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By Any Other Name: Differences Among

Shyness, Inhibition, and Social Withdrawal in the Literature

Children's tendencies to limit their interactions go by many names in the psychological
literature and take on subtly different forms. Researchers seem to agree that distinctions should be
made, but disagree on what they should be.

For example, in a recent book entitled Social Withdrawal, Inhibition, and Shyness in
Childhood , the editors explain that social withdrawal is an “umbrella term” that covers three
constructs: Shyness, inhibition and passive social withdrawal (Rubin & Asendorpf, 1993).
Specifically, shyness involves an approach-avoidance conflict, with shy children being motivated
to both approach and avoid social interaction; inhibition is fear of the unfamiliar; and passive social
withdrawal is an unconflictual preference for solitary activity, in which children might be goal
oriented rather than people oriented.

These definitions make good intuitive sense. However, later in the same volume another
contributor describes three components, or “core aspects” of shyness: Transient fear of the
unfamiliar, shyness, and social withdrawal (Engfer, 1993). Transient fear of the unfamiliar,
according to this author, is a common reaction to strangers that develops in the first year. If this
becomes a consistent way of responding to strangers, then “shyness” has developed. Social
withdrawal involves “staying remote from peers” or “difficulty making friends.” This author’s
shyness is equivalent to Rubin and Asendorpf’s inhibition. This author’s social withdrawal is
equivalent to either passive social withdrawal or shyness as defined by Rubin and Asendorpf.

At first one might think that these names and definitions are not very important. However,
~when the questions are “what are the developmental paths into a given construct (X)?” or “what are
the consequences of X?” then we can get very different answers depending upon which measured
construct happens to be labeled X in that particular study. For instance, in longitudinal studies of
delinquency, shyness and similar constructs seemed to act as protective factors in some studies
(Blumstein, Farrington, & Moitra, 1984; Ensminger, Kellam, & Rubin, 1983; Tremblay, Pihl,

Vitaro, & Dobkin, 1994) and as risk factors in others (Kellam, Simon, & Ensminger, 1983;
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McCord, 1987; Moskowitz & Schwartzman, 1989). However, the empirical definitions of the

constructs that proved to be protective, whatever they were called, seemed to tap fear of the
unfamiliar. And in a sample of boys, such fear appeared to be protective, whereas ﬁonfearful
withdrawal from interaction appeared to increase risk of delinquency (Kerr, Tremblay, Pagani-
Kurtz, & Vitaro, in press).

This review looks at 32 studies of shyness, inhibition, and social withdrawal published in
Child Development, Developmental Psychology, and Development and Psychopathology from
1990 through 1996. It focuses on (1) how they conceptualize the term; (2) how they operationally
define the term; (3) agreement between conceptual and operational definitions within studies; and
(4) agreement across studies.

Method

Sample of studies

The sample comprises 32 articles that were published in Child Development,
Developmental Psychology, or Development and Psychopathology between January, 1990 and
December, 1996, and whose titles included shy(ness), inhibit(ion), or withdraw(al). They were
located through a CD-ROM PsycLIT search (EBSCO Industries Inc., 1996, Version 5.0).
Procedure

The tendency to limit social interactions could be conceptualized in a number of ways.
Drawing upon the literature in this area, we developed a framework for organizing various possible
conceptualizations of limited social or nonsocial interactions, as depicted in the figures. Using this
framework, we categorized the conceptual definitions of the terms used in these studies as well as
the individual components of their operational definitions (see Appendix 1). Items that did not fit
within this framework were categorized as "other," and those for which all or part of the

operational definitions were not fully described were termed "unclassifiable."
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Results

Withdrawal

Withdrawal was not well defined either operationally or conceptually. Only 4 studies
(33%) included conceptual definitions. Among those, there was little agreement, as shown in
Figure 1. One was very general, specifying only low frequency of interaction. The other3
specifically ruled out peer rejection, but differed on whether the child seemed to desire interaction
or not. Furthermore, even though these 3 conceptual definitions ruled out peer-rejection, 50% of
the withdrawal studies included measures of peer rejection or neglect in their operational
definitions, as shown in Figure 2. The operational definitions included items that represented up to
6 different conceptualizations in our framework and 42% included items that did not fit within the
framework at all, such as "worries," "tired," or "neutral expression, doesn't smile or laugh.”
Inhibition

Inhibition was more consistently defined both conceptually and operationally. Seventy-five
percent of the inhibition studies specified conceptual definitions, and there was considerable
agreement among them, as shown in Figure 1. Fifty-six percent included a temperamental
component. As shown in Figure 2, no study included measures that represented more than 3
different conceptualizations. Moreover, no study included measures that were inconsistent with
their conceptual definitions, such as peer rejection or nonanxious isolation.
Shyness

Only 2 studies were found that used the term shyness. Neither specified a conceptual
definition.

Discussion

Withdrawal, as used in these studies, was a nebulous construct. It often seemed to serve
as a "catch-all" category for various types of internalizing problems. By contrast, the inhibition
construct was relatively clear and distinct. Most researchers seemed to agree about the nature of

inhibition and its behavioral manifestations.
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This lack of clarity regarding withdrawal implies that the literature on withdrawal should ‘

not be taken at face value. More work should be done to determine what we really mean by
"withdrawal," as well as whether it is actually distinct from "inhibition." One possible distinction
would be to conceptualize withdrawal as a nonanxious retreat from social interaction and inhibition
as an anxious retreat from social interaction. When this was done in a recent study, the two
constructs had very different implications for the risk of future delinquency (Kerr, et al., in press.)
Once these theoretical distinctions are made, other practical implications of different types of

limited interactions might become apparent.
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Appendix 1: Placement of operational definition components in our framework

Low frequency, low intensity, or delayed interaction with people, objects, or
situations

has few friends

has very few friends

doesn't join in games on the playground

doesn't play with very many kids.

unoccupied behavior

onlooking behavior

Percentage of silence in interaction with stranger (8-10)

person plays alone rather than with others

Person whose feelings get hurt easily and is ususally alone.

Person who was alone and didn't play with other kids.A child is usually alone
doesn't play much with other kids

conversation with peer (-)

number of observations in which child was alone & lookmo at another child (in school obs)
number of observations in which child was in social interaction

number of observations in which child was talking with another person

has very few friends

remains apart, isolated from the group

inactive, watches others play

Peer-initiated

student gets willing cooperation from most other students
student easily attracts the positive attention from other classmates
goes unnoticed in a group

usually chosen last to join in a group

isn't noticed much by other kids

"direct statements of rejection”

last person picked for group activities.

is not noticed much by others

gets scared easily

is not usually asked to play in games

can't get others to listen to her

Self-initiated

* observer-rated sociability in response to 8 observer behaviors during a home visit + observer's
overall impression rated:
1="quite unfriendly, fussy, fearful" through
9="very friendly, outgoing, spontaneously smiling and/or talking to the examiner"
* instances of stopping before reaching them and instances of at least looking for 3 seconds before
speaking
* observations of child playing with a peer at home: number of 15-sec intervals coded O=no play
out of 30 mins
* Latency to first spontaneous utterance
* Teacher rating of child's inhibition in class 1=not at all; 9=very much
* latency of the child's first request of a play partner
11




is really shy around others

doesn't ask others to play

is really shy; spends a lot of time alone

very shy

is quietier than other kids

shyness

student tries to be with another person or group of people
likes to take part in activities with others
makes the first friendly move, doesn't wait for others
enjoys being with others

doesn't talk or interact during group activities
long latencies to interact

hardly ever raises hand in class

retreat from people or objects

proximity to mother

silence or not playing

latency to leave parent

latency to touch first object

percentage of time w/in arm's reach of parent
Retreat to parent

latency to interact with strange object

latency to leave parent, etc.

Shyness, inhibition, & withdrawal

11

frequency to approach another child, being w/in arm's reach of another child, & entering a

plastic tunnel
average latency to touch first toy
latency to vocalize
time spent in proximity to mother
Latency to vocalize and approach to stranger and robot

time spent in proximity to mother when stranger presents truck and robot

long latencies to interact with strange adults
retreat from strange objects

proximity to mother for long periods
silence or not playing

is child sometimes shy with other child?

is the child shy with other child?

is the child shy with strange adults?

initial adjustment to the laboratory situation
emotional dependence on mother

positive social response to experimenter
social confidence.

direct physical contact with mother

time spent in other room

not seeking or initiating with mother
latency to enter into other room

direct contact with mother

not seeking or initiating

withdrawal from stranger to mother

child doesn't touch objects, play or walk around

child plays with toys or objects and walks around apartment (reversed)

latency to enter another room

child touching mother, child in other room, child not seeking or initiating contact with mother.

retreat from or ignoring stranger
staring
onlooker

12
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unoccupied
someone who acts shy around other kids
long latencies to interact with unfamiliar adults
retreat from unfamiliar person or object
cessation of playing or vocalization
clinging to mother & fretting or crying
spontaneous comments to examiner
gross motor movements (avr coded from video of the sessions)
latency to make 1st approach
latency to play
time proximal to mother
time staring at other child
mother-rated shyness: 3-pt scale:
1 = outgoing
2 = alittle shy
3 = extremely shy
* spending at least 9 min within arm's reach of mother & not playing
* speaking for first time "late" in the session
* shy--this child acts very shy with other kids & seems always to work or play by themselves--it's
hard to get to know them
* latency
-to leave mother
-approach toys
-approach stranger
-approach an unfamilar object
* total time spent proximal to mother.
* very shy
* person is shy

Child might want interaction, but is anxious or conflicted

* someone who plays alone a lot and works alone most of the time. It seems as if the person is
nervous around other kids
* student lacks the courage to seek help from other students regarding schoolwork or withdraws
when others seek help from him
timid, afraid, avoids new situations
how does the child behave with strangers?
how does the child behave with strange adults?
how does the child behave with strange peers?
nervousness (in social setting)
passive ignoring or retreat from stranger, but not to mother
wary, hesitant response to stranger
appropiate, comfortable interaction with stranger
anxious, wary affect (timid, fearful)
anxious, wary or sad expressions
wary, hesitant interactions
appropiate comfortable interaction (during 30 second intervals of interacting with stranger.)
showing "wariness" when confronted with novelty
shyness
1="exceptionally easy & quick social contacts, enjoys meeting new people"
5="acute discomfort to the point of panic in social situations"

13
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Child doesn't want interaction; no anxiety or conflict

* rather play alone than with others
Child might want interaction, but is anxious or conflicted— physiological basis

* high, stable heart rate
« heart rate + latencies to interact with people and objects

Other —items that did not fit within the framework

» feelssad alot
isn;t noticed much by others
thinks she is not good at much
gives in easily when others want their own way
feelings can be hurt easily.
doesn't have fun when she is with others
frequency of negative affect during above episodes.
feelings are easily hurt
sad, apathetic affect (withdrawn, flat, sad).
feelings get hurt easily
usually sad
reserve
1="spontaneous & uninhibited expression of integrated feelings"
5="emotional inhibition that produces feelings of strain & awkwardness in others’
gets scared easily
gives up when things get hard
someone whose feelings get hurt easily
gives in when other kids want to do things their way
thinks he is not good at much
cries for nothing
sad, unhappy, or depressed
worTies
tired
neutral expression, doesn't smile or laugh
anxiety
oversensitivity
negative perceptions of social competence
rambunctiousness
aggressiveness
disruptiveness
immaturity

Unclassifiable because items not fully described

* teacher-nominations: internalizing and externalizing factors from the PBQ—no description of
items

* Class Play nominations on 4 items that represent passive isolation—no description of items

* factor scores for a shyness-anxiety factor on the Teacher-Child Rating Scale —no description of
items

14
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* 11 withdrawal items from several peer Assessment instruments
* Correlation between teacher's Q-sort for subject and Q-sort for a prototypic "shy-inhibited child"
* An 8-item parent-ratied inhibition scale
One item was "My child is shy toward unknown children" (7-pt scale; never-always)

None of the other items were described.

* Correlation between teacher's Q-sort for the child and teachers' Q-sorts for a prototypic "shy-
inhibited" child.

* a 17-item "fear" subscale of Rothbart's IBQ--parent-rated

* Solitary-active and solitary-passive play: "generated according to the definitions given by Rubin

15




Ll 93
(z=w)S (ZI=upA (9T=u)]

%O0I=S BLI=M %ST=1 suopuya(
renjdaduo)) d[qerjissepun)

% 9¢=1

Siseq siseq

BYPO [eyudweIaduway,

1I0JWI0ISI(]
ON S[994 %8=M %6I=I APRIXUY
‘UO0IjORINU] JUBAA J0 183 ] “JI0Ju0SI(] S[33,] Inq
JON s?0( PITYD ‘uonoeIa)u] JUBA IYSIAL PIYD
%8=M
pajeniur-Js PIIERIUL~-199d

_.||_|.||||L

%8=M SUOBENYS 10 ‘519[qQ) ‘D[doag yIm
SUON)IRINUY PAAe[I( 10 ‘AyIsudu] mo] ‘Aouanbaig mog

suonIuII( [en)daduo) :[ dangdig



61 o1
%ST=M %8£=1 suonmuya( e o _

BO0I=S BIW=M »6I=]1 -IBYQ

% 9=1
siseq sisegq
PYO [eyudwerdduwa],
DM DOS=S %Tr=M % I€=I
1I0JWOISI(] . LRIxuy
ON S[934 J0 Jey ‘)I0JuodsI(]
‘uonoRIAU] JUBA S[93,] Inq ‘uonorIRU]
JON S30( PI'YD _ Juep WSIAL PIYD
%OS=S BSL=M %Y6=1 %0S=M
pajenmy-jpRs pajeniuy-I3dd

%bTV=M %EI=1 suonens o ‘s13[qQ ‘ardoaq yim
suonde.IIU] PakeR( JI0 ‘Ajsudjuy Mo ‘Aouanbai g mo]

ok

suonIuyd(q [euonerdd( :7 aangig



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

(Specific Document)

DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

Title: B3,
w/#'drdwa

any ofher mme: Differences among- shy ness, inhibition, ¢ gocjaf
in fhe |iteratare

author(s): Maraaref [err

Corporate Sourcg

7 Teneke i harren

Publication Date:

Il. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

in order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced
in the monthly abstract journa! of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced

' paper copy, and electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other ERIC vendors. Credit is

given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following two options and sign at
the bottom of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2 documents

affixed to all Level 1 documents

/

V PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND

i DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL MATERI/?:.SE\JE('\DA':'TQLETLF;\E PAPER @

= HAS BEEN GRANTED BY COPY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY =

Check here \@ \@ : Check here

For Level 1 Release: @Q @Q For Level 2 Release:
Permitting reproduction in 6’6 %'b Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4* x 6" film) or microfiche (4* x 6" film) or
other ERIC archival media TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES | other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical) INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) (e.g., electronic or optical),
and paper copy. but not in paper copy.

Level 1

Level 2

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission
to reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

*l hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate
this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical media by persons other than
ERIC employees and its system conlractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit
reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to satisfy information needs of educators in responsae to discrele inquiries.”

Printed Name/Position/litle:

ﬁuﬂaref Kerr, Ph-D-

Signature: | :
here— WW % ,).
please /

10§ lniversity Sz
o LErie, PA /55‘1‘/5

GAARI(P A A1LL.

Gamen ' versity, Pepelotegy Dt (i s1-7537 o) 71= s
-Mail Address: Date:

575771

G—A/V/ifoﬂ EDU

{over)




~ ’

"I. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

if permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source,

" please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

KAREN E. SMITH

ERIC/EECE

CHILDREN’S RESEARCH CENTER
UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS

51 GERTY DRIVE

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to: ’ N

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
S 1100°'West Stréet, 2d Floor
Laurel, Maryland 20707-3598

Telephone: 301-497-4080
Toll Free: 800-799-3742
FAX: 301-953-0263
e-mail: ericfac@inet.ed.gov
. WWW: http://ericfac.piccard.csc.com
Y . 6/96) :

ERIC

IToxt Provided by ERI



