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Opinion

Shaping Fear: The Impact of Parental Verbal Threat Information on 
Children’s Perception of Strangers
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Department of Counselling Psychology, Saint Regis University, Japan

INTRODUCTION 
Children’s social and emotional development is profoundly 
influenced by their interactions with parents. One significant 
way parents shape their children’s perception of the world is 
through verbal communication. When parents convey verbal 
threat information about strangers, it can have a lasting impact 
on their children’s fear responses and social interactions. This 
discussion explores how parental verbal threat information, 
such as statements like “Nobody here likes her,” affects 
children’s fear of strangers, drawing on psychological theories 
and empirical research.

DESCRIPTION
Parental influence on children’s fear of strangers can be 
understood through the lens of social learning theory, which 
posits that children learn behaviors and attitudes by observing 
and imitating others, particularly authority figures like parents. 
When parents consistently communicate negative information 
about strangers, children are likely to internalize these 
messages, leading to heightened fear and anxiety in unfamiliar 
social situations. For instance, when a parent repeatedly warns 
a child to avoid strangers because “nobody here likes her,” 
the child learns to associate unfamiliar people with potential 
rejection and danger. This form of verbal threat information can 
create a cognitive bias, where the child becomes overly vigilant 
and interprets ambiguous social cues as threatening. Such a 
bias can result in social withdrawal and avoidance behaviors, 
hindering the child’s ability to form new relationships and 
engage in social activities. Research supports the notion that 
parental verbal threat information can significantly influence 
children’s fear responses. Studies have shown that children 
exposed to negative verbal information about strangers 
exhibit increased fear and avoidance behaviors compared to 
those who receive neutral or positive information. This effect 

is particularly pronounced in young children, whose cognitive 
and emotional regulation skills are still developing, making 
them more susceptible to parental influence. Moreover, the 
impact of verbal threat information is not limited to immediate 
fear responses but can have long-term consequences on 
children’s social development. Persistent exposure to negative 
messages about strangers can lead to generalized social 
anxiety, where children become fearful not only of unfamiliar 
individuals but also of social situations in general. This can 
impair their ability to navigate social environments, affecting 
their academic performance, self-esteem, and overall well-
being. Parental verbal threat information also interacts with 
individual differences in temperament and attachment styles. 
Children with a naturally anxious temperament or insecure 
attachment to their parents may be more vulnerable to the 
effects of negative verbal information. These children are likely 
to have heightened sensitivity to threat and may find it more 
challenging to regulate their fear responses, leading to more 
pronounced social difficulties. Conversely, parents who provide 
balanced information about strangers, emphasizing caution 
without inducing excessive fear, can help their children develop 
healthy social skills.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, parental verbal threat information plays a 
crucial role in shaping children’s fear of strangers. Negative 
messages about unfamiliar people can lead to increased fear, 
social withdrawal, and long-term social anxiety. Understanding 
the mechanisms through which parental communication 
influences children’s fear responses is essential for developing 
interventions that promote healthy social development. By 
adopting balanced and supportive communication strategies, 
parents can help their children navigate social environments 
confidently and safely, fostering their overall well-being and 
resilience.


