do with health issues. I used to work in a medical 
hospital–my job as a social worker was to make sure people had everything they 
needed when they got discharged, like a visiting nurse who would help them once they 
got home or a walker if they had just had a knee replacement.  

I can’t tell you how many hospital patients I saw who had delayed treatment for a 
medical issue because they were embarrassed. It might be a lump in what they 
considered to be an embarrassing part of their body–so they didn’t tell the doctor. It 
might be an issue that involved going to the bathroom and bodily functions were so 
embarrassing to talk about that they told no one. And by the time they finally got 
admitted to the hospital, their condition was really advanced. For some of them, their 
health has deteriorated to the point that their issue was no longer treatable.  

Researchers estimate thousands of people die every year from bowel cancer because 
they were too embarrassed to tell their doctor when they had early warning signs. 

That’s so sad to think that anyone out there dies because they don’t want to feel 
embarrassed. 

I’ve seen many people in my therapy office who delayed their treatment because they 
were embarrassed too. It might take someone 10 years to get help for their depression 
because they were embarrassed to say how bad things had gotten. Or it might take 
someone 20 years to get help for a disorder like skin picking or hair pulling–which are 
compulsive issues that people often don’t understand.  

I don’t blame people for that fear, though.  

Maybe you were raised in a home where potentially embarrassing topics weren’t 
discussed and awkward questions couldn’t be asked.  

Or maybe you were shamed for a mistake that you made and it felt so awful that you 
decided you never want to feel like that again. 

Or, maybe your brain just perceives embarrassment a little differently and you feel it so 
much more deeply than other people that it feels intolerable. 

But feeling embarrassed won’t kill you. Sure, if you Google it, there are some people 
who say 1 person might have died from embarrassment–a maid who got caught 
stealing dropped dead.Some people like to use that story as proof you can die from 
embarrassment.  It was likely the adrenaline rush that caused a heart attack and not 
necessarily embarrassment that killed her. 



It  happened in the 1800s so even if she did die of embarrassment, your chances of 
dying because you’re avoiding embarrassment are much higher. 

So what can you do if you’re someone who avoids embarrassment at all cost? You can 
practice embarrassing yourself.  

Seriously. This is what we do in therapy and how we often treat people who have social 
anxiety. 

I know it works because it’s something I’ve addressed over the years. Although I usually 
say I was a shy kid, in reality, I probably qualified for a diagnosis of social anxiety 
disorder.  

But we treat phobias with exposure therapy. The more you face your fears, the less 
scary it becomes. 

So someone who is terrified that they might embarrass themselves will likely be 
prescribed certain slightly embarrassing activities to do each week. Just what these 
activities are varies from person to person. 

They could include things like calling a business and asking what time they close–for 
some people making a phone call is terrifying. Someone else might be challenged to 
buy something at a store and then return it later. The point is, to help people identify 
slightly challenging fears to conquer one step at a time. 

Once that thing they’re doing doesn’t feel quite so scary anymore, we go to the next 
step. 

Even if you don’t have full-blown social anxiety disorder, though, you might practice 
embarrassing yourself on a regular basis. Whether that means you wear something you 
think is embarrassing and force yourself to go out in public or you introduce yourself to 
strangers even though you’re embarrassed to do so, doing things that feel 
embarrassing to you once in a while is good for you. It will prove to your brain that you 
can tolerate feeling embarrassed. Although it’s uncomfortable, it’s more bearable than 
you might think. 

If there’s something you’ve been putting off for a while too–like talking to your doctor 
about something or telling your partner about an issue you find embarrassing–try to do it 
this week. Remember, you don’t have to feel brave to act brave. You can do brave 
things even when you feel scared. No one will know the difference. 

And if you really struggle with the fear of embarrassment, seek help. Social anxiety is 
one of the most treatable yet rarely treated conditions out there. Some people find 



therapy helpful others find medication helps. But whatever you do, don’t suffer in 
silence. 
 
If you know someone who could benefit from hearing this message, share it with them. 
Simply sharing a link to this episode could help someone feel better and grow stronger. 

Do you want free access to my online course? It’s called “10 Mental Strength Exercises 
That Will Help You Reach Your Greatest Potential.” To get your free pass, all you have 
to do is leave us a review on Apple Podcasts. Then, send us a screenshot of your 
review. Our email address is podcast@verywell.com. We’ll reply with your all-access 
pass to the course. 
Thank you for hanging out with me today and listening to the VW Mind podcast. 
 
And as always, a big thank you to my show’s producer (who gets embarrassed when I 
brag about him in public), Nick Valentin. 


