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Introduction

“Why do you always disappear like that?” my friend asked. “I had no idea where you were.”

By fifteen, I had been wandering off for as long as I could remember. To me, it was as natural as daydreaming. Now my friend was telling me that she had noticed my disappearing acts, and it bothered her. My invisibility cloak wasn’t working as well as I thought it was. What else had others noticed about me that wasn’t to their liking?

I already sensed that I was different, but it wasn’t until high school that people began to comment on it. “You’re really quiet,” they said. “What’s wrong?” Usually nothing was wrong; I was happily fantasizing, or observing. After a while, though, I began to think that they were right. Maybe there was something inherently wrong with me. I would later learn that about one-third to one-half of the world’s population feels just as flawed and misunderstood as I was. But we’ll get to that later.

There was something else about my teenage years that I think I should mention. After the awkward puberty years passed, there was a certain comment I received even more often than “you’re quiet.” Once again, my invisibility cloak was failing and people were eager to tell me their observations about me. This time, what they had to say was more complimentary. People were telling me I was beautiful by the time I entered high school. I had a pretty face, good hair, nice eyes—great! According to the popular shows at the time (Dawson’s Creek; Party of Five; Beverly Hills, 90210), being beautiful was the ultimate VIP pass. It got you into the cool crowd and made boys like you. More importantly, it gave you something to work with. Beauty was a winning hand to play when love and acceptance were on the table. However, when I still felt like an outsider among my peers despite my outward beauty, I was left to wonder: Do I have an ugly personality?

Our culture is great at reinforcing the idea that an introverted personality is unattractive. Introversion has long been depicted as the ugly little sister of extroversion. To extroverts are attributed all the attractive qualities: charisma, friendliness, confidence. Meanwhile, introverts get the tattered hand-me-downs. We are labeled as withdrawn, antisocial, and depressed. A while ago I received an email from an introverted man from Switzerland named Claude. The story he shared sounded all too familiar:


Yesterday, I started an English course. The first lesson was about “finding the real you.” We had to match character adjectives with meanings 1-10. I had matched “introversion” with “self-reliant” and gave it a positive meaning. “No,” said our teacher. “Introversion matches to withdrawn and is generally seen as negative. And extroversion is seen as positive.” BAAH. It made me furious. Immediately felt that feeling of “something is wrong with me” again.



Stories like Claude’s are quite common. With all the misconceptions about us, you would think that introverts are a small and freakish minority. As alluded to earlier, introverts make up roughly one-half to one-third of the world’s population. Yet, the qualities that are as natural to us as breathing—the very same qualities that we share with millions of other introverts across the globe—make us feel defective. Just like me, many introverts come to believe that there is something wrong with them. I have received countless messages from introverts who say that they felt a sense of vindication after discovering their introversion. Somehow, learning that they are not the only ones who are quiet and inwardly inclined made them feel like it was finally okay to be who they were. They breathed a sigh of relief knowing that they were not strange or defective. They were simply introverts.

The most basic definition of an introvert is someone who gains energy by turning inward and loses energy in stimulating environments. Introverts are more easily overstimulated than extroverts. This is why we tend to enjoy contemplative, quiet activities. Meanwhile, extroverts prefer to direct their energies outward. They require more stimulation to feel good. This leads them to seek out busier environments that give them a buzz. Extroverts also tend to be risk-takers, while introverts are often risk-averse. In addition to our inward orientation, we introverts share several other qualities, preferences, and quirks.

Some introverted traits seem to be ingrained. Others are a result of the culture we live in. For example, many introverts have learned to cope with constant over stimulation by putting up a wall. This leads people to believe that introverts are cold or standoffish, but this is not our true nature.

The innate qualities that most introverts share are a love of introspection, a need for solitude, and a slower, more focused communication style.

Love of Introspection

Introspection is a favorite pastime for introverts. We love to explore the colorful landscapes of our imagination. Many of us have been criticized for our wandering minds. We’ve been told to get our head out of the clouds and stop daydreaming. What people don’t understand is that there is a good reason for our inwardly focused ways. The outside world often feels like an assaulting force for introverts. At every turn there are energy vampires threatening to suck us dry. Turning inward is as much a means of survival as it is a source of comfort. Our love of introspection also brings meaning and direction to our life.

The Need for Solitude

An introvert’s desire for solitude is more than just a preference. It is crucial to our health and happiness. We need time alone to restore ourselves. Introverts are pressured to push ourselves to the point of exhaustion in social situations—then we feel guilty for becoming irritable and grouchy. We blame ourselves for not being able to be “on” all the time. But when we give ourselves permission to seek the solitude we crave, life becomes lighter. Social situations are more bearable. Even annoying small talk is easier to endure when we’ve fortified ourselves with solitude.

A Different Approach to Communication

Introverts are known for being quiet. This can feel like a liability in the noisy world we live in. While extroverts are verbal processors, who speak as they think, introverts need to think before we speak. This leads to a slower, more thoughtful communication style that involves fewer words and longer pauses. We prefer to explore topics more in-depth, instead of flitting from subject to subject as many extroverts do. If the conversation doesn’t interest us, we often go quiet and retreat into the wonderland that is our imagination. We find endless entertainment in our ideas and fantasies.

Other Introvert Idiosyncrasies

•   Many introverts identify as highly sensitive

•   Most introverts hate talking on the phone

•   We are often spiritual

•   We have a tendency to over think

•   We prefer deep conversations over small talk

•   We often write better than we speak

Of course, not every introvert will relate to all of the qualities I mention in this book. However, I have tried my best to share experiences and perspectives that most introverts can identify with. Likewise, my descriptions of extroverts are generalized and will not necessarily apply to every extrovert in every circumstance. We are all unique snowflakes with our own behaviors, habits, and traits. I highlight certain commonalities to help introverts see that we are not alone. Many others share the very qualities that made us think there is something wrong with us.

Introversion and extroversion occur on a spectrum. This means there are different degrees of introversion. No one person is completely an introvert or completely an extrovert. It is possible for us to have qualities that are associated with extroversion, such as a love of adrenaline-inducing adventures or a talkative, bubbly personality. Again, the main definition of introversion has to do with where we get our energy from. Introverts can be sociable and even outgoing, but we will need ample time to be alone and recharge our energy between social spurts.

Recently, my friend’s colleague decided to take a vacation by herself. “Do you think you’ll get lonely?” asked my friend.

“No. I’m taking my inner being with me,” she replied, bending her arm as if carrying a parcel on her hip. The gesture made my friend giggle; however, being an introvert herself, she could relate to what her colleague was saying. People assume that introverts are lonely when we turn inward. In reality, we are lonelier when we spend too much time focusing outward. Turning in is both a joy and a necessity for introverts. We need to feel connected to our “inner being,” which is comprised of our thoughts, feelings, unique perspectives, and intuition. Unfortunately, the world is eager to force us out—out of our head, out of our home, out of our shell—and onto Planet Extrovert.

There is a real bias toward extroversion in our culture. This leads introverts to give into the pressure to seek fulfillment on the outside. We think that doing as extroverts do will make us more attractive and likeable. Perhaps to some extent it will, but there are drawbacks. For one, we would attract the wrong people. These people only like us for our mask. What lies beneath our carefully constructed persona is the real treasure. The other problem with striving to keep up with extroverts is that it exhausts us. It makes us feel irritable, stressed out, and even depressed.

Introverts are happiest when we stay connected to our inner world. Doing so allows us to cultivate our own kind of charisma. This is not the kind of charisma that shouts for attention or tells the best jokes at a party. Nor is it a smooth-talking sort of charisma that always knows what to say. True charisma has to do with a person’s ability to draw us in and hold our attention. Introverts can do this without saying a word. It all begins with reconnecting to our inner nature. That is why the first part of this book is focused on helping introverts come home to ourselves.

Once we have reconnected to our inner nature, developing charisma is more about revealing what is already there, rather than adding anything on. Part two of this book helps introverts peel back our extroverted persona to reveal the glowing, authentic self beneath. We actually let people catch a glimpse of the good stuff that we usually keep to ourselves. One of the first things you’ll learn in any creative writing class is to “show, don’t tell.” The extrovert’s way is to tell. When it comes to sharing our inner irresistible, introverts are better off to show.

It’s time for introverts to take off our invisibility cloak and show the world the beauty of our true personality. The best part is that we can do so in our own quiet way. No extroversion required.


Part 1

Coming Home to Yourself


1

The Extrovert’s Way—a Road Map to Nowhere



As far as I can remember, I’ve always felt different. I was not normal; I was “other.” Even at four years old I knew I didn’t fit in. No matter what section of the kindergarten circle I sat at, I always felt like an outsider. It was as if everyone else had received a secret memo that I had missed. Eventually, though, I got the message. It went something like this:


Dear Michaela,

If you would like to be accepted into our private Circle of Normal People, there are some rules you must follow.

•   You are required to spend plenty of time with others. It is not acceptable to sit together in silence. You must be having a conversation or doing some sort of activity—preferably both at the same time. Silence is permitted if you are playing sports, provided that you converse before and after the game. We also highly recommend that you join your teammates for a postgame chocolate sundae or Coca-Cola float.

•   You must go out and socialize on weekends. Staying home on a weeknight is permissible, but socializing on Friday and Saturday is absolutely essential. Acceptance into the Circle hinges on how well you follow this rule. Acceptable excuses for failing to obey this rule include: contagious illness, injury, a family emergency or death, final exams, or your own death.

•   You must accept that constant noise will be a part of your life from now on. Don’t bother trying to tell others to speak more quietly or to turn down the volume on the stereo. This will make both you and the Circle seem very uncool and will lead to your immediate demotion in status. Repeated anti-noise infractions could result in your expulsion from the Circle.

•   The Circle of Normal People prides itself on the popularity of its members. One, two, or even three friends is not sufficient. Ten is adequate. Over twenty is preferred. It is not necessary to spend one-on-one time with each person, so long as you can remember one another’s names most of the time and make small talk as needed.

•   Toughen up, dammit. You must never let people see your weaknesses, especially if said weaknesses could be labeled as timid, wimpy, or sissy-like. Crying in public is out of the question.

If you are able to abide by the above restrictions, we would be happy to have you as a member of the Circle of Normal People. The benefits of membership include: exemption from ridicule from other Circle members, liberation from the burden of thinking for yourself, a free birthday meal at Denny’s.

Sincerely,

Norm Al Pearson



In our culture, extroversion is considered the norm. It is the club that everyone wants to be part of. A lot of people think it’s the superior personality type. Countless times, when I have told people that I am a writer and coach for introverts, they’ve asked, “So, you teach them how to be extroverted?” I fight back an eye roll and tell them that is most definitely not what I do.

Before we go any further, I want to get one thing straight. Extroverts are not superior to introverts, and vice versa. We are different personality types with different needs and motivations. In our culture, different is scary. Extroverts have laid claim on the definition of normal, leaving introverts to feel guilty for not fitting in.

While I was in college, I spent several months living with extended family members who were close in age to me. Every night, the four of us ate dinner together. Most of the time, the others carried on chatting after the meal. Meanwhile, I slipped away to my room to do homework or read. One day, one of the other women in the house pulled me aside to tell me that I had deeply offended her. She said that it was “very rude” that I didn’t stay and chat with the others after dinner. I was shocked. I thought it was enough that we ate together every single night. Now she was telling me I had to linger and talk for a half hour? What next? Would we have to join hands and sing “Kumbaya” before brushing our teeth? Come on.

Even though I thought she was being ridiculous, I couldn’t help but feel bad. My sensitive guilt reflex had been triggered, and I was queasy with shame. I felt like a little kid being scolded for something as natural as falling asleep at naptime. I didn’t know whether to argue, laugh, or cry. Like most introverts, I hate conflict. So, I slithered away to my room like the green scaly creature I imagined I was. And I cried.

Experiences like the one I just shared send a very strong message to introverts. Our way is right. Your way is wrong. The right way, of course, is the extrovert’s way.

The Extrovert’s Way

If happiness is a destination, extroverts are in the fast lane. They need more stimulation to feel good compared to introverts, so they tend to talk and move at a faster pace. They want to do it all, see it all, and say it all with as few rest stops as possible. The extrovert’s way wouldn’t be so bad if introverts felt like it was optional. Extroverts could carry on doing what extroverts do best. Meanwhile, we introverts could make our own path.

Sometimes, we do want to take a little road trip into extrovert territory. But we would like to be able to pick and choose our extroverted endeavors. Ideally, we would approach life like a buffet, helping ourselves to a small side of meet and greet, a healthy dollop of deep thought, and a sprinkling of social fluff. No one would judge or criticize what we put on our plate. They would let us have our slice of solitude, and eat it too. This is not how it goes for most introverts. Instead, we are deemed inferior the moment we navigate away from the extrovert’s definition of normal.

There are plenty of people out there who are as knowledgeable about introversion as mosquitos are about long division. Such people tell us that introversion is a deficiency that needs to be fixed. Extroversion is the standard to shoot for. From an early age, introverts receive the message that to be popular, successful, and attractive, you must be extroverted. In childhood we notice that smiley, talkative children are favored. As teens, our hormones beg us to try on a more attention-grabbing personality. If we don’t succumb to the pressure to change in our youth, we are certain to do so in adulthood. Many of us have done everything society has told us to do; yet we feel more lost than ever. This is because the extrovert’s way has led us astray.

You’ve likely experienced the impact of the extrovert’s way in your own life. Here are a few scenarios that might sound familiar.

Scenario #1: You want to spend Saturday night at home alone with a good book, but your friends—and society as a whole—tell you this is not normal. To them, the path to a happy and fulfilling life is paved with barbecues, parties, and lots of nights out on the town.

Scenario #2: You are at a barbecue and you are starting to fade. You want to leave early, or at least go for a walk so you can recharge; however, others say it’s weird to go off on your own when there is laughter and fun times to be had. They tell you the only way to enjoy life is to join the party.

Scenario #3: You have two best friends with whom you spend most of your time, and you have no desire to make more. But your friends, family, and all those happy people in Bud Light commercials tell you that more friends equals more happiness. Surrounding yourself with lots of people is the only way to feel fulfilled.

There is a common theme among these scenarios: the key to happiness is to surround ourselves with people all the time. The thing about the extrovert’s way of socializing is that simply being around people is not enough. If it were, introverts might have an easier time. Instead, socializing is treated like a sport. We have to show up in our extrovert’s uniform prepared to be jostled and judged by the other team. From the moment we step on the field, the other guys are sizing us up. They wonder if we can hold our own in a conversation match. We wonder if we’ll still be standing after a full hour of banter back and forth. By halftime our extrovert’s uniform is unraveling. We feel embarrassed when our introverted underpants begin to show through. Socializing in this way makes us feel like losers. No matter how much we try, we can’t win. And believe me, we’ve tried.

That’s what a lot of extroverts don’t understand when they nonchalantly say things like, “C’mon, try to live a little.” Or when they roll their eyes when we express our desire to stay home, as if we are just being lazy and not trying. We have tried. Oh, yes, we have tried, and tried, and tried to turn ourselves into extroverts, to no avail. No matter how much we would like to enjoy being around other humans 24/7, we just don’t. This doesn’t mean we hate people, nor does it mean we’re lazy. What it means is that we need alone time as much as we need human contact—sometimes more so.

Forcing ourselves to be around people all the time can have severe consequences for introverts. It often leads to feelings of depletion, sadness, and even depression. In a Mamamia article, “This Is Who I Am, Deal with It,” Wendy Squires talks about how her forced extroversion triggered her depression.


What I see now … was that I was not allowing myself time to recharge, to be alone, to say nothing and just be after socially active periods. Instead, I would believe such plateaus were a depression descending which, dammit, I refused to accept or needed to block, forcing me out the door and back to people and alcohol and the pressure to be up—the very triggers that shot me down in the first place.



Squires thought her need for alone time was a sign of depression. In the end, it was a lack of solitude that triggered her descent into depression. Like Squires, many introverts receive the wrong message about solitude.

Our extroverted culture makes introverts feel despicable for wanting to be alone. Like thieves snatching something that doesn’t belong to them, we have to “steal” a moment of solitude. If only introverts could see that we have a right to our alone time. We have a right to enjoy it too.

Think vs. Do

The trouble is that the extroverts in our lives don’t understand our need for alone time. “But what are you going do at home by yourself?” they ask. “Won’t you be bored?” If I had to summarize an extrovert’s approach to life in one word, I would choose “do.” For introverts, it would be “think.” Of course, extroverts can think and introverts can do. But for introverts, thinking is a form of doing. Extroverts don’t usually get this; their doing is more literal. They go out, meet friends, run errands, and get big and important things done. They don’t see much value in all our reflecting and introspecting. To them, it just looks like we are sitting around doing nothing. In our productivity-obsessed culture, taking time to sit alone and reflect is like riding the bench while your team is playing the World Series. The extroverts are the ones running around on the field, swinging hard, and stealing bases. They get all the high fives, all the glory. Few people understand that a lot can be accomplished while sitting on the sidelines. As we observe, we notice patterns and learn from the mistakes of other players. Sitting out for a while also allows us to store up energy, so we can play our best when we do make it onto the field.

Sensitivity Is Synonymous with Weakness

In the extrovert’s World Series, introverts are seen as the weakest link. This is not just because of our need to be alone. Our sensitivity is also seen as a weakness. According to Dr. Elaine Aron, author of The Highly Sensitive Person: How to Thrive when the World Overwhelms You, a highly sensitive person (HSP) has a sensitive nervous system. Highly stimulating environments easily overwhelm them. Although not all introverts are highly sensitive, most HSPs (about 70 percent) are introverted.

Sensitivity comes with many gifts, such as strong intuition, empathy, and an appreciation for subtlety. Despite our strengths, sensitive introverts struggle with the extrovert’s way. Since extroverts actively seek out more stimulation, they are perplexed by our desire to avoid it. They don’t understand why their constant need to turn up the volume on life would upset us. I once had a roommate—we’ll call him Joe—who loved to blast electronic music first thing in the morning. His personality was just as loud and up-tempo as the stuff blaring from his stereo. He could talk for hours, often clapping his hands or pounding his fists for emphasis. Even though I liked Joe, I found living with him exhausting. His noisy way of life was too much for my sensitive nervous system. I spent much of my time hiding in my room.

The More-Is-More Mentality

It’s not just noise that makes introverts want to dim the lights and hide for days. Our culture’s obsession with always accumulating more is just as overwhelming. Bigger is better! Go big or go home! Supersize me, baby! These are household phrases that appeal to extroverted households. The quest for more—more things, more entertainment, more stimulation—is very much an extrovert’s pursuit. Even though we don’t fully understand it, introverts can easily get sucked in by the extrovert’s more-is-more mentality. If there weren’t so much pressure to acquire and consume, most introverts would be happy to live with less. Often, as long as we have our books, our imagination, and a wide slice of solitude, we’re content.

My theory is that introverts give energy to everything we own. With this in mind, we had better be sure our possessions offer us something valuable in return. Inanimate objects aren’t as generous as society would have us believe. They can’t love us or make us feel less lonely at night. Some stuff has a real practical purpose in our daily life, while other objects are just there to amuse or impress. Since introverts find plenty of amusement in our own mind, we’re better off foregoing possessions that don’t serve us in some immediate way. Some people would find this view too extreme to take seriously. For such people, acquisition is the purpose of life. More stuff equals more success.

Another way success is measured in our culture is by the number of friends we have. Never mind if these friends have no idea where we went to middle school or how we like our tea in the morning. As long as there is a decent sized crowd at our funeral, we’d have lived a good life. (Funny how even death doesn’t put an end to the popularity contest.) Introverts prefer to take a quality-over-quantity approach to relationships. This means that we tend to have fewer friends and fewer lovers over a lifetime. Besides those nerve-racking adolescent years when being popular is the only thing that matters, we aren’t too concerned with having a ton of friends. Managing too many friendships is stressful for introverts. Meanwhile, extroverts love having lots of friends. Friends offer an endless supply of fun, and, as the old saying (coined by the English writer John Heywood, who was probably an extrovert) goes, “The more, the merrier!”

I’ve hardly ever heard an introvert say “the more, the merrier” and actually mean it. If we do utter these evil four words, it is through clenched teeth. Instead of feeling merry in large groups, we often feel more alone. This quote by Henry Rollins says it best: “Yes, I guess you could say I’m a loner, but I feel more lonely in a crowded room with boring people than I feel on my own.”

The Open-Door Policy

One of the things that irked me about living with my extroverted roommate, Joe, was that he had an open-door policy with all of his friends. They could show up at nearly any hour of the day, and he would greet them with sickening enthusiasm.

I’m not so into the open-door policy, especially during work hours. I can understand keeping the door open sometimes, but all the time? I’d rather not spend my days knowing that, at any moment, someone could barrel into my office like a bulldozer and demolish my train of thought. Since I work for myself, I can enforce a closed-door policy without reprimand. Many introverts don’t have this luxury. They work in offices that force employees to keep the door open at all times—that is, if they have a door at all. Nowadays, a lot of companies embrace open office plans. I have worked for such a company and found it hard to concentrate. People were constantly stopping by my desk to ask questions or make small talk.

Multitasking extroverts seem unfazed by the constant distractions of an open plan office. Like many introverts, I have never been good at multitasking. Introverts accomplish more when we can give our complete focus to a task without interruption. After years of exalting multitasking as the ultimate form of productivity, researchers are now finding that single-tasking introverts had it right all along. A group of Stanford researchers found that people who are media multitaskers do not pay attention, control their memory, or switch from one job to another as well as those who complete one task at a time. The researchers split one hundred students into two groups, those who regularly do a lot of media multitasking and those who don’t. The researchers expected the multitaskers to have an edge, but their findings showed otherwise. “We kept looking for what they’re better at, and we didn’t find it,” said Eyal Ophir, the study’s lead author. It turns out that an introvert’s focused approach is better for both the brain. The bottom line—yet another reason to keep the door closed.

Saying “No” to Normal

Now that I’ve spent some time in the Circle of Normal People, I can see that membership is not what I thought it would be. The price is too high for the supposed benefits. We are expected to give up our precious solitude, our love of being alone, our long walks through deep forests of thought. In return, we get to be part of something bigger than ourselves. That’s the dream, right? The problem is that this “something bigger” is too big. It crashes down on us like an anvil, crushing our soul in the process. With all this in mind, I’ve decided not to renew my membership in the Circle. But, I didn’t want to leave without sending a message to our old friend Norm Al Pearson:


Dear Norm,

While I appreciate your offer to include me in your Circle, I am unable to accept your terms. I like thinking for myself. The moment I truly started doing so, I realized that your club is overrated. Its benefits are nothing but a myth bolstered by the bragging of its members.

I’ll take my Saturday nights in solitude over being a so-called “Normal Person” any day.

Sincerely,

Michaela



Just like the Circle of Normal People, the extrovert’s way does not have nearly as many benefits as we are led to believe. We think we will find fulfillment and acceptance. That somehow our hair will be shinier and our eyes will have that special sparkle. What we will get instead is a cookie-cutter life and a vague sense longing. Now that we know the extrovert’s way is not all it’s cracked up to be for the many of us with more introverted personalities, we are free to choose a new direction. The best place to start is by turning inward.
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