
07:21PM  01/01/96 

4 yo unresponsive to adults shy not say hello 

not want adult friends uncomf either 

 

Thre are two basic ways that parents look upon shyness: nature and nurture. 

 

 Let me take up NATURE first. I am going to assume that your daughter  

has always been on the shy side, and that you do not identify any dramatic  

shift in her way of being in  this area.  There is ample research evidence 

to suggest that children are born into the world with a certain set of 

tendencies. For example, nearly all researchers agree that a basic level of 

activity is inborn. A tendency to withdraw from new or unfamiliar 

experiences seems to come prepackaged for some babies' just as is the  

opposite tenedcy to seek out new experiences. If you add to such a natural 

tendency to withdraw a relatively slow rate of adapatation, you get what  

some hve called a "slow to warm up" child. 

 

This kind of setting, or "temperament", is a lifelong challenge for the  

child and her parents. But for each of the challenge is different. For the 

child, living with a withdrawing  tendency involves learning to take in the 

environment in digestible peices. The child requires space for many  

opportunities to succeed at her own pace at becoming comfortable with 

 what is at first overpowering. Later, she needs to become aware of her 

tendency and accept it as a first-line approach to which many otehr  

approaches can be added which make the tendency to withdraw less  



automatic and less decisive. None of these additions, however, will or need 

to take away the basic trend. In temperament, you can add all the  

alternative files you want, but there is no "delete" button. 

 

 For the parent, the challenge is double. Fist, of course, there  

is the challeneg of helping the child to gradually succeed in adding new ways 

of coping. In addition, parents are very hard put to refrain from 

attributing extra meanings to the child's way of being. The extra meanings 

usually involve some combination of three parts:"we have failed", "our 

child is blighted", and "the future is bleak." All three meanings are 

just as natural as they are counterproductive. But the plain truth is that 

in our society parents usually feel something between embarrassemnt 

to outright shame when a child is not sunnily outgoing. Unfortunately,  

professionals sometimes make matters worse by "being concerned" before they 

are informed. The fact is that shyness is neither an illness nor a scarlet 

letter, it is a tendency that parents can help a child to live with very 

well. Parents would be well advised to first and foremost help each other 

to weather society's unrealistic expectations from a slow to warm up child. 

You would do well then to discusss openly your child's tendency with the 

important adults with whom she comes in contact. You could point out that 

any opportunity to warm up at her own pace is welcome, and that well-meaning 

friends and relatives can provide many such opportunities by keeping the 

door to positive contact open while the child is thawing. This will help  

adult friends to feel not only comfortable but downright helpful and  

involved. 



 The researchers who first broke ground in this area of temperament 

wrote a very readable book for parents called  YOUR CHILD IS A PERSON  

(Stella Chess, Alexander Thomas & Herbert Birch, Viking Books,1965 and many 

reprintings) 

 

 As for nurture, children who become shy as a major change in their 

way of being are more likely to be suffering from an inner arrangement of 

meanings that is troubling them. In this circumstance, a professional 

consultation would be a good idea as treatment, if necessary, may well be 

much more brief if entered early. Nurture can also become the dominat 

factor in what starts out as nature. Once too many meanings have been piled 

up on top af a natural tendenccy, professional help may be necessary to get 

back to the starting point of becoming comfortable with nature. 

 

 And one last word about nature. The more extreme forms of shyness 

may be a sign of what psychiatrists now recognize as a tendency to  

panic anxiety, a common disorder the treatment of which may include medi- 

cation with Prozac or similar agents. 


