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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
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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?
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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?


[image: Illustration]


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 approve of us – so how are we going to cope when that happens?


Problematically shy or socially anxious people can feel on the horns of a dilemma. On the one hand, they may wish to be valued, have their contributions recognised and feel accepted. On the other hand, to display themselves sufficiently for people to get to know them and to choose them can feel very anxiety-provoking. After all, you might say something or suggest something that others will criticise. Tricky, isn’t it! If you think about your own shyness, can you sense that sometimes you feel in a bit of a dilemma of both wanting to be part of the social scene and also anxious that you might do or say something that brings negative attention to yourself? Part of learning to cope with problematic shyness or social anxiety is learning how to cope with those risks and facing up to the setbacks if they arise.


What does evolution tell us about where our need to be liked comes from?
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What have we learned that can help you cope with risks and setbacks?
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Shyness can also be a strength


There is an endless list of successful and famous people who were/are shy. Philip Zimbardo named several in his book Shyness, and Renee Gilbert Ph.D. has put together some very helpful resources at: http://www.shakeyourshyness.com/shypeople.htm.15


Historical shy figures and their characteristics are often revealed through biographies, such as Abraham Lincoln in A Team of Rivals by Doris Kearns Goodwin.16 Lincoln was shy with women, particularly women to whom he was attracted (this trait is very common, because it involves the most important evolutionary goal, to reproduce). He learned to approach women and also began to share more of his thoughts and feelings with his wife as he got older. Lincoln’s sensitivity, collaborative nature, ability to reflect and analyse issues, empathy, morality and courage also allowed him, as president, to include men in his cabinet who were more prominent, wealthy and experienced in national politics than he was.


Lincoln refused to criticise rivals during his campaign, preferring to deal with the issues and to speak from his heart as well as his intellect to the American people. His political rivals respected him enough to serve on his cabinet, argue with him about the issues, but remain loyal and dedicated to him and to the country. Barack Obama largely modelled his presidential campaign on Lincoln’s and extended it to the internet, a vastly wider forum for his ideas that includes most of the world. He seems to have many of the traits of shy leadership.


Shy leaders may well be the kind of leaders we desperately need in greater numbers and locations today. A few other famous shy people who may not be so obvious:


• Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, whose writing prompted moral outrage over slavery


• Clara Barton, who founded the Red Cross and cared for the wounded on the battlefields in the Civil War


• Thomas Jefferson, who wrote the Declaration of Independence, but spoke only at his inauguration as US President


• Ulysses S. Grant, the Civil War general and later US President


• Henry Cavendish from Derbyshire, one of the world’s greatest scientists, who felt there was a gulf between him and all others, and experienced this as an infirmity (although there is some question as to high-level Asperger’s in his case)


• King George VI, who survived scandal and his brother Edward’s abdication, and who surprised the world by becoming one of the best-loved and most competent modern kings when suddenly thrust into that role


• Thomas Edison, who gave up on being a Shakespearian actor, only to invent the light bulb and numerous other innovations


• Eleanor Roosevelt, shy as a child and young adult; one of the foremost female leaders of her generation


• Theodore Roosevelt, shy in childhood with asthma and a slight build, who would become US President


Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Charles are considered shy. Princess Diana was shy, and beloved by hundreds of millions of people. My British friends have supplied me with other current shy Brits: actor Robert Pattinson, shy as a teenager; Anthony Hopkins, acclaimed actor; David Beckham, the footballer; Daniel Radcliffe of Harry Potter fame. And the list goes on.


Consider Stephen Fry, whose stage fright has sometimes cost him dearly. He walked out of a play at one point and said his stage fright made him contemplate suicide. Fry acknowledges having bipolar disorder. His example reveals that shyness, like anxiety more generally, can also be triggered by other conditions, and may sometimes be a symptom of mental illness. We all feel shy when we feel different from our peers, when our experience feels different from that of others. Fry is also gay, which not only could have made him feel different, but potentially stigmatised if people knew. He has shown great courage in being open about his life and his emotions.


One of my favourite (and one of the most fascinating) shy people was the actor Sidney Poitier. The son of a tomato farmer in the Bahamian islands, he was one of Hollywood’s first black leading men, ‘almost single-handedly reversing the passive, “Stepin Fetchit” image of African American characters that Hollywood had popularised onscreen . . . He walked with the knowing caution of a man who’s nobody’s fool’. He made movies about ‘tough moral choices’ and won the first Oscar ever awarded to a black man. Poitier described himself as a shy outsider. He said, ‘There is nothing I can or wish to do about it.’ I have always felt that he showed great courage, in the middle of the civil rights movement, in the roles he chose and the way he acted them.17


The (partial) list goes on: Albert Einstein, Garrison Keiller, Johnny Carson, Lady Gaga (shy with men) Sigourney Weaver, Keira Knightley, Jessica Simpson, Jessica Alba, Johnny Depp, Henry Fonda, Brad Pitt, Julia Roberts, Selena Gomez, Kristen Stewart, Vanessa Hudgens, Harrison Ford, Kevin Costner, Brandon Flowers (lead singer of The Killers), Robert De Niro, Richard Gere, Michelle Pfeiffer, Neil Armstrong, Nicole Kidman, David Letterman, Bob Dylan. To learn more fascinating tidbits about the lives of famous people, I recommend a visit to Renee Gilbert’s website.


I believe that shyness is an unsung, highly evolved trait in our current world and lends itself well to the development of a more compassionate focus for others, and in service to the world. If you are shy, I hope that you understand this, and remember it. It is not our fault that we live in a world where some of humanity’s best traits are out of fashion because they might get in the way of what corporations want from workers, and what politicians want from followers: that is, to compete with their fellow humans to the point of not being able to see them or care for them. Over the long term (and even the short term), high-stress competition is not adaptive, no matter who you are, no matter where you are – as a good deal of current research demonstrates.


Prevention-focused and promotion-focused approaches


When we use a compassionate lens to look at behavioural strategies like evaluation concerns and social wariness, these can seem quite normal: taking a simple preventionfocused approach (the shy strategy) as opposed to a promotion-focused approach (the extroverted strategy). Either can be equally functional or appropriate, if not approached rigidly or carried to extremes. According to Walter Mischel, a well-known personality researcher, prevention-focused people want to make sure that things don’t go wrong, and they don’t like to make mistakes. Imagine you are due to have brain surgery. Wouldn’t you be glad to know that your neurosurgeon has this personality trait? People with this temperament are sensitive to cues related to potential aversive events, so they are careful and considered, automatically inhibiting behaviour that may lead to negative outcomes.18


Extroverted promotion-focused people are more impulsive generally, often focused on having fun, but can be equally focused in pursuing their goals, and be very hard-working and ambitious. They just focus on all the great things they will achieve or contribute, rather than on preventing bad things from happening. They are sensitive to cues related to impending rewards. Imagine you just ended an incredibly stressful work week and want to turn off your brain. Which friend would you like to party with?


And, of course, most of us employ a mix of both strategies – neither is appropriate in all situations!


Self-reflection exercise: Exploring your shy strengths


What are the strengths of shyness that you are aware of in yourself?
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Can you think of a recent time or situation where you demonstrated one of the strengths of shyness?
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Shyness and competitiveness


Western society focuses so much on competitiveness, and valorises behaviours that seem tough, fearless, decisive and confident. It’s easy to overlook the fact that individuals who are prone to shyness and may not present themselves this way also have other, very valuable and important positive traits. For example, people who say they are shy like to work collaboratively, a huge plus in a global economy where cooperation with others is increasingly important. Shy people can also work independently and are usually good students, often careful and conscientious. They tend to be well represented in graduate-level education. Shy people may be very successful in technical or information-oriented jobs, where reflection and attentiveness are important.


In fact, Jerome Kagan, a leading researcher in the biological bases of shyness, says that he looks for shy graduate students to help with his research because he trusts them with projects that require attention to detail and careful reflection as to the meaning of results. They are sensitive to the feelings of others, tend to put others’ needs first, are motivated to avoid anger and social humiliation, and to feel connected with others. These are the communal motives that allow for negotiation and deeper understanding in collaborative environments.19


In our competitive, materialistic societies, star status tends to focus on an over-idealised, dominant, cavalier alpha-male image of fearlessness and toughness. Just as women can unhelpfully compare themselves to hyper-skinny computer-enhanced models, and believe that they fall short, and then feel inferior with lowered mood, so shy males may compare themselves to media images of dominant or extroverted aggressive males, see those as the norm and feel inferior – compounding their anxiety and feelings of being judged by others.


These bullish, overly confident and aggressive images of men are rampant in the media and the internet. And as research showed long ago, children learn and copy what they see. Asserting one’s dominance often ends up as bullying, with a lack of concern for the impact on others. A report in The Journal of the American Medical Association revealed that nearly 30 per cent of youths aged twelve to eighteen reported moderate or frequent involvement in bullying, either as the bully or as the bullied, or both. Accompanying this report were eleven pages of references to academic papers on bullying over the previous eight years. In Britain, up to 75 per cent of people report having been bullied at one point in their lives. Workplace bullying in both Britain and the US is common.20 Both children and adults are learning to overdevelop assertive and extrovert traits, perhaps with a disproportionately greater effect on the more sensitive and shy children and adults. Overly competitive societies can affect how we act with each other, and this in turn has consequences for how comfortable we feel in our relationships with others, and how secure and accepting we are of our own personality traits.


We can see then that these environments (including our media environments), which undermine our confidence and increase social anxiety, are not our fault. They are external factors particular to our current social structures and cultures. Sixty years ago, shyness was considered an ordinary personality trait and was not negatively stereotyped; indeed, this temperament was valued. It may, therefore, take an extra effort to maintain a compassionate focus and stance towards yourself and others in our highly competitive Western societies. In contrast to those ‘me first’ and rather narcissistic norms, sensitivity, conscientiousness and putting others’ needs first are the glue that keeps people emotionally connected, well functioning and high in well-being. There is good evidence now in the organisational research literature that collaborative, cooperative working groups are not only better for well-being, but also for productivity.



Differences between introverted and extroverted shyness



Shyness is not the same as introversion, although they often go together. Introverts simply prefer solitary to social activities, but are not afraid of social encounters. Extroverts prefer social to solitary activities. Although the majority of shy people have introverted traits, there are many shy extroverts who are privately shy and publicly outgoing. Although shy extroverts are able to be sociable in highly structured, predictable situations, they may still feel anxious and believe that if others really got to know them, they would not accept them. Shy extroverts may find it difficult to be intimate with others because they find it hard to reveal any vulnerabilities or qualities that they fear others will see as less than ideal.21 The truth is that we all have some such traits and behaviours. Normally, as people get to know each other, we tell each other what we really think and feel, including sharing our vulnerabilities and shortcomings. Imagine having a best friend or a partner and never feeling comfortable enough to reveal your fears, sadness, feelings of uncertainty or concerns about being adequate.


Shy extroverts may also struggle in situations where control must be shared or is irrelevant, or if the situation is ambiguous in terms of social expectations. For example, they may be torn about leading in a situation where they are capable of doing a competent job. They may fear that others will be jealous or competitive and put them down or withdraw. If taking turns is casual and talk is relaxed and a little off-beat, shy extroverts may become self-conscious and have difficulty being spontaneous, so they may avoid doing things like making a joke or laughing at themselves, even though they are fully capable of doing so.


When shyness becomes a problem


Some children are born with slightly more active autonomic nervous systems than bolder children (15 to 20 per cent at each end of the continuum). These lead them to be more cautious and to take more time to feel confident in social situations. As infants, they react more strongly to loud sounds and novel things. These children are sometimes referred to by psychologists as behaviourally inhibited, which may be linked to the ‘pause to check’ aspects we explored earlier. They are also likely to have relatives who say they are shy.22


If these children feel loved and are offered a secure environment with many opportunities to be with others and firm guidance requiring the child to socialise, then they become bolder and not avoidant. Their anxious temperaments can settle down, and they become able to cope with mild shyness and anxiety. Anxious children with anxious parents, however, have more problems. In trying to avoid their child having to feel anxious or shy, the parents encourage avoidance. ‘I know you are anxious about going to Sally’s party and so you don’t have to go. You can stay here with me.’ A lot of treatment with shy children often involves working with the parents to enable the child to learn how to cope with their feelings rather than avoid them and the situations that trigger them. So, if parents are overprotective and controlling, and don’t help their shy child carry out social tasks that can be reasonably expected of a child of that age (such as socialising with other children and participating in school activities), shy children will also suffer, and their shyness may increase and become a problem.


Shy children tend to be sympathetic and sensitive to others, so, if there are losses through death or divorce, shy children may struggle in a number of ways, and often perhaps more than other children.23 They are highly sensitive to others’ feelings, so parents’ pain, anger and sadness may be especially hard for them to bear, in addition to their own pain and grief. They also like stability, so, for example, a family that moves frequently can be very challenging, as the child must reach out to new friends again and again. I have heard painfully shy clients recount heartrending stories of loneliness related to losses and frequent moves. Others say that, even though it was very hard, they learned to reach out for friendship, often to one person at a time, and they often remained friends after another move.


Given the importance of early rearing experiences, researchers report that it is impossible to predict, for any given infant, who will become shy as an adult. So genes are not the sole basis for shyness. Moreover, even in the absence of any genetic sensitivity, children with more bold temperaments who grow up in a difficult or traumatic environment, such as a chaotic or physically or verbally abusive home, can become painfully shy.


While anxious parents (for loving reasons) may overprotect children, preventing them from learning how to deal with their feelings, shy children can also have the opposite problem – lack of protection or even excessive threat(s). If parents, siblings or teachers are harsh or critical, or do not accept the child’s temperament, if bullying is allowed at school, or if parents use shaming techniques to motivate children, there are negative consequences for the shy child (indeed for all children). However, the impact on shy children who may be less likely to defend themselves or get help can be particularly severe.


Children who are criticised, bullied, abused, neglected or rejected may turn to criticising themselves and trying to be perfect to avoid criticism or harsh treatment from others. They may blame themselves for events and situations that are not their fault and become low in self-esteem and high in shame. A research study showed the process in action. The researchers asked a group of students, some of whom were socially anxious and some of whom weren’t, to engage in a conversation with a lecturer while being videotaped. The lecturer was (unbeknownst to the students) instructed to break conversational rules, such as butting in when someone else was speaking and changing the subject, and even being quite rude. When the students were shown the videotape later and were asked about these interruptions by the lecturer, the socially anxious ones blamed themselves for the problems in the conversations, saying that the lecturer had reacted in this way because they were boring him. The students who were not socially anxious blamed the lecturer.


My own research has shown that fearful shy college students blame themselves and experience shame after social situations that they think did not go well. The tendency is exacerbated by an awareness of inner thoughts and feelings, which makes sense, because if we are privately self-aware, we know what we are feeling. This awareness is usually a strength, because in ordinary calm emotional states, self-aware people may have a pretty good sense about how others are reacting. However, in a negative emotional state, being very aware of feelings may lead to feeling threatened. If we think that people are judging us, we may fail to notice that they may be feeling shy, self-conscious or awkward too.


When we studied three separate groups of shy high school students, those who were self-blaming were more likely to be socially anxious and avoid social interaction. These groups of adolescents were all well above average in mental ability and had obvious advantages in terms of academic and social opportunities. However, notably, the willingness to try again, for example, to approach someone, begin a conversation or to ask someone over was associated with less anxiety and distress.24


Any of us can become problematically shy and socially anxious, particularly when we take too much responsibility for social situations with negative or less than perfect outcomes. But we can also reduce our distress simply by knowing that we can trust ourselves to try again. Trying again is a part of Social Fitness TrainingSM. Tennis pros don’t have perfect serves or backhands. Baseball players strike out more than they make a base hit. Another way we can reduce our distress is to become self-soothing and self-supportive. We can even learn to be good parents and mentors to ourselves. We’ll discuss that in later chapters.



Self-reflection exercise: Starting to understand your shyness



Do you see yourself as a shy introvert or extrovert? What do you see as the strengths and vulnerabilities of each?
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What positive and/or negative experiences as a child helped with or exacerbated your shyness?
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