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INTRODUCTION

From entrepreneurs like Bill Gates to fashion designers like Eileen Fisher, athletes like Michael Jordan and film directors like Ang Lee, introverts can be found at the top of every field and industry. These celebrities haven’t succeeded despite their introversion. Instead, their introvert strengths have helped them succeed. And you have those same introvert strengths.

Unfortunately, not every workplace is designed to help all employees thrive. Modern workplaces cater to gregarious extroverts, with noisy open-plan offices, brainstorming sessions, and mandatory (fun!) socializing with team-building exercises and holiday parties. A 2017 study found that in the workplace, “well-being is lower overall for individuals with a preference for Introversion (I) compared to those with a preference for Extraversion (E).”1 This finding is probably no surprise to introverts living in an extrovert-biased society. You may have picked up, in subtle or overt ways, the message that our skills and natural talents aren’t useful and that we need to dramatically change our personalities if we want to have a successful career. This idea that we have to ignore or “overcome” our strengths to be happy at work is a myth.

This book was written to help introverts reconnect with the strengths and talents they’ve been taught to ignore. This is not a book that will try to turn you into an extrovert; instead, it acknowledges that most jobs require some form of “extroverting,” and it provides tips and advice for those times when we need to step out of our “effortless zone.” You’ll also find that this book isn’t about surface-level tips but rather about questioning what we’ve been told about ourselves and the ways we need to show up and behave.

When I first started blogging about introversion seven years ago, it was widely seen as a defect and mistakenly used as a synonym for shyness. There were only a handful of others talking about the quiet strengths of introversion—people like Andy Mort, Jenn Granneman, Jennifer Kahnweiler, Michaela Chung, and Brenda Knowles.

In 2012, Susan Cain’s book Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking became a New York Times bestseller, and the “introvert positive” movement expanded beyond a handful of bloggers. We’re now in an age where the negative stereotypes of introverts are increasingly replaced by the acknowledgment of the strengths that introverts share. And while there are still plenty of people who use the word shyness and introversion interchangeably, on the whole, the conversation around introversion has changed considerably for the better.

This change is best summed up in an Introverts Talking Business podcast interview with Beth Buelow, who has been writing about introversion since 2010 under the brand the Introvert Entrepreneur. Beth told me that when she first started her business, she set up a Google alert to inform her whenever a new article mentioning introversion was published. At first, she found that a large percentage of articles mentioning introversion were about criminals, and how the criminal in question was described as an “introvert and a loner.” But now her Google alert is filled with articles about how we make great leaders, parents, and business owners. There have been so many introvert-positive articles published over the past five years that I’ve even seen articles written by extroverts complaining that introverts are getting all of the attention—which is quite the irony!

We are in a unique time in history to thrive in the workplace and to change the landscape of the office and the culture around us. Whether you are a boss or an employee, a career-oriented person, or someone who prioritizes other parts of your life, if you have to collaborate with colleagues, answer to bosses, and deal with clients, this book is for you. The Introvert’s Guide to the Workplace will teach you how to use your natural introvert strengths to get ahead, as well as provide tips on how to survive those times when you need to “play the extrovert.”

For the past seven years, I’ve been writing articles about introversion and running the social media accounts Introverts Everywhere and Introvertology, as well as talking about introversion in the podcast Introverts Talking Business. As a certified life coach, I’ve helped introverts navigate an extroverted society and thrive; as a business coach, I’ve shown introvert business owners how to tap into their innate introverted leadership skills; and as a consultant, I have helped businesses and nonprofits tap into the strengths of everyone on their teams, both introverts and extroverts. I’m excited to bring the knowledge I’ve gained over those many years to the page.

You do have what it takes to thrive in the workplace.


“In my customer service role, I use my intuition, patience, and ability to connect one-on-one. These are things that come so naturally, I do them without thinking about it. When I get compliments on ‘how incredibly patient’ I am, it reminds me that not everyone has these strengths that we tend to take for granted.”

—Angelica, customer service representative


I.

WHAT IS INTROVERSION?

Quiet Revolutionary

Before he led a revolution, he was a shy law student. He had left home at the age of eighteen to study law in a foreign country, and now, three years later, he was back home in India. He knew little about the laws of his native country and struggled to understand its intricacies. However, his family had gone into debt to support his studies so he could get his law degree, so despite feeling like a fraud, he started looking for clients. He rented an office, put up his shingle, and waited . . . but very few cases came his way.

Finally, he was hired for an “easy case” that would only take up one day of his time. Representing the defendant, his main responsibility would be to cross-examine the plaintiff’s witness.

And that’s how Mahatma Gandhi found himself sitting nervously in a courtroom waiting for his first time to speak in the Small Causes Court. At last, the moment came for him to cross-examine the witness. Gandhi stood up—and froze. His mind went blank. He couldn’t think of a single thing to ask the plaintiff’s witness. In his autobiography The Story of My Experiments with Truth, he describes the courtroom as reeling around him. He imagined the judge was laughing at him, although the room was spinning too much for him to actually see if that was true. Unable to think or see straight, he sat down and then told his client’s representative that he couldn’t conduct the case.2

Gandhi’s first court case was a resounding failure.

Not exactly the type of behavior one would expect from a person who would go on to launch multiple revolutions while leading a very public life of nonviolent protest. What changed? Was Gandhi’s ability to shape the world through his leadership proof that he had stopped being a shy introvert and had turned into a talkative extrovert?

I don’t think Gandhi transformed into an extrovert. I believe what changed for him and what enabled him to become a revolutionary leader was that he overcame his extreme shyness, which is to say he overcame the fear of negative judgment that had caused him so much anxiety. But Gandhi retained his introversion—his innate need to go inward for his energy—which helped him to think deeply about the world around him and to challenge what the culture he lived in considered to be the truth.

I Thought I Was Broken

While I’m no Gandhi, I was a shy and quiet child. Growing up in the United States, it was pretty clear to me that I didn’t fit the American concept of “normal.” Socially, I only had one good friend at a time and cycled through four best friends between the ages of six and fourteen. Academically, pretty much every report card of mine declared, “Does not speak up in class.” Of course, there was also the occasional negative comment by peers, with one sixth-grade classmate turning to me out of the blue and saying, “It’s always the quiet ones who turn out to be serial killers.”

On top of that, in my early teens, I felt like I was failing at being a girl with regards to what I thought were things every girl should do. I hated talking on the phone, and I disliked going to the mall. Back then, I didn’t have the words introversion or HSP (Highly Sensitive Person) in my vocabulary, but I knew I was different from the popular kids.

When I was fifteen, I subscribed to Seventeen, a magazine for teen girls. I read up on how to be normal. I bought jeans even though I disliked the coarse feeling of the material on my skin, I bleached my bangs and purchased a metal lunch box like the one I saw in the magazine. Unsurprisingly, at the end of the day, I didn’t fool anyone, including myself, into thinking I was now “normal.”

My “wait, I’m actually normal?!” moment didn’t arrive until my early twenties when I picked up the book The Introvert Advantage by Marti Olsen Laney. It was life-changing.

Hold up, I thought. I’m not broken?! And there’s a biological reason why I act the way I do!

I was also amazed to learn that shyness, which Laney described as “social anxiety, an extreme self-consciousness when one is around people,” was not synonymous with introversion, which Laney described as the state of being “energized by the internal world.” I was relieved to learn that although I had, for the most part, grown out of my childhood shyness and had become president of two clubs in college, I was still, at the core, my same introvert self.

Whereas The Introvert Advantage had felt like an older sister saying, “Hey, it’s okay, there’s nothing wrong with you,” the next book I read on introversion, Introvert Power by Laurie Helgoe, was like having a big sister ready to fight the bullies who were saying I was broken. Not only that, Helgoe included an update to the often-cited statistic that originated in the 1950s—that introverts make up 25 percent of the population. She noted that a large-scale study in 1998 had actually found that 50.7 percent of the US population identified as introverts!3 While doing research for this book, I found that introverts are an even higher percentage of the global population. Using a global sample of over 16,000 people, the most recent MBTI® Manual published in 2018 reports that introverts make up 56.8 percent of the worldwide population!4

Introverts are, literally, normal.

When I first looked into the Myers–Briggs Personality Types and learned that I was an INFJ (Introversion, Intuition, Feeling, Judgment), I was once again amazed to find that there were others like me. I was part of a group of people who tend to heavily weigh other people’s feelings while making a decision and who constantly search for patterns in the world around them. But even as I realized that there are many people who are just as weird as I am, I also discovered introverts who are very different from me. While I tend to be anxious and reticent, other introverts are often brash and combative. My mind was blown.

When I graduated from college in 2003, Laney’s book on introversion had just been published the year before, and there was very little advice on the internet about how to thrive as an introvert adult. Most of the career advice I came across seemed inapplicable, inauthentic, or pretty much impossible. I had no idea how to manage my anxiety at job interviews or how to navigate the social aspects of work, such as balancing requests from coworkers who asked me out to lunch with my need to spend that midday moment by myself to recharge.

What I needed was a manual.

We Weren’t Given a Manual

I don’t know about you, but on my first day at my very first job out of college, I wasn’t given a manual titled, “How to thrive in the workplace as an introvert.” In fact, it felt like I had been given a sticky note with the message: “Hopefully, you’ll get by somehow despite your weirdness.”

Well, this book is the manual I wish I had been given.

While not everyone wants to be a revolutionary leader like Gandhi, I think everyone wants to feel understood and respected at their job and to know that they are making a difference. But that can seem like an impossible dream for an introvert who still struggles with being misunderstood in general. As Susan Cain described in Quiet, over the past century, American culture moved from a “culture of character” to a “culture of personality.”5 As extroversion and the “culture of personality” became the ideal, introverts had to learn to act like extroverts in order to reach their goals. Having grown up in the United States, I assumed that all successful people were outgoing and charismatic. Even the people who managed to create a career where they marched to the beat of their own drum, like the singer Weird Al, seemed to exude an energy I could never match.

And although amazing writers like Susan Cain have helped to bring attention to the fact that introverts are not broken, we’re still living in a culture that celebrates extroversion today. People often look at me as if I’m making things up when I say Elon Musk is an introvert, simply because they assume that success and fame are mutually exclusive with introversion.

In extrovert-focused societies like here in the United States, the label of introversion is still confused with shyness and seen as something that should be overcome so we can fit into the company culture. But there is power to being an introvert, and the word introvert should be embraced and used by our coworkers, our employers, and ourselves to highlight the natural gifts and talents we have that help us to uniquely excel in our jobs.

Unfortunately, many employers have designed workplaces that support extroverts but leave introverts feeling unheard and exhausted at the end of the day. From “team building exercises” that leave us feeling isolated, to brainstorming sessions where our voices aren’t heard, to overwhelming open-plan offices, it’s likely that the business or nonprofit where you work hasn’t taken your way of being into consideration. This is a shame, since I believe it’s possible for businesses to also cater to their introverted employees with just a few tweaks, which would allow them to tap into a spring of potential.

While we can’t force people to accept us as we are, we introverts can make small (or big) changes to the way we show up at work that will increase our productivity and quality of life. And perhaps with that, we can ignite a change and create a worldwide culture that provides a space for everyone to flourish.

Introversion Is . . .

I would love to share with you the single definition of introversion that everyone agrees on . . . unfortunately, it doesn’t exist. Ask any two people to define introversion, and they will probably give you two different answers. One might say that introverts are shy; another might say that they’re overwhelmed by large groups of people.

I’ve found that most interpretations of introversion can be grouped into four main concepts:

1. Introverts are shy.

2. Introverts get overstimulated more quickly than extroverts.

3. Introverts are less motivated by seeking rewards.

4. Introverts gain energy by being alone.

Your coworkers and bosses are likely subscribing to one of these definitions, which will in turn affect how they treat you. Let’s examine each of these definitions.

1. Introverts are shy.

A widespread definition of introverts is that they are shy. Do not use this definition, please, I beg you. It is a myth and misconception.

To recap, shyness, as Marti Olsen Laney described in The Introvert Advantage, is “an extreme self-consciousness when one is around people.”6 While many, but certainly not all, introverts are self-conscious around others, many extroverts are self-conscious around other people, too. Simply, shyness is not a defining attribute of introversion. We’ll speak more about the difference between introversion and shyness later on in this chapter.

2. Introverts get overstimulated more quickly than extroverts.

Another common definition is how easily introverts become overstimulated. One of the pioneers of this concept was the psychologist Hans Eysenck. According to his theory, “extroverts tend to exhibit lower levels of ascending reticular activating system activity as compared to that of the introverts.”7 The Ascending Reticular Activating System (ARAS), a network of nerves located in the brainstem, regulates wakefulness and vigilance. In other words, it is much easier for introverts to become overwhelmed because we already have a lot of activity going on in our brains. If you’ve ever walked into a noisy bar and your brain shuts down suddenly while your extroverted friend seems right at home, you’ve seen this in action.

This definition seems to have decreased in popularity among personality researchers, but it’s still used in articles and books about personality traits.

3. Introverts are less motivated by the act of seeking rewards.

Imagine yourself on a calm, relaxing beach. Seems like a nice place to be, right? Now imagine yourself buying a lottery ticket and then winning a week’s worth of wages! Exciting, right? While relaxing on a beach is pleasant, money is exciting. Like food and social status, money falls under what scientists refer to as a “reward,” a strong external incentive. The act of buying a lottery ticket, in hopes of winning money, means you’re pursuing a possible exciting reward!

Researchers Smillie, Cooper, Wilt, and Revelle asked introverts and extroverts to imagine a number of situations, some merely pleasant, and others involving the pursuit of a possible reward. After imagining themselves buying a lottery ticket and winning £1000 instantly, extroverted participants reported feeling higher levels of “enthusiastic, excited, elated, peppy, euphoric, and lively” emotions than introverts. But when it came to imagining themselves relaxing on the beach, introverts and extroverts felt similarly happy.8 Their research showed that introverts are less motivated than extroverts by the act of seeking rewards.

This difference between what introverts and extroverts feel when they imagine the pursuit of a reward is due to the chemical in the brain called dopamine. In The Secret Lives of Introverts: Inside Our Hidden World, author Jenn Granneman writes, “Dopamine itself doesn’t guarantee that you’ll feel pleasure. What is does guarantee is you’ll be excited by the possibility of pleasure. In a restaurant, when a server shows you a tray of tantalizing desserts and you get excited about eating one, that’s dopamine at work.”9

This could explain why your extroverted friend would love to go out and meet new people (social status is a “reward”), but you’re content with finishing that novel you started yesterday; you’re just not as excited by the possibility of the reward. An extrovert once told me that he got himself through a very boring meeting at the end of a workday by doodling an image of a cocktail on a pad of paper. He was motivating himself to get through the meeting by anticipating not just the external reward of an alcoholic drink, but also the external reward of hanging out and socializing with other people! I, on the other hand, often amuse myself during boring meetings by thinking of lists—what I need to buy at the grocery store, my favorite Doctor Who companions, etc. In other words, during a boring meeting, I tend to either occupy myself with random thoughts or productive lists, versus an extrovert who might try to keep their energy levels up by thinking about external rewards.

While introverts do sometimes enjoy pursuing external rewards, we tend to just not be as excited by it as extroverts. And because we’re less excited about pursuing external rewards, we often don’t think about them as much, and, therefore, we are less driven by the idea of rewards.

4. Introverts gain energy by being alone.

For the past seven years that I’ve been running online communities as a life and business coach for introverts, I have seen a significant shift in perception about introversion. Many extroverts, and even many introverts, used to define introversion as shyness, which is an easy mistake to make. Today, most of the introverts I come across define an introvert as a person who recharges their energy by being alone and who has their energy drained when they socialize with others.

When I reached out to my Twitter followers to ask for their definitions of introversion, a few of them responded:

“People who require space, quiet, and time to think about answers to questions and problems, or even to do their jobs; and who get emotionally and physically exhausted when forced into loud, busy, crowded environments for hours.”

“Time spent with others = energy given out. Time spent alone = recharge time!”

“Quiet time to think = a natural, effortless state; noisy time in social activities = continuous conscious effort.”

“Powered from within.”

While two of these answers mention the element of thinking and the other two do not, all four define introversion in terms of energy. This definition is loosely based on the theories of the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung who popularized the terms introversion and extraversion (the original spelling of extroversion) in the psychological sense in the 1920s. Jung’s theory, which we’ll discuss later, formed the basis of the well-known personality indicator, the Myers–Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI).

I find that most introverts relate to this energy-based definition the best. I’ll be using this fourth definition of introversion throughout this book.


Tips for Managing Introverts

Are you a leader or manager in the workplace? Do you have a definition of introversion that matches one of the definitions in this chapter? Creating definitions and mental shortcuts about a segment of the population, even one you might belong to, can quickly turn into pigeonholing and stereotyping, which ultimately does a disservice to the employee. In reality, we’re all individuals.

Here are a few questions you can ask yourself to start uncovering your assumptions about introverts:

• How do I define introversion?

• When someone tells me they are an introvert, what is my reaction?

• How do I expect an introvert to act?

• How have introverts I’ve interacted with in the past behaved?

• How do the introverts I’ve interacted with behave differently from one another?

Once you identify your expectations and question your assumptions, it’s much easier to see the introvert in front of you for who they truly are.



Am I an Introvert?

If you aren’t sure what side of the introvert–extrovert spectrum you swing, let me ask you one question:

It’s a Friday, and it’s been a very long week at work. You’ve put in a lot of hours and are exhausted. What do you want to do next—go home, or go out?

Of course, if you answered, “go home,” you’re most likely an introvert! But if your idea of starting a relaxing weekend is being around other people, you’re most probably an extrovert. If your answer depends on your mood, you may be an ambivert, someone in the middle of the spectrum. Look for tendencies and patterns in the way you recharge your energy to find out if you’re an introvert or an extrovert.

Still not sure if you’re an introvert? Here are a few characteristics many introverts relate to:

• Dislikes small talk

• Likes nature

• Enjoys working independently rather than taking part in group projects

• Gets really excited and talkative when speaking about something they love but can struggle to be engaged in conversations they are not interested in

• Has trouble formulating on-the-spot answers to questions

• Experiences sensory overload, such as getting uncomfortable or overwhelmed after experiencing too many sights, sounds, etc. (If this describes you, you may also be a Highly Sensitive Person on top of being an introvert.)

• “Shuts down” or gets grumpy after prolonged social interaction

• Dislikes open-plan offices

• Focuses on work instead of engaging in chitchat with coworkers

• Has a few close friends

• Dislikes parties

• Prefers texting or emailing to speaking on the phone

Don’t worry if only a few of these describe you; introverts come in all different shapes and sizes. You’ll still be able to pick up tips and tricks from this book to help you thrive in the workplace.

The Different Faces of Introversion

I’m an introvert, and so is my very good friend Lisa Avebury, who has a worldwide touring company called Sacred Introvert Retreat Tours. But we’re very different people. I’m a homebody, while she likes going to gardens and museums and estate sales. I generally don’t talk to strangers, but she’ll walk up to someone and tell them she likes their hat. I’m active on social media, but she stays off it as much as possible.

This breadth of differences among introverts and among theories of introversion has been noted by many psychologists in the past, and it led psychologists Jennifer O. Grimes, Jonathan Cheek, Julie K. Norem, and Courtney A. Brown to examine those wide-ranging differences. They designed a survey combining nineteen different scales designed to measure introversion/extraversion and administered it to 225 female students. The end result culminated in the theory that there are four types of introversion—Social, Thinking, Anxious, and Restrained, resulting in the mnemonic STAR. An introvert can score high or low on each of these traits.10

Do you identify with one or more of the following types of introverts?

Social introverts value their alone time and prefer smaller groups of people to larger groups.

Thinking introverts are pensive daydreamers. They have an inclination toward self-reflection and introspection.

Anxious introverts are self-conscious in social situations. They are also anxious at home and ruminate on events they would rather forget.

Restrained introverts can take a while to wake up in the morning. They prefer to take things easy and think something through before speaking.11

What I like about this theory is that it shows there is no one right way to be an introvert—or even one right way to be a human being.

Personality Theories through Time

The social practice of forcing people into boxes began a very long time ago, and some ancient theories of personality still affect us and how we lead our lives today.

Barring access to a time machine/TARDIS, we may never know what the first multifaceted theory of personality looked like. Still, we do know that personality theories are older than recorded history.

Ayurveda, a medical system originating in India, was first recorded roughly five thousand years ago in the Indus valley,12 around the same time that writing was invented. And judging from the complexity of the theory, it most likely had a long oral history before it was written down. In India, around 70 percent of its rural population still practice the Ayurvedic system of medicine today.13 According to Ayurveda, all of life, including the human body, consists of five natural elements—fire, water, earth, air, and ether (space).14 The combinations of these five elements govern various functions of a human being’s physical, emotional, and mental characteristics. We’re all born with varying degrees of these elements, and illnesses arise when our own personal combination of elements becomes greatly imbalanced. Imbalances are often due to environmental factors, such as the type of food you eat. So, by eating the right foods, for example, we can find our internal balance again.

Fast forward three thousand years to the second century, around 150 CE, when the Greek physician Galen, personal physician to several Roman emperors, devised his own explanation of behavior and health. During his medical training, Galen was most likely instructed in the medical theories of the Greek physician Hippocrates. Hippocrates theorized that the human body contains four fluids (blood, “yellow bile,” phlegm, and “black bile”), which need to be balanced in order to achieve physical health (sound familiar?). Galen expanded this theory to also explain differences in personality. According to Galen’s theory, if you’re passionate and bossy, you would be described as Choleric and would have an excess of the fluid yellow bile. If you are confident and high-energy, you would be referred to as Sanguine and have a surplus of blood in your system. Melancholic people, with an excess of black bile, are sensitive and pensive. Meanwhile, Phlegmatic people, who have an excess of phlegm, would be peaceful and unexcitable.15

Did you notice anything about those descriptions? Don’t Choleric and Sanguine people sound like stereotypes of an extrovert, while Melancholic and Phlegmatic people sound like stereotypes of an introvert? Surprisingly, Galen’s concept of the four temperaments was popular in certain cultures up until the 1700s! Occasionally, I still hear someone described as being choleric or sanguine.

The next famous theory I’d like to discuss was created by Carl Jung in the 1920s. Jung popularized introversion and extraversion as psychology terms—an introvert is a person who is primarily turned inward toward their own thoughts and ideas, while extraverts are directed outward to things outside the self. Jung’s theory struck a chord with the public, so much so that in 1957, Dr. Richard Evens, while interviewing Jung, noted: “These terms have now become so widely known that the man on the street is using them constantly in describing members of his family, his friends, and so on. They have become probably the psychological concepts most often used by the layman today.”16 Today, nearly one hundred years later, we’re still using the terms introvert and extrovert to describe aspects of a person’s personality! And modern research has been hard at work, trying to understand what it means to be an introvert or extrovert.

The theory of personality used by most personality psychologists today is called “The Big Five.” The Big Five posits that there are five main aspects to a person’s personality, which can be memorized using the acronym OCEAN: Openness, Conscientiousness, Extroversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism. How does the Big Five describe introversion? Well, it doesn’t. There are extroverts, and then there are people who just score low on extroversion. The influential researchers and personality psychologists Robert McCrae and Paul Costa describe extroversion as having the facets of warmth, gregariousness, assertiveness, activity, excitement seeking, and positive emotions.17 I know many introverts who would really dislike being regarded as someone who lacks warmth and assertiveness and who would say that the Big Five description isn’t entirely accurate. I also object to the idea that introverts are just “low on extroversion.” Nevertheless, the Big Five is the prevailing description of personality used by personality psychologists.

It’s in Your Brain

To learn how to thrive as an introvert in the workplace, we first need to figure out what it means to be authentic and true to your introverted self. While individual pieces of research can’t definitively give us answers, they can be puzzle pieces in the bigger picture of how to succeed in the world and at work.

Fortunately, technology today is allowing us to scan people’s brain structure and examine their brain chemicals. We are getting closer to understanding the biological source of differences in personality.

In her book The Introvert Advantage, Marti Olsen Laney discussed a study by Dr. Debra Johnson that examined the difference between what’s going on in an introvert’s and an extrovert’s brain while resting in a positron emission tomography (PET) scanner. Laney describes that for introverts, “blood flowed to the parts of the brain involved with internal experiences like remembering, solving problems, and planning.” For extroverts, blood flowed “to the areas of the brain where visual, auditory, touch, and taste (excluding smell) sensory processing occurs.” Even while resting in a PET scanner, introverts and extroverts have different ways of being! This research shows that we are natural planners. Planning can be used as a source of strength for introverts, and throughout this book, you’ll read about how to make use of this strength in all areas of the workplace—from speaking up in meetings to networking.

One of my favorite studies on the differences between introverts and extroverts involves the drug Ritalin, which is often prescribed to people with ADHD because it helps with concentration. In 2013, Cornell University scientists Richard A. Depue and Yu Fu administered Ritalin to research participants, then proceeded to show them a few videos, several of which would typically be considered boring. Because of the drug, subjects found those “boring” videos interesting. After the drug wore off, subjects were shown the videos again, in the same room they had originally watched the films. There was a difference in how introverts and extroverts responded! Even though they were no longer under the effects of the drug, the extroverts who had been given Ritalin became excited because they associated the room with the positive feelings they had felt when they first watched the movie. However, introverts, and the control group of extroverts who had never been given the drug, couldn’t care less about being in that room and rewatching the same boring videos. Richard Depue, one of the researchers of the study, describes its findings in this way: “Extroverts will acquire a more extensive network of reward-context memories that activate their brain’s reward system.”18 Have you ever had a pretty good time at a party or networking event but find that you still have to force yourself to leave the house to attend similar types of events in the future? If so, you’ve experienced what this study described. I’ll include tips in later chapters on how to motivate yourself to go to things like networking events or holiday parties—if that’s something that aligns with your goals.

Now that we have a better idea of what introversion is, let’s talk about what it’s not.

Introvert Myths

I’ve come across six main myths about introversion:

1. We’re all shy.

2. We aren’t leaders.

3. We can’t do public speaking.

4. We hate people.

5. We lack self-esteem.

6. We’re aloof.

Let’s examine each of these myths individually.

1. Introverts are shy.

Peter claimed he was no longer an introvert.

“Okay,” I said, while wondering to myself why he had come to the event I had organized for introverts.

Peter proceeded to tell me that he used to stay silent whenever he was among a group of people, but that was in the past. Now, he could talk confidently in a group. What Peter thinks of as introversion, I think of as shyness. I often come across people, like Peter, who tell me mistakenly that they “used to be introverts but are now extroverts.” After some probing, it almost always turns out that they simply outgrew their shyness and can now talk to people with ease. It’s not unusual for someone to “grow” out of shyness. On the other hand, there’s quite a bit of research suggesting that a decent amount of introversion is genetically determined.

A study from the University of Minnesota looked at 402 pairs of twins, including identical and fraternal twins, as well as twins who were raised together and apart. It concluded that when it comes to certain aspects of personality, “on average, about 50 percent of measured personality diversity can be attributed to genetic diversity.” The researchers also concluded that the “overall contribution of a common family-environment component was small and negligible.”19

In other words, it’s likely that what had changed in Peter wasn’t his temperament, an ingrained part of his personality, but rather a certain aspect of his outward behavior—his shyness.

Because of this long-standing myth that all introverts are shy, many people seem to think that if we introverts could just get over our supposed fear of socializing, we would turn out to be loud, exuberant extroverts and start hosting raucous parties. Umm, no. In my case, it isn’t fear that’s preventing me from hosting raucous parties; it’s my complete lack of interest in being involved in a loud party, or pretty much any party.

The reason this is such a long-standing myth is that from the outside, introversion and shyness may look indistinguishable from one another. If a shy person and an introvert walk into a noisy nightclub full of strangers, they’re both going to look very unhappy. But they’ll look unhappy for different reasons. Shyness stems from the fear of being judged—a shy person is going to worry about fitting in with everyone in that club. Meanwhile, an introvert who is not shy may look grumpy because they have hit their “introvert overwhelm” limit.

While there are definitely shy introverts in the world, there are also shy extroverts, too. In the book Quiet, Susan Cain explains that a shy extrovert like Barbra Streisand can have a big personality and also have extreme stage fright. Meanwhile, a non-shy introvert may behave like Bill Gates, who supposedly “keeps to himself but is unfazed by the opinions of others.”20

Let’s think about a hypothetical situation where Jackie, Mickey, and Rose are in the break room at work. Jackie tells Mickey, a shy extrovert, and Rose, a non-shy introvert, that she has tickets for an “awesome” singles party happening this weekend. Unfortunately, she can’t go, and asks if either of them want her ticket—both refuse. Externally, the shy extrovert and nonshy introvert have the same reaction, refusing the free ticket. However, the internal reasons are very different. Mickey, the shy extrovert, might be thinking, “Ugh. I kind of want to go. But I’m not going to know anyone there. It’s just going to be awkward.” Meanwhile, Rose, the non-shy introvert, might be thinking, “Ugh. That sounds exhausting!” Without knowing their underlying reasoning, Jackie might interpret Rose’s response as proof that she is shy, and Jackie might think that Mickey is an introvert! What Jackie may not realize is that it’s not a fear of awkwardness that is preventing Rose from attending, but rather the expectation of being exhausted and drained by an unfulfilling evening. Recall that current research is now saying that introverts just aren’t as excited as extroverts when anticipating rewards.
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