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In today’s world, there are many situations in which teamwork,

communication skills, and leadership are highly valued. In these

situations, shy people may have a disadvantage. The challenges

they face may prevent them from achieving their goals, possibly

resulting in feelings of disappointment. This article will present

current knowledge on the subject of shyness, based on various

research methods. I will explain what “shyness” actually is, discuss

what causes it, and describe some of the day-to-day consequences.

The articlewill examine several questions: are kids born shy or do they

develop shyness?What role do parents play?What does shyness look

like in various settings? In terms of school, how do teachers see shy

students, and what can be done to support these students and help

them deal with their fears?

WHAT IS SHYNESS?

Shyness is characterized by feelings of fear, stress, and discomfort
in social situations. When attention is directed at a shy person, that
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person exhibits physical symptoms of stress: accelerated heartbeat,
sweating and trembling, and sometimes blushing. If you are not shy,
try to think of something else that makes you anxious—flying perhaps,
or school exams?Ormaybe you have a fear of heights or spiders? Does
just thinking about that situation make you feel stressed? That is how
many shy people feel in social situations.

In scientific studies, shyness is measured in several ways. One of
the most common ways is a questionnaire in which people report
about themselves, or others report about them. The questionnaire has
sentences that describe the inner experiences of shy people—such
as di�culty talking to strangers or feeling confused in social
situations—that young people can relate to [1].

Not every social situation is equally stressful for shy people, but
certain situations—such as working with new people, a conversation
with a teacher or boss, or talking to a romantic interest—may cause
particularly high levels of stress. In these situations, shy people tend to
be preoccupied with thoughts such as “What does this person think of
me?” or sometimes even “How can I escape?”.

WHAT CAUSES SHYNESS?

Shyness is considered an aspect of personal temperament, but studies
TEMPERAMENT

A set of traits, based on
biological and
psychological factors,
that determines how a
person reacts to the
world. Some traits may
be inherited and others
may be learned.

have found quite a few factors that may reduce it or increase it. First, if
shy people feel judged—for example, if they are told “You have nothing
to be afraid of!”—they may think their feelings are abnormal, and that
no one else feels the same way. Therefore, shy people should be
able to have their feelings heard. Parents should try to recognize their
child’s shyness and take the child’s concerns seriously. However, it is
important that parents do not do things for the child that the child
could do themselves. For example, if a shy child can approach the
salesperson in a store, it is essential that the parents do not do it for the
child. The pattern of attitudes and behaviors of parents toward their
children is called their parenting style. Warmth, understanding, and

PARENTING STYLE

The combination of
attitudes and actions
that influences the way
a parent brings up
their child.

giving children as much independence as possible are aspects of a
parenting style that may help to reduce shyness.

Some factors may increase shyness, such as social rejection and
ridicule from other children. Adolescence is a particularly vulnerable
time, in which shyness may intensify. In adolescence, as a normal
part of the identity-formation process, children can be very concerned
about what others think about them. They may worry about this even
when others are not thinking about them at all! This phenomenon is
called an imaginary audience, and it can increase shyness because it

IMAGINARY

AUDIENCE

A psychological
phenomenon that
happens mostly in
adolescents, in which
they feel that all eyes
are on them, and that
everyone is thinking
about them.

causes adolescents to be even more worried about what others think
of them.
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Nevertheless, studies show that there are shy students who do just
fine; they have close friends and do not face bullying. These children
were found to have a good ability to control their emotions in stressful
situations [2]—even when they are very excited or stressed, they know
how to hide it and not attract attention. This is called emotional

regulation. In contrast, children who clearly show their emotions in
EMOTION

REGULATION

The ability to control
one’s emotional
response in any
given situation.

stressful situations can attract attention and experience bullying and
harassment from other children.

However, the ability to hide shyness also has a downside: studies have
shown that there are some types of shy children that adults do not
recognize as being shy [3]. Instead, they are perceived as loners or
as arrogant/snobbish (yes, the behavior of shy people is sometimes
interpreted this way). In such cases, the concerns of these shy children
are not addressed, and they do not receive the help they need.

WHAT ARE THE CONSEQUENCES OF SHYNESS?

There are some advantages of being shy. For example, shy people
usually have excellent imaginations and the ability to develop rich,
inner worlds, and they often try to be sensitive to others. These
characteristics are very important in our fast, connected, and noisy
world. In a world of screens, shy people can often manage quite
well; they can do many things without having to leave the house and
without the need to meet people face to face, which solves a lot
of their problems. But this is also risky: avoiding face-to-face social
interactions may increase fears about interacting with others until it
becomes too di�cult to try. Gradually, the world of the shy person
can become smaller and smaller.

Shy students do not have it easy at school. They may feel
uncomfortable participating in class and asking questions, and they
may not always say what they need. Shy students may feel stressed
in less-structured situations, such as during recess or on a school
trip. If they are asked to work in groups, some shy children will feel
stressed because it requires talking in front of people. Even later in
life, shy people may have a di�cult time. They may refuse a job o�er
or a possible promotion because it requires talking to new people.
In their personal lives, they may stay in relationships they are not
satisfied with because it is too di�cult for them to form new ones.
Over the years, shy people may develop feelings of disappointment
because they missed out on opportunities, all because their shyness
prevented them from taking chances, expressing themselves, or trying
new things.
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HOWCAN TEACHERS HELP SHY STUDENTS?

A research study has shown that teachers might not su�ciently
understand shy students. For example, according to the study,
teachers are more likely to define a shy child based on what that
child’s behavior looks like vs. what is actually causing the behavior.
For example, they may define a shy child as “a child who does not
participate in class”, rather than “a child that feels uncomfortable when
all eyes are on her/him” (Figure 1) [4]. This is important because, to
help shy students and address their fears, teachers must understand
the inner experiences of these children. After all, there may be
other children in class who do not participate for reasons other
than shyness.

Figure 1

Figure 1

The figure shows a
question (formulated as
a sentence) about what
a shy student is, and
two possible answers.
The first answer refers
to the observed
behavior of the student,
while the second (more
accurate) answer refers
to the student’s inner
experience, which is
the key to
understanding and
overcoming shyness
(Image credit: Anat
Korem and Yotam
Shevach).

In the same study, teachers proposed a variety of strategies to support
shy students, such as creating a personal relationship with the student
or providing positive reinforcement. Additional strategies are shown in
Figure 2.

One of the scientifically proven ways of treating anxiety of any kind,
including shyness, is to divide the anxiety into smaller portions. For
example, if a shy student finds it very di�cult to speak in front of the
class, perhaps the student could present to a group of four children
instead. If this is also too di�cult, maybe the student can present
to only one partner, or read from a prepared text. Finally, if these
things are still overwhelming, perhaps the student can record the
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Figure 2

Figure 2

There are a variety of
strategies that teachers
can use to support shy
students [4] (Image
credit: Anat Korem).

presentation beforehand and play it for the class. For teachers, the
idea is to look for activities that cause the shy student such a low level
of anxiety that the student will agree to do it. Then, the teacher could
have the student repeat the action over and over, until it becomes easy
for them. Studies show that, over time, this method can gradually help
shy people to do more and more, decreasing their fears about social
situations [2, 5].

By understanding what causes shyness and the strategies for
overcoming it, you can start to use them in situations in your own
life, if you struggle with shyness. If you have trouble coming up with
ways to apply these ideas, you can try talking to your school counselor.
Together, you may be able to figure out ways to overcome some of
your fears, expand your experiences, and enjoy more of the social
opportunities around you.
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