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Abstract
Shyness has been well established as a hindrance to social adjustment and may be problematic for emerging adults attending
university, given the high social expectations placed upon students. Previous studies suggest emerging adults high in shyness
recruit their friends to act as social surrogates in order to help reduce the stress of entering social interactions; yet, whether
other less studied forms of social withdrawal (i.e., avoidance, unsociability) are associated with social surrogacy remains
uninvestigated. The goal of the present study was to examine differences between subtypes of withdrawal as related to social
surrogacy, while considering the roles of social anxiety and social self-efficacy. Participants were 961 emerging adults (76%
female; 67% Caucasian) between the ages of 18 and 25 (M= 20.15, SD= 1.71). The results indicated that patterns of social
surrogacy varied between withdrawal subtypes, such that social surrogacy was positively related to shyness, and negatively
related to unsociability, whereas avoidance yielded mixed results. The findings highlight the importance of considering
withdrawal motivations in understanding social surrogacy.
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Introduction

Emerging adulthood is a developmental period involving
the process of becoming an autonomous adult. As part of
this process, emerging adults routinely find themselves
navigating unfamiliar social contexts including relation-
ships, work, and education (Arnett 2015). Engaging in these
social settings may be daunting for socially withdrawn
emerging adults, as their tendency to withdraw from social
interaction may impede developmental milestones of
emerging adulthood, such as exploring one’s identity
through romantic relationships and vocational and educa-
tional pursuits (Nelson et al. 2008). One major life change
often associated with emerging adulthood is the transition
from high school to university (Arnett 2016). Socially
withdrawn emerging adults may find this change particu-
larly challenging, especially since the development of new
friendships is an influential factor in successful adaptation
to university life (Nelson 2013; Sevinc and Gizir 2014).

Although most university students experience some degree
of anxiety socializing with new peers, shy students have an
especially difficult time engaging socially (Denovan and
Macaskill 2013).

According to Bradshaw’s (1998) social surrogate hypoth-
esis, shy individuals recruit friends, referred to as social sur-
rogates, to help reduce the stress of entering and participating
in social interactions. Whether this hypothesis extends to
other types of social withdrawal is currently unknown. Sub-
types of social withdrawal, including shyness (i.e., conflicting
interest and fear regarding social interaction), avoidance (i.e.,
tendency to avoid others), and unsociability (i.e., social dis-
interest), are based on internal social approach-avoidance
motivations (Nelson 2013). Various factors underlie an indi-
vidual’s motivation in moving toward (and away from) social
interaction, including social interest, anxiety, and self-efficacy
regarding one’s social skills (Barry et al. 2013; Nikitin and
Schoch 2014). Moreover, research testing the social surrogate
hypothesis is scarce. While some of this limited work
examined shyness, and other work focused on social anxiety,
no prior study has considered avoidance or unsociability.
Thus, the goal of the present study was to seek further support
for the social surrogate hypothesis by examining multiple
subtypes of social withdrawal and clarifying the roles of
social anxiety and social self-efficacy in social surrogacy
among emerging adults.
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Shyness and the Social Surrogate Hypothesis

Shyness is a type of social withdrawal characterized by
feelings of fear and discomfort in social situations. While
shy individuals want to interact with others, fear of judg-
ment and humiliation prevents them from doing so (Nelson
2013). Bradshaw’s (1998) social surrogate hypothesis
argues that individuals high in shyness actively cope with
feelings of social distress through recruitment and utiliza-
tion of social surrogates. According to Bradshaw, a social
surrogate is a person whom a shy individual recruits to
accompany them into potentially stressful social situations.
This person, often a friend, may offer support and comfort
during social interactions by simply being present, facil-
itating interactions, or engaging in conversation on behalf of
the shy individual. Bradshaw suggested that having a social
surrogate present allows shy people to enter social situations
more frequently, as well as lowers anxiety and increases
engagement in such contexts.

In the first empirical test of the social surrogate
hypothesis, Bradshaw (1998) presented university students
with hypothetical scenarios depicting potentially anxiety-
provoking situations where one might wish to recruit a
social surrogate. Compared to low-shy individuals, high-
shy individuals were more likely to endorse recruiting a
social surrogate to go with them to various social events
(i.e., recruitment). In addition, high-shy persons were more
likely to endorse efforts to get the surrogate to perform
social behaviors on their behalf (i.e., utilization). Further,
while low-shy persons reported willingness to enter social
situations even without a surrogate, high-shy persons were
not (i.e., conditional entry). This could be in part because,
unlike low-shy individuals who predominantly recruited to
increase enjoyment, high-shy individuals more often
recruited to make social situations less stressful.

Since Bradshaw’s (1998) original investigation, only
three studies have explored the link between shyness and
social surrogacy. In the first study, Souma et al. (2008)
found that over seven months, university students high in
shyness expanded their social networks at the same rate as
students low in shyness through use of social surrogates,
and they did so by befriending others in their surrogate’s
social network. In a study of early adolescents, Markovic
and Bowker (2015) found that low and high levels of social
surrogate use were linked with social problems, whereas
moderate levels were not. Moreover, high social surrogate
use was linked with anxiety at high levels of shyness. In
another study, Arbeau et al. (2012) found that social sur-
rogacy was positively correlated with shyness and social
anxiety in middle childhood. In addition, children who
reported recruiting a social surrogate for emotional support
tended to be shy and socially anxious. Taken together, these
studies support Bradshaw’s (1998) hypothesized positive

relation between social surrogacy and shyness. Although
social surrogacy appears to have benefits for university
students (Souma et al. 2008), (social) anxiety has been
linked with social surrogacy earlier in development (Arbeau
et al. 2012; Markovic and Bowker 2015). With the excep-
tion of Arbeau et al. (2012), researchers have not examined
shyness and social anxiety in relation to social surrogacy in
a single study.

Subtypes of Social Withdrawal

While research points to a link between social surrogacy
and shyness, researchers have yet to investigate whether this
association extends to other forms of social withdrawal.
Social withdrawal is a multidimensional construct, encom-
passing different underlying motivations for approaching
versus avoiding social interaction (Nelson 2013).
Researchers have identified subtypes of social withdrawal,
including shyness, avoidance, and unsociability. Shyness
involves both high approach and high avoidance motiva-
tions to interact (Poole et al. 2017). This means that indi-
viduals high in shyness want to engage; yet, they are
temperamentally anxious and fearful around others and, as a
result, avoid social interactions (Nelson 2013). Avoidance
involves low approach and high avoidance motivations to
interact and a strong desire for solitude (Nelson 2013). As
such, persons high in avoidance may be less likely to make
efforts to recruit a social surrogate; still, if they find them-
selves in a social situation, they may rely on a surrogate to
facilitate the interaction. This is because the presence of a
surrogate may allow highly avoidant individuals to avoid
the stress of having to actively participate in social inter-
actions themselves. Lastly, unsociability involves both low
approach and low avoidance motivations to interact (Nelson
2013). While those high in unsociability prefer to spend
time alone, they do not actively avoid social contexts
(Rubin and Barstead 2014). Further, when placed in social
situations, highly unsociable individuals typically interact
effectively (Barry et al. 2013). In theory, unsociability
would not involve motivation to recruit by feelings of
anxiety, nor the desire to increase social fun. When
required, individuals high in unsociability could be expec-
ted to enter and navigate social situations comfortably on
their own, and thus may lack motivation to recruit and use
social surrogates.

Considering the motivation underlying social withdrawal
may be important, especially in relation to social surrogacy.
Although Bradshaw (1998) did not study types of social
withdrawal beyond shyness, his research suggests that the
degree to which an individual is interested in social inter-
action (i.e., sociability) plays a role in understanding social
surrogacy. Specifically, sociability was a significant cov-
ariate in many of the associations Bradshaw observed
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between shyness and social surrogacy. Thus, it may be
important to consider the extent to which an individual is
motivated to socially interact with others by examining
avoidance and unsociability, in addition to shyness, in order
to provide a more complete understanding of social
surrogacy.

Social Anxiety

Among the few studies on the social surrogate hypothesis,
two examined social anxiety, (Boucher and Cummings
2014, 2017), rather than shyness—the construct upon which
Bradshaw (1998) based his hypothesis. This is not unusual,
as shyness and social anxiety share common features, such
as somatic symptoms, as well as fear and avoidance of
social situations in which one could be evaluated negatively
(Peschard and Philippot 2017; Poole et al. 2017). Among
university students, Boucher and Cummings (2014) found
that social anxiety was positively linked with greater
endorsements of recruiting and using surrogates, and reports
that they would be less likely to enter social situations
without a surrogate present (i.e., conditional entry). More
recently, Boucher and Cummings (2017) investigated social
anxiety and social surrogacy among college roommates.
Although findings revealed a positive association between
social anxiety and conditional entry, social anxiety was only
linked to recruitment in hypothetical scenarios. In sum,
Boucher and Cummings (2014, 2017) showed that social
anxiety is a key factor to consider in studies on social
surrogacy. Nevertheless, while shyness and social anxiety
overlap, they are not identical (Poole et al. 2017; Tsui et al.
2017) and can operate differently (Scott et al. 2018; Tsui
et al. 2017). As recommended previously (Poole et al. 2017;
Tsui et al. 2017), it is important to conceptualize and study
shyness and social anxiety as separate constructs in order to
evaluate their potential differences.

A theoretically important difference between shyness and
social anxiety focuses on the desire to interact with others.
For example, research on shyness indicates that shy children
show social interest by watching and hovering over peers
(Coplan and Ooi 2014). These findings support the theo-
retical assumption that shyness is accompanied by a high
approach motivation, which is inhibited by social fear
(Nelson 2013). Although some researchers have proposed a
similar “approach-avoidance conflict” in relation to social
anxiety (Brown et al. 2007; Taylor and Amir 2012), there is
a lack of evidence to support this claim. In fact, social
anxiety has been linked to low approach motivations and
behaviors using both explicit and implicit measures such as
observation, self-report, and cognitive tasks (Taylor and
Amir 2012). Considering both avoidance and approach
motivations, Brown and colleagues (2007) found that social
anxiety was positively associated with a preference to be

alone when with others, whereas social anxiety was not
significantly related to spending time alone despite a pre-
ference to be with others. Overall, empirical evidence shows
that, like shyness, social anxiety is positively linked with a
high avoidance motivation, yet unlike shyness, social
anxiety is not positively related to a high approach
motivation.

The desire to engage with others is an important dis-
tinction between shyness and social anxiety within the
context of the present study, as Bradshaw’s (1998) research
suggests social interest plays a role in understanding social
surrogacy. Moreover, the social surrogate hypothesis sug-
gests that shy persons use surrogates to reduce social
anxiety in stressful interactions. Seeking out such support
can be thought of as a safety behavior, which is most often
utilized when attempting to “reduce the experience of
unpleasant feelings or the risk of feared outcomes” (Helbig-
Lang and Petermann 2010, p. 218). Indeed, Bradshaw ori-
ginally conceived of social anxiety as an experience that
motivates individuals high in shyness to seek out the sup-
port of a social surrogate to reduce unpleasant feelings
during social interactions.

Despite the extant research, it remains unknown whether
shyness contributes to social surrogacy beyond social
anxiety. By describing the constructs of shyness and social
anxiety interchangeably in social surrogacy research,
scholars not only fail to acknowledge that shyness and
social anxiety represent overlapping, yet theoretically
somewhat distinct constructs (Poole et al. 2017; Tsui et al.
2017), but also stray from directly testing the social surro-
gate hypothesis, which focused on shyness. Thus, of interest
in the present study was to determine whether further sup-
port for Bradshaw’s (1998) original hypothesis could be
obtained by distinguishing the roles of shyness and social
anxiety in understanding social surrogacy. Given the high
approach motivation characteristic of shyness (but not
social anxiety), we expected that shyness would contribute
to explaining variance in social surrogacy beyond social
anxiety.

It should also be noted that potential associations
between other forms of social withdrawal and social anxiety
remain unexplored. Given that a high social avoidance
motivation is related to both social anxiety and avoidance
(Nikitin and Schoch 2014), some overlap between these two
constructs is likely. In contrast, as unsociability is related to
a low motivation to approach and avoid (Nelson 2013),
social anxiety should have little, if any, association with
unsociability.

Social Self-Efficacy

The social surrogate hypothesis (Bradshaw 1998) suggests
that shy persons recruit social surrogates to reduce anxiety;
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however, social self-efficacy may also play a role. Self-
efficacy beliefs refer to perceptions of one’s abilities to meet
a goal (Di Giunta et al. 2010). While self-efficacy beliefs do
not refer to one’s actual abilities, these self-perceptions
predict the decision to engage in a behavior, as well as effort
and perseverance during times of difficulty. Extending this
definition to the social realm, social self-efficacy is descri-
bed as the belief one has in their ability to navigate social
interactions through successful performance of certain
behaviors (Di Giunta et al. 2010). According to Di Giunta
et al. (2010), examples of these behaviors include voicing
one’s opinions, working well with others, sharing personal
experiences, and being able to effectively handle inter-
personal issues. Strong social self-efficacy is linked to
positive outcomes, such as higher social adjustment, posi-
tive affect, and life-satisfaction, as well as lower depression
(Meng et al. 2015).

As social anxiety may motivate individuals high in
shyness to recruit a social surrogate (i.e., recruitment;
Bradshaw 1998), both social anxiety and lower social self-
efficacy may predict reluctance to socialize without a sur-
rogate present (i.e., conditional entry) and reliance on a
surrogate to facilitate social interaction (i.e., utilization).
Indeed, Bradshaw (1998) found that among high shy indi-
viduals, a greater proportion reported that the reason they
recruited surrogates was to reduce stress, rather than
because the surrogate performed social tasks better (i.e., low
social self-efficacy), or because social situations were more
fun with a friend. Although low social self-efficacy may not
necessarily motivate an individual to recruit a surrogate, it
may underlie an individual’s conditional use of a surrogate
to perform social tasks on their behalf.

Social support can serve as an important resource for
those who are anxious and lack social confidence (Meng
et al. 2015). Shy people expect to commit social errors
during interactions and fear that, upon doing so, they will be
judged negatively and humiliated (Nelson 2013). Embed-
ded in these social expectations is the unfortunate belief that
they are incapable of interacting effectively with others.
Particularly with respect to university students, shy students
often experience difficulty in creating or joining social cir-
cles (Denovan and Macaskill 2013); thus, shyness is likely
to be inversely related to social self-efficacy. As such, shy
individuals may be motivated to use social surrogates in
part because they are not confident in their social cap-
abilities. Similar to shyness, avoidance is related to rela-
tionship problems (Nelson 2013), and thus avoidance
should also be inversely related to social self-efficacy.
Contrary to shyness, low social self-efficacy in those high in
avoidance is not likely to motivate the use of social surro-
gates given the low approach motivation involved in
avoidance. Finally, unsociability is largely unrelated to
relationship problems (Nelson 2013), and thus is also likely

to be unrelated to social self-efficacy. Emerging adults
higher in unsociability may not use social surrogates in part
because social inability is not an issue for them (Barry et al.
2013).

Evidence that shyness and social anxiety are related to
the use of a surrogate to perform tasks on one’s behalf in
social interactions and refusal to enter social settings with-
out a surrogate present (Boucher and Cummings 2014;
Bradshaw 1998) suggests that low social self-efficacy may
be related to conditional entry and utilization. Further evi-
dence based on reasons for recruitment (Bradshaw 1998)
suggests that low social self-efficacy may be unrelated to
recruitment. These assumptions were tested more directly in
the present study by examining the role of social anxiety
and social self-efficacy in understanding social surrogacy.
Specifically, the present study examined whether various
forms of social withdrawal predict social surrogacy, beyond
theoretically motivating factors of social anxiety and social
self-efficacy.

Current Study

Prior research suggests that motivation for social interaction
is critical in predicting outcomes among withdrawn emer-
ging adults (Nelson 2013). Yet, social surrogacy has been
investigated only in accordance to shyness and social
anxiety. With the exception of Arbeau and colleagues
(2012), researchers have not examined shyness and social
anxiety in relation to social surrogacy in a single study.
Moreover, whether shyness and other withdrawal subtypes
contribute to social surrogacy, beyond social anxiety, has
yet to be explored. Although the social surrogate hypothesis
(Bradshaw 1998) specifies anxiety as an underlying moti-
vator for social surrogacy, Bradshaw’s work indirectly
suggests that a lack of social self-efficacy may also be an
important motivator in utilizing a surrogate. The present
study extends the literature, not only by examining asso-
ciations between social surrogacy and multiple types of
social withdrawal, but also by considering the potential
roles of social anxiety and social self-efficacy. Specifically,
the current study examined whether various forms of social
withdrawal (i.e., shyness, avoidance, and unsociability)
predict recruitment (including reasons for recruitment),
conditional entry, and utilization, beyond theoretically
motivating factors of social anxiety and social self-efficacy.

As social anxiety and social self-efficacy theoretically
undergird social surrogacy (Bradshaw 1998), we aimed to
examine whether these variables were significantly related
to social surrogacy. Consistent with previous findings
(Arbeau et al. 2012; Boucher and Cummings 2014), we
hypothesized that social anxiety would be positively asso-
ciated with social surrogacy, and that social anxiety would
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predict recruitment of a surrogate to relieve stress. Based on
Bradshaw’s (1998) findings regarding reasons for recruit-
ment, we expected that social self-efficacy would be unre-
lated to recruitment, yet negatively associated with
conditional entry and utilization, and that emerging adults
with higher social self-efficacy would recruit for fun.

Regarding social withdrawal, we aimed to examine
whether shyness, avoidance, and unsociability predict social
surrogacy, after accounting for theoretically motivating
factors of social anxiety and social self-efficacy. We
hypothesized that social withdrawal would be significantly
associated with social surrogacy, beyond social anxiety and
social self-efficacy. More specifically, to test the robustness
of the social surrogate hypothesis (Bradshaw 1998), we
expected that beyond social anxiety and social self-efficacy,
shyness would be positively related to recruitment, condi-
tional entry, and utilization. Further, we expected shyness to
be associated with the motivation to recruit to relieve stress.
Given the lack of previous research from which to generate
hypotheses, expectations regarding avoidance and
unsociability were based solely on underlying motivations
for withdrawal. Accordingly, we expected that avoidance
and unsociability would be negatively associated with
social surrogacy, and would be unrelated to specific reasons
for recruiting a surrogate, in light of avoidant and unsoci-
able emerging adults’ shared low approach motivation
(Nelson 2013).

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were 961 undergraduate students (76% female)
between the ages of 18 and 25 (Mage= 20.15, SD= 1.71).
Participants identified as Caucasian (67.1%), Black (7.7%),
Asian (6.5%), Middle Eastern (3.2%), South Asian (2.5%),
Latin American (1.8%), Aboriginal (.7%), or multiethnic
(10.5%). Participants’ current year of study varied across
first (31.1%), second (23.7%), third (21.8%), fourth
(18.6%), and fifth year or higher (4.8%). The majority of
participants (87%) were enrolled at a university or college
in Canada, with the remaining 13% of participants attending
a university or college outside of Canada. Participants were
recruited through advertisements posted on the host insti-
tution’s online research subject pool and two participant
recruitment websites, including www.socialpsychology.org/
expts and psych.hanover.edu/research/exponent. The
advertisement provided a link that directed participants to
the online consent form, survey, and feedback letter. All
procedures for the study were approved by the institutional
Research Ethics Board and complied with APA ethical
standards. Informed consent was obtained for all

participants prior to completing a series of online ques-
tionnaires as described below.

Measures

Social withdrawal

Shyness, avoidance, and unsociability were measured using
the 20-item Emerging Adult Social Preference Scale-
Revised (Nelson 2013). Participants responded to items
on a five-point Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree.” Examples of questionnaire items include
“I’d like to hang out with other people, but I’m sometimes
nervous to” (shyness; 6 items; α= .92), “I don’t really like
other people and prefer being alone” (avoidance; 4 items; α
= .79) and “I’m just as happy to be by myself as with other
people” (unsociability; 4 items; α= .80). The six-item
social isolation subscale is an indicator of exclusion rather
than social withdrawal, and thus was not of interest in the
present study. Nelson’s (2013) exploratory factor analysis
with a university sample of emerging adults supported a
four-factor solution with each factor demonstrating ade-
quate internal consistency (shyness: α= .91; avoidance: α
= .82; unsociability: α= .62; isolation: α= .89).

Social surrogacy

Social surrogacy was measured using a slightly modified
version of Bradshaw’s (1998) Social Surrogacy Ques-
tionnaire. Participants were first presented with the following
instructions: “Networks of friends are people whom we share
information with, support in times of need, and celebrate with
when good things happen. Some people often use their net-
works of friends to help them interact with others. In this part
of the study, we are interested in how often you try to get
friends to go with you to social events and situations.” Par-
ticipants were asked whether they try to get a friend to go with
them to social events or situations and, if so, to indicate the
main reason for recruiting a friend from the following choi-
ces: (1) these situations are more fun when a friend is with
me, (2) having a friend with me makes these situations less
stressful, (3) my friend performs the needed behaviors/tasks
better than I do, and (4) my friend might get mad at me if I
don’t invite them. Although not originally part of Bradshaw’s
(1998) measure, the fourth option was added based on the
importance of maintaining friendships in emerging adulthood
(Buote et al. 2007). Next, participants were presented with
14 scenarios commonly encountered in emerging adulthood
(e.g., “ Going to a party where almost all the people there are
strangers;” “Attending a small group review session offered
by a professor where the professor would be both asking and
answering questions”; “Approaching a romantically attractive
stranger”). Both recruitment and conditional entry were
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assessed using these 14 scenarios. To measure recruitment,
participants indicated the extent to which they agree with the
statement “I would try to get my friend to go with me” for
each scenario, using a seven-point Likert scale from “strongly
disagree” to “strongly agree”. To measure conditional entry,
participants used the same seven-point Likert scale to indicate
the extent to which they agree with the statement “I would not
go unless I got my friend to go along with me” for each
scenario. A participant’s mean score across each scenario was
used as an overall assessment of recruitment (α= .85) and
conditional entry (α= .85). Next, to assess utilization, parti-
cipants were presented with 10 behaviors commonly used by
emerging adults in social settings (e.g., “Attract a waitress’
attention in a restaurant to get a drink refill;” “Walk up to an
unfamiliar person at a party and say hello”). For each beha-
vior, participants indicated the extent to which they agree with
the statement “I would try to get my friend to do this for me”,
using a seven-point Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree.” A participant’s mean score across each
behavior was used as an overall assessment of utilization (α
= .87). Using a university sample, Boucher and Cummings
(2017) demonstrated good reliability for recruitment (α
= .86), conditional entry (α= .84), and utilization (α= .87).
These researchers also demonstrated adequate validity based
on inter-rater agreement between participants and their
roommate for recruitment (r= .72, p < .01), conditional entry
(r= .55, p < .01), and utilization (r= .62, p < .01).

Social anxiety

Social anxiety was measured using the Mini-Social Phobia
Inventory (Mini-SPIN; Connor et al. 2001). Participants
reported how true each statement was for them using a four-
point scale from “not at all” to “extremely.” The three items
of this measure (e.g., “Fear of embarrassment causes me to
avoid doing things or speaking to people”) demonstrated
good internal consistency (α= .82). The Mini-SPIN has
demonstrated good efficiency in distinguishing individuals
with elevated symptoms of social anxiety disorder relative to
non-socially anxious individuals in an adult clinical sample
(Connor et al. 2001), adolescent community sample (Garcia-
Lopez and Moore 2015), and university student sample
(Osorio et al. 2007). The measure has also demonstrated
good construct validity based on comparisons with other
social anxiety measures (Garcia-Lopez and Moore 2015)
and interviews by independent raters (Osorio et al. 2007).

Social self-efficacy

Social self-efficacy was measured using the Perceived
Social Self-Efficacy scale (PSSE; Di Giunta et al. 2010).
Each of the five items on the PSSE (α = .80; e.g., “How
well can you actively participate in group activities?”) were

rated using a five-point scale from “not well” to “very well.”
Di Giunta et al. (2010) found internal consistency of the
PSSE to be adequate for Italian (α= .69), American (α
= .76), and Bolivian (α= .66) samples of emerging adult
university students. These researchers also demonstrated
good construct validity and incremental validity in an
emerging adult Italian sample comprised of 82% university
students.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the study
variables are presented in Table 1. Of particular interest,
shyness and social anxiety were highly correlated. In
addition, shyness and social anxiety were positively corre-
lated with recruitment, whereas unsociability and avoidance
were negatively correlated with recruitment. Shyness, social
anxiety, and avoidance were positively correlated with
conditional entry and utilization, whereas social self-
efficacy was negatively correlated with conditional entry
and utilization.

The proportion of participants reporting the main reason
for trying to get a friend to go with them to social events or
situations was examined. The majority of participants (n=
628; Group 1) reported recruiting because “these situations
are more fun when a friend is with me,” followed by
“having a friend with me makes these situations less
stressful” (n= 297; Group 2). Few participants reported
recruitment because “my friend performs the needed beha-
viors/tasks better than I do” (n= 18; Group 3) or “my friend
might get mad at me if I don’t invite them” (n= 3; Group
4). Only 15 participants (Group 5) reported that they never
engage in recruitment behavior. Chi-square analyses indi-
cated significant differences in the proportion across reason
groups, χ² (4)= 1552.79, p < .001. Follow up binomial tests
indicated the proportion of participants in Group 1 (for fun)
was significantly greater than all other groups, and the
proportion of participants in Group 2 (stress relief) was
significantly greater than Groups 3, 4, and 5 (all p’s < .001).

Next, preliminary analyses were conducted to identify
potential covariates. Exploratory t tests were run for each of
the study variables to explore possible differences based on
sex and ethnicity (Table 2). With the exception of social
self-efficacy, females scored significantly higher than males
on all study variables. Compared to Caucasian participants
(the majority ethnicity in our sample), non-Caucasian par-
ticipants scored significantly higher on recruitment, condi-
tional entry, utilization, shyness, and unsociability.
Additional preliminary analyses showed no significant dif-
ferences on study variables based on year in university or
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location of university. Given our primary interest in the role
of social withdrawal in understanding social surrogacy, sex
and ethnicity were entered as covariates in subsequent
analyses.

Hierarchical Logistic Regression Analysis Predicting
Recruitment Reason

A hierarchical logistic regression analysis was conducted
predicting recruitment reason from control variables (sex
and ethnicity; Block 1), social anxiety and social self-
efficacy (Block 2), and social withdrawal (shyness, avoid-
ance, unsociability; Block 3). As preliminary analyses
indicated that participants were significantly more likely to
recruit for fun or to relieve stress compared to other possible
reasons, recruiting for fun (coded as 0) versus recruiting to
relieve stress (coded as 1) was entered as the dichotomous

outcome variable. Necessarily, only those 925 participants
(96.3% of the sample) who indicated that they either recruit
for fun or to relieve stress were included in the hierarchical
logistic regression analyses described below.

The entry of control variables in Block 1 increased the
variance accounted for beyond the null model, Nagelkerke
R²= .04, χ² (2)= 22.70, p < .001. Females were sig-
nificantly more likely to recruit to relieve stress than males,
B= .82, Exp(B)= 2.27, Wald= 18.92, p < .001. Ethnicity
was not a significant predictor of recruitment reason, B=
−.26, Exp(B)= .77, Wald= 2.79, p= .10. The entry of
social anxiety and social self-efficacy in Block 2 sig-
nificantly increased the variance accounted for beyond the
control variables, Nagelkerke ΔR²= .17, χ² (2)= 119.14, p
< .001. Inspection of the coefficients revealed that social
anxiety positively predicted recruiting to relieve stress, B
= .66, Exp(B)= 1.93, Wald= 67.65, p < .001, whereas

Table 2 Sex and ethnic
differences in study variables

Males Females Caucasian Non-Caucasian

(n= 234) (n= 727) (n= 645) (n= 361)

M (SD) M (SD) t d M (SD) M (SD) t d

Recruitment 3.86(.96) 4.15(1.09) 3.57*** .28 4.03(1.08) 4.19(1.04) 2.15* .15

Conditional entry 2.71(.87) 2.90(1.01) 2.55* .20 2.77(.96) 3.01(1.00) 3.48** .24

Utilization 2.53(1.13) 3.03(1.41) 4.81*** .39 2.84(1.38) 3.05(1.33) 2.16* .15

Shyness 2.83(1.10) 3.18(1.11) 4.16*** .32 3.05(1.11) 3.20(1.12) 2.02* .13

Unsociability 3.36(.80) 3.51(.91) 2.33* .18 3.43(.90) 3.58(.86) 2.49* .17

Avoidance 2.38(.65) 2.51(.73) 2.50* .19 2.47(.72) 2.50(.71) .62 .04

Social anxiety 2.80(1.02) 3.22(1.09) 5.12*** .40 3.09(1.10) 3.17(1.06) 1.14 .07

Social self-efficacy 3.82(.77) 3.88(.73) 1.01 .08 3.86(.72) 3.87(.77) .23 .01

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 1 Descriptive statistics
and intercorrelations between
study variables

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.

1. Recruitment –

2. Conditional
entry

.65*** –

3. Utilization .53*** .59*** –

4. Shyness .24*** .33*** .40*** –

5. Unsociability −.11** −.05 −.01 .21*** –

6. Avoidance −.07* .08* .14*** .32*** .48*** –

7. Social
anxiety

.25*** .34*** .41*** .68*** .13*** .25*** –

8. Social self-
efficacy

−.06 −.25*** −.27*** −.36*** −.05 −.40*** −.31*** –

M 4.08 2.85 2.91 3.10 3.48 2.48 3.12 3.87

SD 1.07 .98 1.36 1.12 .89 .71 1.09 .74

Range 1.00–7.00 1.00–7.00 1.00–7.00 1.00–5.00 1.00–5.00 1.00–5.00 1.00–5.00 1.00–
5.00

N= 961

*p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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social self-efficacy predicted recruiting for fun, B=−.43,
Exp(B)= .65, Wald= 14.90, p < .001. The entry of social
withdrawal variables in Block 3 significantly increased the
variance accounted for beyond all variables already in the
model, Nagelkerke ΔR²= .06, χ² (3)= 43.27, p < .001.
Examination of the coefficients showed that shyness and
avoidance both positively predicted recruiting to relieve
stress, B= .63, Exp(B)= 1.87, Wald= 34.37, p < .001 and
B= .33, Exp(B)= 1.39, Wald= 5.30, p= .02, respectively.
Unsociability did not significantly predict recruitment rea-
son, B=−.17, Exp(B)= .85, Wald= 2.47, p= .12. The
final model accounted for 26% of the variance in recruit-
ment reason, χ² (7)= 185.11, p < .001.

Hierarchical Multiple Linear Regression Analyses
Predicting Social Surrogacy

A series of hierarchical multiple linear regression analyses
were conducted to examine the associations between social
withdrawal and social surrogacy. Separate analyses were
conducted for recruitment, conditional entry, and utilization.
In each regression, sex and ethnicity were entered as control
variables at Step 1. Social anxiety and social self-efficacy
were entered at Step 2, followed by shyness, avoidance, and
unsociability at Step 3. The results from these analyses are
presented in Table 3. All findings reported below yielded
small effect sizes.

Recruitment

Sex and ethnicity accounted for 2% of the variance in
recruitment. Females and non-Caucasian participants
reported greater levels of recruitment than males and Cau-
casian participants, respectively. Social anxiety and social
self-efficacy accounted for an additional 6% of the variance

in recruitment beyond the control variables. Social anxiety
was positively associated with recruitment, whereas social
self-efficacy was not significantly associated with recruit-
ment. Social anxiety uniquely accounted for 5.5% of the
variance in recruitment. Social withdrawal variables
accounted for an additional 4% of the variance in recruit-
ment beyond all other variables in the model. Shyness was
positively associated with recruitment, whereas unsocia-
bility and avoidance were negatively associated with
recruitment. Shyness uniquely accounted for 1.7% of the
variance in recruitment, whereas unsociability and avoid-
ance uniquely accounted for 1 and 0.9%, respectively.

Conditional entry

Sex and ethnicity accounted for 2% of the variance in
conditional entry. Females and non-Caucasian partici-
pants reported greater levels of conditional entry than
males and Caucasian participants, respectively. Social
anxiety and social self-efficacy accounted for an addi-
tional 13% of the variance in conditional entry beyond the
control variables. Social anxiety was positively associated
with conditional entry, whereas social self-efficacy was
negatively associated with conditional entry. Social
anxiety uniquely accounted for 7.4% of the variance in
conditional entry, whereas social self-efficacy uniquely
accounted for 2.8%. Social withdrawal variables accoun-
ted for an additional 3% of the variance in conditional
entry beyond all other variables in the model. Shyness
was positively associated with conditional entry, whereas
unsociability was negatively associated with recruitment.
Avoidance was not significantly associated with condi-
tional entry. Shyness uniquely accounted for 1.7% of the
variance in conditional entry, whereas unsociability
uniquely accounted for 1%.

Table 3 Summary of
hierarchical regression analyses
predicting social surrogacy from
social anxiety, and social self-
efficacy, and social withdrawal

Recruitment Conditional entry Utilization

β sr² ΔR² β sr² ΔR² β sr² ΔR²

Step 1 .02*** .02*** .03***

Sex .12*** .02 .09** .01 .16*** .03

Ethnicity −.08* .01 −.12*** .02 −.08* .01

Step 2 .06*** .13*** .17***

Social anxiety .24*** .05 .28*** .07 .33*** .10

Social self-efficacy .02 .00 −.17*** .03 −.17*** .03

Step 3 .04*** .03*** .04***

Shyness .18*** .02 .17*** .02 .21*** .03

Unsociability −.11** .01 −.11** .01 −.10** .01

Avoidance −.11** .01 −.04 .00 .01 .00

Total R² .12*** .18*** .24***

N= 961. Sex is coded 0=males, 1= females. Ethnicity is coded 0=Non-Caucasian, 1= Caucasian

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Utilization

Sex and ethnicity accounted for 3% of the variance in uti-
lization. Females and non-Caucasian participants reported
greater levels of utilization than males and Caucasian par-
ticipants, respectively. Social anxiety and social self-
efficacy accounted for an additional 17% of the variance
in utilization beyond the control variables. Social anxiety
was positively associated with utilization, whereas social
self-efficacy was negatively associated with utilization.
Social anxiety uniquely accounted for 11.4% of the variance
in utilization, whereas social self-efficacy uniquely
accounted for 3.3%. Social withdrawal variables accounted
for an additional 4% of the variance in utilization beyond all
other variables in the model. Shyness was positively asso-
ciated with utilization, whereas unsociability was negatively
associated with utilization. Avoidance was not significantly
associated with utilization. Shyness uniquely accounted for
3% of the variance in utilization, whereas unsociability
uniquely accounted for 0.9%.

Alternate Model Analyses

To explore whether the association between social anxiety
and social surrogacy was strongest at low levels of social
self-efficacy, we ran regression models described above
with the inclusion of the interaction term for social anxiety
and social self-efficacy. These analyses yielded non-
significant interactions for recruitment (ΔR²= .002, p
= .17), conditional entry (ΔR²= .000, p= .57), and utili-
zation (ΔR²= .000, p= .93).

Discussion

Emerging adults face challenges associated with performing
developmental tasks of emerging adulthood, such as suc-
cessfully navigating unfamiliar social environments (Arnett
2015). Meeting the social demands of emerging adulthood
may be especially difficult for socially withdrawn indivi-
duals, particularly those high in shyness (Nelson et al.
2008). Bradshaw (1998) proposed that one way shy persons
might cope with social challenges is to recruit a friend to
accompany them in social interactions. Recruiting a social
surrogate, Bradshaw believed, would reduce stress asso-
ciated with potentially anxiety provoking social situations,
given that the surrogate can provide support and perform
social tasks on behalf of the shy person. Although previous
research demonstrates a positive link between social sur-
rogacy and shyness, associations between social surrogacy
and other forms of social withdrawal have not been inves-
tigated in past research. Comparing multiple forms of
withdrawal in relation to social surrogacy may be important,

as outcomes associated with shyness, avoidance, and
unsociability can differ for emerging adults (Nelson 2013),
Accordingly, the present study tested Bradshaw’s (1998)
social surrogate hypothesis by investigating the extent to
which social withdrawal subtypes predict social surrogacy,
beyond theoretically motivating factors of social anxiety
and social self-efficacy. As described below, the results
provided additional support for the social surrogate
hypothesis and highlight the importance of examining
multiple types of withdrawal in understanding social sur-
rogacy during emerging adulthood.

Social Anxiety and Social Self-Efficacy

One aim of the current study was to clarify the roles of
social anxiety and social self-efficacy in social surrogacy. In
support of expectations, social anxiety was positively rela-
ted to recruitment, conditional entry, and utilization. Results
also revealed that high social anxiety was linked to
recruiting to reduce stress. These findings replicate previous
research (Arbeau et al. 2012; Boucher and Cummings 2014,
2017) and emphasize the function of social surrogates as a
source of social support to manage stress experienced by
those who are socially anxious.

Although the pattern of findings for social anxiety was
similar to that of shyness, a small distinction between social
anxiety and shyness was observed. Similar to previous
research in middle childhood (Arbeau et al. 2012), results
for emerging adults in the present study revealed shyness
and social anxiety were highly, but by no means perfectly,
positively correlated. Importantly, however, regression
results demonstrated that positive associations between
shyness and social surrogacy remained significant, even
after controlling for social anxiety. Thus, perhaps Brad-
shaw’s (1998) original conception of social anxiety as an
experience that motivates a shy person to seek out the
support of a social surrogate is rather fitting. These findings
are especially critical, as shyness and social anxiety have
been treated as interchangeable constructs in some previous
research on social surrogacy (Boucher and Cummings
2014, 2017). The results contribute to recent literature
suggesting that shyness and social anxiety are related, yet
somewhat distinct constructs (Poole et al. 2017; Scott et al.
2018; Tsui et al. 2017). Additional research should further
explore the unique contributions of shyness and social
anxiety to social surrogacy across the lifespan.

Social anxiety is considered a motivating factor for
seeking out a social surrogate (Bradshaw 1998); however,
we also expected that low social self-efficacy may be an
important motivator underlying the conditional use, but not
necessarily the recruitment, of a social surrogate. Findings
regarding social self-efficacy supported this hypothesis.
While social self-efficacy was negatively associated with
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conditional entry and utilization, it was unrelated to
recruitment. Moreover, similar to Bradshaw (1998), less
than 2% of the sample reported that the main reason they
recruit a surrogate is so that the surrogate can perform social
behaviors on their behalf. Further, social self-efficacy pre-
dicted efforts to recruit a friend to attend social events,
specifically for the purpose of having fun, rather than to
reduce stress. Taken together, the findings suggest that
emerging adults with higher social self-efficacy feel com-
fortable entering and navigating social situations on their
own, although such interactions are viewed as more fun in
the company of a friend. Conversely, emerging adults
lacking in social confidence may be reluctant to recruit a
surrogate, unless they can rely on that person’s skills to help
reduce the stress of socially engaging with others.

Ideally, a social surrogate provides emotional support
and relief from the stress of entering a potentially threa-
tening social situation (Arbeau et al. 2012), which should
lead to increased social participation (Bradshaw 1998;
Souma et al. 2008). Repeated social success may subse-
quently result in higher social self-efficacy for those who
rely on social surrogates to engage in social settings.
However, if the social surrogate continually performs social
behaviors on behalf of an individual (i.e., over utilization)
(Arbeau et al. 2012), social self-efficacy is likely to remain
low. In such surrogacy relationships, social skills and per-
sonal mastery experiences necessary to strengthen social
self-perceptions and lead to effective independent social
interaction may not be acquired (Markovic and Bowker
2015). Nevertheless, social surrogacy can successfully
expand friendship networks for university students (Souma
et al. 2008). The current study results, considered in con-
nection with this literature, point to the importance of future
study into whether the association between social self-
efficacy and social participation varies as a function of the
degree to which a social surrogate is utilized.

A comparison of the proportion of unique variance in
social surrogacy accounted for by social anxiety relative to
social self-efficacy suggests that, although social self-
efficacy uniquely contributes to social surrogacy (with the
exception of recruitment), social anxiety accounted for a
larger proportion of unique variance in recruitment, condi-
tional entry, and utilization. These findings suggest that
both social self-efficacy and social anxiety play a role in
social surrogacy, yet social anxiety may be comparably
more important. However, even after accounting for social
anxiety and social self-efficacy, social withdrawal subtypes
were significantly, albeit modestly, associated with social
surrogacy. Importantly, as social withdrawal subtypes were
entered simultaneously in the final step of the models,
effects for each withdrawal subtype were found while sta-
tistically accounting for the other subtypes. This finding
demonstrates the importance of considering the unique

effects of social withdrawal in understanding social surro-
gacy, as the pattern of findings varied for each subtype of
withdrawal. Thus, the motivation underlying withdrawn
behavior may be important in predicting patterns of social
surrogacy. Associations between subtypes of withdrawal
and social surrogacy are described in greater detail below.

Shyness

In line with expectations, beyond social anxiety and social
self-efficacy, shyness was positively related to recruitment,
conditional entry, and utilization. These findings support the
social surrogate hypothesis (Bradshaw 1998), demonstrat-
ing that shy emerging adults report interest in recruiting
friends to help them enter and navigate potentially daunting
social contexts.

Considering the conflicting approach-avoidance motiva-
tions toward social interaction characteristic of shyness
(Poole et al. 2017), it is not surprising that shy students
would recruit and use social surrogates. Shy emerging
adults want to interact, yet simultaneously fear social
interaction (Nelson 2013). As social relationships are an
important component of university adaptation (Sevinc and
Gizir 2014), social surrogacy can help shy students satisfy
their desire to engage with others while keeping anxiety at
bay. Indeed, results suggested that stress-relief might play a
role in shy emerging adults’ motivations to recruit surro-
gates. These findings are consistent with prior research
showing that shy individuals endorse social surrogacy as a
means for actively coping with the stress of anxiety-
inducing social situations (Arbeau et al. 2012; Bradshaw
1998).

According to Nelson et al. (2008), emerging adults who
do not feel confident in their social skills may struggle in or
avoid interaction, which can inadvertently reinforce their
negative self-perceptions. Perhaps the stressful feelings that
shy emerging adults aim to reduce by recruiting social
surrogates, as well as their proclivity toward social avoid-
ance, stem in part from doubts regarding their social abil-
ities. The current study’s findings regarding social self-
efficacy provide some support for this contention. Indeed,
shyness was negatively correlated with social self-efficacy,
indicating a lack of social confidence among emerging
adults high in shyness. During childhood, shy children can
become caught in a cycle wherein feelings of social
incompetence lead them to avoid interactions and thereby
forgo chances to learn important social skills, which may, in
turn, reinforce negative social self-beliefs (Rubin et al.
2018). Without practice socializing with peers, these
negative social self-perceptions likely remain into emerging
adulthood (Grose and Coplan 2015). Although shy uni-
versity students struggle with developing new social rela-
tionships (Denovan and Macaskill 2013), their high
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approach motivation may push them to find ways to over-
come their social fears and enjoy the benefits of university
life that come with socializing (Sevinc and Gizir 2014).
Thus, recruiting a social surrogate may be a way for shy
students to cope with low social self-efficacy and reduce the
stress of social interactions.

Results regarding shyness represent an important con-
tribution to the literature by providing further support for the
social surrogate hypothesis (Bradshaw 1998). As the first
study to investigate associations between social surrogacy
and multiple types of social withdrawal, novel contributions
were made from findings on avoidance and unsociability.
These findings were particularly interesting for avoidance.

Avoidance

Hypotheses regarding avoidance were partially supported.
Following expectations, avoidance was negatively asso-
ciated with recruitment in the hypothetical scenarios. These
findings make sense, given that avoidant individuals actively
avoid socializing in response to an intense desire for solitude
(Nelson 2013). Contrary to the expectation that avoidance
would be unrelated to reason for recruitment, avoidance
predicted reports of recruiting to reduce stress. Findings here
are seemingly contradictory to the above results for
recruitment in the hypothetical scenarios. Specifically,
emerging adults high in avoidance reported that they would
recruit a friend to accompany them to a generic social event
to reduce stress, yet they endorsed avoiding the recruitment
of a friend for specific hypothetical social scenarios.

It is not entirely clear how emerging adults develop a
propensity toward avoidance, although some speculate that
avoidance results from intense anxiety experienced during
social interactions in childhood (Nelson 2013). Indeed, the
present study showed a positive correlation between
avoidance and social anxiety, indicating that avoidant
emerging adults report at least some degree of social anxi-
ety. Therefore, social surrogacy in relation to shyness and
avoidance is not likely distinguished by social anxiety, but
rather by the presence (or absence) of a high approach
motivation. Although both shyness and avoidance predicted
reports of recruiting surrogates to reduce stress, only indi-
viduals high in shyness endorsed making active efforts to
recruit for specific hypothetical social scenarios. Social
anxiety may motivate, to some extent, both shy and avoi-
dant individuals to recruit a surrogate; however, shy indi-
viduals may actively use a social surrogate because they
want to engage, whereas avoidant individuals may recruit a
social surrogate only in circumstances when they have to
engage. It is entirely possible that emerging adults high in
avoidance did not feel they would be obligated to engage in
any of the specific hypothetical scenarios described, and
would therefore avoid recruitment.

Unsociability

Hypotheses regarding unsociability were similar to those for
avoidance, given both withdrawal subtypes experience a
low approach motivation (Nelson 2013). Nevertheless,
differences between avoidance and unsociability were
observed. As expected, results revealed negative associa-
tions between unsociability and recruitment, conditional
entry, and utilization. These findings indicate that unsoci-
able emerging adults do not typically recruit or use social
surrogates. In line with these results and hypotheses,
unsociability did not predict a particular reason for
recruitment. Thus, unsociable emerging adults did not feel
motivated to recruit social surrogates to reduce stress, nor
did feel the need to recruit for social enjoyment. Given the
general social disinterest characteristic of unsociable emer-
ging adults (Bowker et al. 2016), findings here make sense.
Although unsociable emerging adults may not actively seek
out opportunities for social interaction, they do not exhibit
strong social avoidance tendencies (Nelson 2013; Rubin
and Barstead 2014). Such individuals simply have a pre-
ference for solitude.

Results showed no correlation between unsociability and
social self-efficacy. This finding is consistent with previous
research suggesting that, despite their disinterest, emerging
adults high in unsociability are capable of participating in
social interactions (Barry et al. 2013). Thus, compared to
shyness and avoidance, unsociability is unrelated to a deficit
in social self-efficacy. A certain degree of social compe-
tence among unsociable emerging adults could account, at
least in part, for why they do not feel strongly about
recruiting a surrogate to relieve stress, unlike those high in
shyness and avoidance.

A comparison of the proportion of unique variance in
social surrogacy accounted for by each social withdrawal
subtype suggests that, although unsociability (and avoid-
ance for recruitment only) uniquely contributes to social
surrogacy, shyness accounted for a larger proportion of
unique variance in recruitment, conditional entry, and uti-
lization. These findings support Bradshaw’s (1998) social
surrogacy hypothesis, which states that individuals high in
shyness are likely to recruit and use social surrogates and
also provides further support for the importance of distin-
guishing between social withdrawal subtypes as pattern of
findings tend to differ for shyness, avoidance, and
unsociability (Nelson 2013).

Limitations and Future Research

As with all research, the present study is not without lim-
itations. For instance, the correlational nature of the present
study prevents conclusions regarding directionality from
being made. Although the social surrogate hypothesis
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proposes that social surrogacy benefits shy individuals
(Bradshaw 1998), this may not always be the case. Perhaps
using social surrogates in a maladaptive manner can be
linked to negative outcomes (Arbeau et al. 2012; Markovic
and Bowker 2015) or reinforces shyness over time. Given
the long-term risks associated with shyness (Grose and
Coplan 2015), it is important to investigate the direction in
which shyness and social surrogacy influence one another.
Moreover, whereas shyness and avoidance among emerging
adults are concurrently associated with a variety of negative
socioemotional outcomes, such as depression, anxiety, and
difficulties with peers, unsociability is not (Nelson 2013).
Future research should explore the extent to which social
surrogacy contributes to promoting, or hindering, these
kinds of outcomes. Since a goal of social surrogacy is to
facilitate the acquisition of social skills and increase social
performance (Arbeau et al. 2012), researchers should
investigate whether social self-efficacy and social anxiety
change over time with the use of social surrogates.

Next, participants were exclusively university students.
According to Nelson and colleagues (2008), findings from
the general population may differ from those derived using
student populations, as socially withdrawn students have
conquered their fears at least enough to attend university.
Thus, some of the most severely withdrawn emerging adults
may not be included in this study. Future research should
investigate whether these findings extend to the general
population of withdrawn emerging adults. Nevertheless,
Bradshaw’s (1998) social surrogacy measure used in the
current study includes scenarios that most emerging adults
are likely to encounter in key domains of emerging adult-
hood, including work, relationships, and education (Arnett
2015). As many, but not all, emerging adults pursue higher
education (Arnett 2016), it would be useful to examine
social surrogacy in greater detail within work and rela-
tionship contexts using a more generalizable sample of
emerging adults.

Additionally, future research should consider the pre-
valence and function of social surrogacy across the lifespan,
including within the context of traditional milestones of
adulthood such as career, marriage, and parenthood and
other markers of adulthood such as personal responsibility
and financial independence (Sharon 2016). As shy adults
tend to struggle with reaching these milestones relative to
their non-shy counterparts (see Nelson et al. 2008 for a
review), social surrogacy may help facilitate developmental
transitions of adulthood. Alternatively, as obtaining a sense
of increased self-reliance is a valued developmental task of
emerging adulthood (Arnett 2015, 2016), chronic use of a
social surrogate may contribute to delays in experiencing
traditional adult developmental milestones. It is important to
study various developmental periods because use of social
surrogates as it occurs during childhood and adolescence

may not mirror that which takes place during emerging
adulthood or beyond.

A large proportion of the sample identified as female
(76%), which may also impact the generalizability of the
findings. Samples in previous studies have been similarly
disproportionate in favor of females (Boucher and Cum-
mings 2014; Bradshaw 1998); however, the sex differences
observed in the current study are contrary to those of
Boucher and Cummings (2014) and Bradshaw (1998), who
found no significant differences between males and females.
Due to the inconsistent findings across these studies, future
replication research should endeavor to recruit a balanced
proportion of male and female participants, which could
also aid in improving generalizability. Future research
would also benefit from a closer examination of the role of
ethnicity in social surrogacy using more diverse samples, as
ethnic differences were observed in the current study,
whereas Bradshaw (1998) reported no significant ethnic
differences.

As with much previous research (Arbeau et al. 2012;
Boucher and Cummings 2014; Bradshaw 1998), the present
study relied on hypothetical scenarios to assess social sur-
rogacy. It is possible that hypothetical scenarios do not
measure actual recruitment, rather, the intention to recruit
(Boucher and Cummings 2017). Indeed, in prior compar-
isons of surrogate use across studies measuring intended
recruitment and actual recruitment, results have been
somewhat discordant (Boucher and Cummings 2017).
Additional research is necessary to determine whether
emerging adults’ intentions to recruit and use social surro-
gates translate into real-life behavior. Given the small effect
sizes observed in the present study, such future studies will
help determine the practical significance of the findings.
Expanding the kinds of measures used to assess social
surrogacy will also provide a more complete understanding
of the intricacies of social surrogacy linked with shyness,
avoidance, and unsociability. In addition, enjoyment and
stress relief were the most common reasons participants
endorsed as reasons for recruiting a surrogate, similar to
Bradshaw’s (1998) findings. However, such reasons might
not have accurately depicted the experience of all students.
Future research should ask more open-ended questions
about reasons for recruitment, as we may have missed other
possible reasons that emerging adults recruit.

Although the results fit well within the literature, effect
sizes were small, and results should be interpreted with this
in mind. Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that the lar-
gest of the effects were found for social anxiety, social self-
efficacy, and shyness. This indicates that these effects can
be considered as meaningful, as they support previous
theory and research suggesting that social anxiety, social
self-efficacy, and shyness are critical factors related to social
surrogacy (Bradshaw 1998).
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A final limitation of the present study reflects the sole
focus on those who use surrogates, rather than the surro-
gates themselves. We currently know very little about social
surrogates (Arbeau et al. 2012); however, there is likely
important information to be uncovered, such as which traits
increase the appeal of a surrogate and who is most likely to
be recruited (Boucher and Cummings 2017). By deepening
our knowledge of social surrogates, we can cultivate a
more thorough understanding of the social surrogacy
process.

Conclusion

Several noteworthy contributions to furthering knowledge
on social withdrawal and social surrogacy have been made
through this study. Previous research has shown a positive
link between social surrogacy and shyness (Arbeau et al.
2012; Bradshaw 1998), yet whether social surrogacy is
related to other forms of social withdrawal, including
avoidance and unsociability, has not been investigated in
past research. In the current study, patterns of social sur-
rogacy varied between social withdrawal subtypes, further
reinforcing the importance of distinguishing between
motivations for withdrawn behavior in emerging adulthood
(Nelson 2013). Supporting the social surrogate hypothesis
(Bradshaw 1998), the findings demonstrated positive asso-
ciations between shyness and social surrogacy, even while
accounting for social anxiety and social self-efficacy.
Although shy emerging adults struggle with meeting the
social demands placed upon them (Nelson et al. 2008), the
results suggest that social surrogacy is one coping strategy
that these individuals may use to manage their social
anxiety and increase their social confidence and participa-
tion in social interactions.
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