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Praise for Overcoming Your Child’s Shyness and Social Anxiety



‘Lucy Willetts and Cathy Creswell have written a clear and accessible book that will help lots of adults who want to support shy and socially anxious children. They have done an excellent job at describing the impact these characteristics can have on children and their families, whilst also inspiring hope that things can change. They explain practically and clearly how anxiety keeps going and the strategies that are useful in helping socially anxious children overcome their anxieties. This book will be invaluable for parents, teachers and clinicians alike.’


Charlotte Wilson, Chair of BABCP


Child, Adolescent, and Family Special Interest Branch


‘This is one of the most user-friendly and practical books that I have read. It is designed specifically as a self-help book for parents of children of primary school-age who are shy or anxious but also provides helpful tips for parents of teenagers and younger children.


Although this book is written for parents... I would recommend it to all who want to learn the basics of CBT with children, including health care professionals, teachers and those in training.’


Dr Helen Beinart, Clinical Director,


Oxford Doctoral Course in Clinical Psychology,


University of Oxford


‘This book hits all the buttons. It is friendly, encouraging, practical and easy to read. And best of all, backed up by high-quality research and the authors’ own personal and clinical experience.


Being a parent is difficult, and being a parent of an anxious child is even more difficult. It is easy for parents to feel out of their depth, overwhelmed and unsure. Parents who reach for this book can be confident that their knowledge and understanding will help their child. What more could any of us ask for?’


Shirley Reynolds, Professor of Clinical Psychology,


University of East Anglia (and parent)


And some comments from parents


‘Thank you! I read this book believing it was for my own interest but what I discovered was that many issues were extremely relevant and useful in our “normal”... family. The dialogues really made sense and gave such good examples of how to talk to your children, how to draw them out and get to the bottom of their problems... I think this book will be of huge benefit to parents, teachers and healthcare professionals who come into contact with shy and socially anxious children.’


Mrs E., Carmarthenshire


‘Although primarily designed for parents and children suffering with problematic anxiety, I think it would help anyone dealing with children ... The ways of talking to the child and guiding them through their own thought processes and feelings are really enlightening.’


Mrs F., Ceridigion


‘[Overcoming Your Child’s Shyness and Social Anxiety] is both informative and helpful. Each chapter is easy to read and understand. It will be brilliant for any parent with an anxious or shy child to use as a reference book. The case histories are extremely useful as the examples often remind us of situations we have found ourselves in. This reassured us as we now realize that our daughter’s anxiety and shyness are not unique. We would definitely recommend this book to other families that find themselves in the same situation. Owning a copy of this book will be like having a counsellor in your own home.’


Mr and Mrs V., Berkshire


‘[This book] provides a very clear insight into the child’s experience of anxiety which is easy to overlook when parents are experiencing high levels of frustration ...[It is] extremely readable and very user-friendly. The attention to detail... makes the steps in this book as easy as they can be to implement in hectic family life. I liked the fact that many of the issues covered in the book would be of benefit to all parents whether their children are anxious or not.’


Mrs C., Berkshire


‘This book is an invaluable and extremely practical self-help guide. It offers a clear, step-by-step approach to help parents and children build confidence and develop effective coping strategies for everyday challenges. As a parent of a socially anxious child, I found that this book offers a very accessible approach. I cannot imagine a family who could not gain some benefit from reading this book.’


Mrs Z., Woking


Praise for Overcoming Your Child’s Fears and Worries by Cathy Creswell and Lucy Willetts


‘I think Cathy Creswell and Lucy Willetts should be congratulated on writing such an accessible yet comprehensive and informative book. They pitch the book at the right level for parents and professionals alike – compassionate and non-judgemental without skimping on the hard facts of the biological, psychological and social realities of these issues. I read it in one sitting and felt I had learnt a lot by the end. I loved the no-nonsense, practical approach that will be an empowering relief to parents, themselves paralysed by the anxiety of their own child’s anxieties. Feel a bit jealous that I didn’t write it myself!’


Dr. Tanya Byron, Consultant Clinical Psychologist
on the House of Tiny Tearaways, BBC TV


‘This excellent book is very well written and is essential reading for any parent who is concerned that their child is anxious. At the outset it provides information to help parents understand the nature of children’s fears or concerns, how they develop, and why they persist. It also helps parents to distinguish between what are common and “ordinary” fears and worries, and what kinds of worries might require some form of parental intervention. The book reads very easily and parents would do well to have a copy on their bookshelves to enable them to dip into it at times of stress.’


Alan Stein, Professor of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry,


University of Oxford


‘This book is a very thorough and detailed practical guide ... which will be very useful for both therapists working with children with fears and worries as well as families who are able to use this book as a “self-help” treatment guide.’


Dr Penny Titman, Consultant Clinical Psychologist,


Great Ormond Street Hospital


‘Being frightened and worrying too much of the time gets in the way of children and teenagers playing, having fun together, and getting on with their education ... Cathy Creswell and Lucy Willetts have done a great job in making this self-help guide for children, teenagers and parents; explaining in a clear and practical way how therapy is done and how it can be done by families themselves.’


Professor Derek Bolton, Anxiety Clinic for


Children and Adolescents,


South London and Maudsley NHS Trust
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Preface


Many children experience anxiety or shyness. It is often hard to know what to do for the best when you have a shy or socially anxious child. You have probably found that lots of people will offer you advice, but this is often conflicting, and other resources that you have tried to access, such as looking on the Internet, may have only served to confuse you further by offering you an overwhelming and frequently bewildering array of information.


We have run a specialist childhood anxiety clinic for several years, which aims to give families of children who have anxiety problems, including social anxiety and shyness, clear, simple advice and support about how to help their child. Our clinic is unique in the way it is funded and managed by both the University of Reading and Berkshire Healthcare NHS Trust. In this way, it combines the research expertise of university-based personnel with the knowledge about treatment that NHS clinicians can provide. This book aims to do the same. We have drawn upon up-to-date relevant research and have, we hope, at the same time produced a book that gives you, as parents, a down-to-earth guide to helping your child. In our clinic, we often help children by working through parents, as we have found that this works just as well or even better than working with the children individually. We have used a similar approach in this book.


First, and in response to the question many parents have asked us, ‘Why is my child shy or socially anxious?’ we have included, in Part One, information about what may have caused or maintained your child’s shyness or social anxiety. In this part we also give you a brief overview of what shyness and social anxiety are to help you to decide whether your child does, in fact, have a problem and, if so, to what extent it is causing difficulties for them. The backbone of this book is Part Two, which consists of five steps that you, as a parent, can work through, and encourage your child to work through to overcome their shyness or social anxiety. We have added two additional principles, which are extra techniques that, we have found from experience, will enhance the results that you and your child get from putting our guidelines into practice. Finally, we have included a further section, Part Three, which deals with specific difficulties associated with shyness and social anxiety, in particular refusal to go to school and a reluctance to speak, which need input from both you and your child’s school, and relaxation techniques which can be particularly helpful for children with marked physical symptoms of anxiety. We have also written a chapter in this section for your child’s teacher, so that they can follow the principles you are using with your child. And throughout the book we have provided you with simple, practical ways of helping your child to become less shy or socially anxious.


We have used the principles in the book in our work with several hundred families, many of whose children suffer from shyness and social anxiety. The great majority of these children have overcome their shyness and social anxiety, and those who have been most successful have been lucky enough to have highly motivated and committed parents. So by choosing to read this book, you, as a parent, have already given your child a head start!





Introduction: Why a cognitive behavioral approach?


The approach which Overcoming Your Child’s Shyness and Social Anxiety takes, in attempting to help you overcome your child’s problems with shyness and social anxiety, is a cognitive behavioral one. You might find a brief account of the history of this form of intervention useful and encouraging. In the 1950s and 1960s a set of therapeutic techniques was developed, collectively termed ‘behavior therapy’. These techniques shared two basic features. First, they aimed to remove symptoms (such as anxiety) by dealing with those symptoms themselves, rather than their deep-seated underlying historical causes (traditionally the focus of psychoanalysis, the approach developed by Sigmund Freud and his associates). Second, they used techniques derived from what laboratory psychologists were finding out about the mechanisms of learning, which could potentially be put to the test, or had already been proven to be of practical value. The area where behavior therapy initially proved to be of most value was in the treatment of anxiety disorders, especially specific phobias (such as extreme fear of animals or heights) and agoraphobia, both notoriously difficult to treat using conventional psychotherapies.


After an initial flush of enthusiasm, discontent with behavior therapy grew. There were a number of reasons for this. An important factor was that behavior therapy did not deal with the internal thoughts which were so obviously central to the distress that many patients were experiencing. In particular, behavior therapy proved inadequate when it came to the treatment of depression. In the late 1960s and early 1970s a treatment for depression was developed called ‘cognitive therapy’. The pioneer in this enterprise was an American psychiatrist, Professor Aaron T. Beck. Beck developed a theory of depression which emphasized the importance of people’s depressed styles of thinking, and on the basis of this theory, he specified a new form of therapy. It would not be an exaggeration to say that Beck’s work has changed the nature of psychotherapy, not just for depression but for a range of psychological problems.


The techniques introduced by Beck have been merged with the techniques developed earlier by behavior therapists, to produce a therapeutic approach which has come to be known as ‘cognitive behavioral therapy’ (CBT). This therapy has been subjected to the strictest scientific testing and has been found to be highly successful for a significant proportion of cases of depression. It has now become clear that specific patterns of disturbed thinking are associated with a wide range of psychological problems, not just depression, and that the treatments which deal with these are highly effective. So, effective cognitive behavioral treatments have been developed for a range of anxiety disorders, such as panic disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, specific phobias, social phobia, obsessive compulsive disorders, and hypochondriasis (health anxiety), as well as for other conditions such as drug addictions, and eating disorders like bulimia nervosa. Indeed, cognitive behavioral techniques have been found to have an application beyond the narrow categories of psychological disorders. They have been applied effectively, for example, to helping people with low self-esteem, people with weight problems, couples with marital difficulties, and those who wish to give up smoking, or deal with drinking problems.


The starting point for CBT is the realization that the way we think, feel and behave are all intimately linked, and changing the way we think about ourselves, our experiences, and the world around us changes the way we feel and what we are able to do. So, for example, by helping a depressed person identify and challenge their automatic depressive thoughts, a route out of the cycle of depressive thoughts and feelings can be found. Similarly, habitual behavioral responses are driven by a complex set of thoughts and feelings, and CBT, as you will discover from this book, by providing a means for the behavior to be brought under cognitive control, enables these responses to be undermined and a different kind of life to be possible.


In recent years, CBT treatments have been developed for children and teenagers and research has produced very encouraging results, especially for the treatment of children’s anxiety problems. Often these treatments involve clinicians working with both the child and the child’s parent(s); however, working with parents alone, to help them help their child has been found, in some studies, to be just as effective.


Although effective CBT treatments have been developed for a wide range of disorders and problems, these treatments are not widely available, and when people try on their own to help themselves or their children, they often, inadvertently, do things which make matters worse. In recent years the community of cognitive behavioral therapists has responded to this by taking the principles and techniques of CBT for particular problems and presenting them in manuals which people can read and apply themselves. These manuals specify a systematic program of treatment which the reader works through to overcome their difficulties. In this way, cognitive behavioral therapeutic techniques of proven value are being made available on the widest possible basis. The current manual has been written specifically for parents of children with social anxiety and shyness and it provides them with a clear set of therapeutic principles that they can systematically apply to help their children.


Self-help manuals are never going to replace therapists. Many families will need the help of a qualified therapist. It is also the case that, despite the widespread success of cognitive behavioral therapy, some people will not respond to it and will need one of the other treatments available. Although research on the use of these self-help manuals is at an early stage, the work done to date indicates that for a great many people such a manual is sufficient for them to overcome their problems without professional help. Sadly, many families suffer on their own for years. Sometimes they feel reluctant to seek help without first making a serious effort to manage on their own. Sometimes they are ashamed to ask for help. Sometimes appropriate help is not forthcoming despite their efforts to find it. For many of these families the cognitive behavioral self-help manual will provide a lifeline to a better future.


Professor Peter J. Cooper


The University of Reading





Part One


Understanding Your Child’s Shyness and Social Anxiety
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What are shyness and social anxiety?


An introduction to this book


We understand that you are keen to get stuck into the practical parts of this book. However, we urge you to read the next five brief chapters, where we outline what shyness and social anxiety are and what causes them, before moving on to Part Two. There are three important reasons for doing so. First, Chapters 1 and 2 outline what shyness and social anxiety are. By reading these chapters you will be able to make sure that this is the right book for you, in the sense that it will help you to confirm whether your child does experience social anxiety or is shy. Second, Chapter 3 will help you to decide how much of a problem your child’s shyness or social anxiety is, and whether now is the right time to be tackling it. Finally, the last two chapters explain how shyness and social anxiety develop in children and what prevents children from growing out of the problem. The information given in these chapters provides the rationale for all the work you will do when you follow the guide in Part Two. Having a clear understanding of why you are following our program will make it much easier for you to put the strategies into effect, and will encourage you to persevere when the going gets tough. A further reason for reading this section is that you will be introduced to five children: Rebecca, Michael, Lauren, Peter and Emily. These children have all been shy or experienced social anxiety, and you will hear some of the background to their difficulties, before reading in Part Two about how their parents helped them to overcome these.


What is shyness?


It is common for children to get anxious about all sorts of things. It is part of growing up and learning about the world. For example, toddlers are often scared of loud noises, while 4-and 5-year-olds are sometimes afraid of monsters or the dark. Young children also commonly get anxious in social situations. As a toddler, it is reasonable for your child to be quiet in situations with people they do not know very well. It is understandable that they might be anxious when they start nursery or school; most children are. They might also be nervous of going to a playgroup or club, or going to a friend’s house for tea for the first time. They might be quiet when they meet someone for the first time or with an adult they do not see very often. These behaviors are all normal.


Rebecca is 4 years old and will be starting school soon. Her mum is very worried because Rebecca gets nervous when she is with other people and her mum is concerned that she may find going to school difficult. As a toddler, Rebecca was very quiet and withdrawn at mother and toddler groups and sometimes became upset. When Rebecca was a bit older, her mum took her to a playgroup. Rebecca was painfully shy there and rarely spoke to the helpers or children. She has been there for a year and a half now and does play with two children who she knows well. She will speak to one helper only. Rebecca has always been clingy with her mum. Rebecca’s mum has tried to encourage her to mix more by having her close friends round to play and by taking her to ballet class. However, if any of her mum’s friends come round for a cup of tea, Rebecca stays very quiet, even though she knows them quite well now. If anyone stops to chat to her mum in the supermarket, she puts her head down or looks away.


Shy children do not get used to these situations, so they almost always feel nervous about one or more social situations, such as going to nursery or school, going to a friend’s for tea or talking to adults. They are usually quiet in situations with other people, avoid eye contact, are tense and concerned about the impression they are making on those around them. Shy children are also reluctant to enter into these social situations and will do so with caution and trepidation. They tend to play or spend time alone more than children who are not shy and interact less with their classmates. When they are with other children, for example in the playground, they often stand and watch group activities but do not join in. Children who are shy can also be less assertive than children who are not, in that they are less likely to stick up for themselves or say what they think. They also find it hard to ask teachers or other adults for help. What shy children find most difficult is interacting with people they don’t know. In contrast, they can often be chatty and confident at home when they are with their family or close friends.


Michael is 6 years old. He found it hard to settle into school but is happy to attend now. However, he is anxious about using the school toilets and refuses to do so. This sometimes results in him wetting himself while at school. It also means he doesn’t drink very much at school so that he can ‘hang on’ until he gets home. Michael is described as quiet at school and never puts his hand up. He finds working in a group hard and often stands on the sidelines at playtime when the other boys are playing football. Michael does have friends to play with although he usually follows their lead and doesn’t say very much. At Michael’s request, his parents enrolled him at Beavers, but he now refuses to go and his parents feel that he is missing out on everyday things that children of his age do.


Michael is chatty at home and enjoys spending time with his grandparents and his cousin. He can stay at their houses without any problem and doesn’t get upset at being away from his mum and dad at these times.


Although you are probably reading this book because you perceive your child’s shyness to be a problem, shyness is sometimes seen as a positive trait. Shy children are often viewed as being rather endearing, particularly in the UK, where being reserved is highly regarded. Shy children are usually well-behaved outside the home, presenting few problems for teachers or other parents, and are commonly considered to be calm and thoughtful, a marked contrast to impulsive or aggressive children. Shyness is more often viewed as a positive trait in girls rather than boys, in whom lively and boisterous behavior is expected. Despite being a positive part of your child’s personality, their shyness may also get in the way. For example, many shy children are unable to engage fully in social activities. For these children, their shyness has become a problem, and in this case it is commonly referred to as social anxiety.


What is social anxiety?


Many words are used to describe being anxious, including fearful, scared, nervous or worried. People of all ages experience anxiety. Indeed, all children experience some anxiety and this can, in fact, be quite helpful. Children who are mildly anxious about exams are likely to be more motivated to revise in order to do well, while some anxiety about performance before a school play or sports day can help children to perform better. Anxiety can also be helpful in that it allows us to act quickly if we think we are in danger. For example, if we are crossing the road and see a car coming, our anxiety drives us to get out of the way quickly! For most children, their anxiety is not extreme and does not interfere with their life. Many children, for instance, are afraid of speaking in front of a large group of children or adults, but this does not stop them doing things such as going to school or an after-school club. However some children’s anxiety becomes extreme and interferes significantly with their everyday life, and this is when it should be regarded as a problem. So, for example, some children are so scared of speaking in front of others that they will not go to an after-school club, such as Brownies, or in more extreme cases even to school, for fear of having to talk in front of a group of children and adults. Their fear is excessive as it stops these children doing normal things or makes doing them difficult.


Lauren is 9 years old. She is fearful of asking for help in class and answering questions. She hates doing tests for fear of getting a bad mark and often has a headache on these days. Lauren also finds any sort of performance anxiety-provoking, including doing a school play. Lauren has friends at school whom she invites home for tea. She also goes to other children’s houses to play and goes to Brownies, but she finds it harder to mix with children she doesn’t know well. Lauren says that she is not bothered by her social anxiety. However her mum is worried as she feels that not speaking up in class will cause Lauren a problem when she gets older. She also worries about how Lauren will get on at secondary school where there will be so many children she does not know and she fears that she may be bullied.


Social anxiety is extreme shyness. It is a specific form of anxiety that occurs when a child is in situations with other people, such as going to school, seeing friends and going to restaurants. Children with social anxiety worry that they might do something stupid or embarrassing in these situations, such as saying something silly, which will make other children or adults laugh at them or think negatively about them. As a result, they feel uncomfortable and nervous in situations with other people. This may lead to them being quiet and withdrawn, in the same way as a child who is shy, and some might also become upset or angry. Children who suffer from social anxiety will try to avoid places where there are other adults or children in order not to feel any embarrassment or discomfort. This avoidance can result in them being quite isolated from their peers and leads to them missing out on experiences. Socially anxious children often, but not always, lack social skills (i.e. they do not know how to interact with others) and this may be made worse by their lack of contact with other children and adults. Children with social anxiety are generally less anxious when they are with people they know very well, for example at home or with relatives or close friends.


Peter is a 12–year-old who experiences marked social anxiety. He hates going to school and every day he tries to get out of it, even though his mum insists that he goes. He does sometimes miss school, as his mum can’t tell whether he is actually ill or not and he has on occasion vomited before school. He has two friends but does not see them out of school. Peter is described by teachers as very quiet. He prefers to stay at home or play with his cousin. He hates going to parties. At home, Peter is chatty but will not answer the telephone and is quiet if his mum and stepdad’s friends come round. Peter’s mum and stepdad are worried that he is too isolated and would like him to go out with friends more. They are also concerned about his school attendance and are finding the battle to get him to school every day exhausting.


In Part Two, the guide, we will discuss ways in which you can help your child to tackle some of the problems that children with shyness and social anxiety face. Our techniques can also be used with children whose shyness is less severe and is not a problem at the moment, as a way of preventing future problems from occurring. They are life skills that will stand your child in good stead for a range of problems that they might be faced with in the future.


Emily is 15 years old. She has always been shy. Emily is quiet at school and with her friends, but does socialize and mix with other teenagers. Emily hates doing PE and always tries to get her mum to write her a sick note. She is quiet around her parents’ friends and is reluctant to ask for help in shops or to talk to adults she doesn’t know. She tries to get her mum to pay for things when they are shopping, as she is scared she will make a mistake and be laughed at. Emily dislikes eating in front of other people as she feels self-conscious. Emily says she is happy with how things are and is just a ‘home bird’. However, her parents think she is missing out on teenage activities and they worry how she will cope at university or when she gets a job.
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Shyness and social anxiety: Thoughts, physical symptoms and behavior


The different aspects of shyness and social anxiety


Social anxiety involves an expectation that something bad is going to happen (anxious thoughts), a particular way in which our bodies respond to this (physical symptoms), and certain characteristic behaviors (anxious behavior).
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