
A child’s timidity causes his mother to reassure him, 
his sister to make fun of him, and his peers to pick on him.

– Judith Harris, The Nurture Assumption

One implication for parents with very shy, frightened children is that, perhaps, 
they should feel less responsible. Many feel guilty because they believe they did something
wrong when the child was young—they went on a long vacation, punished their child too

much, or stopped nursing too early in the first year. However, our data suggest 
many of these parents should not feel guilty, because their behavior was 

not the major reason why their child developed an inhibited style.
– Jerome Kagan, PhD, Harvard University

What are the causes of shyness? First of all, genes play a major role. Some kids are born shy. In his book,
Born to Rebel, author Frank Sulloway notes, “Shyness is one of the more heritable personality traits.
Research in behavioral genetics suggest as much as 50 percent of the variance in shyness is heritable.”
Other possible causes could involve: 
a) a lack of acquiring proper social skills, 
b) a less than firm bond between parent and child, 
c) parents, siblings, peers and others constantly teasing, criticizing, and/or, ignoring the child.

Parents need to be optimistic. Most children eventually overcome their shyness, but a small number may
remain shy throughout adulthood, no matter what we do. It is important to note that many shy people
can still be successful in life. Many famous entertainers, politicians, doctors, athletes, and educators 
consider themselves to be shy.
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Recommended Resources

• Early Prevention Series: 
The Chimp Who Lost His Chatter

                



1. Show some empathy when the child is fearful. Don’t ignore her emotions. Let her know, “It’s ok to be 
nervous. I’ll be there for you.”

2. Tell the child about times when you were young and how you overcame your shyness.
3. Let the child know that it is ok to be shy. Tell them that many famous people are shy.
4. Avoid using the word “shy” when talking about your child. For instance, when you introduce your 

child to others, don’t say, “This is Sally, she’s shy.”  We don’t want to put a label on the child.
5. Don’t force the child into settings in which he feels uncomfortable. For example, do not say, “Now 

get over there and play tag with the rest of the kids!”
6. Practice social skills at home. Do role plays. Teach the child how to enter and exit activities with 

other children.
7. Let the children engage in individual activities before trying group activities. Let Jenny take piano 

lessons this year, and then next year we might try scouts.
8. Praise and acknowledge the shy child’s special gifts and talents. 
9. Gradually expose the child to new settings and to new friends.
10. Help the child set goals for engagement with others. Try this. “Mike, when we go to the park today 

I would like to say ‘Hi’ to at least two kids.”
11. Be a good role model. It is important for children to see adults in their lives be somewhat outgoing 

and active.
12. Talk to the child about careers. Ask her what she would like to be when she grows up. If she says, 

“I want to be a doctor,” then talk to her about how important it is for a doctor to actively engage with 
people. Hopefully she will begin to understand the importance of working on her shyness.

13. Teach the child tolerance. Many shy people tend to be notoriously judgmental of others. 
14. Monitor teasing. Do not allow siblings or peers tease or bully.
15. Tell the child that it ok to tell new acquaintances, “I’m a little shy.”
16. Avoid “going to the rescue” every time she encounters a problem. Eventually she has to learn on 

her own.
17. Here are a few suggestions to help the shy child in school.

• Have the teacher pair up the shy child with a kind, compassionate peer, 
especially when going on outings.

• Try having the shy child assist younger students. Fourth grade Luke may build 
confidence tutoring a first grader.

• When teasing occurs, teachers need to “nip it in the bud!”
• Teachers are encouraged to make regular contact every day. 

Even a friendly pat on the back or a “How are you doing?” can be comforting. 
• Give the child a job in the classroom where he has to interact with classmates. 

He could take attendance, be the morning door-opener, or pass out supplies.
• Try the “Bold-Gold Star Program.” This involves writing up a plan with the child. 

He agrees to certain goals. If he achieves his goal, he gets a gold star because he 
was “bold” and took a risk.

• The shy child can be referred to the school counselor for assistance. The counselor can 
work individually with the child or attempt to include him in a small social skills 
or friendship groups.

Strategies
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