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ABSTRACT 

The understanding of shyness and social withdrawal has been built over the past half century with research looking 
into factors that cause this in children. However, not many mention the natural phenomenon of if children mimic 
social confidence from their adult figure. This study used correlation analyses to investigate the relations between 
parents’ behaviors and attitudes and their children’s social confidence and ability. Data were from the National Lon-
gitudinal Survey of Youth, 1986 Child and Young Adult Survey Mother Supplement. Results showed weak correlation 
between social confidence and outings frequency, either with family and friends or not. However, children who were 
spanked more frequently positively correlated with their mothers rating them to be more high strung. Furthermore, all 
hypotheses showed results that follow the direction of the prediction, so further investigation into the topic may show 
more significant correlation or a causation relationship of the variables. 

Introduction 

Shyness is a construct that is defined as an individual’s need for avoidance in social interactions, particularly in unfa-
miliar situations and with unfamiliar people (Cheek and Buss, 1981). Shyness is evident in many people. Although a 
specific number will never be produced, surveys show between 40% to 60% of all adults report themselves as shy in 
some or all situations (Poole & Schmidt, 2019). 

Early experiments into factors that cause shyness took two approaches: the low-esteem hypothesis, the notion 
that shyness is caused by a threat of self-esteem to the individual, or the social-skill deficit hypothesis, an understand-
ing that the individual lacks certain social skills, creating difficulties in immersing themselves into social interactions 
(Crozier, 1982). Although both were viewed as two separate theories, it would seem more valid to consider they may 
be in fact mutually reinforcing. More recent studies have shown that low self-esteem negatively impacts an individual's 
social relationships (Harris, 2019) and establishing strong social skills helps maintain good mental health (Sergin, 
2017). 

Literature Review 

Through the understanding of the two approaches and how they could be mutually reinforcing, it raises the question 
of what leads to having low esteem or a social skill deficit. Social phobia could develop through childhood or be 
passed through family members. So what roles do heredity and social conditioning play in the development of these 
two approaches? Studies into parental or family factors on the development of shyness were conducted through family 
and twin studies. Monozygotic twins compared to dizygotic twins, of ages ranging from 12 months to 55 years old, 
show higher mutuality in shyness (Plomin and Daniels, 1986). Zimbardo (1977) proposed that order of birth may play 
a role in social confidence development. Firstborn or only children tend to be more socially inadequate due to parental 
expectation (Asendorf, 1986); while younger siblings acquire skills of negotiation earlier because of the power 
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disadvantage they have to the older sibling, who would be older and most of the time bigger in size (Zimbardo, 1977). 
Asendorf (1986) also mentioned that order of birth plays a role in who are most shy, concluding that only children are 
normally ranked as most shy, followed by first born, middle children, and finally the youngest. 

Rubin, Burgess, and Coplan (2014) surveyed factors contributing to a child’s social withdrawal. These in-
cluded biological factors, gender, the child’s social interaction with others their age, and parent-child relationship. 
These included biological factors (Fox & Calkins, 1993; Levine, 1993), gender (Crozier, 1995), and interactions with 
peers and parents. Peer interactions with others their age develops a child’s understanding of social norms and builds 
a foundation for learning competent social behavior (Piaget, 1932). Focusing on the parent-child relationship, children 
who have secure relationships with their parents tend to be more confident in novice situations due to the security they 
feel with their parents (Kagan et al., 1988). However, a strong relationship is different to overprotective parents, which 
defeats the purpose of exploring new interactions. Overprotective parents, mothers in particular, tend to limit their 
child’s exploration, leading to them solving problems for the child (Sroufe, 1983). Children with over-controlling 
mothers tend to have continuous growth in social withdrawal over the developing years and tend not to branch out.   

The understanding of mimicry in behavior, focused on children, is a phenomenon that has been highly re-
searched. Patterns of behavior are acquired much faster through watching and learning compared to slow instrumental 
training in a formal setting (Bandura, 1962). Through naturalistic observations of child's play where frequently the 
child will reproduce a parent behavior; Things such as mannerisms, voice inflections, and attitudes are normal behav-
ior children pick up from observations and imitations of the parent. Although many children mimic a behavior, they 
do not reproduce every personality characteristic they see. In observations of behavior, children will identify with the 
source of the rewarding power rather than the competitor - this meaning that they will, more often than not, only repeat 
the actions of those who they perceived to have been on the ‘good’ side (Bandura, 1963). Not only so, but Bandura’s 
(1963) research into nurturing behaviors of the parents help motivate a child to continue or repeat an action they know 
will have a positive outcome. Through this, the understanding that children mimicking their parent’s behavior is nor-
mal, which leads to questioning its attributes to establishing a child’s social confidence. 

Previous research in the field has established the prevalence of shyness and the factors that contribute to it, 
but has not established a clear relationship concerning a child’s mimicry of a parent in showing social withdrawal. 
This raised the research question “To what extent does a parent’s sociability, reservedness, and disciplinary actions 
affect their child’s social confidence and ability?” Sociability in a parent looks into how often they would spend time 
with other friends and family with the child there. This might show a child basic social skills and help them mimic the 
behavior around others their age. Reservedness of a parent focuses on how often they spend time outside of the house 
with them. The understanding that more frequent outings will constitute a child being more socially capable. This 
strong parent-child relationship is a factor that was discussed above. The final hypothesis looks at how disciplinary 
actions, in this case spanking, affects a child’s social ability - how tense they are. Analyses testing 3 hypotheses were 
conducted to find correlations between pairs of variables, an activity or act of the mother with the child and a behavior 
relating to social confidence or ability in the child.  

Hypothesis 1 is that the frequency of the family getting together with friends and relatives correlates posi-
tively with a child’s ability to get along with other children. Hypothesis 2 is that the frequency of outings for a 3 to 5 
year old child positively correlates with the child’s outgoing nature and desire for interaction with others. Hypothesis 
3 is that the number of spanks the child receives weekly will positively correlate with how high strung the child is. 
 

Data and Methods 
 
Data were taken from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) from the 1979 Child and Young Adult 
Cohort, more specifically the Mother Supplement interviews which were conducted in 1986. All questions used as a 
predictor were taken from the Home Observation for Measurement of Environment (HOME) -Part B for children ages 
between 3 and 5 and Part C for all those over 6- assessments. Variables for children were taken from the Behavioural 
Problem Index questions for children of all ages. In these sections of the survey, mothers responded to questions about 
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their family activities, their parenting styles, and various characteristics of their children. Responses to these questions 
were given in Likert scale format (indicating level of agreement or disagreement), binned frequency, or raw frequency. 
Six variables, each derived from one survey question, were picked to test the three hypotheses from the Introduction. 
All participants interviewed were current residents of the United States, with the following demographic breakdown: 
Non-Black/Non-Hispanic (63%); Black Non-Hispanic (28%); Hispanic or Latino (16%). Children of these mothers 
were between the ages of 0 and 23 at the time of the 1986 interviews. Also, not all mothers answered every question 
(either depending on the age of the child or the question was never answered), and some mothers answered questions 
for multiple children. For each of the analyses correlating two question responses, I restricted observations to include 
only children whose mothers had given valid responses to both questions. 
 
Hypothesis 1: Frequency of get-togethers predicts child’s child’s social adjustment 
 
To test Hypothesis 1, which predicts that the frequency of the family getting together with friends and relatives (op-
erationalized through a mothers rating of the families frequent get together) correlates positively with the child’s 
ability to get along with other children (operationalized through the mothers rating of the child’s social adjustment), I 
tested the correlation between responses to survey items C0545700 (GET_TOGETHERS) and C0565100 
(GETS_ALONG_OTHER_CHILDREN). When the levels of the predictor and outcome variables were cross-tabu-
lated, numerous cells had fewer than 30 observations; this would have made an ordinal logistic regression analysis 
under-powered. To get sufficient data for each cross-tabulated cell, the levels of the two variables were collapsed to 
binary which is presented in Table 1. I predict that an increase in family get-togethers will positively correlate the 
child’s social confidence. This is because the child is introduced to seeing their mothers interacting with other friends 
and family; building that understanding of social interactions and mimicking the behavior with others their age. 
 
Table 1. Original and binary scales of responses for Hypothesis 1. 
 

How often the family gets together with 
friends or relatives 

 

The child has trouble getting along with other 
children 

Original scale Binary scale Original scale Binary scale 

1 
Once a year or 
less 0 

(Once per 
month or less) 

1 Often True 
0 
(Ever true) 

2 
About once a 
month  

2 Sometimes True 

3 
2-3 times a 
month 

1 
(Twice per 
month or more) 

3 Not True 
1 
(Never true) 

4 
Several times a 
week 

 

5 
Once a day or 
more 

 
Hypothesis 2: Frequency of outings predicts whether child is withdrawn 
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Hypothesis 2, which predicts frequency of outings of a 3-5 year old (operationalized through a mother’s rating of how 
often the child is brought on a trip) will positively correlate to the child’s outgoing nature (operationalized through a 
mother’s rating of how withdrawn the child is). Correlation was tested between responses to survey items C0543700 
(OUTINGS_FREQUENCY) and C0566000 (WITHDRAWN). Similar to Hypothesis 1, downsampling of both survey 
questions into binary variables was necessary for analysis. Binomial logistic regression will also be used for correla-
tion analysis for this hypothesis. I predict that an increase in outings a child has will negatively correlate to how 
withdrawn the child is. See Table 2 for the original and binary scales for the two variables used to test Hypothesis 1. 
 
Table 2. Original and binary scales of responses for Hypothesis 2. 
 

How often the child is taken on an outing 

 

The child is withdrawn, does not get involved 
with others 

Original scale Binary scale Original scale Binary scale 

1 
Once a year or 
less 0 

(Once per 
month or less) 

1 Often True 
0 
(Ever true) 

2 
About once a 
month  

2 Sometimes True 

3 
2-3 times a 
month 

1 
(Twice per 
month or more) 

3 Not True 
1 
(Never true) 

4 
Several times a 
week 

 

5 
Once a day or 
more 

 
Hypothesis 3: Frequency of spanks predicts how high-strung child is 
 
Hypothesis 3 examines the prediction of how often a child is spanked by the mother (operationalized through a 
mother’s estimate to how many times they spanked their child in the past week) will positively correlate to how high 
strung the child is (operationalized through a mother’s rating of their child’s social ability). Responses to survey items 
C0547100 (SPANKS_FROM_MOTHER) and C0564200 (HIGH_STRUNG) were tested to find correlation. Similar 
to the other two hypotheses’ outcome variables, HIGH_STRUNG was measured on a 1-3 scale, where 1 was “Often 
true,” 2 was “Sometimes true,” and 3 was “Not true.” However, unlike the other two hypotheses’ predictor variables, 
the number of spanks was not given on any scale, but was rather an approximate number of spanks the child received 
from the mother in the past week. Thus, Spearman rank-order correlation will be used for this correlation analysis. 

All data analyses were performed with the SAS/STAT® statistical analysis software, version 3.8 (SAS Insti-
tute, 2021). On SAS, valid responses of the predictor and response were filtered to avoid missing values when per-
forming the correlation analysis. 
 

Results 

Volume 10 Issue 4 (2021) 

ISSN: 2167-1907 www.JSR.org 4



   
 

 
Hypothesis 1 
 
The Maximum Likelihood Estimate (MLE) technique was used to estimate the parameters of the model through cal-
culations of conditional probability, the likelihood of one event occurring given another. The table of results for this 
hypothesis shows the degrees of freedom, slope estimate (which determines how weak or strong and in which direction 
the correlation is going in), Wald chi-square statistic, and the p-value (Pr>ChiSq) which are test statistics calculated. 

Table 3 shows model estimates and probability for the binomial logistic regression model predicting variation 
in variable GETS_ALONG_OTHER_CHILDREN from variation in variable GET_TOGETHERS. The estimated fig-
ure shows a weak negative correlation between the two variables, which although means that the data is in the direction 
of prediction - children who go on more family get-togethers tend to get along with other children better, but the effect 
is small and not statistically significant (χ² = 1.0704; p = 0.3009). 
 
Table 3. Binomial logistic regression model for Hypothesis 1. 
 

Analysis of Maximum Likelihood Estimates 

Parameter  DF Estimate Standard Error Wald Chi-Square p-value 

Intercept  1 1.0522 0.0612 295.4027 < 0.0001 

GET_TOGETHERS 0 1 -0.2219 0.2144 1.0704 0.3009 

 
Hypothesis 2 
 
The same binomial logistic regression analysis was used for the second hypothesis predicting the variable WITH-
DRAWN by OUTINGS_FREQUENCY. The estimated value shows a weak negative correlation between the two 
variables; so although the direction of the prediction aligns with the prediction of increase in outings for a child will 
show a not-withdrawn child, the correlation is not strong to show any significance (χ² = 3.5927; p = 0.0580). See Table 
4 for the model relating WITHDRAWN to OUTINGS_FREQUENCY. 
 
Table 4. Binomial logistic regression model for Hypothesis 1. 
 

Analysis of Maximum Likelihood Estimates 

Parameter  DF Estimate Standard Error Wald Chi-Square p-value 

Intercept  1 1.8599 0.1020 322.2676 < 0.0001 

OUTINGS_FRE-
QUENCY 

0 1 -0.3844 0.2028 3.5927 0.0580 

 
Hypothesis 3 
 
Contrasting to the other 2 hypotheses, all values were kept for Hypothesis 3, which predicts number of spanks from 
mother will positively correlate to how high strung the child will be. Therefore, distribution of number of spanks was 
studied at all three levels of high strung of a child is. 
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Observations of the figure below show most parents spank their child twice a week. The mean value is pre-
sented on each graph which shows that as HIGH_STRUNG levels increase, the mean value of spanks decreases—
meaning that as mothers rate their children not high-strung, the mean number of times they spanked their child also 
decreased. See Fig. 1 for distribution of number of spanks at each level of HIGH_STRUNG. 
 

Figure 1. Distribution of number of spanks at each level of HIGH_STRUNG. 
 

The Spearman rank-order correlation analysis confirmed the pattern of results seen in the histograms, show-
ing a negative correlation between number of spanks and ratings of HIGH_STRUNG (ρ = -0.12031; p = 0.0049). 
Since the levels of HIGH_STRUNG were 1=often high-strung, 2=sometimes high-strung, and 3=never high-strung, 
this meant that being spanked more frequently correlates with being more high strung. The p-value of <0.01 shows 
strong evidence against the null hypothesis—meaning the null hypothesis is rejected. 
 
Table 5. Spearman rank-order correlation analysis for Hypothesis 3. 
 

Spearman Correlation Coefficients, N = 546 
Prob > |r| under H0: ρ = 0 

 HIGH_STRUNG SPANKS_FROM_MOTHER 
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HIGH_STRUNG 
1.0000 
– 

-0.1203 
0.0049 

 
 
 
 

Discussion and Limitations 
 
Hypothesis 1 which examines a parent's sociability and reservedness in the context with other friends and relative 
members. Results showed that increased frequency of get togethers did not correlate to children having an easier time 
socializing with others their age. Another study to look into a parent’s social network and its effect on children between 
the age of 9 and 11 showed different results. A parent social network was divided into 2 separate categories; a) de-
pendable friends (who they call for an emergency), and b) those who they know in a formal capacity (work events, 
colleagues, bosses/employees…). Both groups of candidates in the study showed to influence the child’s growth in 
their social skills, happiness, dealing with negative emotions, and change in school the most and results concluded 
that these networks of friends helped the child understand these necessary skills of communicating and socializing 
(Homel et. al., 1987). Although their results were different, it is necessary to understand that their experiments were 
looking for a specific causal relationship between the variables. The present study’s data were taken from a database 
of hundreds of questions asked to the mother specifically. Therefore, these results may not reflect the accurate inter-
pretations of the child’s social confidence. Further testing of how the data has changed over the past 50 years and 
looking at a way to measure the child’s ability to get together with others their age in a different way - not through a 
mother’s rating - might show results that align with Homel et al. (1987) better. 

Hypothesis 2 examined the frequency of outings and how withdrawn the child is. Results showed that alt-
hough the correlation was in the direction of prediction, it was not statistically significant. This being said, there are 
many studies that have looked into this particular problem of a parent-child relationship and its effect on how with-
drawn a child is (East, 1991). Studies into reserved and withdrawn parents - focusing on divorced parent relationships 
- showed that this negatively impacts their child’s adjustment in school and at home (Wood et, al. 2004). Although 
this study focuses on other factors that may be seen as parental withdrawal, the connection could be made to show 
that children of divorced parents or parents that are fighting are not getting the attention that they need and lose the 
emotional security they once had to build that was needed to build social security (Anderson, 2014). Not only so, 
Anderson also noticed a trend of college students - whose parents are separated - continue to struggle with aftermath 
anxiety and depression that was caused by the divorce. A list of other social problems also might occur such as emo-
tional distress and decrease in social maturity. Similarly, the parents also show signs of social withdrawal and separate 
themselves from their old community. So although the results in this paper showed that there is no strong correlation 
between the 2 variables, more research into the relationship might show there is a mimicking of withdrawal from 
parent to child. 

Unlike Hypotheses 1 and 2, Hypothesis 3 showed that spanking positively correlates to a more high strung 
and tense child. Although the study does show a correlation between the number of spanks and how high strung a 
child is, this only shows a correlation, not a causation. Therefore, for any evidence to show that spankings will cause 
a child to be more high strung, further investigation and experiments will need to be conducted. However, spanking 
is a controversial child rearing practice that has negative impacts on the child’s mental health and has been shown to 
be ineffective in disciplining a child. Gershoff (2013) explained that acts of physical punishment are linked to aggres-
sion, delinquent behavior in childhood, strain on the parent/child relationship, and criminal behavior. The most con-
cerning repercussions of spankings are the physical abuse links that children make. Many documented cases of phys-
ical abuse are of children misperceiving a physical punishment from a parent (Durrant et al., 2006). Other studies also 
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have noticed that spankings can lead to poor personal adjustment (depression) or poor social adjustment (social with-
drawal) (Alibrando, 1988). Linking this back to the hypothesis, the studies show that spanking, although ineffective 
in disciplining a child, does cause a lot of other behavioral issues, one of which would show connections to the findings 
in this paper.  

There are also other limitations to this study through data collection. The dataset’s respondents were all 
mothers from the United States, so cultural differences might show a different correlation between the variables sug-
gested. Not only that but the data set was taken from 1986; therefore, the data taken might not be the most up-to-date. 
All variables used in this study were ratings from the mother based on activity and behavior around the child. This is 
subjective to the mothers views on their child, therefore, biases might show results that are not true in survey answers. 
Not only so but questions were directed at the mothers exclusively. E.g. The number of spanks a child received was 
only asked for how many the mother gave in the past week. Other guardians figures were not included in this number, 
therefore, the number of reported spanks the child received may be lower than what they did get. Additionally, because 
the results only show correlation and not causation, no solid conclusions were made. Extraneous variables might 
interfere with results and it would not be possible to identify which ones and why. 

Through all this research and data analysis, the research question that was asked can be answered with the 
variables that were used. Although the data analysis showed that social confidence is not heavily influenced by outings 
frequency—either with family or friends or not—and spankings do affect how high strung a child is, past literature 
helped further understand the cause for the results. For future research on the topic, it is necessary to consider all these 
limitations and create experiments that may support the ideas in this paper. 
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