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This book is dedicated to Edward Carducci, my father, to the memory of Mary Carducci, my mother, and Rozana Carducci, my daughter. Their love and support made all of my breakthroughs possible, shyness and otherwise.
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INTRODUCTION

I listen to their stories. I see their faces. I hear their secrets. While, almost by definition, few shy people openly talk about their experiences, as director of the Shyness Research Institute at Indiana University Southeast in New Albany, I’ve reached out to countless shy people to hear what’s usually left unsaid. I hear what it’s like to feel shy, to be left out, to be on the periphery of stressful social encounters. I hear about the struggles, the roots and causes of shy feelings, and what these emotions have prevented otherwise brilliant people from accomplishing. But I’m also lucky enough to hear what’s helped them, how they’ve broken out of their limitations, and how many of these adults have risen to great achievement.

I’ve found that while shy children and adults often feel isolated in their silent fears, they’re not alone. According to my research, almost 50 percent of adults believe that they are shy. And it is this self-definition that counts when speaking of shyness, because an individual’s self-definition affects their thoughts, feelings, and behavior—in short, their entire world. Almost half of these shy individuals say that their shyness was caused by their childhood experiences. In addition, more than 90 percent of adults say that they’ve experienced shyness at some point in their lives.

It’s clear that shyness must be a perfectly natural human response to a wide variety of social encounters. Yet shyness remains as an obstacle to success for many adults. For 3 to 13 percent of shy adults, shyness is a debilitating condition that causes extreme anxiety reactions that interfere with their lives. For the rest of us—the vast majority of us—shyness is much more moderate. Yet, when we don’t confront it head-on, even moderate shyness can hold us back and keep us from achieving our goals.

Shy adults aren’t the only ones who turn to me for help, however. Parents, teachers, and concerned loved ones contact me for advice regarding the shy, bashful children in their lives. Just as shy adults struggle with the same unspoken but common fears, parents of shy kids ask me the same questions and feel the same sense of responsibility and anxiety.

I can understand why parents and loved ones are so confused. After all, conventional wisdom is telling them that their shy kids will “grow out of it,” while their intuition is telling them that their kids need more guidance and care. In addition, many of these parents are shy, too, and struggle with the same situations their children face.

As someone who has read scores of studies on childhood shyness, conducted my own research, observed shy kids in action, and listened to the quiet wisdom of shy people, I can tell you that shyness in childhood is complex, incredibly common, and—the reason I’m writing this book—something that can be managed successfully once it’s understood for what it is—a dynamic process that just about every human experiences.

I’ve also discovered that when shyness is addressed in childhood, rather than waiting until adolescence or adulthood, the benefits can be enormous. The life skills a child develops in managing shyness will also help him confront difficult people and situations later in life. By helping your child to manage his shyness early on, you are unlocking doors that might otherwise always remain closed to him. In this book, I’ll explain how you—as a parent, teacher, or other concerned adult—can help the shy child in your life understand his feelings, move past his fears and inhibitions, and become what I call “successfully shy.”

Fortunately, working through this process doesn’t require stressful therapy, making over your child’s personality, or depriving him of your love and comfort. It merely requires the willingness to listen and learn, the ability to open your mind and heart, and the commitment to be an involved parent.

I understand your concerns because I’ve been there. I’m still there. I’m a dad, and I’ve tried hard to do what’s best for my daughter, even when the answers aren’t that clear. In fact, I feel like I’m still working on my parenting skills, even though she’s an adult and leads an independent life.

I feel the same way about my own shyness, too. I work on it every day. Now, as an adult, I consider myself to be successfully shy, but when I was a teenager, I was extremely shy. Sure, I had plenty of neighborhood friends whom I’d known since I was five, and I had no problem expressing myself with them. But once adolescence kicked in, something changed. I just couldn’t talk to girls. I suddenly became shy.

In college, I threw myself into my studies. I didn’t date much, but I had plenty of friends and work that I loved. Then, one day in 1975, I came across an article by Philip G. Zimbardo, Ph.D., in Psychology Today that literally changed my life. In the article, Dr. Zimbardo discussed what shyness is and what shy people experience. It was like a thunderbolt. I vividly remember thinking, “That’s me!” Finally there was a researcher who took shyness seriously and was interested in helping shy people cope with their everyday obstacles.

From then on, I incorporated this newly revived shyness research into my professional and personal life. I read more about shyness and developed my own shyness-related research projects while working toward my doctorate in psychology and, later, when I became a professor. I applied what I learned to my personal life and started breaking through my own shyness. Now, in midlife, I still feel shy at times, but it doesn’t control how I feel about myself, what I do, whom I talk to, or anything else. When I feel it sneaking up on me, I know how to cope with it before it spirals out of control. My strategies are included in this book, so you can say that I’ve personally road tested my own advice.

Another “eureka” moment happened a few years ago. As part of my professional interest in shyness, I organized a panel of shyness researchers and wrote a Psychology Today article with Dr. Zimbardo that summarized all that we’ve learned since his 1975 article. Almost as an afterthought, I created a brief survey to include with the article. I didn’t anticipate its reception: More than 1,000 people responded at that time, and more than 25,000 people have responded to variations of the survey when it was reprinted elsewhere. I believe that it’s the largest shyness survey ever.

What surprised me is that many respondents added personal testimonials about their experiences—their pain, their triumphs, and their sincere hope that they’d be heard. I listened to them, and I was touched. I’ve included many of their comments in this book, since I believe that these individuals are shyness experts too.

In many ways, this book brings together my personal and professional interest in—and fascination with—shyness. While I was writing this book, I remembered the hopes and fears I had for my own daughter and how our relationship continues to unfold. I thought back to the days when I felt unbelievably shy and of the shy friends I had as a kid. And I drew upon all of the research that I’ve collected on shy people—those complex, fascinating, and wonderful people that we all know and love.

But one lone voice stood out amid all of the data, memories, and testimonials. I heard her when I spoke about shyness during a small, informal “brown bag” discussion at my university. This sweet, grandmotherly woman came up to me after my talk, and with tears in her eyes, said, “I wish I would have heard what you said when I was ten—not eighty! I missed out on so much!” Her simple statement reaffirmed my belief that shyness must be understood and managed early in life, when kids develop their beliefs in themselves and their first relationships with their family, friends, and schoolmates.

I hope that you remember her as you read on and as you apply what you’ve read to help your child break through shyness and take advantage of all the wonderful opportunities life has to offer.


PART ONE

Understanding Shyness and How It Affects Your Child

You’re about to venture into a little-known world: the world of a shy child. This is a world of secret fears, hidden strengths, and remarkable individuals. It’s the world of your child, and one that you’ll participate in as you help your son or daughter break through shyness. You don’t need to make over your child’s personality to create a shyness breakthrough. You merely need to help your child become what I call “successfully shy”—in control of his shyness rather than controlled by it.

Throughout this book, I’ll lead you through this secret world. First, in chapter 1, we’ll look at its foundation, the complex and fascinating phenomenon that is childhood shyness, and why the traditional age-old wisdom about shyness is usually wrong. In chapter 2, you’ll begin to view shyness not as a fated personality trait, but as a dynamic process that almost all of us feel at some point in our lives. You’ll also learn which types of common social situations trigger shyness in children, whether it’s being called on to answer a question in class or facing a playground full of unfamiliar kids.

Once I’ve laid the foundation for understanding what shyness is—and isn’t—I’ll explore how you can take action. In chapter 3, I’ll discuss the life skills that are needed to break through shyness and how you can teach them to your child. Then you will create your child’s shyness profile through a series of journal activities in chapter 4. This interactive feature is highly personal and highly effective. You’ll assess your child’s specific experience with shyness and pinpoint goals you want to achieve, whether it’s helping your child become more comfortable with other children in day care or guiding your child through the social demands of middle childhood.

All together, these four chapters will lay out the core elements of The Shyness Breakthrough Plan. They are:

The Process. By understanding the three phases of the Shy Process, you will gain insight into what’s holding your child back—and what you can do to ease him through each phase.

The Skills. There are simple yet effective skills you can teach your child to help him combat the shyness triggers in his life. I’ll explain each one and offer guidance on how your child can develop and take advantage of them.

The Profile. Each person’s experience with shyness is unique, and therefore the “solution” is unique for each person as well. This aspect of the Plan will help you to identify and understand the unique aspects—as well as consequences—of your own and your child’s shyness profile.

The Strategies. In parts 2 and 3, I’ll help you to apply what you’ve learned to your child’s unique situation, whether she is starting her first day of kindergarten, attending her first school dance, or contemplating her life after high school.

By picking up this book, you have already taken the first step toward creating a shyness breakthrough in your own home. With each new insight and technique you discover along the way, you and your child will move, hand-in-hand, to a future bright with opportunity and achievement.


CHAPTER ONE

WHAT SHYNESS IS—AND ISN’T

As is often the case with behavioral research, the real story on shyness can sometimes get lost in statistics and emphasis on obscure laboratory experiments. So while I conduct large-scale surveys and observe shyness in different kinds of settings, I conduct my research where the action is—in real life. As director of the Shyness Research Institute at Indiana University Southeast in New Albany, I listen to and observe shy people, I analyze the thousands of survey responses I’ve received, and I read scores of e-mails describing shy people’s situations. Yet even with this crush of data, sometimes it takes the vivid example of an individual to best communicate the voice of shyness.

ONE SHY VOICE

Recently I spoke with Sharon, an interior designer, who struggled with shyness as a child. We began with her memories about what it felt like to be a shy kid and what she thought caused her to feel shy during her childhood.

“Being shy as a kid, I felt left out of many things,” Sharon told me. “I was unable to express myself freely, and teachers and classmates often misunderstood me and mistook my shyness as disinterest. So, in many social activities, I was not included as part of the crowd. Or maybe I was just overly sensitive and thought people treated me differently, because I felt different.”

But Sharon was smart enough to see the benefits of being shy. “In some ways, being the shy and quiet one made me feel special,” she explained. “Teachers were always kind to me and liked my quiet demeanor, but always commented on my report card that I should participate more in class. I wasn’t a total outcast, of course. I did have friends who were similar to me—shy, soft-spoken, bookworm types. We clung together and gave each other support.”

I asked her if school gave her difficulties, or if bullies had ever picked on her.

The bullies, she explained, picked on everyone, and not just her, so she retains only the usual amount of resentment toward them.

“But it was difficult for me to speak freely in class, mostly because I was afraid that what I had to say was not important enough,” she said. “I do think my shyness has affected my academic development. Without my shyness, I could have sought out more help when I was having trouble, or participated in more academic or extracurricular activities.”

I asked Sharon where she thought her shyness really came from, whether she was fated to be shy by a “shy gene,” or whether she accumulated her shyness through her experiences.

“My mom always tells me she was a shy kid like me, and I would say that most of the grown-ups I grew up with are relatively shy people,” she told me. “The men in the family are all very soft-spoken and introverted. The women—my grandmother, mother, and two aunts—are more outgoing, but they became less self-conscious gradually with age. So, maybe part of being shy is biological or inherited.”

At this point, Sharon thought for a moment and reconsidered her last observation. “I think there are also environmental factors, too,” she said. “I’m Chinese-American, and my family is a rather typical, traditional Chinese family. Asian children are not normally taught independence at an early age like many Western children are. In my family, having social skills as a kid was just not a priority.”

I asked her if she still considers herself to be shy, because with a successful interior design career, an active social life, and a side gig as a guitarist in a band, she seems to have come so far from her introverted childhood. On the surface at least, you’d never think that she’d struggled with her social self or sense of self-confidence.

“I often consider myself to be a shy adult, but not always,” she said. “I have definitely grown out of a lot of my shyness. I see myself becoming more outgoing and more confident with age. However, in some social settings, I retreat into shyness—the times when I’m forced into certain social situations I don’t want to be in and that don’t feel natural to me. Most un-shy folks would probably pretend to be having a good time. But, somehow, I don’t know how to do that and don’t want to. Most people would probably see my reaction as shyness.

“In general, though, I can mostly go on with my days without feeling shy.”

THE CAUSES OF CHILDHOOD SHYNESS

While Sharon’s story reveals a smart, sensitive person who has quietly, but intelligently, coped with her withdrawing nature, her story also reveals the many possible causes of childhood shyness.

As Sharon noted, even she’s not sure what causes her to withdraw—nature or nurture, or some combination of the two influences. Since so many of her relatives are shy, did she somehow inherit a “shy gene”? Or was her shyness learned from those same relatives, or from their shared culture, as she imitated their behavior during social encounters? Or was it picked up throughout her childhood from the way she coped with social or academic demands?

I believe that it’s most likely that all of these factors—and not one single cause—contributed to her shyness. Because the factors are so mysteriously intertwined, each person’s experience with shyness is unique—and fascinating. Throughout this book, I’ll explore the many tangled roots of childhood shyness. And in chapter 5, I’ll offer a detailed discussion of the biological basis of shyness—specifically, to what extent that shyness is inherited.

THE UNIQUENESS AND UNIVERSALITY OF SHYNESS

While each shy individual has a unique voice and a unique story, shy adults and children all share an incredibly common, universally experienced personality trait. And shy people are in good company, because some of our most celebrated artists, politicians, and scholars are shy. This illustrious list of shy people includes Eleanor Roosevelt, Robert Frost, Jack Kerouac, Robert De Niro, Sting, Prince Albert of Monaco, David Letterman, Michelle Pfeiffer, Barbara Walters, Sigourney Weaver, Steve Martin, and Mike Myers. All of these remarkable people have either said that they are shy, or someone close to them has described them as being shy.

Like the celebrities I’ve just mentioned, shy people are a diverse group. Each of the thousands of shy people I’ve heard from has a unique story. Each has her own history, relationships, family, hopes, dreams, and, in short, her own personality. The cast of characters is also unique. Our shy heroine is surrounded by people who love and care for her, even if they don’t know how to cope with her bashfulness and timidity. Some friends or relatives—especially her extroverted family members and peers—may not understand her, while some may reach out to her and help her feel more comfortable in her own skin.

What’s more, this shy heroine lives in a specific place and time, both of which affect her opportunities, understanding of herself, and her resources. A shy person in a small town may feel comfortable in her safe social network made up of people she’s known forever. She may not feel a pressing need to become more outgoing, but she may nonetheless feel limited by her shyness. A shy person who lives in the city may feel lost in the crowd—or she may revel in her anonymity. Getting help may be easier for urban shy people, while those in rural areas may lack professional resources to help them with their shyness.

The shy heroine also lives in a specific culture. Some cultures value shyness-related qualities, which can help her feel like she fits in. Other cultures—loud, fast-paced, aggressive, and individualistic—work against her shy nature and oftentimes create enormous personal pain. There’s simply too much, too quick, too soon.

In addition to all of these factors, the way a shy person interprets and reacts to a typical event such as being embarrassed in class is unique, yet universal. She may decide to keep quiet for the rest of the year and hope that she isn’t noticed. Or she may resolve to be as perfect as possible so that she’s never caught off-guard again. She may try to deflect her embarrassment by becoming the class clown, the kid who both loves and loathes attention.

No matter which unique coping strategy she chooses, she, like all shy people, feels shy under the skin. I think of this invisible yet universal shy experience as the body, mind, and soul of shyness because it affects shy individuals’ behavior, thoughts, and feelings, and, ultimately, their identity. It separates and isolates shy people in their silence and pain. This is the frustrating part of shyness, the part that’s so tough to break through. Yet the good news is that breaking through shyness is not impossible, and each step in the right direction, no matter how small, is significant.

THE IMPORTANCE OF ADDRESSING
SHYNESS EARLY IN LIFE

Our children sometimes seem so young and fragile, and they grow up so quickly. The world can be a scary place, so what’s wrong, you might be wondering, with not wanting to engage it? Why not let your child try to “grow out of” shyness on his own?

The truth is that not addressing shyness early on, in childhood, can have negative implications for adult behavior. In fact, researchers have noted that shy children often become “off time” adults, meaning that they typically enter stable careers later, marry later, and become parents a little bit later than their more outgoing peers. While there’s no indication that shy adults are less successful than more extroverted adults, it’s easier to go through these rites of passage when we’re “on time,” when our friends are having the same experiences.

This off-time tendency can begin early in life during times of transition such as the beginning of the school year or the start of a new social encounter. Because shy people—kids and adults alike—tend to adjust to new people, places, and challenges slowly, they’re often left behind others who “warm up” to new situations quickly. You can see this tendency begin in childhood. Think about a first grader who’s too bashful to join a group of kids playing tag or a fifth grader who requires three months to acclimate to her new classroom and routine, and you’re conjuring up images of an “off time” child. The kids who can jump into new situations quickly get a head start, while the slower, shy child holds back and waits until he feels more confident and secure.

This tendency snowballs and can affect how shy individuals approach bigger challenges and life transitions, such as going off to college or making a career choice. They try to delay going through these rites of passage, but end up hurting themselves through inaction and withdrawal.

I believe that coping with shyness during childhood—before it becomes a lifelong social strategy—is the easiest and most effective way of modifying shy behavior, thoughts, and feelings. By helping your child to understand and manage his shy feelings, you will be empowering him for the years ahead. When kids are able to work through their inhibitions regarding typical social encounters in childhood, such as being in day care or the school play, they’re setting the stage for how they’ll work through their inhibitions about their adult challenges, such as entering college or making a good impression on a first date. They’ll gain a solid understanding of themselves and develop skills that are necessary for a well-rounded life. They’ll learn how to meet challenges without giving up or shrinking away in fear. They’ll feel secure in themselves and their abilities, because success builds on success, whether it involves a social challenge like joining a soccer team or an intellectual challenge such as earning good grades. Eventually, they’ll gain their confidence and independence, and they’ll be able to reach their goals with little assistance.

What’s more, helping your child become successfully shy—still shy at times, but not limited by it—establishes a pattern of involvement and communication early in your child’s life. While you don’t want to be too overprotective, if your child is in the habit of discussing problems with you when she’s young, she’ll have an easier time confiding in you when things get more difficult and complicated during adolescence.

If you’re a non-custodial parent, rest assured that you can still have these conversations with your children even though you don’t live with them. I’m the divorced dad of a wonderful daughter, and although we lived in different states when she was growing up, I made a point of calling her at a set time every week. While some of our conversations were only a few minutes long, and the calls occasionally required a lot of effort and adjustment, we were able to establish a strong, open relationship despite the miles. So don’t let distance or a divorce prevent you from maintaining strong contact with your kids. Over time, they’ll realize that you truly care about them, and that’s what is important.

FINDING A BALANCE: THE COMPLEXITIES OF HELPING A SHY CHILD

While I’ve come to appreciate not only the universality and uniqueness of shyness, I’m also fascinated by its complexity. As we’ve learned from Sharon, shyness isn’t always the direct result of playground politics, biological fate, or unkind teachers. Children may be shy even when they’re surrounded by well-meaning, affectionate people, like extended family members or friendly but unfamiliar classmates.

Because shyness often appears in these welcoming but inexplicably threatening situations, it’s complex not only in cause but in “cure.” After all, childhood is supposed to be filled with minor milestones and ever-expanding challenges—like attending day camp and rowdy birthday parties—yet these are the same challenges that provoke shyness.

Aren’t parents supposed to expose their children to these situations, even when these challenges frighten their shy child? Absolutely. The key is to prepare the shy child for the stressful event and provide him with coping strategies. Unfortunately, parents of shy children often don’t know how to do this. Yet my reason for pointing this out is not to place blame at the feet of parents. While my research indicates that about 20 percent of shy adults blame their parents for their shyness, I feel that parents deserve a little more understanding about their parenting strategies. Few parents have received good advice about raising a shy child, and many assume—or hope—that their child will magically “grow out of it” without any special effort.

Most parents’ hearts and heads are at cross-purposes regarding the best way to guide their child out of shyness. Parents must create a balance between protecting their shy child and exposing him to necessary challenges. Finding that balance is difficult. For example, when a son or daughter wails at birthday parties, or hides behind the sofa when company’s over, or won’t leave Mom or Dad’s side when out in public, it’s natural as a loving parent to give in and let the child cling and calm down. The flip side, of course, is the tough-love approach that many parents believe they must take—forcing their child to take on all new challenges, no matter how squeamish, unprepared, or frightened the child feels inside.

In the following chapters, I’ll explain just how you, as a parent, caregiver, or other concerned adult, can use my Shyness Breakthrough Plan to find a good balance and guide the shy children in your life through these necessary, but sometimes difficult, situations so that their shyness will subside. Instead of being limited by their fears, these children will gradually wear down the invisible barriers that have been holding them back and become successfully shy.

THE SUCCESSFULLY SHY CHILD

Although the causes and expression of childhood shyness are complex and sometimes perplexing, I’ve found that managing childhood shyness isn’t terribly difficult once you understand the daily challenges your child faces and learn some practical strategies to help ease him through them. While shyness may be a lifelong and occasionally frustrating personality trait, it doesn’t need to limit an individual’s choices, success, or happiness. Shyness is merely a dynamic personality trait that appears in some common social situations. You and your child can better cope with shyness by understanding it as a process, controlling that process, and making appropriate choices.

Being in control of the “shy process” is the first step in my Shyness Breakthrough Plan, and it is a major part of becoming “successfully shy.” The successfully shy child comes to understand that sometimes she’ll feel a little scared by new people and new places, but eventually she’ll feel more comfortable—and more outgoing. And, what’s more, when she can stay in these intimidating situations and eventually become more comfortable, she’s able to feel that she’s accomplished something, and that helps to build her self-esteem and sense of mastery. So instead of shrinking away in fear, the successfully shy child will take a time-out until she feels a little stronger—strong enough to start playing with a new friend, or to venture onto Auntie Louise’s lap at a family reunion, or to get caught up in the excitement of her classroom’s trip to the children’s museum.

As I’ll explain throughout this book, children can—with the help of parents, teachers, caretakers, and other loved ones—become aware of and cope with their uncomfortable feelings created by stressful social encounters and environments. With enough practice and encouragement, these shy kids will shine.

A WORD ABOUT CHANGE

The “successfully shy” transformation requires the commitment to change, and change is never made without a little struggle or frustration. In fact, the rhythm of change requires this struggle, so as you help your child incorporate new behavior and thought processes, please remember that the newly acquired behavior always gets worse before it gets better.

For example, when an individual goes on a diet, the first day or two without desserts and snacks can be fairly easy, and the new dieter thinks she’s got it under control. However, on the third or fourth day, the cravings will kick in. If she’s not prepared for this inevitable downturn, she’ll grab a doughnut and think that she’ll never get used to her new diet. But if she’s aware of the rhythm of change, she’ll brace herself for the bad times that follow the initial good ones—and then hang on until she’s put her old eating habits behind her.

Likewise, if you want to help your child to cope successfully with shyness, you may have to put up with some fussing and resistance as he learns how to handle himself differently during social encounters. What’s more, going through this process may require that you change your behavior as well, because you must increase your communication with your child and expose him to a variety of social situations that might be new to both of you. But if you’re committed to incorporating new social behavior, then I’ll be there to help you and your child during the inevitable rough spots, which I promise won’t be as troublesome as you may think.

THE TWO MAIN MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT CHILDHOOD SHYNESS

It’s become clear to me that parents have to junk two misguided notions of conventional wisdom about shy kids before the family can make progress. These two main misconceptions—the notion that shy kids will just “grow out of it” without any extra guidance and the idea that labeling a child “shy” doesn’t do any harm—should be discarded once and for all.

“He’ll Grow Out of It”

The idea that children will outgrow their shyness—and that parents should therefore take a hands-off approach—is pervasive in our society. Even Sharon, the successfully shy interior designer, claimed that she just “grew out of” her childhood shyness.

But when I pressed her for exactly how she became less shy, she told me this:

“What helped me to be less shy was finding friends who appreciate me for who I am, people who recognize the good in me and what I have to offer as a friend and as a person. I also learned to be a more independent and confident person in college, where I explored my talents and built upon them. And I met many different kinds of people and didn’t limit myself to any social cliques. It also helps to have a supportive family who believes in me.”

So Sharon didn’t just wake up one morning to discover she’d “grown out of” her shyness as if it were a pair of too-tight jeans. Rather, you could say that Sharon “grew with” her shyness. She took an active interest in building her social skills and social life, and she developed her self-image and self-confidence in the process. She reached out to supportive, encouraging people and wasn’t afraid to meet new people, even if they probably did intimidate her a little at first. I applaud her efforts and recognize just how far she’s come.

I encourage more people to take Sharon’s approach and gradually increase the number of faces and places that become familiar and welcoming to them. Unfortunately, some people lack Sharon’s ability to effectively manage this process entirely on their own. Throughout the pages of this book, I’ll explain how parents, caretakers, teachers, and loved ones can help shy children to slowly expand the number of places and situations where they feel comfortable and to increase the circle of people with whom they feel at ease.

“She’s Just Shy”

On the face of it, there doesn’t seem to be anything terribly wrong with pointing out the obvious when a child shrinks from attention. In many cases, “She’s just shy” merely means, “She’s so cute.”

But listen to what one saleswoman has to say about the shy label:

“When I was growing up, adults always thought that I was so ‘cute and shy.’ I hated that because I knew my lack of confidence was what this dumb shyness was all about. I couldn’t understand why adults would think shyness was a positive attribute.”

The shy label is so problematic and so powerful that I urge you to refrain from using it—today and forever. The label reduces to a single adjective the very complex way that your child relates to the world. Even worse, labeling a child as “shy” has the power to stigmatize him for years to come.

Consider how ridiculous it would be to comment on other facts about a child, such as “How cute—he’s asthmatic!” or “Gosh, isn’t he nearsighted?” Yet somehow it’s okay to label a child “shy” when she’s just doing what her body, thoughts, and emotions are telling her to do. And, like children with asthma or bad eyesight, shy children are able to do everything other kids can do, provided they make a few thoughtful adjustments.

In addition to the added stigma, a child’s shyness is exacerbated by the unwanted attention inherent in a “shy” label—attention typically given by adults or authority figures, who may already seem intimidating to a shy child. As the saleswoman pointed out, while adults may think a timid, vulnerable child is adorable, inside, the shy child feels anything but cute. She feels bewildered, frustrated, and angry with herself for being so afraid. And, to make matters worse, the well-meaning adults are shining a spotlight on her fear and confusion, and then holding a microscope to it. And what they find is even more shyness.

If that isn’t bad enough, the label then often becomes a self-fulfilling prophesy, because as the “shy child” shrinks away from new challenges, she’s able to retreat to a safe and comfortable place—her mother’s lap, for example, or a quiet place on the edge of a crowded playground. In effect, the child is rewarded for her timidity, because retreating to these safe havens makes her feel less anxious and reinforces her decision to flee from what’s so stressful. But this social strategy also makes her world very small and terribly private.

The cycle doesn’t stop there. Because she’s stuck with the shy label, she’s excused from facing new experiences, like fully participating in field trips with her class or becoming friends with a new neighbor in her apartment building. She ends up learning to be shy, identifying herself as a shy person, and being treated like a shy person for the rest of her life.

I don’t want children to be labeled shy when they’re young and then feel that they’re stuck with that label for life. I want children to feel that they’re in control of their shyness and not controlled by it. By making a conscious effort to avoid labeling your child, you’ll help him to understand that shyness is something he experiences at certain times, not something he is.



Your Successfully Shy Journal


Throughout this book, I’ll provide opportunities for you to analyze your child’s unique shy situations and challenges. By exploring the details of your child’s particular experience with shyness, you’ll be able to personalize the general strategies I provide. The best way to begin this process is to write down your thoughts, ideas, and observations. So please locate or purchase a blank notebook—this will become your Successfully Shy Journal.

Journal writing is a truly interactive experience that will make the words on the pages of this book come alive. Instead of passively absorbing information, you’ll uncover ways to apply this information directly to your child’s life. What’s more, research shows that journal writing benefits you on many levels and in many different ways. First, journal writing stretches your intellect. The very act of writing helps you clarify your perceptions, think about them systematically, link them to other areas of your life, and gain some perspective. All of these acts contribute to what psychologists call “depth of processing,” which will serve to add a greater degree of understanding, meaningfulness, and commitment to your journal entries.

Journal writing is good for your soul, too, because according to research by James Pennebaker, Ph.D., professor of psychology at the University of Texas at Austin, journal writing decreases stress and helps you put your experiences in perspective. While you may feel that what you’re writing in the pages of your journal is adding up to a lot of nothing, you’re actually making a lot of progress that you’re usually unable to see in the moment.

Journal writing also helps you prepare for future challenges. Whether it’s developing a strategy for guiding your child through a stressful social encounter or rehearsing what you’ll say during a heart-to-heart conversation with your shy child, your journal becomes your safe place in which you can experiment with new ideas.

Finally, remember that until you act on your ideas, you are merely acquiring information. This book is designed to enhance your relationship with your shy child, but merely reading it or writing in your journal is only the first step on a long journey. You must put your thoughts into action to help your shy child.

Ready to begin? On the first page of your journal, write the date and then answer the following questions:

• Are you shy? Why do you say that you are (or are not)?

• When do you most often feel shy?

• How do you feel about being shy?

• What do you do to alleviate your shyness?

No matter how you’ve answered these questions, you’ve answered correctly. What matters is the thought you’ve put into this exercise. Because you’re addressing the issue of your own experience with shyness, you’re preparing yourself to make a difference in your shy child’s life. A caring, involved parent, even one who feels shy or makes mistakes at times, is what your child needs and craves. Be that parent for your child.




A FEW MORE WORDS ABOUT PARENTING

I have a terrific daughter, so I know firsthand about the ecstasy and agony of parenting. And I’ve sifted through a lot of advice, both for personal and professional reasons, regarding children and parenting. But the most valuable insight I’ve found is also the most simple: Love your child for who he is, and not who you want him to be. And to parents of shy children, I’d like to add: Love your child for who he is, and not how outgoing you want him to be.

It’s very easy to feel that a shy child, like every child, is both a blessing and a disappointment. It’s easy to feel quietly relieved that your child is shy, compliant, and too timid to break too many rules. And it’s also very easy to get angry and frustrated with your shy child when he’s feeling unsure of himself and unable to meet your expectations about his social behavior. But when you feel this way, please step back and examine your expectations and revise them if they’re not appropriate. Your children will never fail you if you’re tuned into who they are and what they’re capable of.

Another bit of wisdom was the one I received from Linda, the mother of Stephen, a farm boy you’ll meet in chapter 3, so I’ll let her have the last word.

“Actually, being a parent is not that hard,” she told me with a small laugh. “I say that it’s not that hard because kids will let you know what they need. If you listen, they won’t be shy. If they’re comfortable, they will open up and tell you what they need and what you need to know, even if they don’t have the words for it.”


CHAPTER 2

A BREAK THROUGH VIEW OF CHILDHOOD SHYNESS

Childhood is tough for nearly everyone. It’s a time when your world—and your role in it—widens. As such, it’s full of missteps as well as new opportunities. So why do some children become shy as their world expands while others don’t? Through my years of studying shy individuals, I’ve discovered that there are common threads, or themes, that run through each and every shy person’s experience, both in childhood and adulthood.

In this chapter, I’ll explore these common themes and explain how they have led me to a new, breakthrough view of shyness. I’ll introduce you to the three interlocking steps that make up the shy process that every shy child—and shy adult—experiences. And best of all, I’ll show how you can help the shy child in your life work through his unique shy experience when it’s triggered. When your shy child works through it with fewer shy reactions, slowly and surely he’ll become successfully shy.

TRANSITIONS: SHYNESS TRIGGERS

Listen to some shy adults and you’ll hear them list the same familiar causes for their shyness, such as a move to a new town, combat with nasty classmates, or too much unwanted attention. I call these causes “shyness triggers.”

Although at first glance these triggers may seem diverse, they’re similar in that they involve a transition from a safe social situation to a novel, unpredictable, and evaluative one. When these factors are taken together, they can create anxious shy behavior, thoughts, and feelings.

Let’s dissect the elements of shyness triggers.

Novelty. “One of the factors that contributed to my painful life as a shy person was a move from one neighborhood to another in my childhood,” a bookkeeper named Julia told me. “I spent a year with no friends and no one to relate to on a personal level.”

I agree that moving to a new neighborhood is a lot to throw at a kid. Julia had to deal with a new location, a sense of having her family uprooted, and the challenge of being surrounded by suddenly unfamiliar classmates and neighbors. As far as I’m concerned, it was perfectly natural for Julia to feel shy or timid when she had to make this transition.

Yet while Julia’s reaction was natural, shyness was not the only appropriate response, nor must it affect Julia’s behavior so many years later. Julia could have been helped by a little guidance from a caring parent, teacher, peer, or mentor.

For example, Julia’s parents could have eased their daughter’s transition by gradually but steadily increasing Julia’s exposure to new people. Her parents could have invited new neighbors over to the house so that the entire family could have met them at the same time. They could have taken Julia to her new school before classes started so that she could learn in advance about her new teacher, requirements, and the layout of the school building




































THE SHY LIFE




The Shy Body, Mind, and Self





THE SHY PROCESS







The Approach/Avoidance Conflict



































The Slow-to-Warm-Up Phase











































Expanding the Comfort Zone



































A FEW FINAL THOUGHTS




Notice

This book is intended as a reference volume only, not as a medical manual. The information given here is designed to help you make informed decisions about your child’s behavior and emotional health. It is not intended as a substitute for any treatment that may have been prescribed by your child’s doctor or psychologist. If you suspect that your child has a medical or psychological problem, we urge you to seek competent medical help.

Mention of specific companies, organizations, or authorities in this book does not imply endorsement by the publisher, nor does mention of specific companies, organizations, or authorities imply that they endorse this book.
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