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About the author


Dr Sylvia Loehken helps quiet people to achieve their public and private goals. Her experience as an academic and as manager of a large international organisation has given her personal experience of her clients’ working environments: politics and administration, teaching and research, management and consultancy, global and local fields.


Sylvia Loehken lives with her husband and son between Bonn and Berlin, and between German and American culture – with happy memories of three years working in Japan. She is always on the lookout for good books, interesting people to talk to and a little wisdom.




INTRODUCTION


Extroverts and introverts: two worlds for the price of one


My name is Sylvia Loehken and I am an introvert. Perhaps that’s unusual: introverted – the word conjures up an unshaven nerd, locked away with a computer for days on end scattering takeaway pizza crumbs all over the keyboard. But that nerd is just a cliché of a quiet person. There are a lot of us. I like being with people – they are my profession and my vocation – but after a day of chaotic din and random encounters I need time to be alone and recharge my batteries. I love what I do, but unlike my extroverted colleagues I cannot draw all the energy I need from lively, exciting work with seminar members, audiences and tutees. But why is an introverted existence a suitable topic for a book about communication? I had to find that out for myself as well. It started like this:


Further training is seen as part and parcel of my profession, but at some point I started getting fed up with communication training. And it wasn’t the subject matter that did it: what happens when people meet each other is one of the things I am most interested in. No, I was beginning to feel uncomfortable with the trainers and trainees – with my own colleagues. They often seemed too noisy and superficial, and I realized that it was primarily my problem. So, I started to think things over (introverts like thinking things over, they do it all the time). What could I put my finger on that upset me about my colleagues? The people standing up at the front were no worse than I am when I’m standing up there. But they were different – so different that their approach often alienated me. A lot of them saw themselves as an élite: ‘top dog’ I thought, and still think: it was all over the top. The training courses themselves often dropped hints that confirmed how different I was. My gestures: ‘More expansive, please!’ My speech: ‘More aggressive, please!’ The way I put things over: ‘More vigorous, please!’


All this made me uneasy. Up till then, I had never felt the need when giving a talk to use big gestures, aggressive negotiation or assertiveness. And up till then, that hadn’t done me any harm. On the contrary: the ‘quiet’ clients and seminar members (the ones with calm, controlled gestures and a co-operative approach, who didn’t flaunt their emotions so much) were very keen on what I had to offer. And I liked them: most of my clients were very calm, and thought logically. ‘I see! You like “blue brains”, the quiet solitary types!’ said my (very extroverted) coach when I described my favourite clients to her. She was right. My own experience in seminars had shown me that I enjoy working intensively with people who think similarly to me. And it made me realize that there are no communication courses designed for my clients and me – courses tailored to meet quiet people’s strengths and needs.


This book aims to fill this significant gap – along with seminars, lectures and coaching directed at introverted people. My starting point was (and is) that good communication has to do with identity. I can only deal with other people successfully if I know myself and can handle myself properly: when putting things over, when negotiating, when networking and also in my private life. But what makes a quiet person? As there was nothing for us quite normal (i.e. neither shy nor hypersensitive) ‘quiet people’, I took myself as an example and analysed the way I habitually communicate. Self-help literature written in English, and also psychology, were most helpful here. I also started looking at my clients from a very specific perspective.


The result was exciting. I discovered two sets of qualities that introverted people contribute to communication, neatly divided into strengths and obstacles. It is not only quiet people who have all these qualities – but a lot of quiet people have a lot of these qualities. That’s enough to be getting on with!


Strengths clearly are advantages, but so are obstacles, in their own way – if you are aware of the obstacles you create for yourself, then you have a better sense of your own needs than people who don’t bother about their weak points. For example, for a long time, if I suddenly felt I wanted to be alone while spending time with family and friends, I thought I was being antisocial. I now realize that it makes complete sense to withdraw, as it helps me to regain my energy when I am exhausted. I would not call that a weakness – just as extroverts are not weak if they rely on being reassured about the things and people around them much more than introverts would.


Let me issue a very warm invitation: get to know your strengths and the obstacles you face. Welcome them both as good friends that share your life with you. That will make it much easier for you to influence a situation so that it ‘suits’ you and makes you able to communicate well.


Here, two questions are particularly useful in terms of different kinds of human behaviour:


1  What strengths can a quiet person in particular use in this situation?


2  What should a quiet person in particular look out for in this situation?


You will find the answers I have found to these questions in this book, and they are presented so that you can use them in your own life.


What you will find in this book – and how you can read it


The answers to the two questions above are related to a whole variety of situations in the pages that follow: professional and private, formal and anything but formal, close and distant, addressed directly or negotiated. If you see yourself as a quiet person, this book is intended to help you to get along well in a world that is often much too noisy, and to be successful when things matter to you. Every section is written from an introverted person’s point of view.


If you are more of an extrovert, you will understand the quiet people you come across better and come to value their strengths after reading the book – whether they are partners, relatives or friends, colleagues or bosses, co-workers or seminar members.


If you are not sure whether you are a quiet person or not, there is a test in the first chapter to help you make up your mind. And in any case, this book is structured so that you can relate the subject matter to your personal situation: you will keep coming across questions that will help you if you answer them with reference to yourself. Take the opportunity – you will really get to know yourself if you do, and that will help you when communicating with others!


The book is constructed in the way that introverts like to think and communicate: from the inside outwards. It starts by looking at personality. In Part I you will find an introduction and a survey of quiet people’s typical strengths and the obstacles they create for themselves – and it makes sense for you to read this part first, to put yourself on a sound footing. Part II, containing Chapters 4 and 5, unfolds a panorama of private and professional scenarios – focusing on what is good for quiet people and helps to make them successful. Above all, this section shows how you can handle these scenarios in an ‘introvert-friendly’ way. All the subsequent chapters, which make up Part III of the book, explain how you can use these strengths and surmount these obstacles when dealing with other people. Here, I have deliberately emphasized the key strengths and obstacles relating to building up contacts, negotiating, and appearing in public and at meetings. After the test and a glance at the summary at the end of Chapter 1 you will be able to assess clearly which of your personal qualities are important in a particular situation.


The chapters will also introduce you to some of my quiet seminar members and tutees whose (anonymous) stories illustrate how introverts can use their strengths in various situations. I hope what you discover while reading will help you to pluck up courage – and make you want to try out introverted communication!


Quiet people make the world go round!


Many famous personalities were or are quiet people, or so the qualities ascribed to them suggest. Have a quick look at the distinguished list below.
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A gallery of eminent introverted individuals












Woody Allen, film director, author, actor and musician, USA


Julian Assange, journalist and spokesman for WikiLeaks, Australia


Brenda Barnes, president, chair of the board of Sara Lee, consumer goods manufacturers, USA


Ingrid Bergman, actress, Sweden


Warren Buffet, major investor and entrepreneur, USA


Frédéric Chopin, composer and pianist, Poland


Marie Curie, chemist and physicist, Nobel Prize winner for physics and chemistry, Poland


Charles Darwin, naturalist and originator of the theory of evolution, United Kingdom


Bob Dylan, musician, poet and painter, USA


Clint Eastwood, actor, USA


Albert Einstein, physicist, Nobel Prize winner for physics, Germany


Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, known as Mahatma Gandhi, spiritual leader of the Indian independence movement, India


Bill Gates, founder of Microsoft, USA


Sir Alfred Hitchcock, film director, United Kingdom


Michael Jackson, musician, USA


Franz Kafka, German-speaking writer from Prague, Czechoslovakia


Immanuel Kant, Enlightenment philosopher, Germany


Avril Lavigne, singer and songwriter, Canada


Angela Merkel, Chancellor of the Federal Republic, Germany


Sir Isaac Newton, physicist, mathematician, philosopher and theologian, United Kingdom


Barack Obama, President of the USA


Michelle Pfeiffer, actress, USA


Claudia Schiffer, model, Germany


George Soros, investor and businessman, Hungary / USA


Steven Spielberg, director, producer and screenplay writer, USA


Tilda Swinton, actress, United Kingdom


Mother Theresa, nun, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, Albania / India


Charles Mountbatten-Windsor, Prince of Wales, Duke of Cornwall, heir to the British throne


Mark Zuckerberg, computer scientist, founder of Facebook, USA
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So you see: many of the most successful, powerful, talented, innovative, courageous, clever and interesting people on this planet have quiet personalities. They are not better than extroverts, but they are not worse than them either – though they often think they are. There is one thing above all that makes them successful: they have remained true to themselves, in terms of their introversion and all their other qualities. That is a wonderful recipe, and I commend it to you most warmly: remain true to yourself as an introvert, do what suits you and your needs. You and your strengths will change the world quietly, like the people in the list. As Dolly Parton once said:


‘FIND OUT WHO YOU ARE – AND DO IT ON PURPOSE!’


PS: A word to the experts: academic literature tends to write extraversion, rather than extroversion. I have followed current colloquial language and chosen the latter variant.




PART I


Who you are.


What you can do.


What you need




1.


Why quiet?!


John studies IT (information technology) at a technical college with an excellent reputation. He has two friends he likes meeting – to go to the cinema with, for example, or to play sport with. He uses social media like Twitter and Facebook to keep in touch with school friends and various people he has met on internships. At the moment he’s doing a placement with one of the best-known German car manufacturers. But John is less successful when it comes to love and romance: there aren’t many women at the college, and John hardly ever goes to parties or concerts – he finds the noise level and the crowds of people too stressful. In the meantime, he’s wondering whether he should try out a dating website to find the right girl for him.


John is getting on well with his course: he’s passing his exams and he prepares himself well for essay work. But he doesn’t like presenting papers to big seminar groups – and he is terrified of oral tests. He likes running in his free time, and sometimes he gets ideas for his second hobby while jogging: he photographs views in which landscape and technology combine to make something new, for example bridges and industrial buildings.


But what is a quiet person?


Introversion and extroversion


People can be divided into introverted and extroverted personalities. Almost anyone can make sense of these terms and will associate certain qualities with them. On closer examination – whether in real life or literature – the boundaries between introversion and extroversion become somewhat blurred. The fact is that there is a great deal of flexibility in the manifestations and definition of introversion – or extroversion.


Personality factor


This quality is first of all dependent on personality. We are born with a tendency to be introverted or extroverted – and thus also with certain characteristics and needs that help to shape us. Introvert and extrovert qualities can be seen even in children. The terms are easier to understand if they are not seen as opposites, but as extreme points on a continuum. Everyone displays both introvert and extrovert qualities. And everyone is also born with a certain flexibility, a kind of comfort zone on the introvert–extrovert continuum that suits them. Most people find themselves in a moderate central area but with a tendency towards the introvert or the extrovert end. Everywhere in the spectrum is healthy – only extreme positions can cause problems. This affects people who are placed at the extreme ends of the continuum, regardless of whether it is the introvert or the extrovert end. However, it is extremely unhealthy to live outside your personal comfort zone all the time. If an acoustically sensitive introvert like John, for example, constantly exposes himself to high noise levels, it costs him a lot of energy – and it is not possible to generate new energy either. If he were forced to sell cars all the time, rather than spend his placement in the admin side of the company, he would be unhappy and drained in the long run. In extreme cases, living outside your comfort zone for too long can actually make you ill.


Secondly, introversion and extroversion are dependent on the situation: in other words, like the direction of a railway track, where everyone has the ability to turn inwards or outwards to suit the situation. We human beings are wonderfully adaptable – one of our distinguishing features is an ability to flexibly adapt our thoughts and actions to a particular situation. At any point in our lives we can act in one way or another. This has nothing to do with introversion and extroversion, but with intelligence or possibly discipline – for example, when we deliberately decide on an approach that would be quite different if we had acted impulsively. And the part we play in a situation shapes our decisions about how we communicate. Then quite different questions can affect our behaviour: are we strong or weak in relation to other people? What is expected of us? How do we want to present ourselves?


For this reason, on his mother’s birthday, John will chat to his younger cousins cheerfully, as a cool older role model. He’ll be polite to his elderly aunts and answer their questions patiently. On his placement company’s trade fair stand he’ll tend to be reticent when he has to deal with people he doesn’t know. But he will also make an effort – when all is said and done, it’s his professional role. Even a strongly extrovert personality must have moments that leave them speechless or when they deliberately hold back. A lot of extroverts I know enjoy (and even need!) quiet moments at turbulent times. All in all, this flexibility is fortunate: the fact is that the introvert–extrovert track gives us room for manoeuvre and a wealth of different approaches.


Thirdly, the culture around us demands more or less the ability to adapt in the direction of introversion or extroversion. A country like Japan sees being quiet, alone and thoughtful as very important. Shared silence is part of a normal conversation between acquaintances. Introverts from other countries find this a very pleasant experience. But in the USA, a classic ‘extrovert culture’, where silence falling between two people who are talking to each other is usually seen as embarrassing or at least unpleasant, it counts as normal to spend all one’s time in groups, both privately and professionally. And so in many European countries introverts will have to worker harder to adapt to their surroundings by behaving more extrovertly than they would have to in Japan, which has an ‘introvert-friendly’ culture.


The time factor


And fourthly and lastly, shifts occur with the passage of time. As people get older they tend to move towards the middle of the continuum, becoming ‘more moderate’ in their introversion or extroversion. This makes introversion more accessible to extroverts in the second half of their lives, which is particularly valuable: it helps them to reflect about themselves and their own lives, to think about values and meaning.


But despite the fact that they depend on situation, culture and even age, both introversion and extroversion are relatively stable personality traits evidenced in certain qualities and inclinations. But above all, the answer to one key question is crucial:


THE KEY QUESTION ABOUT INTROVERSION AND EXTROVERSION: WHERE DOES THE ENERGY COME FROM?


In other words, how do people behave if they are stressed and/or exhausted and have to recharge their batteries?


Sources of energy for introverts and extroverts


Fundamentally, there are two answers to this question. One is that some people derive their energy from contact with others. My husband is like that: after a stressful day he finds it relaxing to go out with friends, play for his football team or involve himself in a club function. This is essentially extrovert behaviour. Other people ‘close up’ and regenerate themselves on their own if possible, with minimum stimulus and conversation. I am like that. After a day’s seminar I enjoy sitting alone in my hotel room and reading. Without a word to anyone. Or I meet a good friend and draw energy from a relaxed chat between the two of us. After three seminar days I need half a day to myself for my batteries to be fully recharged. You will be starting to realize: anyone who recovers like this is more likely to be on the introverted side.


Too much stimulation burns up energy for introverts. In a work context this could mean a job involving a large number of things that have to be dealt with at the same time. In private life it could be a party with a lot of people I don’t know and loud music – a situation that even young introverts like John find stressful. For introverts, excessive stimulation also means that they need to withdraw. But extroverts like stimulation because it energizes them. This is why they often look for variety when they are thrown back on their own resources and are getting too few new impressions: so in libraries, hospitals or firms with private offices they like to find rooms where some social contact is possible – cafeterias, seating areas, kitchens and anywhere that telephoning or electronic communication is easy. In private offices telephones and computers can be a lifeline for the extreme extrovert, simply because they ensure contact with the outside world.


Need for peace and quiet


This does not mean that extroverts do not need time on their own and some quiet moments. But for introverts ‘time alone’ is essential to their existence if they are to recharge their batteries after stress and social contact. If they have no peace and quiet, they get irritable and exhausted. Also, generally speaking, introverts tend to require longer without any stimulation before they can throw themselves back into the everyday hurly-burly. Three weeks in a lonely Swedish forest is more of a dream holiday for introverts than extroverts.
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A question for you












You will soon be able to test yourself to see whether you are an introvert or an extrovert. How do you see yourself at the moment?





	•  I am more of an introvert.
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	•  I am more of an extrovert.
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	•  I am about half one and half the other.


	[image: image]












[image: image]


Neither of these two types is better or worse. They simply describe where our own inclinations and needs lie. The better you know what you need, the better you can live ‘true to type’ and do the things that are important for you. One thing is essential here: balancing time on your own and time with other people, so that you are getting the correct quantity of each. Learn to ask yourself: what exactly do I need? You will soon realize that you almost always know the answer.


THE QUESTION OF LIVING TRUE TO TYPE: WHAT EXACTLY DO I NEED?


Wind turbines and batteries


A comparison from another sphere of energy generation shows the difference even more clearly: an extrovert generates his energy like a wind turbine – he needs outside input in the first place in order to generate it and secondly he has to be actively involved in this process himself and ‘spin’ dynamically. But introverts are like batteries: they charge themselves in repose without any ‘outside’ wind and prefer not to involve themselves in any activity at this stage. So introverts, like ‘batteries’, need more time to replace the energy they have used.


Extroverted and introverted brains


Neuroscientists can now show that introverts’ brain activity uses more energy than that of extroverts. In comparison, introverts' brains show a higher level of electrical activity – and this applies all the time, not just when facing unusual mental challenges. This higher energy level can be seen above all in the frontal cortex, where internal events are processed. This is the part of the brain that deals with learning, decision-making, memory and problem-solving. So introverts use more energy for processing impressions and thus drain their batteries faster than extroverts, who, like ‘wind turbines’, can also ‘recharge’ while they are putting energy into something. That is why it is particularly important for introverts to use their inner resources economically.


Introvert brains are more easily over-stimulated


Introvert brains also address stimuli from the outside more intensely than extrovert brains: they respond more sensitively to stimuli from the world around them, are more easily over-stimulated and need significantly more energy to process impressions. This means, for example, that for an introvert like John even a low sound level can be detrimental for mental activity such as learning. But his extrovert peers can perhaps learn even more easily if there is moderate background noise (radio!) than in complete silence.


This does not mean that an extrovert is ‘more lively’ than an introvert. On the contrary, introverts are not ‘built’ to be quieter than extroverts. Even the label ‘shy’ has nothing to do with introversion. Shy people are above all anxious about social contact. They often do not feel up to meeting other people. Fear is nothing to do with the introvert–extrovert continuum: it can ‘attack’ both types.


INTROVERT MEANS SOMETHING QUITE DIFFERENT FROM SHY OR HYPERSENSITIVE. ‘HYPERSENSITIVITY’ IS ALSO DIFFERENT FROM INTROVERSION. IT MEANS THAT THE NERVOUS SYSTEM IS EXTRAORDINARILY SENSITIVE TO EXTERNAL INFLUENCES, WHICH LEADS TO SENSORY OVERLOAD PARTICULARLY QUICKLY, BUT IT CAN ALSO LEAD TO A HIGH DEGREE OF EMPATHY. EVEN THOUGH RELATIVELY MANY HYPERSENSITIVE PEOPLE ARE INTROVERTED, IT IS ALSO TRUE THAT 30 PER CENT OF THEM ARE EXTROVERTS, AS SHOWN BY PSYCHOLOGIST ELAINE ARON. YOU WILL FIND ELAINE’S WEB ADDRESS, WHERE SHE HAS A TEST THAT WILL ALLOW YOU TO ASSESS YOURSELF, AT THE END OF THIS BOOK.


Extroverts and introverts: discovering them, and new insights


Freud and Jung


Sigmund Freud (an extrovert) developed modern psychoanalysis about 100 years ago. He saw sexuality as the driving force in the human subconscious. His younger colleague and sparring partner Carl Gustav Jung (an introvert) was critical of Freud’s theory. He came up with a more comprehensive model for the subconscious containing elements other than sexuality. These different basic assumptions did not have a very productive effect on the relationship between the two academics. They started working separately and pursued their research independently of each other.


In 1921, in his essay Psychologische Typen (Psychological Types), Jung defined introversion and extroversion for the first time as characteristics that contribute significantly to shaping a personality. He identified four functions (sensing, thinking, feeling and intuition) that further affect the personalities of both introverts and extroverts. Jung’s distinction between introversion and extroversion can be found in all major personality typologies. The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) in the USA in particular and the Insights Tests stick closest to the original classifications, because they consider all the four functions identified by Jung. But methods like the ‘Big Five Test’, the Reiss Profile, the Alpha Plus and the Structogram analyses also use ‘introvert’ and ‘extrovert’ as characteristics. But they are not uniformly defined, and not exactly the same terms are used. Interestingly, the ‘Big Five Test’ places ‘introvert’ and ‘extrovert’ as subheadings under the generic term ‘extroversion’ – looked at logically, that is like using ‘woman’ as the generic term for man and woman.


In her book The Introvert Advantage (2002), Marti Olsen Laney points out that Freud, after his dispute with Jung, presented the concept of introversion negatively in his writings as narcissism, while seeing extroversion as healthy and positive. Could it be that the negative image that introversion still has today (and that is clearly present in many of the tests mentioned) goes back to the conflict between an extrovert academic and an introvert colleague?


Wolfgang Roth (2003) identifies a different link: he feels that Jung, when classifying personality traits, was trying to explain his disagreement with the extrovert Sigmund Freud, something that concerned and bothered Jung for a long time.


But one thing is important: Jung did not assess people in terms of degrees of introversion or extroversion. He saw both types and their traits as important and valuable. In Jung’s view, introverts and extroverts complement each other and can help each other to broaden their outlook and use new perspectives. For example, an extrovert colleague can easily organize additional help within the firm, while the introvert colleague ensures that any changes of direction are examined thoroughly. An introvert father can gently set boundaries for his extrovert daughter as she grows up, to avoid conflicts that might easily emerge in extrovert–introvert communication.


The importance of neuropsychology


In the meantime, research has made progress. One area is particularly exciting here in the introversion–extroversion field: the physiology of the brain. This is not a medical work – but insights in the scientific field are an exciting story in their own right. Studies from the 1990s onwards make it clear that in various areas of the central nervous system the introvert–extrovert continuum is not only a psychological assumption but also a biological reality. That is to say: our personalities and actions are governed by physiological details of the brain. But we cannot conclude from this that we have to communicate or act in a particular way. The physiological characteristics simply lead to conclusions about our strengths and inclinations.


Here is a short summary of the most important insights.
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Introvert and extrovert brains are different!












  1.  It can be shown that there is greater electrical activity in the frontal cortices of introvert subjects than extrovert ones. This is where we deal with our inner processes. It is where we learn, decide, remember and solve problems (Roming 2011).


  2.  An American doctor, Debra Johnson, showed in 1999 that introversion is linked with an increased flow of blood in this same frontal area. She also showed that differences between introverts and extroverts come about because their blood follows different pathways in the brain. Introverts’ stimuli have to travel deeper into the brain along the neural pathways than extroverts’. This is why quiet people often take longer to reflect or react.


  3.  Different neurotransmitters dominate in the brain of introverts from those of extroverts. These are message carriers that affect the activities of the cerebral cortex, conveying messages including contentment and well-being (Roth 2007). The pathways followed by neurotransmitters are established by repeated actions and shape everything that we do as a matter of habit. Every individual has their own, genetically determined ‘level’ for different neurotransmitters. Extroverts show considerably more activity in the neurotransmitter dopamine’s pathway, while introverts have more acetylcholine (Olsen Laney 2002).


  4.  These two neurotransmitters have quite different effects: dopamine deals with motor drive, curiosity, the search for variety and the expectation of a reward; acetylcholine is important for concentration, memory and learning (Roth 2007). Susan Cain sums up the consequences of this neurobiological difference: she defines extroverts as reward-oriented and introverts as threat-oriented (Cain 2011).


This has consequences for communication: extroverts’ biological equipment makes them more inclined to be joyful, excited, exuberant or even euphoric. Extroverts are also more likely to take risks: for example, they have more conflicts, are more inclined to take risky chances when negotiating and are usually more comfortable with a big audience. Introverts do not feel euphoric so frequently, and they feel it less intensively, but they are more likely to look and listen carefully before they act. They like to avoid conflict, and are rarely aggressive themselves. There are even studies suggesting that introverts are more faithful than extroverts …


  5.  Neurotransmitters should be placed in a wider context. There are two ‘adversaries’ in our autonomic nervous system (i.e. in the area in which everything happens ‘automatically’). The sympathetic system ensures that the body can perform, preparing it for attack, flight or major efforts in relation to the outside world. The sympathetic nerve uses the ‘extrovert transmitter’ dopamine for transmission purposes. The parasympathetic system deals with the exact opposite: it works to ensure calm, relaxation and conservation. It lowers the heart rate and promotes digestion, using the ‘introvert transmitter’ acetylcholine.


  6.  Marti Olsen Laney (2002) draws the conclusion from these links (and some other studies) that introverts and extroverts differ biologically above all because the autonomic nervous system is configured differently: in extroverts the sympathetic system’s activities are dominant, and in introverts those of the parasympathetic system dominate. As well as this, extroverts seem (according to Debra Johnson in the above-mentioned research in 1999) to need more stimulus from the outside world than introverts, because they cannot stimulate themselves internally to the same levels of intensity. So outward calm and repose are a challenge for extroverts. Researchers Dean and Peter Copeland showed that for extroverts the lack of external stimuli (e.g. routine activities, few active people, rigid rituals) cause a lack of stimulation (Hamer/Copeland 1998). So extroverts are quick to become restless or bored if the lack of stimulation persists for long: they have dopamine withdrawal symptoms.


  7.  This provides a biological explanation of why extroverts draw their energy from active, outward-directed behaviour, while introverts find their strength in peace and quiet: the two ways of finding energy relate to the state of the differently equipped autonomic nervous systems.
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The comfort zone as a natural biotope


So much for the academic basis of our decision. It is easier to understand against this background why it is so healthy to move along the introvert–extrovert continuum within our comfort zone as often as possible: it is the nearest thing to our natural biotope, the one we are best suited to – and in which we can organize our lives most easily and pleasantly.


Are there more introverts or more extroverts?


It is not yet possible to find precise scientific answers to all questions about introverts and extroverts. This can be seen in the answer to an interesting question, and that answer differs greatly according to the point of view: are introverts in a minority as opposed to extroverts?


INTROVERTS ARE OFTEN LESS VISIBLE – BUT THEY ARE EVERYWHERE.


As extroverts communicate more vigorously via the ear and eye, they can often seem like a majority in groups, while introverts often seem to be present in smaller numbers. Marti Olsen Laney’s book cites authors such as Kroeger and Thuesen, who work on the basis that 75 per cent of the population are extroverts, while Susan Cain’s estimate comes out as 30 to 70 per cent of extroverts. But Laurie Helgoe’s (2008) and Devora Zack’s (2012) studies of introverts work on the basis of a balanced 50 : 50 proportion of introverts and extroverts, as does the literature on the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator.


It is probably impossible to ascertain the exact proportions. But one thing is certain: there are very many introverts. The next section addresses a question that is more important to the central theme of this book than any set of figures. How do introverts stand in relation to their fellow citizens when it comes to communication?


The right mix of people


Are introverts antisocial?


Quiet people who are reticent in social contexts are easily dubbed ‘antisocial’. This is unfair. Introversion and qualities such as friendliness or interest in your fellow human beings are quite different personality traits. Of course we have the unworldly ‘nerd’, who sustains his main social contacts via the internet. But we also have the introverted communications expert (like Anne, for example, whom you will meet in Chapter 6), who has a great deal to do with a whole variety of people, and enjoys it. There are also different personalities among extroverts: not every extrovert is a charismatic entertainer – and there are plenty of extroverts who are pretty inept socially. All men and women are social beings. We need each other. But ‘need’ is a broad term. For example, a baby needs other people in order to survive. As adults, we need the company of others – human rights organisations see solitary confinement as torture. Everyone needs to look at other people in order to establish standards of behaviour.


The ability to build up personal contacts with other people requires a range of qualities. These include interest in other people, empathy, respect, sympathy – and even the ability to acknowledge guilt. People have these qualities regardless of whether they are introverts or extroverts.


QUIET PEOPLE NEED ENERGY FOR SOCIAL INTERACTION, WHILE EXTROVERTS DERIVE ENERGY FROM THIS INTERACTION.


Investment versus reward


Although introverts and extroverts ‘need’ their fellow men just like all other members of the species. For introverts, meeting other people always represents an investment: as you have seen earlier in the book, communicating with others, above all in large groups, takes a lot of energy out of introverts. But extroverts gain something from the same encounter, and that is a ‘reward’ from the neurotransmitters and above all that valuable thing called energy. You will also remember, as ‘wind turbines’, extroverts need wind, in other words interaction with other people, as urgently as introverts (as ‘batteries’) need time to themselves in order to recharge themselves. Also, extroverts are usually comfortable in the company of others and so can concentrate more easily on external perspective.


Introverts can feel comfortable with other people as well, but there are differences. Introverts need less stimulation; a great deal more goes on in their minds without any outside impetus than in extroverts’ minds. This is why quiet people often find social occasions debilitating – and hold themselves back: they make very few firm arrangements, or take up a passive stance rather then deliberately approaching people. Introverts also prefer other communication forms: they like talking to one or two other people, rather than in a large group. They like to lecture in small rooms, and not in large, packed lecture halls. And, however inspiring a conversation may be, the energy invested in it can only be replaced when the stimulation is processed in a period of rest. Alone.


Intense inner life


This is why quiet people are inclined to shut themselves off from the outside world if they have too many impressions to process. But this can easily give extroverts a false impression: ‘She can’t treat people like that!’ In worse cases, they see introverts as self-centred, not interested in dealing with other people, even as hermit-like. Dear extrovert readers: this is not true! It is just that, compared with you, introverts simply need to work harder on their intensive inner life: external impressions have to be constantly squared up with experiences, attitudes or personal assessments. This means that it makes sense that the ‘working memory’ is close to being overloaded by these activities.


AS AN INTROVERT, ENSURE YOU HAVE ENOUGH ‘TIME OUT’ FOR YOURSELF!


Time needed to regenerate!


It is especially good for introverts to be alone from time to time: for digestion and regeneration. In this way you will avoid over-stimulation, fatigue and the urge to ‘shut down’ in the middle of a conversation. And anyway, the need to be on your own is absolutely not antisocial as such. On the contrary, quiet people want to understand what is going on around them properly – and that is why they need to digest it particularly thoroughly. In short: a great deal more ‘happens’ for them than for extroverts – it is just that this is not visible. Extroverts often feel slightly excluded, bored or even rejected when they are with quiet people. Definitely not: this is a false impression!


So, because of the particular way their brains are organized, introverts benefit if they take care to alternate their time with others and their time on their own appropriately. The correct proportions depend on the position of their comfort zone on the introvert–extrovert continuum (see the section ‘But what is a quiet person?’ at the beginning of this chapter). There are some withdrawn introverts who need a lot of peace and quiet (at the introvert end of the continuum), particularly after social occasions, while introverts placed more towards the middle of the continuum are content with less time out. They like people, and cultivate their contacts in such a way that they could easily pass as extroverts. Helgoe (2008) calls such people ‘socially accessible introverts’. I call these quiet people who could easily extrovert themselves ‘flexi-introverts’.


These flexi-introverts are often hard to distinguish from extroverts at first glance. Many people with this type of personality like being with people and are often very good at initiating contacts. It is only when it comes to energy management that it becomes clear that they are different from extroverts in one crucial particular: they need periods of quiet and withdrawal in order to be fully able to devote themselves to other people again.


Acknowledge the need for time out


It is because this type of quiet person seems so accessible that withdrawal is a problem: other people usually cannot see that a flexi-introvert could possibly need to be alone. Even socially accessible introverts often take a long time themselves to learn that they need this kind of peace and quiet and time on their own: when all’s said and done, they enjoy being with other people! But their gift for getting on with people has nothing to do with their need for peace and quiet. Flexi-introverts wear themselves out particularly easily because they are slow to notice this need, and enjoy the company of others. They benefit from planning regular rest periods very carefully.


No question about it: introverts are as much social beings as extroverts. They value a manageable network of reliable contacts. Assess your own preferences now. These two questions will help you to do it.
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Two questions for you












What kind of people do you feel particularly comfortable with?


What situations suit you best?
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Are you a quiet person?


Assessing your own needs


This question about whether you are a quiet person is probably the most important one in the book: now – after you have got to know about quiet people’s most important qualities – you have to locate yourself: where are you placed on the continuum between introversion and extroversion? Once you have found this place you will also gain access to certain strengths and obstacles in dealing with yourself and other people. And you will save a lot of energy as well, energy that you have invested (as I have) in living like a person that is actually not you. And, if nothing else, this new knowledge about yourself will help you to make a conscious assessment of precisely what you need in particular situations.


The following test will help you to locate yourself. Pour yourself your favourite drink, put aside a peaceful quarter of an hour, have a pen ready and find out whether you are a quiet person.
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Where do you come on the continuum?












Tick all the statements that are true for you.





	  1.  I quickly get impatient when I am talking to someone if they take too long to respond.
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	  2.  I prefer to talk to one other person rather than several.
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	  3.  I find I can understand what I am thinking more easily if I talk to other people about it.
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	  4.  I like my surroundings to be clean and tidy.
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	  5.  I like to act quickly on a ‘gut feeling’ rather than thinking about things for a long time.
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	  6.  If I’m really tired, I most like to be on my own.
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	  7.  People who talk quickly wear me out.
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	  8.  I have very personal, distinctive tastes.
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	  9.  I avoid large crowds of people if I can.
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	10.  I usually find small talk easy – even with people I don’t know.
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	11.  If I spend a long time with people, I often get tired or even irritable.
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	12.  Other people usually pay attention to me when I speak.


	[image: image]





	13.  If I have visitors at home who stay for a long time, I expect them to help.
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	14.  I prefer to work at a project in small sections rather than spending a long time on one piece.
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	15.  Sometimes I am very tired after a lot of conversations, or loud ones.
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	16.  I do not need a lot of friends.
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	17.  I don’t spend too long thinking about what is in other people’s minds.
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	18.  It matters to me to get enough sleep.


	[image: image]





	19.  I find new places and surroundings exciting.
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	20.  I find sudden disturbances and unexpected situations a strain.
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	21.  I believe people often think I am too calm, boring, distant or shy.
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	22.  I like watching closely and I have an eye for detail.
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‘Loehken’s book does not pressurize introverts to change.
Her approach is much more useful: emphasize your
strengths, and be aware of your challenges.”





