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Social Withdrawal during Adolescence
and Emerging Adulthood

Julie C. Bowker,' Larry J. Nelson,” Andrea Markovic,'

and Stephanie Luster’

'Department of Psychology, University at Buffalo, The State University of
New York, NY, USA

*Department of Family Life, Brigham Young University, Provo, UT, USA

Peer relationships are of central importance for healthy psychosocial development
and functioning during childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. Peers provide
unique opportunities for social-cognitive growth and the development and
maintenance of social skills. They also serve as important sources of emotional
and social support, can foster positive feelings about the self and others, and
function protectively against the effects of interpersonal stressors (Rubin,
Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). Without peer relationships, individuals might miss out
on developmentally formative opportunities and experiences, such as acquiring
certain socially competent skills and behaviors and forming intimate best
friendships (Rubin, Coplan, & Bowker, 2009). It is also likely that loneliness will
ensue, which is a strong predictor of psychological distress, across cultures, and
across the lifespan (e.g., Cacioppo, Hawkley, & Thisted, 2010; Heinrich & Gullone,
2006; see Asher & Weeks, Chapter 16, this volume).

In light of this evidence, a central question addressed in this chapter is how
adolescents and young adults who avoid and withdraw from peers fare in terms
of their development and psychological well-being. Such individuals are often
referred to as socially withdrawn (Rubin et al., 2009). Due to anxiety, fear, or prefer-
ence for solitary activities (Coplan & Armer, 2007), socially withdrawn individu-
als avoid social situations involving unfamiliar and familiar peers and, as a result,
spend more time alone than their more sociable counterparts. Although they
might encounter rejecting and hostile peers, it is important to emphasize that
socially withdrawn individuals spend considerable time in solitude because they
choose to be alone.

The Handbook of Solitude: Psychological Perspectives on Social Isolation, Social Withdrawal,
and Being Alone, First Edition. Edited by Robert J. Coplan and Julie C. Bowker.
© 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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In the past 30 years, social withdrawal during childhood has been identified as
one of the strongest risk factors for psychopathology (Rubin et al., 2009). However,
considerably less is known about the effects of withdrawing from peers during
adolescence and emerging adulthood (Bowker, Rubin, & Coplan, 2012). This research
gap that is surprising given that the importance of involvement in close and
intimate peer relationships for psychological well-being increases throughout
adolescence and into emerging adulthood (Rubin, Bukowski, et al., 2006), but so
too does the need for and value placed on solitude and alone time (Larson, 1990).
The study of social withdrawal beyond the childhood years is an emerging area of
research, and this chapter represents the first review of this literature focused
specifically on adolescents and emerging adults.

Throughout this chapter, we attempt to synthesize the research on social
withdrawal with developmental theory and research to form a comprehensive
view of social withdrawal during the adolescent and emerging adulthood
developmental periods. We contend that social withdrawal continues to be a risk
factor for maladjustment beyond the childhood years but that future research
should more carefully consider the developmental characteristics of adolescence
and emerging adulthood when selecting adjustment outcomes and interpreting
results. We also hope that there will be an increased number of studies considering
different motivations for withdrawal and associated outcomes in the next several
years. A review of the extant literature and a more detailed discussion of future
research directions are included in subsequent text, but we first review some
of the defining characteristics of the adolescent and emerging adulthood
developmental periods.

Developmental Periods of Adolescence and Emerging
Adulthood

Adolescence

The adolescent developmental period refers to the ages of 10-22 years. Adolescence
is often described as a period of developmental change and transition connect-
ing the childhood and adulthood/emerging adulthood developmental periods
(Collins & Steinberg, 2006). Developmental psychologists distinguish between
three subperiods of adolescence, early adolescence (10-14 years), middle
adolescence (14-18 years), and late adolescence (18-22 years), although in recent
years, the late adolescent developmental period has been studied as part of
emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2004).

There are no overarching theories of adolescent development. Instead, theories
such as social learning theory (Bandura & Walters, 1963), interpersonal
theories (Sullivan, 1953), and social-cognitive theories (e.g., Piaget, 1932) are used
to explain different types of functioning during adolescence, as well as different
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types of developmental changes. Among the most commonly studied changes by
psychologists are those related to biological maturation (e.g., pubertal developmental
changes including changes in weight and height and the development of sexual
characteristics), cognition (e.g., the development of abilities to think abstractly and
about hypothetical problems, cognitive changes that lead to introspection
and rumination), and social relationships (e.g., increased time spent with nonfamilial
individuals, the development of other-sex peer relationships, increased importance
of getting along with and having successful peer relationships; Collins & Steinberg,
2006). Of course, each type of change does not occur independently, but rather is
influenced by and influences other types of changes. For instance, pubertal
development often leads to emerging social and romantic interests in other-sex
peers; involvement with other-sex peers can lead to increases in self-consciousness,
particularly about physical appearance and puberty-related changes (Ricciardelli &
McCabe, 2001; Lieberman, Gauvin, Bukowski, & White, 2001).

The changes in social relationships that occur during adolescence are particularly
important when considering the consequences of avoiding such relationships.
For example, as adolescents first begin to spend more time with their peers than
their families (Rubin, Bukowski, et al., 2006), their peer experiences become
more strongly influential on their psychological well-being. These findings have led
to suggestions that socially withdrawn adolescents may continue to expe-
rience psychological difficulties well after the childhood years and that some of
their psychological difficulties may actually get worse (Rubin et al., 2009). However,
another developmental change is the increased value placed on privacy and alone
time during adolescence (Larson, 1990). Several studies on this topic demonstrate
that solitude becomes more beneficial to psychological health and well-being
throughout the adolescent period (Larson, 1990, 1997). This raises the alternative
hypothesis, namely, that some of socially withdrawn adolescents” difficulties may
actually diminish with age. The studies by Larson and colleagues, however, indicate
that solitude may be best for psychological adjustment during adolescence when
adolescents engage in moderate amounts (30% of waking time). For instance, in
one study, adolescents who engaged in moderate amounts of solitude reported
more positive adjustment relative to adolescents who never engaged in solitude
and those who engaged in solitude often (Larson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1978). Thus,
although some solitude may be helpful, large amounts (i.e., as typically experienced
by socially withdrawn individuals) may continue to have deleterious effects.

Emerging adulthood

There is admittedly a great deal of individual variation in the paths that young
people take as they leave adolescence and enter and then develop throughout the
third decade of life. Culture, socioeconomic status, and individual characteristics
shape the variety of responsibilities, expectations, and opportunities that impact
individuals during this period of time. Given this variance, there is also not one
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theory that fully captures all developmental pathways out of adolescence and
through the third decade of life. However, emerging adulthood theory (Arnett, 2000)
is useful in capturing some of the unique aspects of this time period that will lay
the foundation for understanding the potential developmental impact of social
withdrawal during this period of development.

Arnett (2004) has characterized emerging adulthood (18-27 years) as including
tive important features. First, it is an age of feeling in-between as most emerging adults
do not see themselves as either an adolescent or an adult. Second, emerging
adulthood is an age of possibilities as most young people are extremely optimistic
and have high hopes for the future. Third, this period of development is an age of
instability because it tends to be marked by instability in work, relationships,
education, and residential status. Next, emerging adulthood is characterized as
an age of identity explorations because many emerging adults are free to explore
identities in the areas of education, work, love, and worldviews. Finally, emerging
adulthood is a self-focused age of life. This is not meant to suggest that emerging adults
are necessarily self-centered but are rather free from social obligations and other
responsibilities that allow for a productive focus on the self.

Again, despite the cultural, socioeconomic, and other influences that might limit
the extent to which young people experience these various features, these factors
reflect some of the aspects of the time period for many that might be impacted by
social withdrawal. Furthermore, regardless of this variation, the time period
following adolescence is when most young people start the process of becoming
self-reliant, autonomous individuals capable of independent decision making and
actions. For some, this transition into autonomous roles might occur immediately
after adolescence (or in adolescence), whereas for others it might be delayed well
into the late 20s or early 30s. Regardless, it is during the period after adolescence
thatindividuals often find themselves in new social settings (e.g., college classrooms,
workplace, military) and facing new developmental challenges (e.g., independent
decision making, identity development, cohabitation/committed relationships) for
which social withdrawal might have significant implications.

Correlates and Consequences of Social Withdrawal
in Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood

Social withdrawal and adolescence

The majority of the research on the correlates and consequences of avoiding and
withdrawing from peers has focused on young children and elementary school-
aged children (Bowker, Rubin, et al., 2012; Rubin et al., 2009). However, the limited
research on adolescent social withdrawal has indicated that social withdrawal is a
relatively stable construct across childhood and into adolescence (e.g., Oh et al.,
2008). That is, children who avoid their peers during childhood tend to continue to
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do so after they transition into adolescence. And despite the aforementioned
increased importance of privacy and alone time during adolescence (e.g., Larson,
1990), withdrawn adolescents appear to experience difficulties with their peers
that are similar to the difficulties that they encounter when they are younger,
including peer victimization and peer exclusion (Rubin, Wojslawowicz, Rose-
Krasnor, Booth-LaForce, & Burgess, 2006; Oh et al., 2008). However, several
studies have failed to find significant linkages between social withdrawal and peer
rejection, as found in studies of children (e.g., Bowker & Raja, 2011). Peer rejection
reflects active dislike of peers, whereas peer exclusion and peer victimization
involve behaviors that exclude (e.g., not allowing an adolescent to join into a group
activity) and abuse peers (e.g., repeated name-calling, physical victimization).
Therefore, it is possible that adolescents begin to respect socially withdrawn
adolescents’ decisions to avoid their peers, perhaps because of the changes in their
own needs for privacy. But adolescents might still not wish to be in their company,
likely because their shy and timid behaviors contrast sharply with adolescent social
norms and expectations for social interaction and relationship involvement.
Adolescents may also continue to victimize withdrawn adolescents because they
continue to be viewed as weak and easy targets that are unlikely to retaliate or fight
back (Rubin, Wojslawowicz, et al., 2006).

Given the importance of interacting with and getting along with peers for
positive psychological adjustment during adolescence, it should not be too
surprising that growing evidence indicates that socially withdrawn adolescents fare
worse psychologically than theirnonsocially withdrawn counterparts. Psychological
maladaptation outcomes that are concurrently associated with adolescent social
withdrawal include loneliness, anxiety, and depressive symptoms (e.g., Mounts,
Valentiner, Anderson, & Boswell, 2006; Muris, Merckelbach, Schmidt, Gadet, &
Bogie, 2001; Woodhouse, Dykas, & Cassidy, 2012). There is also evidence that the
presence and persistence of withdrawal during middle to late childhood in
particular place youth at increased risk for the development of psychological
difficulties during adolescence including low self-esteem, as well as a wide array of
clinically significant anxiety problems (e.g., social phobia, panic/agoraphobia,
specific phobia) and depression (e.g., Fordham & Stevenson-Hinde, 1999; Goodwin,
Fergusson, & Horwood, 2004; Karevold, Ystrom, Coplan, Sanson, & Mathiesen,
2012; Prior, Smart, Sanson, & Oberklaid, 2000). These latter findings suggest that
social withdrawal may actually become a stronger risk factor for clinically significant
adjustment outcomes during the adolescent developmental period.

Tests of mediation have shown that peer difficulties, such as peer exclusion,
explain, in part, some of the psychological difficulties associated with both child
and adolescent social withdrawal (e.g., Bowker & Raja, 2011; Gazelle & Rudolph,
2004). It has also been found that withdrawn adolescents who experience high
levels of peer adversity display higher levels of social avoidance (e.g., make fewer
social initiatives, are easily discouraged by social setbacks; Gazelle & Rudolph,
2004) and become more withdrawn over time relative to withdrawn youth who
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experience low levels of peer adversity (Booth-LaForce & Oxford, 2008; Booth-
LaForce et al., 2012; Oh et al., 2008). Oh et al. also found that certain same-sex
friendship factors (e.g., friendlessness, friendship instability, having a withdrawn
friend) predict increased social withdrawal over time, highlighting the importance
of socially withdrawn adolescents’ group and dyadic peer relations for their
psychological well-being. Finally, there is evidence that many withdrawn adoles-
cents have negatively biased information processing tendencies (e.g., self-blame
tendencies; Burgess, Wojslawowicz, Rubin, Rose-Krasnor, & Booth-LaForce, 2006;
Findlay, Coplan, & Bowker, 2009), which have also been to shown to explain why
socially withdrawn adolescents commonly experience feelings of loneliness,
negative affect, and social anxiety.

The extant literature has led Rubin and colleagues (e.g., Rubin et al., 2009) to
posit that a negative feedback loop exists for socially withdrawn children and
adolescents. Anxiety, fears, and self-doubt lead to shy and timid behaviors that
invite negative peer treatment, which, in turn, reinforces their fears, anxieties,
negative cognitions, and socially withdrawn behaviors. And yet, not all socially
withdrawn adolescents have social-cognitive biases and experience psychosocial
maladjustment. For example, recent work by Markovic, Rose-Krasnor, and Coplan
(2013) has shown that shy young adolescents who perceive their personality to be
malleable are less likely to display negative self-attributions and select avoidant
strategies to cope with peer conflict relative to their shy counterparts who consider
their personality to be fixed.

Other research (e.g., Bowker, Markovic, Cogswell, & Raja, 2012) demonstrates
that withdrawn adolescents who display additional atypical and socially
inappropriate behaviors (e.g., overtly aggressive behavior) are at greatest risk for
peer adversity, but less is known about peer-valued characteristics that may help
buffer withdrawn adolescents against peer difficulties. Withdrawn adolescents
who experience low levels of group-level peer adversity have been shown to display
fewer depressive symptoms and higher levels of prosocial behavior toward their
peers (Gazelle & Rudolph, 2004) and become less withdrawn over time (Booth-
LaForce & Oxford, 2008; Oh et al., 2008). Research has also shown that withdrawn
adolescents with friends are viewed as more sociable by their peers relative to their
withdrawn counterparts without friends (Rubin, Wojslawowicz, et al. 2006) and
are less likely to self-blame for problems involving their mutual best friends
(Burgess et al., 2006). In addition, Booth-LaForce et al. (2012) found that those
withdrawn-excluded adolescents who spent more free time with their mothers
displayed decreases in their withdrawal over time. These latter findings suggest
that involvement in close dyadic relationships (e.g., friends, parents) may provide
withdrawn adolescents with just enough positive social interaction to help
ameliorate some of their social fears and improve their confidence in social
situations. In turn, these withdrawn adolescents may become more positively
received by their peers because their social behavior comes to more closely
approximate the norms of sociability prevalent during the adolescent developmental



Social Withdrawal during Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood 173

period. However, relative to the research on social withdrawal and group-level
peer experiences, only a limited literature has examined the importance of dyadic
relationships in the lives of young adolescents who are socially withdrawn.

Taken together, it appears that social withdrawal continues to be a strong risk
factor for social, emotional, and psychological difficulties during adolescence.
There is also growing evidence of significant heterogeneity in the outcomes
associated with adolescent social withdrawal, which may be explained, in part, by
variability in close relationships and social-cognitive tendencies. So far, much of
the research has focused on social withdrawal during adolescence that is motivated
by anxiety or fear, which has been referred to as shyness, anxious-withdrawal, and
shyness-sensitivity (also anxious-solitude; e.g., Gazelle & Rudolph, 2004; Oh et al.,
2008). However, some adolescents’ social withdrawal may be due to social
disinterest (unsociability) or strong preferences to avoid others (avoidance;
Coplan & Armer, 2007). And Asendorpf, Coplan, and others have proposed
that the outcomes associated with social withdrawal may depend on the reasons
for or motivation underlying the withdrawal (e.g., Asendorpf, 1990; Coplan,
Prakash, O’'Neil, & Armer, 2004). Studies of different types of social withdrawal
during childhood indicate that shyness/anxious-withdrawal is more strongly
associated with problematic adjustment indices relative to social disinterest/
unsociability, but we know very little about the correlates and consequences of
avoidance in childhood and adolescence, as well as the risk associated with
unsociability relative to shyness during adolescence (see Bowker & Raja, 2011;
Bowker et al., 2012, Coplan et al., 2013, for recent exceptions).

The relative neglect of social withdrawal subtypes in this area of research has
limited our understanding about which socially withdrawn adolescents may be
most at risk for difficulties and how to best target interventions. Likewise, the
emphasis on social withdrawal in relation to school-based peer relationships has
resulted in little knowledge about social withdrawal in relation to other significant
adolescent developmental changes, such as those related to puberty and cognition,
and the impact of social withdrawal in contexts outside of the school that first
become relevant to functioning during adolescence, such as places of employment.
Do the cognitive changes that occur in adolescence contribute to the enhanced
psychological risk associated with adolescent social withdrawal? Might early versus
late pubertal development exacerbate socially withdrawn adolescents’ fragile self-
concepts and contribute to their social wariness? Perhaps socially withdrawn
adolescents’ behavior is judged less harshly outside of the school context. These
questions should be the topic of future investigations. There is also a need for
research on how socially withdrawn adolescents fare with other-sex peers. Most of
the research on the peer experiences of socially withdrawn adolescents has focused
exclusively on group-level peer difficulties in general (e.g., the extent to which an
adolescent is excluded by both same-sex and other-sex peers) or same-sex friendships
(e.g., Rubin, Wojslawowicz, et al., 2006). Thus, it is not known whether socially
withdrawn adolescents struggle more with same- or other-sex peers or whether
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they are able to form other-sex friendships and romantic relationships, which
become increasingly common during early and middle adolescence (Rubin,
Bukowski, et al., 2006). Another question that merits examination is whether the
correlates and consequences of adolescent social withdrawal differ in Western and
non-Western societies, which may have different norms and expectations for social
behaviors and relationships. Bowker and Raja (2011) found that self-reported
shyness, unsociability, and avoidance during early adolescence in India were
not related significantly to peer rejection and that the associations between
the subtypes of withdrawal and peer exclusion and loneliness were smaller
in magnitude than typically found in studies of socially withdrawn children in
Western societies. Does any type of socially withdrawn behavior during
adolescence carry less risk in non-Western societies because the behavior
contrasts less sharply with cultural norms and expectations? Clearly, there is still
much to discover about for whom, when, and where withdrawing from peers
during adolescence poses the greatest social and psychological risk.

Social withdrawal and emerging adulthood

The heading for this section of the chapter is “social withdrawal and emerging
adulthood” rather than “social withdrawal during emerging adulthood” for a
specific reason. There are two different but equally important lines of research
that describe the impact of withdrawal on development in emerging adulthood.
The first line of work has attempted to understand how withdrawal early in life
(i.e., childhood, adolescence) predicts outcomes in emerging adulthood, and the
second line of research examines the correlates and consequences of withdrawal
during emerging adulthood.

First, there is an existing body of longitudinal work showing that shyness early
in life predicts negative outcomes in emerging and young adulthood. For example,
Caspi and Silva (1995) found that children rated high on shyness at age 3 scored
low on measures of impulsivity, danger seeking, aggression, and social potency
(i-e., forceful, decisive, fond of influencing others, and leadership roles; Caspi &
Silva) at age 18. Other similar studies have found early shyness to be linked to later
introversion and cautiousness (Kagan & Moss, 1962), unassertiveness, depression,
and fewer sources of social support (Caspi, 2000) and delayed entry into adult roles
(e.g., marriage, parenthood, and stable careers; Asendorpf, Denissen, & van Aken,
2008; Caspi, Elder, & Bem, 1988; Kerr, Lambert, & Bem, 1996). Using a different
methodological approach to understand how withdrawal at young ages is linked
to development in emerging adulthood, a recent study linked retrospective
assessments of Australian and Korean emerging adults’ shyness and unsociability
in adolescence (Kim, Rapee, Oh, & Moon, 2008) to functioning in emerging
adulthood. Taken together, this line of research suggests that individuals who are
socially withdrawn, especially shy, as children and adolescents may enter the third
decade of life already at risk for negative outcomes.
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Although interesting and informative, retrospective and longitudinal studies do
not provide insight into how social withdrawal during emerging adulthood may
impact the development of individuals currently in emerging adulthood. Specifically,
it is important to examine the implications of various forms of withdrawal on indi-
viduals attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors in the context of the unique features of a
time period. Therefore, the remainder of this chapter will focus specifically on the
correlates and consequences of social withdrawal in emerging adulthood.

There is evidence that social withdrawal in all of its various forms (a topic we
will address later) is problematic to important aspects of emerging adulthood. For
example, identity development has been identified as an important feature of
emerging adulthood (e.g., Arnett, 2000; Erikson, 1968), and studies have found
that compared to their non-shy peers, shy emerging adults tend to struggle with
both exploration and achievement. Shy individuals have been found to report less
identity commitment than their peers (Barry, Nelson, & Christofferson, 2013). In
the area of career exploration and commitment, shy individuals report lower
career identity levels and, in general, less mature attitudes toward career planning
and exploration (Hamer & Bruch, 1997). Furthermore, Phillips and Bruch (1988)
found that shy undergraduates engaged in less career information-seeking, were
more undecided about a potential career, and expressed less interest in interper-
sonally oriented career fields.

Another important aspect of emerging adulthood is centered around social
interactions with peers (e.g., roommates, classmates, workmates) and relationships
(e.g., romantic partners, friends, parents). Studies have found that compared to the
non-withdrawn peers, shy and withdrawn emerging adults engage in less dating
(Leck, 2006), feel less competent in romantic relationships and less socially accepted
by peers (Nelson et al., 2008), and report lower-quality relationships with friends,
romantic partners, and parents (Barry et al., 2013; Nelson et al., 2008; Rowsell &
Coplan, 2012).

In laboratory-based work, studies have shown that in conversations with a
stranger, shy individuals report greater frequency of negative and anxious thoughts
(especially for men), fewer positive thoughts regarding the interaction, more overt
behavioral signs of anxiety, an increase in somatic arousal, more time self-focusing,
and, in general, fewer vocal exchanges (Bruch, Gorsky, Collins, & Berger, 1989;
Melchior & Cheek, 1990). In sum, social interactions and relationships seem to be
an area for which social withdrawal in emerging adulthood appears to be a
significant risk factor.

Furthermore, emerging adulthood is a period of exploration for young people
including in areas related to sexuality. Emerging evidence suggests that shyness
influences sexual attitudes and behaviors among both young men and women. For
men, shyness has been associated with more permissive sexual attitudes (e.g., the
acceptability of premarital sex, noncommittal sex, and pornography) as well as
increased levels of masturbation and pornography use for males (Luster, Nelson,
Poulsen, & Willoughby, in press). Though these behaviors may be normative in
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emerging adulthood, elevated levels of solitary sexual behavior may exacerbate
existing social tendencies and/or relational deficiencies. In contrast, for women,
shyness has been associated with more conservative sexual attitudes and fewer
sexual partners (Luster et al., in press). Thus, this emerging line of work suggests
that withdrawal might influence young people’s beliefs and behaviors in areas of
exploration common in emerging adulthood.

Finally, with emerging adulthood being a time marked by instability in work,
relationships, education, and residential status (Arnett, 2004), some young people
struggle in a number of areas, and this appears to be the case for socially withdrawn
emerging adults. Again, compared to their non-shy peers, shy emerging adults
have more academic struggles (Hojat, Vogel, Zeleznik, & Bornstein, 1988),
experience greater loneliness in the transition to college (Mounts et al., 2006), and,
in general, report lower levels of happiness (Neto, 2001), well-being (Hotard,
McFatter, McWhirter, & Stegall, 1989), religious strength (Barry et al., 2013), and
self-esteem and self-perceptions (Nelson et al., 2008), as well as higher levels of
anxiety and depression (Nelson et al., 2008).

Taken together, these findings lend support to the notion that social withdrawal,
especially shyness, may have the potential to be problematic in emerging
adulthood (with some possible protective features) because of the instability,
expectations for greater self-reliance, focus on exploration of beliefs and behaviors,
and increased demand on individuals to engage in social interactions and
relationships. However, the emerging picture is cloudy at best because nearly all
of the work conducted with samples of emerging adults has used global and
differing definitions of shyness. For example, some researchers have focused on
the emotional component of shyness (e.g., fear; “I feel tense when I am with
people I don’t know well”; Mounts et al.,, 2006). Others have attempted to
incorporate both the emotions (i.e., fear, anxiety) and cognitions associated with
shyness (e.g., “I feel painfully self-conscious when I'm around strangers”; Melchior
& Cheek, 1990). Still others have focused on the more behavioral components of
shyness with items such as talkative (reverse coded), quiet, outgoing (reverse coded),
and shy (e.g., Nelson et al., 2008).

These examples point to multiple ways in which the term shyness has been
operationalized. However, that is just one of the murky features of studying social
withdrawal in emerging adulthood. There is also a range of behaviors studied in
emerging adulthood that reflect different forms of social withdrawal, or in other
words, different reasons for withdrawing. For example, there is evidence that
whereas some individuals may remove themselves from social settings due to fear
and wariness, others do so out of social disinterest or unsociability (Nelson, 2013).
Often, operational definitions do not tap these potential differences in the reasons
for withdrawing from social settings. For example, studies that take a more global
approach to the study of withdrawal (i.e., operationalizing shyness as talkative
(reverse coded), quiet, outgoing (reverse coded), and shy; e.g., Nelson et al., 2008) fail
to capture the potential differences in the motivations for withdrawing.
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Also, different perspectives and terms are often employed for overlapping
constructs when assessing different types of withdrawal. For example, Barry et al.
(2013) employed the term asocial to capture any withdrawn behaviors not driven
by fear or anxiety. Often those who are shy or engage in social withdrawal are
labeled as introverts or low sociable in the personality literature (Briggs, 1988;
Cheek & Buss, 1981; Eisenberg, Fabes, & Murphy, 1995; Jones & Briggs, 1984). It is
important to note that though shyness may incorporate similar behavioral
characteristics to those who are introverted or low sociable, they are unique
constructs because they differ in motivations. Introverts and those who are low
sociable are characterized by a preference for solitary activity, but these individuals
likely experience minimal difficulty interacting with others when required (Buss &
Plomin, 1984; Eysenck, 1956). On the other hand, shy individuals may have a strong
preference for social activity but are restrained by their experiences of fear and
anxiety (Henderson & Zimbardo, 2001). Those who are introverted may specifically
desire social environments that are low in stimulation, whereas individuals who are
shy may be desirous of stimulation equal to that of extroverts (Henderson,
Zimbardo, & Carducci, 2010). Taken together, though various perspectives,
including the personality literature, have often used the terms asocial, introvert, low
sociable, and shy as interchangeable and they may have some overlap, these terms
are not synonymous (Briggs, 1988).

In sum, the study of social withdrawal in emerging adulthood suggests that
social withdrawal may be of developmental concern, but there are numerous
conceptual issues that require further clarification in order to better understand
the implications of past work and to guide future work. Specifically, the extant
work has often (i) taken global approaches to the study of withdrawal, (ii) assessed
different aspects (i.e., emotional, behavioral, or cognitive) of specific constructs
(e.g., shyness), (iil) used a variety of terms for similar constructs (e.g., asocial,
introverted), and/ or (iv) failed to account for the motivations behind the behaviors.

In order to bring greater clarity and organization to the study of social
withdrawal in emerging adulthood (and also adolescence), it might be useful to
employ the approach—avoidance models of social withdrawal (Asendorpf, 1990,
1993; Gray, 1972) described previously (i.e., shy, unsociable, avoidant) as they are
useful in understanding why individuals (i.e., motivations) may withdraw from
social settings. Indeed, recent work in emerging adulthood suggests that this is a
useful and informative framework for better understanding how various forms of
social withdrawal might be linked to various correlates and outcomes in emerging
adulthood.

Specifically, Nelson (2013) found that shyness, avoidance, and unsociable behav-
iors were identifiable as three distinct forms of social withdrawal in emerging
adulthood and found thateach one wasuniquely related to indices of maladjustment.
Shy individuals (high approach and high avoidance motivations) struggled with
self-worth, fear of negative evaluations from others, depression, social comparisons,
suicidal ideations, and emotional dysregulation. Avoidant (low approach and
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high avoidance motivations) individuals also reported problems in regard to
self-worth, depression, self-harm, suicidal ideations, and emotional dysregulation.
Also, both shy and avoidant individuals reported lower-quality relationships with
best friends, romantic partners, mothers, and fathers compared to the individuals in
the study’s comparison group. Interestingly, there were very few differences
between the unsociable and comparison groups. The unsociable (low approach and
low avoidance motivations) individuals reported higher levels of depression than
the comparison group but otherwise did not differ from the control group on any
other indicator of internalizing or relationship problems.

These distinctions underscore the conceptual and empirical differences between
the groups and, therefore, underscore the need to understand and study differences
between forms of social withdrawal in emerging adulthood based on approach—
avoidance motivations. Indeed, continued use of global measures of withdrawal
will mask what appear to be important differences in the development of
individuals who withdraw from social settings but who do so for very different
reasons. Given the unique features of emerging adulthood, it is critically important
that future work examine the correlates and outcomes of each form of social
withdrawal in the third decade of life.

For example, in striving to become more autonomous and self-reliant, emerging
adults are required to take on greater responsibility in acting for themselves with
many important tasks and contexts requiring social interactions (e.g., dating,
hanging out in groups, work environments, apartments/dorms, classrooms, and
possible religious or volunteer organizations). Therefore, there may be serious
ramifications for individuals who choose not to or are unable to successfully
interact with others during emerging adulthood. For instance, social withdrawal in
all of its forms might have ramifications in individuals’ pursuit of an education. It
is possible that some shy and avoidant individuals do not enroll in college because
their avoidance motivations prevent them from doing so. For those who do enroll,
fear or avoidance tendencies might keep them from raising questions or otherwise
participating in class, seeking help from professors, or participating in resume-
building activities (i.e., clubs, internships, mentored activities) that would enhance
their college experience.

Another important aspect of emerging adulthood is the changing nature of
relationships with peers, romantic partners, and parents. There is evidence that
social withdrawal is linked to lower relationship quality in all of these areas (i.e.,
friends, romantic partners, and parents; Barry et al., 2013; Nelson et al., 2008), but,
again, most of this work employs global ratings of shyness rather than subtypes of
withdrawal. Work is needed to examine various aspects of relationships (quality,
satisfaction, communication, sexuality, empathy, etc.) for each form of social
withdrawal. Indeed, the trajectories of relationship development and maintenance
might vary depending on the motivations for withdrawing. For example, for shy
individuals, researchers might investigate whether or not their approach motivation
leads them to seek out and enter romantic relationships, but then their avoidance
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motivations contribute (i.e., less empathy, communication, self-disclosure; Luster,
Nelson, & Busby, in press) to their experiencing more low-quality relationships
than their more sociable peers. Furthermore, it will be important to learn how
unsociable individuals form and maintain romantic relationships when they do not
have a strong motivation to be with other people. In general, various motivations
for withdrawal might impact, among other issues related to romantic relationships,
whether or how often one dates and cohabits and beliefs about and timing of
marriage.

Subtypes of withdrawal might also influence parent—child relationships.
Emerging adults often report a desire to see their relationships with their parents
mature into one of equals (e.g., Nelson et al., 2007). Hence, there is little if
any evidence that the parent—child relationship diminishes during emerging
adulthood; instead, it changes and matures. However, there is little if any work
examining the association between subtypes of withdrawal and various aspects of
the parent—child relationship including relationship quality, parental knowledge, or
parenting styles. It would also be important to understand whether various
motivations for withdrawing from social settings might lead some individuals to
remain at home with their parents for longer. Although media depictions of those
who live at home with their parents often portray these individuals as being more
socially inhibited, there are no studies that have examined how different forms of
withdrawal might be related to various living arrangements including remaining
at home with parents. In sum, emerging evidence seems to suggest that there is
reason to be concerned about the risk factors that exist in emerging adulthood for
those who withdraw from social interaction, especially avoidant and shy individuals,
but points to the possibility that there might be a number of adaptive features as
well especially for unsociable emerging adults. This underscores the need for
future work to explore for both adaptive and maladaptive correlates and outcomes
related to shy, avoidant, and unsocial withdrawal in emerging adulthood.

Conclusion

Taken together, there is much work to be done to better understand the develop-
mental trajectory of individuals who engage in various forms of social withdrawal.
Adolescence is a unique period characterized by biological, cognitive, and social
changes, and emerging adulthood is unique as young people strive to become self-
reliant, autonomous individuals. The nature of relationships, exploration, identity
development, instability, and other features of both developmental periods raise
concern about the developmental trajectories for those who may choose to
withdraw from or, due to fear, struggle with peer relationships and social
interactions. Therefore, the study of social withdrawal in adolescence and emerg-
ing adulthood deserves much more developmentally informed theoretical and
empirical attention.
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