
[image: Illustration]



 

 

Lynne Henderson is founder of the Social Fitness Center, and founder and co-director, with Philip Zimbardo, of the Shyness Institute, both in California, USA. Dr Henderson has been a visiting scholar and lecturer in the Psychology Department at Stanford University, California, and a faculty member in Continuing Studies. She has directed the Shyness Clinic for over thirty years.




 

 

 

Also by Lynne Henderson

Improving Social Confidence and Reducing Shyness Using Compassion Focused Therapy




[image: Illustration]




 

ROBINSON

First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Robinson

Copyright © Lynne Henderson, 2021

The moral rights of the authors have been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library.

IMPORTANT NOTE

This book is not intended as a substitute for medical advice or treatment. Any person with a condition requiring medical attention should consult a qualified medical practitioner or suitable therapist.

ISBN: 978-1-47214-469-0

Robinson

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk




Contents

Preface

Introduction

 

1   Shyness and Our Tricky Brains: The Importance of Compassion

2   Evolution, Neuroscience and the Biopsychosocial Approach

3   Developing Your Compassionate Mind

4   Switching Our Minds to Kindness and Compassion

5   Compassion Imagery Skills and Balancing Using a Compassionate Approach

6   Developing Compassionate Thinking

7   More Ways of Developing Compassionate Thinking

8   Compassionate Behaviour, Changing Behaviour Compassionately, Resisting Stereotypes, Handling Bullies

9   Putting It All Together

 

Further Resources

Acknowledgements

Notes

Index




Preface

After many years of working and learning with courageous and dedicated clients and colleagues, I have the pleasure to convert Improving Social Confidence and Reducing Shyness Using Compassion Focused Therapy into The Shyness Workbook: Take Control of Social Anxiety Using Your Compassionate Mind.

This book is a culmination of what I’ve learned at the Palo Alto Shyness Clinic and in my practice. Together, therapists and clients explored how shyness and shame could hold any of us back from realising our potential and from engaging with others wholeheartedly. We also know how much we can learn from writing about our experiences, and how brainstorming and practising new behaviours leads to new learning.

Let’s go back to the Stanford Shyness Clinic, and the combination of factors that led to this book. In 1971, Philip Zimbardo and his students conducted what became known as the Stanford Prison Experiment. A group of typical, psychologically healthy college undergraduate young men were randomly assigned the role of either prisoner or guard in a simulated 24/7 prison in the basement of the psychology building. The ‘prisoners’ quickly became so anxious and symptomatic, and the ‘guards’ so cruel, that the study was shut down after six days (it was supposed to run for two weeks). In the aftermath, Phil and the students formed a seminar to try to understand what had happened. One student mentioned that shyness was like being both a prisoner and a guard towards the self. The prisoner self wanted to come out but was afraid; the guard self was hostile and kept the prisoner trapped. Building on this insight, Phil and his students started gathering data at Stanford that culminated in Zimbardo’s book, Shyness. They also started conducting groups at what they named the Stanford Shyness Clinic.

In 1982, I became director of the Stanford Shyness Clinic, which we renamed the Palo Alto Shyness Clinic. Dr Zimbardo served as consultant, research supervisor and collaborator. In working with shy people at the Shyness Clinic and in private practice over the next thirtyeight years, I developed a learning model for shy and socially anxious people called Social Fitness TrainingSM. As you will read in this book, the first thirteen weeks uses a cognitive behavioural treatment model with role-plays based on the work of Rick Heimberg and Debra Hope; the second thirteen weeks consists of social skills training and deepening intimacy.

Through this work, I discovered (and continue to experience to this day) the remarkable capacities and resilience of extremely shy and socially anxious people. When people – including those meeting the criteria for social anxiety disorder, which all of our clients did – feel accepted and respected, they don’t lack social skills. Our clients demonstrate considerable social skill when they are meeting each other and interacting. In groups, they are conscientious and collaborative, and considerate of other group members. They are enormously relieved to be with people they like and respect and yet who also consider themselves shy. Coming into these groups, nearly every person believes that they will be the most shy and inadequate in the group. I, however, have been struck more with their strengths than their weaknesses. One of the role-plays clients did was a group problem-solving task. They were collaborative, showed skilled turn-taking behaviour, led as well as followed, and quickly solved the problem. They were so skilled I showed the video (with their permission) during my talk at the next conference.

I also see, however, how much clients struggle with shame and self-blame, and how great their suffering can be. In spite of that, we usually manage to have a good time in groups, with humour and laughter at ourselves and life’s challenges playing a big role.

Because shy people are often very hard on themselves and experience so much shame, I realised they felt stigmatised for their shyness and considered it a disease that needed a cure, a belief reinforced by pharmaceutical companies. That seemed to me absolutely the wrong model because it led them to feel powerless and not efficacious. I decided on a healthoriented model, in which clients were treated with respect and as colleagues, learning together about what it might take for all of us to be as socially fit as possible. That is why I named my treatment Social Fitness TrainingSM. At the clinic, we group leaders gently refused invitations to be dominant, and instead asked clients for their input on role-plays, their critiques of the book we used for social skills training, and feedback as to whether or how much the groups were helpful and how they felt towards us. When clients began to give me feedback, the groups became very lively and soon clients were taking leadership roles in the group. Because my early training had also been psychodynamic, I also embedded those interventions in the second thirteen weeks of the training, as we worked on developing trust, self-disclosure, listening skills, non-verbal communication, handling conflict and self-assertion. Psychodynamic interventions help clients become aware of thoughts and feelings that have been previously unconscious.

My research with Leonard Horowitz at Stanford led to another insight. Leonard and I addressed ‘negative automatic thoughts’, which all of us generate many times a day. These can be assessments of ourselves, such as, ‘I’m never going to get this right,’ or, ‘I’ll never fit in anywhere.’ Negative automatic thoughts can be directed towards others as well, such as, ‘When people see my discomfort they feel superior,’ or, ‘People do not identify with me when I am uncomfortable,’ or, ‘People will be rejecting and hurtful if I let them close to me.’ Our work revealed that shyness clinic clients had a significantly higher number of these negative automatic thoughts about others, as compared with shy and non-shy Stanford students (we developed a measure based on other-directed negative automatic thoughts we heard clients say in groups). These findings suggested that many chronically shy people and those with social anxiety disorder also had difficulty trusting others. They viewed others as critical, condescending and hurtful, which left them feeling alienated from both themselves and others.

Clients were able to reduce self-blame and shame, negative thoughts about others, resentment, shyness and depression in the groups. However, they still seemed to have trouble with shame and emotion regulation after the groups had ended. This led me to search for better ways to help clients maintain the gains made in treatment, and to find out what would better help with emotion regulation and long-term compassion for themselves. I was exploring mindfulness techniques and became a trained Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction teacher with an intention to incorporate MBSR in my treatment at the clinic.

When I heard about Paul Gilbert’s work in Compassionate Mind Training, I was fascinated and impressed, and wanted to learn more. I attended a workshop Paul gave in England and delved into his compassion focused therapy (CFT). He described the threat system, the drive system and the soothing system, and used specific and targeted exercises to reduce fear and shame and increase self-soothing and compassion to allow us to use the drive system to actively pursue our goals using all of our faculties. It has shown great potential in working with chronic shyness and social anxiety disorder.

When Dr Gilbert invited me to write a book on a compassionate approach to shyness, I welcomed the chance, although I felt he was taking a big risk on a relative newbie to CFT. Improving Social Confidence and Reducing Shyness Using Compassion Focused Therapy was the result of that invitation.

I am deeply grateful to him for helping me revise and sometimes rewriting sections of the ensuing work. Paul is a kind and patient man, for which I respect him as much as for his considerable expertise and competence in combining his understanding in several fields to help us all lead more compassionate lives.

The most recent invitation from Paul was to convert that book into this workbook. The Shyness Workbook: Take Control of Social Anxiety Using Your Compassionate Mind, I believe, will be particularly useful in helping you to meet people and engage in social activities and then be more intimate with others. People who struggle with shyness often learn quickly how to meet others and get acquainted, situations where it is often sufficient to simply share facts about the self, interests, hobbies, volunteer activities and values. However, it can be more challenging to share with others on a personal level as intimacy deepens in a relationship. Developing intimacy involves more risk. The usual concern we all have when getting closer to someone is, ‘What if they get to know the “Real Me”, with my flaws and insecurities, and then reject me?’ When we feel shy, we don’t recognise that these kinds of thoughts are universal. We all can feel threatened and insecure when developing intimacy. After all, so much more is at stake. We need good friends and partners who will be with us and support us through thick and thin. We need someone who is willing to give us helpful feedback if it appears that we’re not being as adaptive and true to ourselves as is necessary to live a full and satisfying life.

Because The Shyness Workbook allows for intimate self-reflection as well as exploring fears about other people, you will have a chance to challenge and debunk your negative automatic thoughts as you go. When you can share your reflections with others and can see how we all share these kinds of concerns, you’ll have an opportunity to desensitise to your fears of intimacy.

The Shyness Workbook invites you to assign yourself homework, and then write about your experiences afterwards, including what you might want to do differently next time. You are also encouraged to take some moments to savour your successes, because success is simply doing what you promised yourself you would do. (Outcomes that involve others are partially beyond your control, and depend on everyone’s mood states, preoccupations, constraints, etc. However, you can control what actions you take, and how you feel about those actions.)

Through this workbook, you can create conditions where experimenting with different thoughts and behaviours can become the norm for you, which will promote your ongoing learning. Remember: only by tripping, stumbling and even falling on our faces socially can you, me or any of us become more skilled at social interaction. Hence the name, Social Fitness TrainingSM. Just as we can’t become good athletes by sitting on the bench, we can’t become effective social athletes by avoiding contact with others. A good deal of current research supports the adaptiveness of making mistakes as we learn. How many times have you noticed, while in the process of learning something, that going off on a tangent, or imagining how to use the learning in another context, actually expanded and deepened your knowledge at the same time?

I hope that The Shyness Workbook: Take Control of Social Anxiety Using Your Compassionate Mind stimulates reflection and discussion and proves to be a useful tool in your self-help toolbox or a helpful adjunct to group or individual therapy for you, whether you are the therapist or the client.

I have enjoyed using the workbook format. I hope you will, too.

Lynne Henderson, Ph.D.

Berkeley, CA 2021




Introduction

It is a pleasure and a privilege to be able to write an introduction for Lynne Henderson’s important book on building social confidence. It’s amazing to think that it was eleven years ago that I wrote an introduction for Dr Henderson’s Improving Social Confidence and Reducing Shyness Using Compassion Focused Therapy – a compassion focused approach to social confidence, shyness and social anxiety. For many years, she has been one of the international leaders in this field and was one of the first to integrate compassion focused approaches into an already established pinnacle programme for helping people with social anxiety and shyness. Many have gained great insight and help from her earlier book, and her new workbook is no less impressive and important for people with these difficulties.

As one might imagine, the last eleven years has seen change and developments both in the field of shyness and social confidence and also compassion. For example, there has been an explosion of research into the nature of compassion itself as a basic motivational process. Research has been identifying core evolved physiological systems that underpin our capacities to be caring and compassionate. Compassion differs from straightforward caring (which many other species show) in that compassion is the deliberate knowing intention to be caring and helpful. At the centre of compassion therefore is the courage to engage with suffering and also preparedness to develop the wisdom of working out what to do. This orientation to problems such as social anxiety and shyness creates an inner platform for mindfulness, acceptance and a genuine wish to be helpful rather than critical or harmful. All over the world, there has been a building river of studies looking at the changes in the brain that happen when people practise different aspects of compassion. In addition, there is increasing evidence that compassionate mind training and compassion focused therapy help with many different types of mental health difficulties.

This is important because shyness and social anxiety are problems in themselves but are also transdiagnostic problems. They can crop up in difficulties such as depression, a variety of other anxiety disorders, eating disorders and even in psychotic disorders. Understanding the nature of shyness and social anxiety and being able to address these issues is fundamental to the development of social confidence and can change many mental health difficulties. This is important because the ability to develop supportive helpful relationships with others is now known to be fundamental to wellbeing. Being burdened with shyness and social anxiety can cut us off from opportunities to feel connected to others. Indeed, people with these difficulties feel isolated, alone and fearful of reaching out for help; some do not even recognise that help is available.

In The Shyness Workbook, Dr Henderson expertly outlines the development of her thinking and how she has integrated the evolving literature on compassion focused approaches with social anxiety and her Social Fitness ProgrammeSM. Readers will find many fresh areas, insights and exercises that support the journey into developing social self-confidence. Given her enormous lifetime experience of working with these problems, it is exciting to see how these new ideas are reflected in this new workbook. Many will gain great comfort and benefit from the insights, understandings and ways to be helpful for individuals who struggle with these difficulties.

Paul Gilbert, 2021




1

Shyness and Our Tricky Brains: The Importance of Compassion

Nearly all of us have experienced moments of shyness, social awkwardness, uncertainty and anxiety. Think back in your life to the times when you have felt shy and socially apprehensive. What was happening around you? Who was there, and what kind of situation were you in? Many of us have feelings of shyness and self-consciousness when we meet new people, go on a first date, have a job interview, speak to people in authority or talk in small groups of people. We may also feel anxious, and worry about being criticised, if we think other people are judging us. That sense of being observed and assessed can be quite painful – and not only when we think we are being judged negatively; we can also feel acutely self-conscious when people are praising us and putting us in the limelight for positive reasons.

As you recall those times when you felt shy or self-conscious, you may recall physical sensations that accompanied the feelings of anxiety, such as a dry mouth, butterflies in the stomach, a voice that sounded shaky and trembling or perhaps went gravelly and croaky, with repeated throat clearing. When we feel people are watching us, we may feel the sensation of blushing as our faces turn red. We may also find our minds going blank, so that it is only afterwards – perhaps hours later – that we think to ourselves, ‘What happened? Why didn’t I say this or that?’

If you’ve had any of those experiences, you’re not alone. These are common feelings and reactions. In fact, at least 98 per cent of US college students and adults have these kinds of shy and anxious experiences. Nearly 60 per cent of college students now say they are shy, and that shyness is sometimes a problem. So, it is challenging to imagine someone who never feels shy, because shyness is considered a basic human emotion, a blend of fear and interest.1

However, the degree to which we experience shyness depends on a variety of things, some internal (inside us) and some external (outside us).

In this book, we will explore the phenomena of shyness and social anxiety with the goal of gaining insight into our shy feelings, thoughts and behaviours and learning to cope with them. We will consider how to develop compassion towards our anxiety rather than trying to ignore it, avoid it or even hate it. After all, as we will see, anxiety is an adaptive function of our brain’s evolution; there are good reasons that all animals are capable of anxiety and social wariness. As we explore this idea, we will learn that difficulties connected with shyness and anxiety are not our fault, but a part of our brain design.2

We will cover both the strengths of shyness, including the shy value system, and its vulnerabilities. We’ll explore how normal shyness can become a problem for us and how to work with it when it does. We will explore what helps and what can make it worse.

This book is an invitation to you, the reader, to use in whatever way works for you. It includes descriptions, reflections and exercises that others have found useful. The book is based on research, practice and the reported experiences of many hundreds of my clients and those of other therapists. And each of us is unique. You may find that some of the feelings, challenges, strengths and weaknesses ascribed to shyness in this book resonate with you, and some may not. Likewise, the descriptions, reflections and exercises may or may not be helpful. You are invited to try them out and then use what works for you, whether on your own, with the help of a therapist or in a group with others. You are in the best position to decide how to put this book to work for you.

Differences between ordinary shyness and chronic and problematic shyness

Before we go on, it is important to distinguish between ordinary shyness, which nearly all people feel from time to time, and more problematic, chronic or extreme shyness. Fewer than 2 per cent of college students deny ever having been shy, and of the 58 per cent who say they are shy, about a third don’t see it as a problem.3 If you struggle with shyness from time to time – which is probably why you are reading this book – I am hoping that the exercises will be helpful to you when you do feel shy.

I also want to help you resist the negative stereotypes of shyness that have developed over the last few decades. I see these stereotypes as being a result of misguided societal ideas and media hype about extraversion and individualism. Stereotypes can undermine your self-confidence and the acceptance of your valuable temperament if you don’t understand where they come from and how they work.4

For some readers, probably as a result of painful experiences and events in your life, shyness interferes with what you want to do in life. You may label yourself as shy and see it as a problem. Others may label you as shy because you are quiet, maybe a bit more introverted than extroverted, and perhaps not overtly assertive. Some other readers may be aware of feeling painfully shy inside sometimes, and yet people around you see you as outgoing and socially skilled, not shy at all. If this is you, you may be concerned that if people get to know you, they will be disappointed and see you as inadequate. This, in turn, may mean that you’re more afraid of becoming intimate with people than meeting new people.5

Some readers may get help with problematic shyness from time to time. You may be coping and learning on your own: perhaps you have at least one friend, maybe more, and are gradually reducing aspects of your shyness that interfere with what you want to do socially and in your working life. You may be like the people who have called in when I’ve been on talk shows and told me how they’ve overcome their shyness through reading self-help books and experimenting with new behaviours on their own.

You may be painfully and chronically shy, and so afraid of being judged that you avoid social situations altogether, or just endure them without enjoyment – in fact, with considerable discomfort. There may be one particular situation (or more than one) that makes you intensely and consistently uncomfortable – perhaps public speaking, meeting new people, asking someone for a date, going out in a small group, dealing with managers or teachers, sexual encounters or other intimate situations.6 You may have become isolated and are mildly depressed; you may be aggressive to compensate for your shyness; you are probably very lonely.7 These are the experiences of people who come to my shyness groups.8 If they are your experiences, the exercises in this book will help you too. You may also want to find a therapist to guide you through them.9 Whatever your situation, you can decide what is helpful for you as you try out the exercises and see how they go.

Some positive traits of shyness

With so many negative associations attached to shyness, it can be easy to ignore the upside. Those who are shy are not particularly motivated to have the upper hand, to be forceful with others, to be seen as ‘Number One’ and control others; these people tend to be more concerned with connecting with others, getting along and doing a good job.

People with this temperament may be considered every bit as well-adjusted as those with a bold temperament (the person who charges in, participating immediately, but who may not be as sensitive to the thoughts and feelings of others). People who report being shy use what researchers have called the ‘pause to check’ approach in social situations. That is, they sort of ‘case the joint’ before they participate.

Shy children tend to be sensitive to the thoughts and feelings of others. They are likely to be helpful to classmates, behave in cooperative and altruistic ways, and show sympathy to children in distress. We also know that children who behave in this way – using what psychologists, call ‘pro-social behaviours’ – are likely to behave in similar ways as young adults. And, indeed, shy adolescents are also likely to be sympathetic to others, unless they are in severe personal distress and their focus is directed inward on their anxiety and unhappiness.10 Of course, anyone feeling that badly would find it hard to see what others are feeling and needing.

Shy children are sensitive and sensitive children have been shown to be physically healthier than non-shy kids when their parents and teachers are warm, benign and supportive, and worse in terms of conditions like allergic rhinitis, in less supportive environments.11 When children or adults who are particularly aware and sensitive to others are in a highly competitive, non-accepting, callous environment (a toxic environment), they begin to withdraw and avoid other people. At this point, it may be in their best interests to leave the environment to seek out a more collaborative and supportive environment. In the case of shy children, this is a judgement call that parents need to make.

Shyness becomes a problem (sometimes a painful, even debilitating one) only when bad experiences and events in your life (for example, frequent moves, the loss of a parent, constant criticism at home or at school) deprivation or frequent rejection make normal shyness and sensitivity a hardship.

Reducing social anxiety and painful shyness can be helpful in situations where you are so concerned about other people judging you that you don’t reach out for friendship and social support, or you don’t apply for the job you really want, or go to a school you’d really like to attend.12 The goal of this exploration is for you to feel able to do what you really want to do and focus on what you care about.

Self-reflection exercise: Exploring your shyness

Can you think of times or situations where you experienced shyness?

[image: Illustration]

What emotions were triggered in those situations?
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What motivations or behaviours were triggered? What did you want to do?

[image: Illustration]

Problems related to shyness are not your fault

We now know that the human brain has been evolving over many hundreds of millions of years. In fact, the origins of the most primitive parts of brain structure date back to the reptilian phase of our evolution or even earlier. Within our brains are many basic emotion and behavioural systems that we share with other animals. So, like them, we can become anxious or angry; like them, we can be motivated to form sexual relationships, friendships or attachments to our children, to fight for status and to belong to groups as animals belong to packs. These things tend to make us feel secure if accepted and wanted, but less so if we’re uncertain about this. So many of our basic passions, social motives and emotions are the product of evolution. As Paul Gilbert points out in his book The Compassionate Mind, this has enormous implications for us. It means that much of what goes on in our minds, the things that we are motivated to do, are there because evolution designed them in us, and our life experiences have shaped them for us. Much of the way we are set up to feel certain things – for example, to be anxious about this or afraid of that – is not our fault.

So, think about this carefully – problems related to shyness are not your fault. As we will explore throughout the book, this statement is very important and offers us a key insight that is the beginning of a compassionate approach. When we give up feeling inferior or blaming ourselves for chronic and problematic shyness and social anxiety, we are freer to dedicate ourselves to working with this difficulty in compassionate ways. We can recognise that it’s not our fault that we are sensitive and vulnerable to painful shy experiences. However, we can commit to work with whatever is problematic or painful in compassionate ways so that our social anxiety doesn’t rule our lives.

It is our responsibility to do what we can to bring out the best in our brains, but we can’t blame ourselves for whatever anxieties we experience. The moment we give up self-blaming is the moment we free ourselves to face our difficulties and challenges with greater ease.

Worksheet: Personal example

Given that shyness is not our fault, and that when we feel shy, we tend to blame ourselves for any interaction that doesn’t go as well as we hoped, think about a recent time you blamed yourself.

What did you say to yourself?
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How did you feel?
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How did it affect your confidence level?
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We all need people to support us, love us and listen to us. These universal needs can play to the strengths of our shy emotions and those of us with shy temperaments, because we tend to be good listeners, supportive, loyal and constant. These are compassionate qualities. When we are compassionate towards others, they tend to respond to us with compassion. In fact, research on interpersonal relationships reveals that one of the basic tendencies of human beings is the reciprocity of friendliness: when we smile and are friendly, people are friendly back. Interestingly, people tend to be complementary, rather than reciprocal, in terms of dominance; when we are submissive, others will lead, and when we are assertive, others will defer to our lead.13 For shy people, the trick is to smile and extend friendliness in order to evoke a friendly response, and to learn to be more assertive in cases where others tend to be consistently dominant or have difficulty following (or show poor judgement in leading). People in shyness groups are often surprised to find that others will follow them when they suggest activities, put forth ideas and practise more assertive behaviour.

Shy behaviours often involve cooperation and maintaining trusting relationships rather than dominating and defeating others. I have a video of shyness clinic clients role-playing an exercise that involved choosing several people who will escape the demise of the Earth in a spaceship. I showed it at a conference with their permission. Rather than being aggressive or submissive, they were polite, and good at turn-taking and listening. They gave their own opinions, and efficiently solved the problem. The audience was impressed!

Interestingly, social anxiety and shyness are very common in other animals. In order to live in groups and not fight all the time over resources, many animals form hierarchies where the strong and dominant maintain a confident manner and those less powerful are more wary. It is the social anxiety of the less powerful that often maintains the social order. The less powerful also have specific ways of showing their anxiety, which we call submissive behaviour. Submissive behaviour involves eye gaze avoidance, making the body look smaller rather than larger, staying on the edge of things, and not engaging in confident displays.

Humans, too, are like this, if you think about it. Indeed, some theorists believe that shyness and social anxiety are linked to sensitivity to social rank. They suggest that social anxiety helps to maintain the social order, and that without it, there might be considerably more aggression and groups could not settle down and live peacefully. Mild forms of shyness and social anxiety keep us a little wary, according to this theory, so that we don’t take things for granted. Instead, we pay closer attention to what other people are doing and thinking, and we’re concerned not to upset them too much. So, to some degree, social anxiety may be good for social harmony.

Social rank theory applies particularly in traditional male-dominated social hierarchies and in highly competitive cultures. It may be, however, that this is changing as more evolved women and more evolved men enter positions of corporate and political power. Cultures where ‘tend and befriend’ (that is, make friends and give and receive social support, rather than ‘fight or flight’) are beginning to show up in business and academia.14 An evolutionary strategy of making friends and seeking and giving social support is as adaptive as fighting or fleeing. Even dominant alpha males can benefit from this shift because, similar to baboons, the most aggressive males at some point lose power and other aggressive males tend to torment and bully them when they do. In contrast, many of those who are shy may have a different – and, for many purposes, more peaceable and more collaborative – way of being in the world. Perhaps instead of baboons, we can be more similar to peaceful bonobos, who are members of the great apes and the closest relatives of humans.

Compassion can help the shy in living in a world for which that difference is viewed as inferior and problematic. Compassion can help those who feel shy to understand an evolving world, how they can be in it, and how they can help evolve it to something better.

The evolution of human thinking and the sense of self

Humans don’t just react to situations like social interactions, such as being shy in the face of uncertainty – we also think about them, imagine and fantasise about them, put meaning on them, and run through various past and future scenarios in our heads. For example, if we are going on a date with someone new, we may imagine what the other person will be like. How we imagine them – as kind and interested or cold and disinterested – will affect our feelings now and when we finally meet them. We are like no other animal in this regard.

Scientists point out that about two million years ago we humans began to evolve new capacities: to think, ruminate and have a sense of self and self-awareness. This is probably why our brains are so very concerned about impressions that we make in the minds of others. Chimpanzees, one of our other close cousins, clearly show social anxiety and wariness around powerful or dominant others who could hurt them. However, they don’t sit around worrying about how they look, the fact they put on weight, and how others will respond to their excess weight or less than perfect facial features. Humans do – and do a lot of the time. Why do we all get up in the morning and put on clean clothes and maybe make-up to face the day? We are concerned about how we want to exist in the minds of others, and so, we have high sensitivity for this.

So, while most of the fears of non-human animals are related to physical threats, humans are far more concerned with social and psychological threats – such as being rejected or ignored, teased or criticised. We are concerned about how we exist in the minds of others and we do not want to be seen as inferior. As a result, we humans are still very concerned with rank and social position, and our attractiveness, likeability, and being seen as competent and being wanted by other people. Problematically shy and socially anxious people very rarely worry about people being violent or aggressive towards them. They are much more concerned that others will see them as unattractive, undesirable, boring, incompetent or silly in some way. Consequently, they feel vulnerable to being ignored, passed over, left behind, rejected, criticised or picked on.

When these fears are activated, we may show the same behaviour as other animals: submissiveness or avoidance. Even though our fears are not about physical aggression (usually), if we feel devalued in the minds of other people, our social fear can trigger various physical and emotional sensations, as well as submissive behaviour. It is as if there is a part of us that starts holding us back to protect us.

This can play out in stereotypical ways across traditional gender roles. For example, submissive behaviour has been valued in women, and shy women marry at the same age and rate as non-shy women. However, boys and men may suffer, particularly in highly competitive environments where traditional ideas about manhood – being insensitive and inexpressive – are valued. Moreover, the more educated and aware women become, the more they prefer men with both feminine and masculine traits, and the less tolerant they are of traditional models of masculinity where men are supposed to be ‘tough’ and not sensitive.

At the clinic, we often say to shy men who are worried that they are not dominant enough and are too sensitive to find girlfriends or mates, ‘We have good news for you! Ask a woman to go out for coffee or dinner and tell her you feel a little shy and see how she reacts.’ This exercise tends to go very well. It doesn’t mean it always goes well; there are indeed women who prefer very dominant, even tough, men, but those women would probably not be the right fit for a sensitive man! Sometimes these women have been badly hurt or abused and are looking for strong protectors.

Worksheet

Personal example of my thoughts, emotions and behaviours in a situation where I feel shy:
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How do I differ from our cousins, the chimpanzees?
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How does my human thinking affect my fear and submissive behaviour?
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A problem unique to humans?

Our shy emotions are related to our acute sensitivity to how we exist in the mind of the other; our thoughts and feelings focus on what we think other people are thinking and feeling about us. So why have humans become a species so attentive to what other people think about us? Well, once again we can turn to evolution.

Humans are very cooperative; we need the support and help of others from the day we are born to the day we die. To elicit any sort of help and support from people outside of our immediate family requires us to be appealing to those others. We are motivated to create good impressions in the minds of others because we want them to like us and choose us. So, for example, when we first go to school, we are aware that some children seem more popular than others, others appear to be better at sports (and get chosen to play in games), and some children seem more confident. We become aware that some children receive more attention than others. Children who become very socially anxious may be very aware of these differences. And, if their parents are very concerned about ‘what the neighbours think’, these children’s thoughts may turn to what other people are thinking about them, believing that they need to be perfect social performers in order to be accepted. It is important to remember here as well that if your family is part of a minority in a given neighbourhood, or makes much less money, these fears are very natural and may be related to stereotype threat. When people get to know each other, stereotyping is significantly reduced, so it may be worth the extra effort to create relationships across differences.

When people first meet, they tend to be judged on what they say, but in very short order – some studies suggest within several weeks of weekly meetings – people are more likely to be judged by what they do than by what they say. This is good news for the more introverted or quiet folks. Humans are very discerning, and recent studies show that college students can see in one observation who will be giving and cooperate and who will exploit them. So, if you are not so avoidant that it is hard for people to see who you really are, you are likely to do well.

The need to be liked

In some ways it is important to be liked and this makes a lot of sense. If people like you, they are going to help you in your hour of need, choose to be with you, share with you, support your goals, and so on. Think how valuable that was over millions of years of our evolution. Being liked, being accepted and being valued could have been the difference between life and death. To be disliked and rejected would certainly have been bad news for humans tens of thousands of years ago. In our current societies, it is usually not a life or death issue, but being liked matters a great deal for your quality of life. On the other hand, learning to tolerate being disliked and rejected in order to stand up for something you believe in is also important, as is choosing friends that you honestly respect, rather than needing everyone to like you. Remember that if you are introverted, you may only need a few friends, perhaps one or two deep friendships over a period of time. In order to find good friends, you have to be proactive and reach out to people, and you may have to kiss a few frogs before you find your prince or princess.

The desire to be liked is clear from everyday interactions. When we meet new people, we would like them to say, ‘It was nice meeting you,’ rather than, ‘It was pleasant meeting you, but it was nothing special.’ If you invite a friend to your house for dinner you would like them to say, ‘That was a lovely meal,’ not, ‘That was an average meal.’

Behind so much of what we do is a desire to be accepted, valued, approved of and liked, and that’s because of the species we are. But in working to be accepted and valued, we have to show ourselves and take risks. And not everybody is going to value or






Shyness can also be a strength



















Prevention-focused and promotion-focused approaches




Self-reflection exercise: Exploring your shy strengths





Shyness and competitiveness






Differences between introverted and extroverted shyness



When shyness becomes a problem










Self-reflection exercise: Starting to understand your shyness







Consequences of painful shyness
































Fear and shame are related to acute sensitivity









Self-reflection exercise: Identifying shy thoughts and feelings









What we have learned






Self-reflection exercise: Experiences, thoughts and compassion
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