
 

 
Model Answers to Chapter 4 Case Study: 
 
1. How might shyness be explained as a secondary identity that develops out of socialization? 
 

A secondary identity is one that emerges out of secondary socialization, the process of learning the 
norms and values of one’s culture, which takes place in and beyond the family home. In sociological 
terms, we are not ‘born shy’ but rather become so through interactions with the family, peer groups, 
school teachers and so on. A child may feel socially anxious and self-conscious, but it is only when 
other people label them as ‘shy’ that they learn what this identity means in their culture and how it will 
affect their relations with others. 

 
 
2. What kind of social rules do you think a ‘shy’ person might break in everyday situations? 
 

There are certain norms and rules governing interaction in every society, and in contemporary Western 
cultures these include actively initiating encounters, taking one’s turn in conversation, being vocal, 
confident and assertive, and expressing personal opinions and beliefs. Shy people may be seen as 
‘failing’ to reach these normative standards, as for example they hover on the margins of a social group 
and hesitate to give their opinion. Other people may respond with sympathy, but more often they 
become annoyed: perceiving the shy person as rude, aloof or anti-social, they treat them as deviant 
outsiders. 

 
 
3. Why do you think ‘non-shy’ people might encourage ‘shy’ people to change? (Think about the 

effects of deviant behaviour upon social order) 
 

Becker said that social groups create deviance by defining the rules that distinguish between normal 
and deviant behaviour. We might expect and want people not to be shy because this makes it easier for 
social situations to run smoothly: everyone can play their roles without any awkward silences or loss of 
face. A shy person disrupts this taken for granted reality by making everybody suddenly aware of the 
situation as a mere performance, and one that can be brought to an embarrassing halt. By focusing on 
the shy individual as the ‘problem’, non-shy others manage to avoid this potential awkwardness and 
restore the situation to normal appearances. 

 
 
4. Is shyness a fixed role that some people take on, or a creative performance that anybody can 

drift in to? 
 

We normally think of ‘shy’ and ‘non-shy’ people as two distinct social groups, but it may be that they are 
more like situational identities. That is, people can be shy in some situations but not in others, and 
nobody is either shy all the time or non-shy all the time. As Matza said, we may all drift into deviant 
behaviour from time to time, but most of us drift back out again, alternating between deviant and 
conformist behaviour. So perhaps there is a continuum ranging from ‘extremely shy’ to ‘not at all shy’ 
behaviour, onto which we can locate individuals at particular points in time, but these are not fixed 
identities. The shy role may be one that we all play occasionally (for example when meeting new 
people), but that we can also discard, depending on the reactions of others.  

 
 
5. To what extent can we see shyness as a socially constructed reality? 
 

If we are not born shy but rather become so, and if even those labelled ‘shy’ are not committed to the 
role, then we might say that shyness is a socially constructed phenomenon. That is not to deny the very 
real feelings of anxiety, self-consciousness and inhibition that people feel when they are shy, but simply 
to recognise that the meanings attached to this kind of behaviour are defined socially. Symbolic 
interactionist theory suggests that reality is defined at a ‘micro’ level in every social situation, as well as 
in relation to wider cultural norms and values. What is identified as deviant, problematic behaviour in 
one social context can be seen as normal and even desirable in another: for example, in Asian 
countries such as Japan and China, shyness in women is quite positively valued.  
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