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YOU'RE NOT 



ALONEALONE
















'Quiet people have 'Quiet people have 



the loudest minds.'the loudest minds.'



  



Stephen Hawking, scientistStephen Hawking, scientist
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Sometimes it can feel like everyone else knows exactly what to 


do. No one else is afraid of talking in front of people or doing 


the wrong thing or not knowing what to say. They’re all loud and 


confident, and happily chatting away in big laughing groups. 


But what if you get nervous around other people? 


What if you struggle to speak up? 


And what if you sometimes prefer to spend time alone? 


If any of those sound familiar, there’s good news: you’re not 


alone. 


My name is Ben and I’m shy too. My name is Ben and I’m shy too. 



Over the years, this had led to some strange behaviour (cutting 


my own hair, hiding in bushes, pretending to like fish) but it 


has also led to some wonderful things (writing books like this 


one, for example). I’m less shy now than I was. I’m also more 


comfortable with the fact that I’m quieter than some people. 


Throughout history, people have struggled with shyness. For 


some of them, it was something that needed to be conquered, 


so that they could go on to lead countries, deliver speeches or 


perform on stage. 


For others, quietness became a gift. They lived in their heads 


and spent days, months and years working on inventions and 


works of art that would change the world. 
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Many oF tHeSe 



pEoPlE wErE quiet 



bEcAuSe tHeY 


sAw tHe wOrLd 


differently tO 



eVeRyOnE eLsE, aNd 


iT wAs fOr tHaT 



exact rEaSoN  



tHaT tHeY hAd sO 


mUcH tO offer iT. 
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You will be amazed to hear how many fighters, writers, scientists, 


rock stars, politicians, actors, doctors and people from every other 


walk of life have experienced shyness at some point in their lives.  


You will be shocked to hear how some of the most famous, brilliant 


and important figures ever to have existed once felt their hearts 


race at the idea of being around other people. And you will be 


surprised to learn how many big, serious adults are just shy kids 


pretending that they aren’t shy any more. 


If you want to be an actor but panic when you have to speak in 


front of people, I hope there might be a story in here that can help. 


If you prefer to spend time alone than in big groups, I hope there 


might be something in here to let you know that this too can lead to 


remarkable things. After all, everyone’s different. 


Some people like tuna, other people like foods that aren’t Some people like tuna, other people like foods that aren’t 



disgusting. disgusting. 



Some people like singing in front of big audiences, other  Some people like singing in front of big audiences, other  



people like reading books in blanket forts. people like reading books in blanket forts. 



The legendary scientist Albert Einstein was so shy that if people 


recognised him, he’d claim to be someone else. A man named 


Valerio Ricetti carved an elaborate cave and lived alone in it for over 


ten years. And the fifth Duke of Portland was so nervous around 


people that he built miles of tunnels under his house and grounds so 


he could travel without having to face anyone. 


But do you think Bill Gates would have taken over the world with 


computers if he’d preferred parties to sitting in his room writing 


computer code? Or that Keira Knightley would have looked for 















confidence in acting if she already had confidence in real life? 


In this book, I want to tell you about a few of my own experiences too, 


try to figure out what ‘shy’ and ‘quiet’ really mean, and look at some 


ways of understanding, conquering, accepting and harnessing them. 


I know how it feels to think there’s something wrong with you, just 


because you’re slightly different to everyone else. I also know how 


untrue it is. 


BeInG sHy iS 


not


  


a fAiLuRe. 


And being quiet is 


not 



a weakness. 



Both can be powerful sources of energy. It’s all down to how we use 


them. If you can work out how to tap into the all the things that make 


you who you are, you will be amazed by the inspiring, remarkable, 


brave, kind and unexpected things you’re capable of. You might find it 


difficult to raise your voice, but there’s more than one way to be heard. 
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WHAT IS  



SHYNESS?SHYNESS?
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SHY SHY 



(adjective)(adjective)



: 


 


: 


 


nervous and 


 


nervous and 


 


uncomfortable with uncomfortable with 



other peopleother people



  



Cambridge English DictionaryCambridge English Dictionary
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As I grew up, I found myself growing hairier, spottier and more 


interested in reading books than getting enough sleep. I also started 


to become afraid of talking to people. I was afraid of a lot of other 


things too, like out-of-date food and accidentally killing my hamster – 


but other people came top of the list.


If my parents had friends over, I would hide upstairs. If I was playing 


outside and saw a stranger walking down the street, I would hide in 


the bushes. At school, I spent a lot of time in the library and computer 


rooms. I generally avoided anything that meant talking to people I 


didn’t know. 


Why? 


Because I was afraid they wouldn’t like me. I was afraid they would 


think I was silly or strange or stupid. I was afraid they might start 


throwing things at me or yanking my tie. I was afraid I would mess up. 


So I spoke to people less.


And the less I spoke to people, the more I became afraid of speaking 


to people. Eventually, people started looking a little like aliens. I would 


see them happily chatting away with each other, not worrying over 


every word they said, and I would think, how are they doing that? How 


do they know what to say? Where did they learn to do that? Was I off 


sick the day Mr Gowler took everyone into the sports hall and taught 


them how to speak to each other? 


I felt alone. 
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In fact, fifty per cent of all adults say they feel shy some of the time. 


People have been shy since before they were even people. There are 


even shy monkeys. 


Scientists much smarter than I am have a lot of ideas about why 


certain people seem to be shyer than others. One of these involves 


a part of the brain called the amygdala, which is a tiny bean-shaped 


thing that deals with how you remember stuff, make decisions 


and respond to scary or dangerous situations. In some people, the 


amygdala is very sensitive, so it might be more likely to interpret 


something as dangerous even if it isn’t. 



And it wasn’t until later And it wasn’t until later 




that I found out I wasn’t.that I found out I wasn’t.  
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As an example of this, just imagine for a minute the following 


scenario. At school, you have been asked to stand up in front of your 


class and make a presentation about your favourite kind of nut. 
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Tim stands up without a care in the world and delivers a wonderful 


speech about cashews. 


He smiles as he talks. He looks up from his notes and makes eye 


contact with his peers. 


His amygdala doesn’t send out any unnecessary warnings.


Next comes Zarah. Zarah loves walnuts but her amygdala is turned 


up slightly more than Tim’s. She nervously shakes a little at first. 


Just breathe, Zarah. Breathe. 


Gradually she settles into her eloquent talk. Bravo, Zarah. You 


taught us more than we ever thought there was to know about 


walnuts. 


Finally, Samson shuffles nervously toward the front of the class, 


clutching a sheaf of notes about the humble peanut. His sensitive 


amygdala is setting off fireworks in his head. 


His hands sweat, his heart pounds, and his throat turns dry. 


Even if Samson knows he’s in a situation that’s perfectly safe, his 


brain has him feeling like he’s surrounded by lions. 


Great, you might think. I’ve got a shy brain like that peanut-lover 


Samson, how am I supposed to change that? 
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Well, there’s Well, there’s 




GOOD newsGOOD news: We : We 




changechange our  our 



brains all the brains all the 



time, especially time, especially 



when we’re when we’re 



growing up. growing up. 
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Learning to juggle changes your brain, so does practising your French 


vocabulary or swinging a tennis racket around twice a week. This ability 


our brains have to change is called neuroplasticityneuroplasticity. It’s how you can go 



from being completely unable to use chopsticks to being a chopstick-


expert in the space of a few weeks – your brain will change depending 


on how you use it. 


This means that if you’re shy, and your brain is seeing lions everywhere, 


it’s perfectly possible to teach it that those are just your classmates, 


and they have almost no interest in eating you. 


But there isn’t only one thing we call shyness. When those smarter-


than-me scientists study their monkeys, they often see two types of 


behaviour we might call ‘shy’. 


•  Some monkeys keep going up to hang out with the rest of    



  the group, then panic and run away. 


•  Other monkeys aren’t particularly interested in joining the    



  group at all and they sit off to the side, breaking      


  twigs in half and daydreaming about getting a starring role   


  in the next 


Jungle Book 


film.  


This is often a big difference between people too: some people are shy 


but really wish they could feel comfortable around others, while some 


people are just naturally quieter and happy in their own company. 


Many shy kids would love to join in with everyone else but they find 


themselves getting far too nervous to manage it. This is the kind of 


shyness that can be overcome with a little help from neuroplasticity. 


Your brain can change as you learn to be around people more in the 


same way that it can change as you learn to use chopsticks. 
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Naturally quiet people, on the other hand, may not really be shy 


at all, they just get called shy because those around them don’t 


understand that some of us just aren’t as loud or talkative as others. 


There is, in fact, a name for these naturally quieter people. And it 


isn’t ‘shy.’ 


For many years, scientists have lumped people into two personality 


groups:


IntrovertIntrovert



and



ExtrovertExtrovert  



Extroverts Extroverts are easy to spot because they tend to like attention. They 



always seem confident and loud and are never afraid to say what 


they think. If an extrovert was at birthday party where they didn’t 


know anyone, they might walk right up to the nearest gaggle of kids, 


stick a hand out, and say, ‘Hello, my name’s Dasha, can I have some 


of your pizza?’ Extroverts like action, they get bored on their own, 


and they tend to prefer speaking to listening. 


If you’re anything like me, the idea of marching up to people you 


don’t know and introducing yourself is enough to make me want to 


lock myself in a toilet for an hour. This is why I would be labelled an 


introvert. IntrovertsIntroverts are more likely to enjoy time alone, avoid large 



groups of people, speak less and listen more. 
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YOU EAT A 


DOUGHNUT


YoUr bRaIn 


rElEaSeS 


dOpAmInE


ThE dOpAmInE  


mAkEs yOu  



fEeL gOoD


YoUr bRaIn cOnNeCtS 


fEeLiNg gOoD wItH 


dOuGhNuTs


YoU nOw sPeNd 


a lOt oF yOuR 


tImE lOoKiNg fOr 


dOuGhNuTs tO eAt!


If you’re an introvert and you come home from a terrible day at school, 


you’ll probably want to relax on your own, whereas an extrovert might 


want to wind down by meeting up with friends and having a chat. 


For an introvertintrovert, being alone is probably relaxing. 



For an extrovert extrovert, being without other people is often incredibly 



boring. 


In her book


 The Introvert Advantage


, Marti Olsen Laney says she 


thinks that the difference is down to a chemical in our brains called 


dopamine. Dopamine is the reason you enjoy doughnuts or football 


or jumping out from under tables and shouting ‘walla walla walla’ 


while your mum’s carrying two bowls of spaghetti bolognese. It is the 


chemical that teaches you which things you like. It works like this:
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People, of course, tend to be more stimulating than doughnuts, 


which is not a sentence I thought I’d ever get to write. But it’s true. 


Socialising with other people can cause big amounts of dopamine 


to be released in our brains. For some people, this is great news. 


For others, not so much. 


According to Marti, it seems to be the case that extroverts need 


more dopamine to feel good. So they like being at birthday parties 


where they don’t know anyone because this is a situation filled with 


stimulation. 


Introverts on the other hand might be more sensitive to dopamine, 


so they don’t want too much of it bouncing around in their brains, 


because that that makes them feel anxious and unsettled. 


Instead of finding ways to get dopamine flying around their 


brain, the brains of introverts are often geared toward a different 


chemical called acetylocholine. This also makes us feel good, but it’s 


released when we do calm, quiet things that engage the brain, like 


reading, writing, painting or programming. 


I hope for your sake that acetylocholine never crops up in a spelling 


test. If it does, you could remember it by using the first letters of 


each word in this sentence: 


You might recognise yourself in one of these categories.  


Then again, you might not. 


And  Can  Everyone  Try  Yelling  Lots  Of  Cats  Hide  On  Little  Islands  Near  England  



“


”
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I’m not a big fan of these labels because they try to make very 


complicated things very simple. It would be like trying to sort 


everything on earth into ‘hard’ or ‘soft.’ I’d say a diamond was hard 


and a sponge was soft, that’s easy enough. But what about a potato 


or a rhino or a tree? And what about water? That’s hard when it’s ice 


and soft when it’s water and neither hard nor soft when it’s a gas. 


Conveniently, for the potatoes of the world, a third label has 


appeared: ambivert. Ambiverts  Ambiverts are those people who have some 



introvert qualities and some extrovert qualities. So you might like 


spending time with other people, but not too much. And you might 


like being the centre of attention, but not too often. 


A recent online poll asked scientists whether they were introverts, 


ambiverts or extroverts. Fifty-one per cent said they were 


introverts, thirty-one per cent said ambiverts and only eighteen per 


cent said they were extroverts.


It makes some sense, but I still don’t like labels. Labels are for 


things in supermarkets and that bit on the back of your shirt where 


it itches your neck. I’m not saying this just because it’s hard to tell 


whether potatoes are hard or soft but because giving people labels 


can be dangerous. 


I’ll try and prove it to you. 
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