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Analisa Arroyo, Natalie Nevárez, Chris Segrin, and Jake Harwood
Department of Communication, University of Arizona

This investigation examined how parents’ and adult children’s behavioral manifestations of shyness
are associated with perceived family communication. A theoretical model predicted that shyness
would be negatively associated with social skills, and socials skills would, in turn, be positively
associated with perceived family communication. Participants included 111 parent-adult child dyads.
Parents and adult children completed measures of shyness, social skills, and perceived family
communication in an online questionnaire. Results of structural equation modeling indicated that,
as predicted, parent and adult child shyness were negatively associated with their own social
skills. In addition, adult children’s social skills were significantly associated with perceived family
communication, but their parents’ social skills were not.

Shy people feel discomfort or inhibition during interpersonal interactions (Henderson &
Zimbardo, 1998). Shyness has overlapping characteristics with social anxiety and social phobia,
but it is far more prevalent (Henderson & Zimbardo, 1998). Although shyness can vary across
situations, a predisposition toward shyness is a lifelong issue that affects many people’s interac-
tions and relationships with others (e.g., Kagan & Snidman, 1999; Miller & Coll, 2007). In such
cases, shyness contributes to significant and recurring problems, such as loneliness, depression,
and poor relational quality (Bruch, 2001; Findlay, Coplan, & Bowker, 2009; Nelson et al., 2008).

The effects of shyness on people’s interactions and relationships with others are believed to
be influenced by and influence family communication, family functioning, and family environ-
ments. For example, adverse childhood environments (e.g., environments where mental illness,
alcoholism, etc. are a problem) are associated with shyness well into adulthood (Aron, Aron, &
Davies, 2005). The effect of people’s upbringing and family interactions on their communicative
abilities is understandable in that the family of origin is the primary context in which children
develop effective social skills that are necessary for managing the myriad stressors encountered
throughout development (e.g., Burleson & MacGeorge, 2002).

Exploring how individual traits, such as shyness, are associated with the family system allows
for an understanding of the relational and communication dynamics that contribute to and are
an outcome of individuals’ social skills. In addition, and perhaps more importantly, it is vital to
explore how both parents and their children interdependently create the family’s communication
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250 ARROYO ET AL.

patterns because the larger family system cannot be understood by only exploring individual
family members (White & Klein, 2002). Therefore, using a family systems perspective, the pri-
mary goal of this investigation was to examine how parents’ and adult children’s behavioral
manifestations of shyness are associated with perceived family communication.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES AND CONCEPTUALIZATIONS

General systems theory (von Bertalanffy, 1975) influenced the development of family systems
theory, which is a major paradigm in family scholarship (e.g., Broderick, 1993). Family sys-
tems theory posits that all elements and events within the family are interrelated and are best
understood when viewed in connection with one another (White & Klein, 2002). Families are
organizationally complex and a family as a whole is greater than the sum of its parts (Cox &
Paley, 1997). A family system must be considered in its entirety and viewed as a whole because
it has properties that cannot be understood simply from the combined characteristics of each part
(White & Klein, 2002).

Accordingly, one person’s behaviors will ultimately affect the entire system. As Cox and Paley
(1997) explain, “each individual within the family is a system of its own as well as a subsystem
within the hierarchy of systems; carries forward its own organization; and like any system, is
dynamic, open to constant revision, and constantly influenced by and influencing the other sys-
tems in which it is embedded” (p. 257). Therefore, the messages produced and the quality of
relationships developed impact the individuals within the family – which ultimately affects the
family system as a whole.

Although the specific mechanisms through which influence occurs are not clearly specified
by family systems theory, social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) posits that people acquire dif-
ferent behaviors through observation. In addition to observation, social learning theory asserts
that people learn from their own experience and from others’ direct teaching and modeling (e.g.,
parents). Modeling, according to social learning theory, has broad psychological effects and func-
tions, such as inhibitory and disinhibitory effects. By observing the behaviors of other people and
the consequences of those behaviors, people can be motivated to turn off (i.e., inhibitors) or turn
on (i.e., disinhibitors) behaviors.

Modeling processes play an important role in the acquisition of behavior, especially among
children. When the behaviors of a model are observed to be positively reinforced, observers
become motivated to enact those same behaviors. If children are exposed to the positive con-
sequences of their parents’ socially skilled behaviors (e.g., behaving in an outgoing, gregarious
style around others who, in turn, respond positively to the parents) children are likely to enact
similar behaviors. However, children can also be exposed to dysfunctional parental models (e.g.,
parents who live a reclusive lifestyle and avoid social contact). If children observe positive con-
sequences (e.g., parents being relaxed or content only when they keep to themselves) or no
negative consequences associated with such parental behaviors, they are likely to enact a sim-
ilar pattern of behavior. To that end, social learning theory provides a plausible account of how
parents’ shyness and social skills could be transmitted to their offspring though observational
learning.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
A

ri
zo

na
] 

at
 0

9:
50

 0
7 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
2 



SHYNESS AND SOCIAL SKILLS 251

Perceived Family Communication

Positive family communication is important for the quality of the relationships within the fam-
ily as well as for the social consequences of the child (e.g., loneliness, maladjustment; Coplan,
Arbeau, & Armer, 2008; Rokach, 1989). For example, families characterized by coldness, inhib-
ited expression of feelings, and feeling misunderstood by parents are associated with child
loneliness (Rokach, 1989). Individuals’ behaviors are embedded in and contributors to the larger
family system, thus both parents’ and children’s social skills should influence the overall tenor of
the family.

Although family systems are traditionally characterized by something that is largely created
by parents (e.g., Cox & Paley, 1997; White & Klein, 2002), children can also play a role in influ-
encing the general family system. For instance, families who have children with major depressive
disorders show higher levels of conflict and lower levels of cohesion than families of healthy
children (Ogburn et al., 2010). Similarly, Schroeder and Kelley (2009) found that parents who
have children diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) report that their
family environments are less organized and are higher in family conflict. Although depressive
and behavioral disorders are different from shyness, they illustrate how conditions of the child
can influence interaction patterns in the family, which is a departure from more commonly held
assumptions that adults/parents are the architects of the family environment.

Therefore, the current study characterizes positive family communication by interactions in
which family members feel free to express their thoughts and feelings and feel supported in
doing so. We believe that positive family communication would allow family members to feel
satisfied with their interactions and content with the family’s communication patterns that are
otherwise devoid of major problems. Because of the interdependent nature of the parent-child
relationship and the mutual construction of the family system, it is important to assess perceived
family communication from more than one family member’s perspectives. Thus, one of the more
novel elements of this study is the specification of perceived family communication as influ-
enced by parent and child. This allows for a more comprehensive and accurate picture of the
family’s communication. The following sections further define and explain how perceived family
communication may be a product of family members’ shyness and social skills.

Characteristics of Shyness and its Relationship to Family Interactions

Shyness is associated with a number of affective, cognitive, and behavioral characteristics that
influence people’s social interactions. Among the most notable of the affective features has been
fear of negative evaluation (e.g., Eisenberg, Fabes, & Murphy, 1995; Miller, 1995; Pilkonis,
1977). Shy persons’ anxious feelings are associated with the perception that others are disap-
proving and rejecting (Bruch, Hamer, Ronald, & Heimberg, 1995; Jackson, Towson, & Narduzzi,
1997). Consequently, shy people are more likely to have negative perceptions of self-worth, social
acceptance, and physical appearance (Nelson et al., 2008).

Shyness, however, is behaviorally manifested and observed through the social skills that peo-
ple employ in both verbal and nonverbal communication behaviors. For example, compared to
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252 ARROYO ET AL.

their nonshy peers, shy people have a difficult time initiating and structuring conversations, speak
less, make brief comments, and take a longer time to respond during conversations (Leary &
Kowalski, 1995; Pilkonis, 1977). Nonverbally, shy people display higher levels of fidgeting, low
reciprocity of smiling behavior, and are viewed by others as less friendly, less assertive, and less
relaxed (Heerey & Kring, 2007; Pilkonis, 1977). Thus, shy people’s perceived competence is
reflected in the social skills they possess (or the lack thereof), which can affect the interactions
and relationships within the family.

Given that shyness may negatively affect people’s lives because it can inhibit their ability
to communicate effectively with others, such interpersonal difficulties should negatively affect
family interactions as well. Nelson et al. (2008) found, in fact, that shy people report lower levels
of relationship quality with their parents. Accordingly, it is useful to first understand how family
members, particularly in the parent-child relationship, promote or inhibit the development of
social skills. Parents are the primary agents in the development of their children’s social skills
(e.g., Haslett & Samter, 1997; Stafford & Bayer, 1993). Thus, as suggested by social learning
theory, children learn positive and negative social skills by observing and modeling the behaviors
of their parents (Bandura, 1977).

Miller and Coll (2007) observed that shy tendencies might be propagated as a result of genetic
predispositions, parenting practices, and other factors in the child’s social environment (see also
Daniels & Plomin, 1985; Fox & Calkins, 1993; Reiss, Neiderhiser, Hetherington, & Plomin,
2000). For example, infant shyness is associated with mothers’ introversion, lack of sociability,
and shyness (Daniels & Plomin, 1985). Parents influence the types of interactions in which their
infants engage. If parents are uncomfortable in social situations themselves, they are less likely to
expose their children to these same social situations. Because shy parents do not provide as many
opportunities for their children to learn how to behave in social situations (Ledley & Heimberg,
2006), the child is likely to experience uncertainty and awkwardness when entering social sit-
uations (Jones, Freemon, & Goswick, 1981) and the inability to communicate effectively may
create a significant and recurring cycle (Bruch, 2001).

The relationships between parents’ and children’s shyness and their social interactions is
consistent with findings that show that socially anxious children’s dysfunctional response pat-
terns (i.e., avoidant, aggressive) might be maintained and fueled by their consistent modeling of
negative behaviors and parents’ negative expectations (Barrett, Rapee, Dadds, & Ryan, 1996).
Therefore, if a child has a parent who does not know how to communicate effectively, that
child might model the parent’s behavior and learn ineffective communication behaviors and
strategies.

In addition to parents’ social skills, the quality of the parent-child relationship is also asso-
ciated with child social skills (Bohlin & Hagekull, 2009). Parents who foster secure bonds with
their children are likely to establish secure relationships that promote positive interactions and
self-disclosure (Bowlby, 1969). For example, when children perceive security and comfort within
the relationship, they are better able to openly express their emotions and understand the feed-
back they receive from emotionally toned interactions (Denham, Zoller, & Couchoud, 1994).
Such positive factors encourage greater social competence (Rutter, 1996). The parent-child rela-
tionship also influences the child’s social and communication competence into late childhood
and adolescence (Reiss & Neiderhiser, 2000). Parents continue to have a significant impact on
children’s social development even after they start to become young adults and eventually leave
their family of origin.
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SHYNESS AND SOCIAL SKILLS 253

THE HYPOTHESIZED STRUCTURAL MODEL

The current study predicts that social skills are one mechanism that explains the relationship
between shyness and perceived family communication (see Figures 1 and 2 for the hypothesized
structural model). Parents’ shyness is hypothesized to be positively associated with adult chil-
dren’s shyness, both parents’ and adult children’s shyness is predicted to be negatively associated
with their own social skills, and individuals’ shyness is predicted to be negatively associated with
their family member’s social skills as well. In turn, both parents’ and adult children’s social skills
are predicted to be positively associated with perceived family communication. Perceived fam-
ily communication is constructed from both the parent and the adult child’s perspective because
parents and children mutually construct family communication patterns. We believe that shy peo-
ple fail to construct family communication patterns that enable them to feel supported or free to

.74
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FIGURE 1 Results for the Structural Model of Shyness, Communication
Competence, and Perceived Family Communication.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
A

ri
zo

na
] 

at
 0

9:
50

 0
7 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
2 



254 ARROYO ET AL.
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FIGURE 2 Results for the Structural Model of Shyness, Social Control,
and Perceived Family Communication.

express themselves because shy people lack the social skills to do so. To that end, we predict that
family members’ shyness will be negatively associated with their social skills, and these socials
skills will be positively associated with perceived family communication.

METHOD

Participants and Procedure

Participants were 111 parent-child dyads. Adult children were 67% female, between the ages
of 18–25 (M = 20.77, SD = 2.93), and were 83% White, 7% Latino, 3% African American,
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SHYNESS AND SOCIAL SKILLS 255

TABLE 1
Correlations, Means, Standard Deviations, and Alphas of Major Study Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Adult Child
1. Shyness –
2. Comm. Comp. −.49∗∗ –
3. Social Control −.81∗∗ −.48∗∗ –
4. Family Conversation

Orientation
−.14 .25∗ .10 –

5. Family Communication
Satisfaction

−.24 .29∗∗ .23∗ .68∗∗ –

Parent
6. Shyness −.25∗ −.32∗∗ −.12 −.22∗ −.17 –
7. Comm. Comp. −.04 .17 .11 .10 .11 −.47∗∗ –
8. Social Control −.10 .06 .13 −.02 −.03 −.59∗∗ .65∗∗ –
9. Family Conversation

Orientation
−.14 .18 .21∗ −.33∗∗ .30∗∗ −.26∗∗ .31∗∗ −.13 –

10. Family Communication
Satisfaction

−.06 .14 .10 .32∗∗ .36∗∗ −.24∗ .28∗∗ .28∗∗ .74∗∗ –

M 2.30 4.04 3.72 3.52 3.65 2.17 4.07 3.76 3.91 3.65
SD 0.64 0.58 0.63 0.81 0.90 0.76 0.62 0.67 0.03 0.71
Alpha 0.83 0.74 0.86 0.93 0.96 0.85 0.77 0.87 0.90 0.92

Note. ∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01.

3% Asian, and 4% reported other responses. The majority (76%) of the parents were moth-
ers, and they had a mean age of 52.10 years (SD = 5.09). The parents were 86% White, 6%
Latino, 4% Asian, 3% African American, and 1% American Indian. The adult child participants
were recruited from undergraduate communication courses at a large university in the south-
western United States. Adult child participants completed an online questionnaire with measures
described subsequently and provided the email address of a parent whom they selected to partici-
pate with them in the study. They were free to choose either a mother or father. Upon completion
of the adult child’s questionnaire, the parent was emailed a link to an online questionnaire.
In exchange for both dyad members’ participation, the adult child received extra credit toward
his or her final course grade.

Measures

Parent and adult children completed the following measures. Means, standard deviations, and
alpha realiabilities can be found in Table 1.

Shyness

Shyness was measured using The Revised Cheek and Buss Shyness Scale (RCBS; Crozier,
2005). The RCBS has been found to be a reliable measure of shyness, with strong internal con-
sistency and test-retest reliability (Hopko, Stowell, Jones, Armento, & Cheek, 2005). This scale
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256 ARROYO ET AL.

included items that measured the affective (e.g., “I feel nervous when speaking to someone in
authority”), cognitive (e.g., “When in a group of people, I have trouble thinking of the right
things to talk about”), and behavioral (e.g., “I have trouble looking someone right in the eye”),
characteristics of shyness. Its 14 items were rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = not true of me
at all to 5 = extremely true of me). Items were reverse coded, as suggested by Crozier (2005),
and then averaged. High scores denote high shyness.

Social skills

The terminology used to explain the behaviors, motives, intentions, and skills used during
interactions has varied throughout the literature (e.g., social skills, communication skills, social
competence, interpersonal competence), however, they all capture one’s ability and effective-
ness in communicative contexts. In the current study, we specifically test (1) communication
competence and (2) social control as proxies of social skills.

Communication competence is the ability to effectively and appropriately manage inter-
personal relationships, which allows us to assess observable behaviors that are the primary
elements of competent communication (Rubin & Martin, 1994; Spitzberg & Cupach, 2003).
Communication competence was measured with seven items chosen from Wiemann’s (1977)
original 35-item scale. Only seven items were chosen to reduce response burden. The specific
items were selected to assess perceptions of actual behavioral communication practices (e.g.,
“I am an effective conversationalist,” “I don’t follow the conversation very well”) as opposed to
more peripheral relational characteristics (e.g., “I enjoy social gatherings where I can meet new
people,” “People can go to me with their problems”). Communication competence was measured
on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree); items were averaged,
with high scores denoting high communication competence.

Social control is one’s comfort and ease in social settings and impression management skills
(Riggio, 1986). Social control was measured with the 15-item Social Control Subscale of the
Social Skills Inventory (e.g., “Sometimes I find it difficult to look at others when I am talking
about something personal;” Riggio, 1986, 1989). The social control subscale was selected from
the 90-item Social Skills inventory because the scale is a measure of self-presentation skill and the
dominant theoretical models of shyness and social anxiety (e.g., Aiken, 1987; Leary & Kowalski,
1995) implicate poor self-presentation skills as either a cause or consequent of the condition.
Furthermore, the social control subscale exhibits the strongest correlation with shyness out of
all of the six subscales of the Social Skills Inventory (Riggio, 1986). Items were measured on a
five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree). Items were averaged, with
high scores denoting high social control.

Perceived family communication

We assessed perceived family communication with two indicators: family satisfaction and
family conversation orientation. First, Olson & Wilson’s (1982) 10-item Family Satisfaction
Scale was used to measure the degree to which participants are satisfied with various aspects
of the family’s communication. Although labeled “family satisfaction,” this instrument actually
assesses respondents’ satisfaction with various elements of the family’s interaction patterns (e.g.,
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SHYNESS AND SOCIAL SKILLS 257

sharing positive feelings, resolving conflict, discussing problems, expressing concern for each
other).

Additionally, the 15-item conversation orientation subscale of the revised Family
Communication Patterns instrument (FCP; Ritchie & Fitzpatrick, 1990) was used to measure
the extent to which the family engages in frequent discussion and promotes the free and open
expression of ideas and feelings (e.g., “In our family we often talk about our feelings and emo-
tions”). The family conversation orientation subscale of this instrument was used because of the
theoretical connection between family encouragement of expression and shyness.

Presumably, families high in conversation orientation would produce offspring with low levels
of shyness because they would be accustomed to expressing themselves with others. In con-
trast, the conformity orientation subscale of the FCP assesses an ideology of preserving family
harmony rather than open expression of ideas and therefore does not have a clear theoretical con-
nection to the experience of shyness. Both scales were measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 =
strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree); items were averaged, with high scores denoting high
family conversation orientation and satisfaction with the family’s communication.

RESULTS

In an effort to obtain a comprehensive and accurate picture of the family’s communication, we
felt that it was important to assess perceived family communication from both the parent and the
adult child’s perspective. Thus, prior to testing the study’s predictions, a measurement model was
tested in which a latent perceived family communication variable was indicated by the perceived
family communication and family satisfaction observed variables assessed from both young adult
children and their parents. AMOS 18.0 was used to test this measurement model and the subse-
quent structural models in this paper. Although there are few universally accepted criteria for
assessing model fit, evidence for a good fitting model can be found in a χ2 / df ≤ 3.0, a com-
parative fit index (CFI) > .90, and a root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) ≤ .08
(Klein, 2005). An initial test of this measurement model revealed a poor fit to the sample data
(χ2 = 51.64, df = 2, p = .00, χ2 / df = 25.82, CFI = .70, RMSEA = .48).

However, modification indices suggested that the fit of the model could be improved consid-
erably by specifying a correlation between the error terms of the parent conversation orientation
and parent family satisfaction variables. With that correlation specified, the perceived family com-
munication latent variable exhibited a close fit to the sample data, χ2 = 0.43, df = 1, p = .51,
χ2 / df = 0.43, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00. Therefore, this was the model for perceived family
communication used in following analyses.

It was predicted that family members’ shyness would be negatively associated with their
social skills, and these social skills would in turn be positively associated with perceived fam-
ily communication. The model was tested twice, once for communication competence and then
for social control. The first test of the study’s prediction was conducted with a structural model
that specified paths from parent and adult child shyness to parent and adult child communication
competence. In accord with the actor-partner interdependence model (APIM; Kashy & Kenny,
2000), both actor effects (e.g., parent shyness → parent communication competence) and part-
ner effects (e.g., parent shyness →adult child communication competence) were specified, and a
correlation between the independent variables (i.e., parent and adult child shyness) was specified
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258 ARROYO ET AL.

to model the dyadic interdependence. Finally, paths from parent and adult child communication
competence to the perceived family communication latent variable were specified. Maximum
likelihood estimation was used to fit the model and provide estimates of its parameters. Results
of this analysis are depicted in Figure 1.

The structural model of communication competence as the mechanism that explains the rela-
tionship between shyness and perceived family communication shown in Figure 1 had a very
close fit to the sample data, χ2 = 16.60, df = 16, p = .41, χ2 / df = 1.04, CFI = 1.00,
RMSEA = .02. There is evidence of dyadic (in this case parent-child) interdependence in shy-
ness, r = .23, p < .05. Both actor effects for shyness were significant and negative, indicating
that the more shy people are, the lower their self-reported communication competence. The part-
ner effect from parent shyness to adult child communication competence was also significant
and negative, β = −.22, p < .05. However, the partner effect from adult child shyness to par-
ent communication competence was understandably nonsignificant. Finally, the path from adult
child communication competence to perceived family communication was significant, β = .34,
p < .01, but the complementary path from parent communication competence to perceived family
communication was nonsignificant, β = .09, ns.

The second test of the study’s predictions involved fitting a structural model that was identical
to the first with the exception of substituting the social control measure of social skills for the
communication competence measure. An initial test of this model indicated only a marginal fit
(χ2 = 30.28, df = 16, p = .017, χ2 / df = 1.89, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .09). Modification
indices suggested that specification of a correlation between the error terms of the parent social
control and parent family satisfaction variables would substantially improve model fit. With that
modification, the resultant structural model provided a good fit to the sample data, χ2 = 20.78,
df = 15, p = .14, χ2 / df = 1.39, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .06.

In this model there was once again evidence of strong actor effects such that the more shy
people were, the lower their self-reported social control (both p < .001). However, neither of
the partner effects was significant. As in the first model, the path from adult child social skills,
indicated by social control in this case, to perceived family communication was statistically sig-
nificant, β = .25, p < .05. However, the complementary path from parent shyness to perceived
family communication was not statistically significant, β = .01, ns.

Post-Hoc Analyses

The APIMs in Figures 1 and 2 specify a correlation between parent and adult child shyness,
followed by actor and partner effects for shyness predicting social skills. Only one of the two
possible partner effects from parent shyness to adult child social skills was significant. However,
these are tests of direct effects. There remains a possibility that parents’ shyness has an indirect
effect on adult child social skills through higher shyness in the child. To test this possibility, we
conducted post-hoc analyses to test the indirect effect of parent shyness to adult child social skill
(i.e., communication competence, social control), through adult child shyness with a bootstrap-
ping procedure in AMOS 18.0 that estimates indirect effects and two-tailed significance level
based on 1000 bootstrap samples (see Figure 3A for hypothesized model of indirect effects).
Results of these tests revealed a significant and negative indirect effect of parent shyness on adult
child communication competence through adult child shyness (β = −.10, p = .01). Similarly,
there was a significant and negative indirect effect of parent shyness on adult child social control,
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SHYNESS AND SOCIAL SKILLS 259

A. First post-hoc analysis of the indirect effect of parent shyness on adult child social 
skills through adult child shyness.

B. Second post-hoc analysis of the indirect effect of parent shyness on perceived 
family communication through adult child social skills.

Parent
Shyness

Adult Child
Shyness

Adult Child
Social Skills

Perceived
Family

Communication

Parent
Shyness

Adult Child
Social Skills

FIGURE 3 Structural Models for Post-Hoc Tests of Indirect Effects.

through adult child shyness (β = −.18, p < .01). These post-hoc findings add to the APIM results
by showing that for both indicators of social skills, parental shyness has a significant effect on
lowering adult child social skills through higher shyness in the child.

A second set of post-hoc tests was conducted to examine the potential indirect effect of parent
shyness on perceived family communication though adult child social skills (see Figure 3B for
hypothesized structural model of indirect effects). These tests were conducted with the same
bootstrapping procedure that was used to estimate indirect effects of parent shyness on adult
child social skills. Parent shyness had a standardized indirect effect of β = −.10 (p < .01) on the
latent perceived family communication variable through adult child communication competence.
The standardized indirect effect of parent shyness on perceived family communication through
adult child social control was β = −.03 (p = .07). Thus, these results provide some evidence that
parental shyness is associated with lower levels of open family communication in part because of
the lower social skills of children with shy parents.

DISCUSSION

Family systems theory posits that family members influence the entire family system and such
systems must be understood through the emergent properties of their combined elements (White
& Klein, 2002). Grounded in this theory, the aim of this paper was to investigate the role of parent
and adult child shyness and social skills on perceived family communication. Specifically, we
predicted that adult children and parents high in shyness would report ineffective social skills that
would be associated with less positive perceptions of family communication. Overall, our results
revealed children’s shyness and social skills, but not parents’ social skills, were significantly
associated with the tenor of perceived family communication. Through the use of dyadic data,
these results add to and extend the current literature on shyness, social skills, and perceived
family communication.

The results provided further evidence that shyness is associated with poor social skills.
We were able to support this claim by replicating it four times in this sample (i.e., parent and
child shyness were associated with their own communication competence and social control).
Researchers have found this association among children, adolescents, and young adults (e.g.,
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Brunet & Schmidt, 2007; Eggum et al., 2009; Miller, Brody, & Murry, 2010). The current results
extend these findings because we found that shyness is related to social skills in young adults
and middle-aged adults, suggesting that this association persists across the life span. Further, the
results suggest that parent shyness may influence adult child communication competence directly
(partner effect: parent shyness → adult child communication competence) and indirectly (indirect
effect: parent shyness → adult child communication competence), such that higher parent shy-
ness is associated with lower communication competence in their adult children. Taken together,
parents’ and adult children’s social skills appear to be interdependent; particularly, parents’ shy-
ness predicted adult children’s social skills. Such findings are important when considering how
individual traits are associated with perceived family communication.

It was hypothesized that the perceived family communication would be predicted by the shy-
ness and social skills of its members. Our predictions were only supported for the adult children.
This is an interesting finding, given that past theorizing suggests that parents are the executive
subsystem or primary agents in defining the family system (e.g., Cox & Paley, 1997; White &
Klein, 2002). However, children naturally begin to impact the family environment even before
they are born (Koivunen, Rothaupt, Wolfgram, & Susan, 2009). For example, transitioning to
parenthood impacts marital satisfaction and involves partners renegotiating the division of labor
and discussing parental involvement (Koivunen et al., 2009). As children develop, they continue
to affect family functioning. Not only do children with illness and special needs create a new
dynamic for the family and parents (e.g., Ogburn et al., 2010; Schieve, Blumberg, Rice, Visser, &
Boyle, 2007), research documents the dramatic influence of children’s delinquent and anti-social
behaviors on the family system as well (Breivik, Olweus, & Endresen, 2009; Kim & Kim, 2008;
Madden-Derdich, Leonard, & Gunnell, 2002). The current research demonstrates that variation
in the nonpathological populations also has the ability to influence parents and the entire family.

Previous research has shown that parental shyness is associated with children’s shyness and
social skills (e.g., Fox & Calkins, 1993; Reiss et al., 2000), but the current data did not demon-
strate any parent effects. This may be a product of the sample, as we examined parent-child
dyads where the adult child was probably not living at home. Parents may have been reacting to
the fact that the dynamic of their family’s communication has changed, especially the conver-
sation orientation, since their children have left home. However, although there were no direct
effects of parents’ social skills on perceived family communication, there were significant asso-
ciations between parents’ shyness and both the shyness and social skills of their adult children:
parents’ shyness directly predicted adult child communication competence and parents’ shyness
indirectly predicted adult child communication competence and social control through adult child
shyness. Additionally, our post-hoc analyses revealed that there was evidence of indirect effects
of parent shyness on percieved family communication through lower adult child’s social skills.
Therefore, albeit in indirect ways, shy parents might contribute to less open and satisfying fam-
ily communication, in part, by raising children who are reticent to contribute openly to family
interactions.

Future research can explore specific explanations for these findings. It is possible that parents
adapt to and support children’s needs and individual differences by making sacrifices that they
feel are necessary for the child. For example, parental sacrifice has been conceptualized as an
aspect of parental social support for their children (Chao & Kaeochinda, 2010), with such sacri-
fices usually being unrequested and part of parental duties (Wicclair, 1990). Perhaps children’s
shyness and social skills influence the functionality of the family system because parents adapt to
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and tailor the family system in ways that suit the child’s needs. If a child appears uncomfortable
or timid when communicating, a parent might be reluctant to encourage open communication
with that child, resulting in a child not feeling supported in expressing their thoughts and feelings
in the family.

Past research finds that parental shyness is associated with child shyness and social skills
because of genetic predispositions, parenting practices, and the parent-child relationship (e.g.,
Bohlin & Hagekull, 2009; Reiss et al., 2000). This suggests that further exploration of dispo-
sitional and relational factors as a result of the parent-child relationship should continue to be
sought out. For example, this proposition can be framed in the context of attachment theory
(Bowlby, 1969). According to Bowlby (1969), people’s feelings of safety, social acceptance, and
well-being are determined by relationships with attachment figures, namely a child’s caregiver.

The relationships with attachment figures affect the development and affective management of
an individual. The theory proposes that infants feel secure when their caregiver is available and
responsive, and they feel distressed when their caregiver is distant, inaccessible, and show disap-
proval. Most work linking shyness to attachment has been done in the domain of young children
(e.g., Borelli, David, Crowley, & Mayes, 2010; Rydell, Bohlin, & Thorell, 2005); however, attach-
ment styles affect relationships well into early adulthood (Miga, Hare, Allen, & Manning, 2010).
Thus, attachment may be a potential explanation for our findings, such that people’s attachment
style and parent-child relationship can explain the communication dynamic within the family.

Finally, the idea of social learning should be further explored as an explanation for the asso-
ciation between parent’s and adult children’s social skills, particularly as it pertains to modeling
of maladaptive parental behaviors. We feel it would be beneficial to expand understanding of
family systems by further exploring associations between learning of one form of maladaptive
communication behavior and the modeling of additional behaviors.

Limitations to this study point to directions for the future. First, because of the cross-sectional
nature of the data, we cannot make causal claims. For example, adult child shyness may lead
to poor social skills and poor social skills may lead to less positive family communication.
However, an alternative model could be put forth and predict that negative perceptions of family
communication might also lead to higher shyness and poorer social skills.

In addition, participants were homogenous in terms of race/ethnicity, age, and educational
attainment because this was a sample of university students and their parents, which limits the
generalizability of these results. Finally, this study featured people who have successfully been
admitted into a university. This is important to note because these students’ social skills might
vary from other young adults as a function of being in college and receiving a higher education.
In addition, the young adult children in this study are in most cases no longer living at home
with their parents. Therefore, it is important to assess parent-child dyads that are currently living
together because the implications for less positive family communication in that case may be
more harmful and predictive of negative outcomes.

In conclusion, this investigation showed that adult children’s reported shyness and social skills,
not their parents’, contribute to perceived family communication. Specifically, adult children’s
shyness was negatively associated with their social skills, and these social skills were positively
associated with perceived family communication that was characterized by more positive com-
munication. Additionally, parent shyness was associated with adult children’s shyness and social
skills, suggesting that parents are a primary agent in the development of children’s shyness,
social skills, and perceived family communication. Taken together, this study offers an improved
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understanding of how shyness and social skills may be harmful to perceptions of the family’s
communication.
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