


Praise for Introvert Power

“Like a modern-day Thoreau, psychologist Laurie Helgoe leads 
us to a tranquil Walden Pond within our soul and shows us the 
blessings of solitude we can find there.” 

—Stephen Bertman, author of  
The Eight Pillars of Greek Wisdom

“If I could have given this book ten stars, I would have. I’m 
going to go out on a limb here and say this is the best nonfiction 
book I have ever read.”

—Karen, Abiline, Texas, Goodreads.com

“Laurie Helgoe’s Introvert Power is The Bhagavad Gita for intro-
verts. If I could, I’d organize a massive flash mob standing ovation 
outside her home. But I’d have to hire stunt double extraverts 
to do that—introverts (wisely) never show up for those things!”

—Mary Hershey, author for children and young adults, 
co-creater of Shrinking Violets, Marketing for Introverts

“Thank you for saving my life by writing Introvert Power. The 
depression I felt my whole life has been lifted.”

—Elizabeth B., New Berlin, Wisconsin

“During middle school and early high school, I felt helplessly 
alone…That was until I came across Introvert Power…I feel 
empowered…When I walk the halls of my high school, I 
finally feel like I do exist. I’ve grown a spine, and I don’t take 
crap from anybody anymore.”

—Audrey S., Lebanon, Indiana

“I love Laurie Helgoe’s book. I just wish I’d had it when I was 
growing up; it would have reduced the number of decades it 
took me to treasure my own quiet nature.”

—Josephine Humphreys, novelist and winner of the 
American Academy of Arts and Letters Award in Literature
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“I feel justified, vindicated, explained, comprehended, normal.”
—Cecilia H., Guaynabo, Puerto Rico

“It changed my life. No kidding. Dr. Helgoe’s book opened the 
door to discovery that has helped free me to be myself.”

—Sophia Dembling, author of The Introvert’s Way:  
Living a Quiet Life in a Noisy World

“Laurie Helgoe has created an important guide to embracing 
one’s inner life and claiming it as a rich source of power, cre-
ativity, and connectedness. Through concise yet pithy examples 
and exercises, she shows how to celebrate introversion and sup-
port yourself to thrive—shamelessly!”

—Camille Maurine, author of Meditation Secrets for Women 
and Meditation 24/7, creator of the “Moving Theater” process

“Instead of wasting years and money going to a therapist to 
figure out why I am so drawn to a life of solitude and creativity, 
I should have simply read this book.”

—Thomas S., Schoharie, New York

“My 11-year-old cried when we talked about introversion 
because she felt relief at being understood…Her being quiet is 
often labeled ‘low self-esteem.’ So often, in fact, I think she was 
starting to believe it herself…Not only is your book helping 
me, but it’s making me a better parent.”

—Wendy H., Boston, Massachusetts

“I read constantly, but there are only a handful of books that have 
actually changed my life; your book is at the top of that list.”

—Heather B., Cowichan Bay, British Columbia 

“Right now I’m in a café by myself, listening to music and 
writing. My life 100% changed after reading Introvert Power.”

—Jean P., Cartagena, Colombia
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“Helgoe and the introverts among us know a secret: it’s after all 
the music and dancing stops that we often become our most 
graceful selves.” 

—Ethan Watters, author of Crazy Like Us:  
The Globalization of the American Psyche

“I am an introvert and love my life. Introvert Power…brought 
tears of joy and a sigh of relief.”

—Elizabeth S., Santa Fe, New Mexico

“Introvert Power is a long overdue look at the power of introver-
sion. We shouldn’t think something is wrong with us if we shun 
the sometimes chaotic life of an extrovert. If you have introvert 
inclinations and are doubting yourself…read this book before 
calling the shrink.”

—Bhante Yogavacara Rahula, author of One Night’s Shelter: 
An Autobiography of an American Buddhist Monk

“I feel understood on a deep level, as if someone wrote a novel 
of my life.”

—Louisa M., London, England

“I just finished reading your book Introvert Power, and by the 
end of it, I started crying. Not because I was sad, but because 
I have considered my personality to be a product of a social 
disorder. The book has helped me realize how I can create rela-
tionships without having to put on an extrovert mask.”

—Brian M., Salt Lake City, Utah

“Immersed in research and chock-full of compelling stories, 
Introvert Power is essential reading for introverts as well as their 
more extroverted friends, family, and coworkers.”

—Nancy Ancowitz, business communication coach  
and author of Self-Promotion for Introverts
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“I’ve read many books on introversion over the years, but I’ve 
never had one have such a profound impact on me as this one 
has…I realized…that I have bought into these extrovert-centered 
assumptions…The entire book is a beautiful celebration of 
introversion. Page after page, example after example, reminded 
me of the joy and the value of having been made exactly as I am.”

—anonymous author of chrysalisjourney.wordpress.com, 
March 27, 2011

“Since reading Introvert Power, I have rediscovered joy. I began 
writing again…and even had the courage to go on my first date 
in years…the old barriers have dropped away once and for all.”

—Meg B., Portland, Oregon

“‘Most Americans, whether introverted or extroverted, have 
learned to look like extroverts,’ writes psychologist (and intro-
vert) Helgoe in this well-written and well-reasoned analysis that 
challenges the perception of introverts as a silent, problematic 
minority. The author reveals that 57 percent of the U.S. popula-
tion identify as introverts and are so commonly misunderstood 
because many of them have become adept at mimicking extro-
version (becoming a ‘Socially Accessible Introvert’) to get by. 
Helgoe encourages introverts to see themselves as perfectly 
functional and to fulfill their need for solitude with regular 
retreats and creating a private space in their homes. Helgoe’s 
book is wide-ranging and cross-cultural, invoking how other 
societies (particularly in Japan and Scandinavia) are more com-
patible with and accepting of introversion. Helpful sections 
detail why introverts need extroverts in their lives and how 
extroverts depend on introverts for their artistic contributions 
and inner ‘richness.’ The author’s voice is vivid and engaging, 
and she skillfully draws real-life examples of awkward scenarios 
introverts find themselves in when forced to play a role in soci-
ety or the workplace. Readers will find much insight, as well as 
a comforting sense of being understood and validated.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review
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To Catherine, midwife to my introversion.

To Barron,
The One,  

thirty years into the best decision we’ve made.
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Believe nothing,
No matter where you read it,
Or who said it,
Even if I have said it,
Unless it agrees with your own reason
And your own common sense.

—Buddha
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P r e f a c e  t o  t h e 
S e c o n d  E d i t i o n

Two years ago, after delivering my husband to a training 
conference in Washington, D.C., I had a quiet drive 
home to Charleston, West Virginia, with our younger 

son. That drive conjured memories of the trip he and I and my 
husband had taken two years earlier, after delivering our older 
son to college. Separation hurt then, but this separation terri-
fied me: the man I had lived with for twenty-seven years was 
preparing to live and work in Afghanistan, in the midst of a 
war. I would like to say that it was only the war part that scared 
me, but the truth was, this woman who sought solitude on a 
regular basis, this woman who had counseled and encouraged 
countless other introverts to find time and space for themselves, 
this woman who had written the book, was quietly freaking out 
about the prospect of loneliness.

My grand experiment with solitude, which included the 
launch of our remaining nester, exposed me to new challenges 
and old conflicts, and I’m grateful for the opportunity to share 
my discoveries. Books stay fixed in time, while life continues 
to teach. A new edition allows a book to grow up, to cure as 
insights settle and get tested in the trenches.

Introvert Power has not only accompanied me through the 
trenches, but it also has been with readers like you as you honor 
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your introversion despite challenges—from the solo retreat that 
a tired dad’s kids tried to veto, to the unhappy happy hour that 
mobilized a businesswoman to just say no, to the intimidating 
high school scene mastered by an introvert who stopped trying 
to be someone else. This edition has been enriched by your 
growth as well.

Culture has been evolving, too, in ways both helpful and 
hurtful to introverts. In the years since Introvert Power was 
launched, I have seen introversion become a headline issue. 
Introverts are sharing their voices all over that conveniently 
quiet forum called the web, while cover stories broadcast the 
new introvert consciousness. A story I penned for Psychology 
Today made the cover with the bold title “Revenge of the 
Introverts,” and a few months later, Bryan Walsh’s story on 
introversion was featured on the cover of Time. Books on 
introversion—such as Susan Cain’s cultural treatise Quiet—
have found a hungry audience.

But even as introversion was making headlines, psychiatrists 
were proposing to use the term in diagnosing mental illness. In 
this new edition, we’ll look at the subtle biases that support the 
diagnosing of introverts, from the language we use to the way 
we define happiness. After reading numerous research reports 
linking extroversion and happiness, I dug in to find out what 
was going on. Deconstructing our cultural biases regarding 
happiness was so pivotal to the discussion that I added a new 
chapter to this edition: “The Get-Happier Mandate.”

As is often true in our individual lives, the challenges to 
Introvert Power have been a gift, inviting me—and now you—
to go deeper.

Laurie Helgoe
Charleston, West Virginia

August 3, 2012
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

“Re-examine all you have been told. Dismiss 
what insults your soul.”

—Walt Whitman

If you haven’t been to a mosh pit, you’ve probably seen one 
in movies. A mob is crowded together, body to body, danc-
ing and slamming into each other, usually at a live music 

club or concert. Occasionally, someone dives into the pit from 
the stage and “surfs” on the upraised arms of the crowd. The 
challenge of “moshing” is to work your way as close as possible 
to the band while avoiding getting trampled. Security guards 
keep watch in case such a thing happens, but any mosher will 
tell you that the pit is dangerous.

I’ve come to see the mosh pit as an apt description of 
American society—and of my childhood home. I was number 
nine of ten creative, mostly LOUD kids competing for airspace. 
My dad, a pastor who built pipe organs as a hobby, had wall-
sized speakers in the living room that blared out classical music. 
When the family sang together, we sang five-part harmonies 
of the uncompromising Handel’s Messiah. On Christmas Eve, 
we had a talent show and family service, and later tore into 
our presents all at once, paper and ribbons flying everywhere 
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and voices crisscrossing the room shouting out “thank you!” 
and “just what I wanted!” These are happy memories, because 
there was a part for each of us. But instead of ripping paper and 
shouting, I sat in my corner with my pile of gifts and handled 
each as a treasure, slowly and carefully opening them, preserv-
ing the paper and lingering in the delight of discovery. I was 
meditating in the mosh pit.

However, when there were no gifts to open and everyone 
was competing for airtime, I felt invisible and became over-
stimulated and anxious. My anxiety was not about the pressure 
to socialize; there were more than enough bodies to take care of 
that. I became anxious because I couldn’t think, and, without 
my own mind, I felt like I was disintegrating. My solution was 
to retreat to my room and write. In my solitude I could regain 
contact with myself and become solid again.

I had a vivid imagination; I wrote science fiction and devel-
oped secret codes with my little sister and a neighbor girl. 
Though the mosh pit was stressful, I knew that retreating was 
an option.

I lost this freedom when I entered school.
In first grade, I got scolded for hiding out in the bathroom 

with a couple of girls during recess. We were sprawled out on 
the floor, quietly engaged in the subversive practice of—yes, 
coloring. That’s when I learned that my desire for quiet and 
solitude was bad.

I adapted. Years later, as a PhD candidate in clinical psychol-
ogy, I didn’t tell anyone that I was intimidated by the prospect 
of sitting in the room with a stranger. I wanted to be under 
the surface—not to have to get there through social exchange. 
Again, I adapted, found success as a psychologist, and had 
practiced for almost ten years when I first admitted to my ana-
lyst (and myself   ) how taxing the “social exchange,” particularly 
with new clients, had been for me. This was the first time I had 
acknowledged the simple truth: I am an introvert.

My confession of introversion allowed me to rediscover the 
treasured self I had buried when I first stepped on the school 

IntrovertPower.indd   18 12/21/12   4:45 PM



Introduction   |   xix   

bus. My analysis provided me the time and space I had craved, 
and I entered a personal renaissance. I took my first-ever per-
sonal retreat, letting my husband and little boys handle things 
while I indulged in the privacy of a remote B&B in the woods. 
I began an active period of writing, learned to craft candles, 
discovered poetry, and, for the first time, saw a world beyond 
the constrictions of my profession. Predictably, as I came alive, 
people around me—even my closest family members—got 
worried. What if I relinquished my hard-earned career to sell 
candles on the art fair circuit? What kind of crazy ideas was I 
getting from my analyst? It hurts when the self you most value 
becomes a source of worry. But once you tap into that self, the 
worry won’t stop you.

What kept me going was the energy I discovered. For the 
first time since my carefree childhood days, I experienced flow. 
When I took my solitary walks, I felt I could walk forever, 
basking in the ample space for thought and imagination. I dis-
covered the sky and drew on its vastness as a source of comfort.

The world opened to me during these walks, and I began to 
envision new possibilities for my life. The image of a piano key-
board came to my mind, and I recognized that I had only learned 
one note—I was an expert on that note, but there were so many 
more to discover. The sky reminded me that there was so much 
more than the limited corner of the world I had come to know. 
I was filled with desire, and that desire led me to new notes 
and new places.

I had befriended my introversion and was transported by 
its power.

Since that opening, I have tasted the novelty of working as 
a model, savored the power of holding an audience captive as 
a stage actor, written and directed mixed-media performances, 
and discovered a more energizing focus for my therapy skills—
helping writers excavate their “inner book.” Most satisfying 
of all, I have realized my desire to become an author, which 
has allowed me to connect with introverts—privately and 
quietly—across the globe.
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Here’s a well-kept secret: introversion is not defined by lack. 
Introversion, when embraced, is a wellspring of riches. It took 
me years to acknowledge this simple reality, to claim my home, 
and to value all it offers.

Perhaps you also feel most at home within. But you’ve prob-
ably also felt the pull to abandon this home—to set up house 
in the world of social interactions. Even if you only enjoy an 
occasional visit inside yourself, you may struggle to justify 
such an indulgence. Because extroversion lines up so well 
with American values, we introverts often deprive ourselves of 
what we most enjoy and thrive on. So, for all of you who draw 
energy from inside, behind, underneath, or away from it all,  
welcome home.

America the Extroverted
There’s a lot to love about America—freedom, the melting pot 
of diversity, individualism—all attractive concepts, especially 
to an introvert. In fact, the introverts were probably the first to 
feel crowded in England and to daydream about all the space 
they would find in the New World. Peace! Quiet!

Fast-forward to the new millennium—and it has been a fast 
trip forward—in which we are more likely to associate America 
with office space than with “spacious skies.” We have become 
an outward and upward society, conquering, building, compet-
ing, buying out, improving—extroverting. The squeaky wheels 
get greased, the ones who snooze lose, the best team wins, and 
the winner takes all.

In this culture of competition, it is no wonder that those 
of us who prefer introversion feel anxious. We are expected to 
“think on our feet,” but we think best when we’re still. We’re 
pressured to join and keep up, when we’d rather follow an 
inner guide. And with the ever-multiplying multimedia—and 
smart phones we can access anywhere, bathroom included—
the competition finds us where we live. After a day of fending 
off intrusions, even a friendly greeting or eager query can leave 
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us feeling like Dr. Seuss’s Grinch (whom I’m convinced was 
a misunderstood introvert), covering our ears and bemoaning 
the “noise, noise, NOISE!”

When introverts sense 
invasion, we instinctively 
shut down to protect our 
inner resources. We’re no 
longer “all there,” but we still 
have to manage the incom-
ing stimuli. We feel split: 
one part on watch, the other 
back at headquarters (an apt 
name, if you think about it). 
If communications between 
headquarters and the field 
break down, we lose access 
to ourselves. From this 
defensive position, we may 
feel that our only options are 
to practice extroversion, go 
underground, or go crazy.

Could it be that there’s 
another alternative? Perhaps 
we could draw on our personal and communal strengths to 
assert introversion in our culture. Sound like a paradox? Yes—
as paradoxical as meditating in a mosh pit.

Introversion for All—or None
According to the psychiatrist and founder of analytical psy-
chology, Carl G. Jung, introversion and extroversion are two 
opposing forces, or attitude-types, within an individual. Isabel 
Briggs Myers and Katharine Cook Briggs, who developed 
the popular Myers-Briggs Type Indicator® (MBTI®), built on 
Jung’s idea that we all use both attitudes, but introverts are 
naturally more attracted to the world of concepts, ideas, and 

Defining Our Terms
Introversion is an inward orientation 
to life, and extroversion (spelled 
extraversion in clinical and academic 
literature) is an outward orienta-
tion. Though you probably use both 
introversion and extroversion, one of 
these orientations usually feels more 
like home—more comfortable, more 
interesting, and more energizing—
than the other. Introverts prefer 
introversion; we tend to gain energy 
by reflecting and expend energy 
when interacting. Extroverts have 
the opposite preference; they tend to 
gain energy by interacting and expend 
energy while reflecting.
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inner experiences, whereas extroverts prefer to focus on the 
outer world.

The Big Five personality system, which came into promi-
nence in the 1990s, put a slightly different spin on introver-
sion and extroversion. Extroversion is one of the five—the 
Big Five—traits identified to describe personality. Rather than 
seeing individuals as possessing both attitudes and preferring 
one to the other, the Big Five sees individuals as having more or 
less of a single trait called extroversion. Each of us falls some-
where along a continuum between the least extroverted and 
the most extroverted. And though people who fall on the “less 
extroverted” end may be referred to as “introverted,” the word 
carries no meaning independent of extroversion.

Introversion is no longer in the vocabulary.
In this single-trait model, terms describing extroversion 

are simply reversed to measure introversion. This simplicity is 
attractive, measurement is easy, and the model has generated 
a wealth of important research. But something essential has 
been lost. When extroversion descriptors like “talkative” and 
“outgoing” are reversed, the resulting descriptors for intro-
version become negatively worded apologies: “I have little to 
say” and “I don’t like to draw attention to myself.” Anyone 
attentive to language can see that associating the self with 
negations such as “little” and “don’t” is problematic. Calling 
the factor “extroversion,” though its continuum encompasses 
introversion and extroversion, to me, is fraught with the same 
problems that occur when we refer to men and women as men. 
When we see the word “man,” we envision a man, even if we 
know the adjective is meant to be inclusive. When we see the 
word “extroversion,” we envision an extrovert. When we read 
discussions of “less extroverted” individuals, we envision “less.” 
When we have no separate language to describe introversion, 
we stop seeing introversion.

“Whatever is unnamed, undepicted in images, whatever 
is omitted from biography, censored in collections of 
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letters, whatever is misnamed as something else, made 
difficult-to-come-by, whatever is buried in the memory 
by the collapse of meaning under an inadequate or lying 
language—this will become, not merely unspoken, 
but unspeakable.”

—Adrienne Rich, from  
On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose

In Jung’s type theory, introversion and extroversion are 
opposites, but they are both viable in their own right. Contrast 
the negations in the Big Five with this MBTI® description of 
introversion: “interest in the clarity of concepts, ideas, and rec-
ollected experience; reliance on enduring concepts and experi-
ences more than on transitory external events or fleeting ideas; 
a thoughtful, contemplative detachment; an enjoyment of 
solitude and privacy; and a desire to “‘think things out’ before 
talking about them.”

Jung believed, and research has affirmed, that there is a 
strong biological component to the preference for introver-
sion or extroversion. Though he used the term “preference,” he 
didn’t believe that people chose their attitude-type. Rather, he 
saw that people generally preferred to act in the way that came 
most naturally, just as someone who is right-handed prefers to 
use her right hand.

But whether you prefer I, or you identify most with E, every 
one of us uses and relies on both approaches. Jung wrote, “Just 
as high always longs for low and hot for cold, so all conscious-
ness, perhaps without being aware of it, seeks its unconscious 
opposite, lacking which it is doomed to stagnation, conges-
tion, and ossification.” When a culture devalues introversion, 
we lose access to a vital life source, and we all end up feeling a 
little sick.

The way personal growth is supposed to progress, according 
to Jung, is that we spend the first part of our lives developing 
the specialty that is most natural and compelling—introversion 
or extroversion. Specialization works well until later life, when 
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the individual gets bored, wants to expand his or her range, 
and, perhaps with the help of a midlife crisis, begins to explore 
the shadow side of his or her personality. The extrovert finds 
himself mapping a solo pilgrimage, while the introvert gath-
ers friends together for a weekend trip. Type theory assumes 
that, although preferences remain constant across the lifespan, 
early specialization gives people the strength and confidence 
to branch out later in life. But what happens when the young 
introvert is discouraged or, worse, prohibited from practicing 
her specialty?

The introvert may adapt and act extroverted, but she walks 
around with a nagging sense of homelessness. She won’t need 
to wait until midlife to become bored—she’s bored already! 
It’s hard enough to be in a career that doesn’t fit, but for many 
introverts, the life doesn’t fit.

For the many frustrated introverts out there, what is needed 
is not a move toward extroversion, but as a friend of mine put 
it, an opportunity to “melt into introversion.” This book is 
not about finding balance—we are really tired of doing that! 
Besides, finding balance assumes that we have been allowed to 
be fully introverted. We have not. This book is about embrac-
ing the power of introversion. It’s about indulging, melting 
into, drinking in, immersing ourselves in the joy, the genius, 
and the power of who we naturally are—and not just on the 
occasional retreat, but in the living of our lives. Ironically, bal-
ance will only come to us if we forget about extroversion for a 
while, and balance will only come to our society when we see 
and respect the introversion in all of us.

The Big Lie
Thanks to Jung and his successors, we have the tools to under-
stand these qualities. We have personality tests to measure intro-
version and extroversion. The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator® 
has generated more than fifty years of data on introversion 
and extroversion, and since its development in the eighties, 
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the NEO Personality Inventory has facilitated an explosion 
of research on the Big Five dimensions. Popular literature has 
emerged to explain how each of us can understand our person-
ality preferences and use them to our advantage. But lies about 
introversion are so imbedded in the fabric of our culture that 
even the literature geared toward correcting misconceptions 
inadvertently promotes them.

The biggest lie is that introverts are in the minority, making 
up one-fourth or one-third of the population, depending on 
what you’ve read. Any introvert who has done a quick web 
search, attempting to find some company, has probably run 
across and even quoted these figures. But not only are these fig-
ures floating around the Web, they are also repeatedly quoted 
in self-help books many of us use as resources.

When I started my research for this book, I wanted to know 
where these estimates came from. I wanted to find the research 
the books were quoting. So I went to the source: MBTI®. In 
the half-century since the first MBTI® Manual (© 1962) was 
published, continued sampling and test development by its 
publisher CPP and ongoing research and literature review at 
the Center for Application of Type (CAPT) have generated a 
staggering amount of data. And though Big Five personality 
measures are generating additional data, these instruments do 
not provide cut-offs to distinguish introverts from extroverts. 
So I dug into the current MBTI® Manual (© 2003), a regularly 
updated compendium for the research on introversion, extro-
version, and the other personality dimensions measured by 
the MBTI®. I thought those oft-referenced minority estimates 
would pop right up. But what I found was quite different.

The Manual reported the results of the first large-scale U.S. 
population study of MBTI® frequencies. The results? Introverts 
comprised 50.7 percent of the representative sample; extroverts 
came in at 49.3 percent. This study, the largest to date, was 
published in 1998. Studies on either side show similar ratios. 
The Manual references a 1996 sample, indicating, “Introverts 
were slightly more common [than extroverts] for both genders.” 
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The most recent sample, reported in the MBTI® Step II 
Manual (© 2001), had a proportion of 57 percent introverts to 
43 percent extroverts.

It took me much longer to find the source of claims that 
introverts make up only a fourth or third of the population. 
These estimates were made by Isabel Myers during the forma-
tive stages of MBTI® development—circa 1957.

How can we be so far off ?
As much as research shows the contrary, the belief that 

introverts are in the minority has stuck. After all, in America, 
extroversion is what we value. And we see what we value. So we 
see extroverts everywhere, and we no longer notice the intro-
verts everywhere. Sometimes we even miss the one looking 
back at us in the mirror. We might tell ourselves that introverts 
are naturally less visible than extroverts. This lie is as insidious 
and damaging as the lie about our numbers. Perhaps a better 
way to put it is that we are less seen in America. Go to Japan, for 
example, and, despite the massive population, an introverted 
businessperson is more likely to be noticed than a “fast talker.”

In America, we think of introverts as withdrawn loners, 
quiet and scared. We readily diagnose a preference for look-
ing inward as stemming from depression, anxiety, or antisocial 
tendencies. We don’t know what introversion really is, and we 
interact with introverts all day without realizing it.

We’ve got it all wrong.

Reviving Your Introversion
From a young age, most of us are taught the value of social 
skills. We learn how to introduce ourselves, how to smile and 
be polite. We are told to be friendly and make friends. These 
are all useful abilities to develop. But how many of us are 
taught the value of solitude skills? How many of us are taught 
to protect our boundaries, to foster imagination, to be alone? 
How many of us are encouraged to withdraw from social activ-
ity and nurture the life of the mind?
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This book is here to provide that missing training and sup-
port. We’ll examine how introversion may have gotten away 
from you, and how to get it back. We’ll deconstruct the extro-
version assumption, and see how it manifests in everyday con-
versations, judgments, and ideas about work and play. As you 
are freed to reclaim your preference, you will be amazed at the 
power you feel. Life will flow in a way you hadn’t thought was 
possible. You may find yourself asking: “Is this okay?” “Can 
things be this easy?”

As this transformation occurs at the individual level—this 
simple reclaiming of your home—you’ll notice your world 
changing. I think you’re going to like it.

Welcome.

What’s Inside
Introvert Power provides an alternative to the extroversion train-
ing you’ve been receiving all your life. As unnatural as extrover-
sion has felt to introverts, we’ve gotten used to it. Rather than 
putting a thin coat of introversion over layers of extroverted 
thinking, Introvert Power asks you to strip down your thinking 
first and then dip into your true colors. The book is divided 
into five parts, each essential to our retraining and best experi-
enced in sequence.

In Part One, Antisocial, Weird, or Displaced?, we take on—
and take apart—the beliefs we’ve adopted about introversion, 
along with our culturally determined assumptions about what 
is healthy. We look at mistaken associations between intro-
version and mental illness, and confront our society’s taboo 
against solitude. You’ll meet two introvert styles, represented 
by Shadow Dwellers and Accessible Introverts, and learn how 
these styles have developed in the context of an alienating 
society. Then we start looking at what’s real: our numbers, our 
influence on current trends, and the economic power we exert. 
Finally, we’ll expose the serious downside of society’s mandate 
to get happier.
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Part Two, The Introvert’s Wish List, is the melting into intro-
version section. In these chapters, we’ll take a tour through 
societies that favor introversion, then indulge in our wishes 
for private space, time to think, routine retreats, passionate 
observation, and real intimacy. Though the process may feel 
like a guilty indulgence, we’ll see why such pleasures are in fact 
essential to introverts and healing to society as a whole.

In Part Three, Standing Still in a Loud World, we move into 
the areas that have become defined by extroversion and look 
at how to bring an introvert tempo into the mix. You’ll learn 
how to create space in conversations and how to just say no 
to parties—or how to hang out, introvert-style. We deal with 
work and the people who interrupt us. We sort out how to be 
there for the people we love while remaining loyal to ourselves. 
And we confront the downside of introversion, and how to 
know when we need a window out.

The final section, Outing the Introvert, takes us one step 
further, from introvert restoration to introvert renaissance. We 
take ownership of our society, educating rather than apologiz-
ing, acting with introvert integrity rather than conformity 
or indifference, and expressing, in our own way, the richness 
within us. We consider when extroversion is natural for us 
and, fully rooted in introversion, we relinquish the defensive 
stance that once restricted our freedom. We begin to meditate 
in the mosh pit, and as we do, the pit transforms into a house 
of meditation; the extroverted slamming no longer pushes us 
off balance, and the rhythms of introversion and extroversion 
complement each other in a new dance.

Introvert Voices
My voice will always be limited in capturing your private expe-
rience, so I supplement my words here with the voices of a 
diverse group of introverts. I polled the introverts in my world, 
as well as subscribers to my website, http.wakingdesire.com 
(see also http.introvertpower.com), and the Introvert Power 
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page on Facebook. A group of voices emerged: a college stu-
dent from Puerto Rico who makes films in her spare time; 
a minister with a generative mind and minimalist lifestyle; 
a high school sophomore who obtains permission to doodle 
in her classes; a sampling of accountants, artists, government 
employees, musicians, conservationists, comedians, health 
professionals, and writers. These contributors welcomed the 
opportunity to write their thoughts—extroverted techniques 
were not used in the making of this book—and struck me with 
their honesty and insight. Many appreciated being asked. The 
voices of introverted heroes—literary, historical, popular, and 
lesser known—also enrich the pages ahead.

Regardless of how many introvert perspectives I can provide, 
however, it is your voice that I hope to inspire.
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Part I :
A n t i s o c i a l ,  W e i r d ,  

o r  D i s p l a c e d ?
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C h a p t e r  1 : 
T h e  M i s t a k e n  I d e n t i t y

“To be yourself in a world that is constantly try-
ing to make you something else is the greatest  
accomplishment.”

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

He’s thin and white…if he’s tall he’s got bad posture.”
“Not particularly attractive, ungainly, with skin 

problems—would be first underweight and then 
(later in life) overweight.”

“Nerdy.”
“Geeky.”
“Conservative style, neutral colors.”
These are some descriptions of what an introvert looks like. 

What is alarming is that these descriptions all come from introverts! 
When the same people describe themselves, the picture changes:

“My physical appearance is…exotic. Light green-blue 
slanted eyes and high cheekbones.”

“Natural blond.”
“I’m overweight, tanned skin, big, round, and dark brown eyes.”
“Somewhat tall, reasonably attractive considering age.”
“Brown curly hair—I look like I’m from another country.”
What stood out to me as I polled these people was the sterile 
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and colorless quality of the archetypal introvert, contrasted by 
the colorized descriptions of the self-identified introverts. The 
stereotyped introvert is often seen as introvert by default when, 
in fact, introversion is defined as a preference. Introverts gener-
ally prefer a rich inner life to an expansive social life; we would 
rather talk intimately with a close friend than share stories with 
a group; and we prefer to develop our ideas internally rather 
than interactively.

So how have we jumped from these preferences to images of a 
cowering, reclusive weirdo? Iris Chang commented, “Whatever 
is not commonly seen is condemned as alien.” We have lost 
our eyes for introversion. As we discussed in the introduction, 
introverts make up more than half of the population, yet we 
assume that introverts are an occasional deviation—the geeks 
in the shadows.

Introversion, by definition, is not readily seen. Introverts 
keep their best stuff inside—that is, until it is ready. And this 
drives extroverts crazy! The explanation for the introvert’s 
behavior—and there must be an explanation for this behavior, 
says our extroverted society—is that he or she is antisocial, out of 
touch, or simply a snob.

Because introverts are trickier to read, it is easy to project 
our fears and negative biases onto this preference. And it’s not 
just extroverts who do this. As my informal poll revealed, we 
often make similar assumptions about other introverts, and—
most troubling of all—about ourselves! One of the introverts I 
polled is a striking beauty. She described her physical appearance 
as “OK.” Another very attractive introvert described herself as 
“the status quo.” These downplayed descriptions may reflect a 
tendency to focus less on externals, but we also tend to downplay 
our very personalities—the style we prefer. For example, do you 
ever jokingly or apologetically admit to being antisocial, or view 
yourself as boring in relation to your chatty associates? Do you 
beat yourself up for not joining in? Do you worry that some-
thing is wrong with you—that you’re missing out; that who you 
are naturally is a problem needing correction?
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Your nature is not the problem. The problem is that you 
have become alienated from your 
nature—from your power source. As 
Isabel Briggs Myers discussed in her 
book, Gifts Differing, “The best-adjusted 
people are the ‘psychologically patriotic,’ 
who are glad to be what they are.” For 
introverts this means, “Their loyalty 
goes to their own inner principle and derives from it a secure 
and unshakable orientation to life.”

But we have been shaken. To reclaim the power of introver-
sion, we must first deconstruct the assumptions we make about 
who we are.

The Opposite of Social  
Is Not Antisocial
Of all the assumptions made about introverts, the idea that we 
are antisocial is the most ridiculous. The term “antisocial” actu-
ally refers to sociopathy (or antisocial personality disorder), a 
condition in which a person lacks a social conscience. This has 
nothing to do with introversion. Introverts are often deeply 
concerned about the human condition; they just tend to look 
within for answers. Ironically, the classic sociopath is quite 
charming and socially engaging, but lacks the inner capacity to 
feel empathy and guilt.

This is a great example of how our vision tricks us. An 
introvert deep in thought will look self-absorbed, whether he’s 
thinking about world hunger or working out how to hack 
into someone’s bank account. An engaging extrovert will look 
friendly, whether he really cares about your day or is trying to 
pick your pocket. Therapists are reluctant to apply the diagno-
sis of antisocial personality disorder until there is clear evidence 
for it, because it is a serious problem with a poor prognosis. 
Enjoying your own company does not warrant any diagnosis, 
but this one is especially cruel.

“I wondered if I was 
perhaps antisocial, or 
maybe even flawed.”

—Suzanne, Oregon
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But are we just talking semantics here? When we use “anti-
social” in this way, we really mean not social, or asocial—the 
correct term for someone who does not like to interact with 
people. So would it be fair to say that introverts are asocial?

Wrong again.

The Opposite of Social  
Is Not Introverted
An introvert may feel asocial when pressured to go to a party 
that doesn’t interest her. But for her, the event does not promise 
meaningful interaction. In fact, she knows that the party will 
leave her feeling more alone and alienated. Her social preference 
may be to stay home and reflect on a conversation with a friend, 
call that friend, and come to an understanding that is mean-
ingful to her. Or she might indulge in the words of a favorite 
author, feeling a deep connection with a person she has never 
met. From the perspective of a partygoer, this introvert may 
appear to be asocial, when, in fact, the introvert is interacting in 

a much different way.
Because the introvert 

is oriented to the inner 
world, she “takes to heart” 
something a good friend 
says and needs time to 
reflect before responding. 
This can happen during a 
relaxed talk, but, for the 
introvert, the understand-
ing deepens during the 
time between conversa-

tions. If we think of each person as having a finite amount of 
interpersonal space, an extrovert is more like a hotel—able to 
accommodate a large number of interactions that come and 
go. Note that I said interactions, not people. Extroverts are 
often able to accommodate more people as well, but because 

Q: What would you like extroverts to 
understand about you?
A: That we are social, too. It [social-
izing] just takes energy away from 
us and we need to recharge after a 
certain amount of time. Our need to 
retreat is not a statement about them 
or our relationship with them.

—Lisa, North Carolina
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extroverts wrap up interactions in the interaction, even a close 
friend may check in and check out as needed. An introvert may 
have the same square footage, but each meaningful interaction 
is reserved in its own luxury suite, awaiting the follow-up inter-
action. Bookings are more limited.

A related assumption about introverts is that we are socially 
incompetent. Are you starting to see a pattern? Assumptions 
about introversion usually link the preference with some kind 
of lack or disorder. So let’s get this one over with too. Just 
as extroverts can have poor social skills (think of the rau-
cous, obnoxious socializer), introverts can be socially savvy. 
Introverts often choose “people professions” as their life work. 
I have been wrong too many times to assume that an outgoing 
social leader is an extrovert. The introverted leader may check 
out for refueling and relish alone time after work, but be quite 
“out there” in her public role. Stories abound of high-profile 
introverts who disappear to read a book, watch golf on TV, or 
take a walk.

Finally, as much as experts clarify the difference, introversion 
continues to be confused with shyness. Bernardo J. Carducci, 
professor of psychology and director of the Shyness Research 
Institute at Indiana University Southeast, told me: “Shyness 
actually has more to do with extraversion than introversion.” 
Carducci noted that shy people are often eager to connect, 
but they find it difficult. They experience mental overload in 
the form of intense self-consciousness when they first encoun-
ter social situations, but as they interact, they become more 
engaged and comfortable. Introverts who are not shy experi-
ence the opposite sequence: they feel comfortable at first and 
engage easily but get tired and mentally overstimulated as they 
process more and more social information. Introverts retreat 
from the crowd because they crave solitude; shy people stay on 
the fringes because they don’t know how to get in. So, being 
an introvert does not mean you’re antisocial, asocial, socially 
inept, or shy. It does mean that you are oriented to ideas—
whether those ideas involve you with people or not. It means 
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that you prefer spacious interactions with fewer people. And 
it means that, when you converse, you are more interested in 
sharing thoughts than in talking about people and what they’re 
doing. In a conversation with someone sharing gossip, the 
introvert’s eyes glaze over and his brow furrows as he tries to 
comprehend how this conversation could interest anyone. This 
is not because the introvert is morally superior—he just doesn’t 
get it. As we’ve discussed, introverts are energized and excited 
by ideas. Simply talking about people, what they do and who 
they know, is noise for the introvert. He’ll be looking between 
the lines for some meaning, and this can be hard work! Before 
long, he’ll be looking for a way out of the conversation.

But when an introvert is hanging out with a friend, sharing 
reflections, he is in his element. The conversation is “mind to 
mind” rather than “mouth to mouth.” Extroverts share ideas 
too, but the ideas are secondary to the interaction and develop 
between the two people as they talk. The focal point is external. 
For introverts, the focal point is internal, with each participant 
bringing the other inside and working things out there. A good 
conversation leaves an introvert feeling more connected, but 
also personally richer.

Understanding the location of interactions puts introverts 
back on the map. Extroverts understandably need more face-
to-face time, because that’s where the interaction is located. 
Introverts need more between time—between words in a con-
versation and between conversations—because the interaction 
is located within.

We Are Not Snobs
While this is an assumption some introverts like—being a snob 
is better than being impaired—it ultimately hurts us. Think of 
a group of Extrovert Moms gathered together at a Little League 
game, excitedly chatting and enjoying the action. In comes 
Introvert Mom who, after a full day of work, wants nothing 
more than to savor the game—all by herself. She sits off a bit 

IntrovertPower.indd   8 12/21/12   4:45 PM



The Mistaken Identity   |   9   

from everyone else, stretching her feet onto the bleacher bench, 
and may even have a book to indulge in as the team warms up. 
She might enjoy watching the people 
around her, but she has no energy  
to interact.

What are the Extrovert Moms 
thinking? Because they are oriented 
to people, they will likely assume that 
Introvert Mom is, too—which means 
they see Introvert Mom as not liking 
people (what we know now as asocial) 
or being a “snob,” thinking she’s too 
good for the Extrovert Moms. More 
likely, Introvert Mom is not thinking 
about them at all! She is just doing 
something she likes to do.

The snob assumption is an extro-
vert personalization of the introvert’s 
behavior: she’s not just doing some-
thing for herself; she’s dissing us. This 
misunderstanding may lead to gossip 
and suspicious looks. If Introvert 
Mom feels this hostile energy, she may 
become defensive and further with-
draw to protect herself, only confirm-
ing to the Extrovert Moms that she is indeed a snob.

An introvert who regards herself as a snob, and looks down 
on extroverts as superficial or shallow loses, rather than gains, 
strength. This is because her focus moves outward, away from 
her power source. Though she may think she is being unkind 
to the extroverts around her, she is actually being very unkind 
to herself. The snob myth perpetuates the idea that her intro-
version is a snub of those around her, rather than something 
she enjoys and values.

“But now it seems that 
adults like me, particularly 
single women who much 
prefer familiar surround-
ings and one-on-one com-
munications with people, 
are encouraged to work 
on our ‘issues,’ our social 
anxiety, and to get ‘out 
there’ and learn the artful 
skill of making idle conver-
sation with strangers. But 
why? In order to mingle 
well at parties.”

—Suzanne, day job: 
outreach worker for a 
public defender team; 

passions: all things  
introverted, but “first 

and foremost” reading
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Introversion Is Not a Diagnosis
Introverts are drawn to worlds more exotic, ordered, meaning-
ful, or complex than what is immediately available. Whether 
we like hanging out in fantasy, spiritual contemplation, mental 
investigation, artistic creation, or wilderness exploration, we 
may seem different, out of touch, or just weird. Out of touch? 
Yes—really not wanting to be touched or otherwise intruded 
on at the moment. Weird? Only to people who want to touch 
or otherwise intrude on us.

We are different from the other half of the population, but 
that’s as much as we can say about introverts being abnormal. 
Yet, there is a long and stubborn association between intro-
version and mental illness. This association may have its roots 
in the language used to describe introversion. As we’ve seen, 
though the MBTI® describes introversion in healthy terms, 
personality tests measuring Big Five traits typically describe 
introversion as a deficit of extroversion.

A striking example of such descriptors can be found 
in a study reported in the June 2012 issue of Emotion, 
called “Would Introverts Be Better Off If They Acted Like  
Extraverts?” To test how people felt when they acted extro-
verted, study participants were told to act bold, talkative, 
energetic, active, assertive, and adventurous. When participants 
were asked to act introverted, they were given the descriptors 
reserved, quiet, lethargic, passive, compliant, and unadventurous. 
Notice that each of these adjectives is simply a negation of the 
corresponding extroversion descriptor. As I read the study—
which found, not surprisingly, that acting like an introvert was 
a downer for both introverts and extroverts—I puzzled over 
how a person would act “unadventurous.”

If we flip the scenario and describe extroversion as a nega-
tion of introversion, we might ask the extrovert to act “unre-
flective.” Just as introvert strengths are less visible from the 
outside, extrovert attributes are less visible from the inside. I 
have to wonder what kind of outcome the study would have 
generated if “acting introverted” instructions had captured 
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the essence of introversion. Admittedly, that’s hard to do with 
one-word markers. But the MBTI® Step II—an extended and 
more customized version of the test—names “facets” of intro-
version that capture much more: receiving, contained, intimate, 
reflective, and quiet. The list corresponds to extrovert facets, 
but they are not negations of each other. For example, rather 
than simply reversing the extrovert facet gregarious and coming 
up with shy, intimate is used to describe the introverted social 
preference. But for fun, let’s look at how negations of these 
introvert descriptors would describe an extrovert: unreceptive, 
gushing, superficial, unreflective, and loud. Ouch!

We know from imaging studies that the brains of introverts 
show more activity in response to stimuli than the brains of 
extroverts. Yet, the idea of extroversion as the plus, the thing—
and introversion as the minus, the absence of the thing—is so 
prevalent in our culture that we accept these descriptions with-
out thought. And, not surprisingly, these biases have seeped 
into our mental health system.

In early 2010, I read in disbelief a proposal to include intro-
version as a diagnostic indicator for certain mental disorders. 
The American Psychiatric Association (APA) was preparing the 
fifth revision of its Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) 
and had opened a brief time frame for public comment on 
the proposed changes. Nancy Ancowitz, author of the book 
and Psychology Today blog Self-Promotion for Introverts, had 
asked for a comment for the blog, and I was checking my 
facts. The APA’s draft defined introversion as “withdrawal 
from other people, ranging from intimate relationships to the 
world at large; restricted affective experience and expression; 
limited hedonic capacity,” which was explained as “a deficit 
in the capacity to feel pleasure or take interest in things.” 
“Things” apparently referred to whatever interests extroverts. 
Introversion was listed in several places as a contributing factor 
for diagnosing personality disorders.

What?!
After firing off my objection to the APA and working with 
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Ancowitz to get the word out, the two of us decided to look 
more deeply into the matter. On August 6, 2010, we posted 
our findings, “A Giant Step Backwards for Introverts,” on 
Ancowitz’s blog. We discovered that this wasn’t the first time 
the APA had tried to get introversion on the books. Naomi 
Quenk, a psychologist on the forefront of type psychology and 
MBTI® development, told us that the proposed DSM-III had 
included a diagnosis for “introverted personality disorder.” 
Quenk, who had participated in the letter-writing campaign 
that ultimately helped nix that proposal, shared the frustration 
of having to renew that campaign thirty years later.

Though introversion had not yet become a part of the DSM, 
we were shocked to discover that “introverted personality” had 
been listed in another diagnostic manual for decades. That 
manual, the International Classification of Diseases (ICD)—a 
World Health Organization publication—is not limited to 
mental disorders, but includes all diagnosable medical condi-
tions and provides the codes that insurance companies use to 
reimburse providers. The diagnosis, which is listed as a variant 
of schizoid personality disorder, has likely stayed under the 
radar because the DSM is the diagnostic manual used by most 
mental health professionals.

There’s a happy ending to this story, an ending we hope is 
permanent this time. More than a year after posting our story, 
I went back to the DSM-5 revisions, expecting to cringe as I 
again saw introversion linked with mental illness. But introver-
sion was notably absent, and, strangely, there was no indication 
anywhere that it had ever been there. Ancowitz and I followed 
up with a post celebrating the regained sanity of the APA. I 
recently decided to see what was happening on the ICD front. 
The 2012 version of the ICD-9-CM, the version currently in 
use throughout the United States, still contains the diagnosis of 
introverted personality. The ICD-10-CM, however, already in 
use across the globe and scheduled to be adopted in the United 
States, is the first edition free of the diagnosis.

Though introverts can breathe a sigh of relief, it is disquieting  
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to see how easily history gets erased, forgotten, and then 
repeated. And the attitudes that allow introverts to be diagnosed 
linger. In chapter five, we’ll look at the biases that promote 
the link in Western society between happiness and extrover-
sion. Though introverts are more likely to be diagnosed with 
depression than extroverts, it would only be fair to conclude 
“introverts are depressed” if we also made the generalization 
that extroverts are narcissists suffering from addictions and will 
probably die prematurely from an accident (as these problems 
are found more frequently in extroverts than introverts).

There are other reasons for the association between intro-
version and psychological problems that have little to do with 
the actual mental health of the individual. First, introverts are 
higher users of mental health services. Why? They like looking 
inside! For many introverts, therapy is attractive and exciting. 
They are not afraid of what they’ll find—they’re already famil-
iar with the territory.

Secondly, extroverts often incorrectly assume that introverts 
are suffering. Introverts internalize problems; we like to take 
things inside and work on them there. Extroverts prefer to 
externalize and deal with problems interactively. Because of 
this difference, introverts may seem psychologically burdened, 
while extroverts spread the burden around and seem healthier—
from an extroverted standpoint. But note that I said introverts 
like to take problems inside. Sure, an introvert can overdo it, 
but so can the extrovert who feels compelled to express every 
unresolved thought or emotion. The former gets depressed or 
anxious and goes to therapy; the latter sends others to therapy.

Finally, introverts can become the carriers of family and soci-
etal problems. Family systems theory uses the term identified 
patient to refer to the family member who carries the pathology 
that the rest of the family denies. The alcoholic parent and the 
volatile marriage are not addressed, but the introverted child who 
takes it all inside becomes “ill” and goes to therapy. Introverts 
who are also “highly sensitive” are particularly susceptible to 
the effects of childhood stress. Psychologist Elaine Aron and her 
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colleagues at Stony Brook have been studying individuals she 
identifies with the term “Highly Sensitive Person (HSP).” People 
who meet the HSP criteria, Aron estimates, comprise about 20 
percent of the population, and the group overlaps significantly 
with introverts. While introverts comprise a larger segment of 
the overall population, she says about 70 percent of HSPs are 
introverts. Aron and her colleagues have found that HSPs are 
more likely than non-HSPs to pick up on subtle cues in the 
environment, including what others are thinking and feeling. 
This creates a good news–bad news prognosis for HSPs: if they 
are raised in stressful environments, they are more likely than 
non-HSPs to develop anxiety and depression. If, however, they 
are raised in supportive and enriching environments, research 
shows that they turn out better adjusted and more socially 
skilled than non-HSPs! Still, taking on the pathology of others 
is a huge risk for introverts—not only because many of us are 
sensitive, but also because we internalize problems—and we’ll 
look at how to protect ourselves in later chapters. As a therapist 
myself, I find that it is often the healthiest family member who 
enters therapy—the one who is willing to address honestly the 
limitations of his own reality. Therapy provides a forum for 
a curious introvert to transform internalized problems into 
insight and liberating change.

The Abandonment of the Internal
Though introverts may be more curious about psychology, 
psychology has become less curious about our inner lives. In 
the early 1900s, American practitioners were looking for more 
objective measures of mental health, and the new trend of 
radical behaviorism met the need. Suddenly, instead of focus-
ing on what was hidden—the purview of psychoanalysis—
behaviorism dismissed anything that could not be observed. 
All we needed to know was what goes in (stimulus) and what 
happens (response). So, the therapist’s focus shifted from the 
client’s disclosures of feeling to an external measure, such as 
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the number of times she smiles during the session. (This is an 
actual example from my graduate training!)

Consider how this plays out for the introverted client. She 
acknowledges feeling burdened and seeks help. She is readily 
diagnosed for her internal focus, but then the tables turn: she is 
deprived of the opportunity to seek inner solutions. Her “cure” 
involves shifting her focus to external realities—using her least 
developed capacity.

Though radical behaviorism has gradually given way to 
cognitive-behaviorism and acceptance-based therapies, which 
do acknowledge inner processes, the value of external over 
internal has remained. And insurance companies ran with 
it. Physicians, as well as therapists, are no longer paid to be 
curious about what’s inside and to search for a cause—we are 
rewarded for finding the shortest path between symptoms and 
solution, and if we don’t get it right, the attitude is “they can 
always come back and you can try something else.”

So, if we’ve decided that what’s inside is out of the picture, 
introverts will look inferior. The introvert’s strong suit is inside. 
There, he is comfortable, engaged, and content. By contrast, 
the extrovert “inside” might not look so good—he becomes 
bored and anxious when he’s not out doing something or talk-
ing to someone. But who cares? Just as we don’t see the strength 
of the introvert, we don’t notice the weakness of the extrovert. 
What’s inside is locked away in the black box.

From the outside, the introvert may not look so good, and 
we do care about this. If a child stays quiet in the context of 
extroverted friends, or even prefers time alone, a parent may 
worry and even send her to therapy. She might be thrilled—
she’ll finally get to talk about the stuff she cares about, and 
without interruption! But if the therapist concludes that the 
child has a social phobia, the treatment of choice is to increas-
ingly expose her to the situations she fears. This behavioral 
treatment is effective for treating phobias—if that is truly the 
problem. If it’s not the problem, and the child just likes hang-
ing out inside better than chatting, she’ll have a problem soon. 
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Her “illness” now will be an internalized self-reproach: “Why 
don’t I enjoy this like everyone else?” The otherwise carefree 
child learns that something is wrong with her. She not only is 
pulled away from her home, she is supposed to like it. Now she 
is anxious and unhappy, confirming the suspicion that she has 
a problem.

Under normal conditions, the introvert places less value 
on what is outside, and puts less energy there. Briggs Myers 
described this outside self as the Aide to a General:

The introvert’s General is inside the tent, working on mat-
ters of top priority. The Aide is outside fending off inter-
ruptions…If people do not realize that there is a General 
in the tent who far outranks the Aide they have met, they 
may easily assume that the Aide is in sole charge. This is a 
regrettable mistake. It leads not only to an underestima-
tion of the introvert’s abilities but also to an incomplete 
understanding of his wishes, plans, and point of view. 
The only source for such information is the General.

Remember the list of adjectives used in the “act introverted” 
instructions—words like reserved, lethargic, passive, compliant ? 
Using Briggs Myers’ metaphor, those subjects were being asked 
to act like the Aide. Nobody inquired about the General.

Though the metaphor of a General may or may not fit your 
tastes, it is an image of power. Whether your tent is a busy 
laboratory or a vast library, a creative studio or spiritual sanctu-
ary, your inner world is the place where the action is, where 
your heart starts pumping, and your potential expands. And 
like the General in the tent, we can move the world. But first, 
we need to recognize that someone is there.

We Are Introverts
What constitutes an introvert is quite simple. We are a vastly 
diverse group of people who prefer to look at life from the 
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inside out. We gain energy and power through inner reflection, 
and get more excited by ideas than by external activities. When 
we converse, we listen well and expect others to do the same. 
We think first and talk later. Writing appeals to us because we 
can express ourselves without intrusion, and we often prefer 
communicating this way. Even our brains look different than 
those of extroverts.

In 1967, psychologist Hans Eysenck published his “arousal 
theory” of introversion and extroversion. The idea behind the 
theory is that we all function best on an “optimal” level of 
excitement, somewhere between bored to tears and bouncing 
off your seat. Eysenck predicted that the brains of introverts 
would reveal more arousal on an ongoing basis; extrovert 
brains would be quieter. This would explain why introverts 
tone things down by pulling away from environmental stimuli, 
while extroverts rev things up by jumping in.

To test the theory, researchers have looked at various mea-
sures of mental stimulation, such as blood flow and electrical 
activity, in the brains of introverts and extroverts. The con-
sistent finding was that, as predicted, introvert brains were 
busier than extrovert brains. After summarizing this research, 
the writers of the 2003 MBTI® Manual concluded: “Introverts 
appear to do their best thinking in anticipation rather than 
on the spot; it now seems clear that this is because their minds 
are so naturally abuzz with activity that they need to shut out 
external distractions in order to prepare their ideas.” So it is 
impossible to fully and fairly understand introversion without 
looking inside. We aren’t just going away, we’re going toward 
something. Extroverts may have more going on socially, but 
we’ve got more going on upstairs.

The “more” in the heads of introverts doesn’t refer to more 
intelligence or creativity, but to the preference for incubating—
rather than quickly acting on—thoughts and impressions. The 
activity center for introverts is inside, not outside. When an 
introvert sees an image or hears a question, ideas get tossed 
around inside while the surface stays calm; an extrovert is more 
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likely to toss out quick impressions and process them out in the 
open. Imaging equipment is now able to observe what happens 
inside the brain when a stimulus—like an image or question—is 

presented. When scientists peek inside 
the stimulated introvert brain, they 
often observe a flood of activity in the 
frontal cortex. The frontal cortex is the 
command center for our more complex 
mental activities—the ones that involve 
taking in data, integrating it with stored 
information, and generating higher-

order solutions and responses. The more we take into account 
and process, the more we require inward focus and attention.

In contrast to the introvert brain, the stimulated extrovert 
brain shows more activity in regions associated with seeking 
sensations and rewards. When the extrovert sees an image or 
hears a question, she’s more likely to respond quickly to maxi-
mize the chances of getting something back. To an extrovert, 
“the more the merrier” refers to external sensation and activ-
ity; for the introvert, the more is inside, in the collections of 
sensory impressions, memories, and thoughts we curate and 
incubate until we have something worth exhibiting.

The simple preference for the inner life, when honored, opens 
the introvert to a richness and complexity that is highly personal 
and is indeed personality. Instead of defining—or diagnosing—
introversion from the outside, let’s look at a description by a man 
who mined the depths of inner life, Carl Jung:

For him self-communings are a pleasure. His own 
world is a safe harbor, a carefully tended and walled-in 
garden, closed to the public and hidden from prying 
eyes. His own company is the best. He feels at home in 
his world, where the only changes are made by himself. 
His best work is done with his own resources, on his 
own initiative, and in his own way…His retreat into 
himself is not a final renunciation of the world, but a 

“I am rarely bored alone; 
I am often bored in 
groups and crowds.”

—Don, Minnesota
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search for quietude, where alone it is possible for him 
to make his contribution to the life of the community.

As much as introverts may be misunderstood or devalued, 
people are drawn to the richness we conceal and enjoy the 
products we create in our “tents.” The reclusive songwriter 
entertains through the computer audio system developed by 
introverts. Voices of introverts speak through books so varied 
we can be entertained by just looking at 
the titles in a bookstore. Introverts make 
us think and ask questions. We fall silent 
as the quiet person in the room reveals 
wisdom from his inner reservoir.

Introverts, it is time for us to claim 
our space, our time, and our vitality. 
If the rest of you want what we’ve got, welcome! But don’t 
come over—get an inner life! We Are Introverts, and we are  
going home.

“Quiet people have the 
loudest minds.”

—Stephen Hawking
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C h a p t e r  2 : 
A l o n e  I s  N o t  a  

F o u r - L e t t e r  W o r d

“The great omission in American life is solitude; 
not loneliness, for this is an alienation that thrives 
most in the midst of crowds, but that zone of time 
and space, free from the outside pressures, which is 
the incubator of the spirit.”

—Marya Mannes

You’re headed home on a Friday evening. Exhausted from 
a week of interacting, performing, and responding to 
others, you relish the prospect of time alone, cuddling 

up or stretching, reading or puttering—inhabiting the silent 
space. You stop at the bookstore and run into an acquaintance 
who asks what you are doing tonight. You tell her, and she looks 
worried. You take in the look of worry and start to wonder 
if there is something wrong with you. Everyone else seems to 
want to go out.

Let’s say your self-doubt prompts you to go out, and you stop 
by a party that a friend is hosting. Your friends are surprised 
and happy to see you, validating your choice. But soon into 
the greetings, you feel as if you’ve left something behind. You 
start regretting the choice “everyone else” encouraged. Feeling 
the “alienation that thrives most in the midst of crowds,” you 

IntrovertPower.indd   21 12/21/12   4:45 PM



22   |   Introvert Power

long to be alone, free to think your own thoughts and move to 
your own rhythm. But you haven’t been here long enough to 
leave; you feel trapped.

This “alienation of association” is widespread in our culture, 
but it has no diagnostic label. Regardless of how dead we feel 
in a crowd, we cling to the uniquely American assumption that 
associating is good and necessary and solitude is suspect. Let’s 
imagine the above scenario going the opposite way:

When you stop by the bookstore, you tell the acquaintance 
you are going to a party. She looks worried. She comments, 
“You’ve been waiting all week for some time to yourself; why 
would you compromise that?” If you’ve been spending a lot 
of time with people, she might express concern that you are 
avoiding time alone and suggest that you might be depressed.

While such a response is unlikely, it’s a comment an introvert 
would appreciate. For an introvert, interacting in a group set-
ting does mean missing out. Where there is too much input, the 
introvert misses his mind, his subjectivity, his freedom, his very 
potential. The high-stimulus social environment, the “where it’s 
at on a Friday night,” this apparent “more,” becomes a prison to 
the introvert. He can’t wait to be free—to get out and away from 
the noise, the talk, the interference with his inner process. Yet, 
the discrepancy between his mood and his surroundings may 
lead to self-criticism, the hallmark of depression.

It would be wise to be concerned 
about the introvert who is deprived 
of solitude. Is she neglecting herself 
due to depression? Is she falling 
victim to guilt and self-reproach? 
Does she feel cut off from pleasure? 
Does she feel dead?

“Where it’s at” for the introvert 
is in the expansive space of solitude. 

This is where the introvert is fed, calmed, moved, and inspired. 
Our training tells us to worry about solitude and to limit it, and 
our language places the social world at the center: we withdraw 

“Solitude is not rejection, 
isolation, depression, or a  
sign of spiritual desolation.”

—Don, Unitarian  
Universalist minister and 

avid baseball fan
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(  from something ) or retreat (  from something ) or isolate our-
selves (  from something ). We have a verb for interacting with 
people—socializing—but have no single, affirmative verb to 
describe being alone. We tend to view alone time either as a 
problem to be overcome or a luxury we cannot afford—not as a 
staple we all need. We’re not just social animals. We are solitary 
animals as well.

But if we look closer, we discover 
that many verbs capture solitary 
experience: daydreaming, meditating, 
fantasizing, calculating, planning, 
thinking, theorizing, imagining, pray-
ing, observing, composing, reflecting, 
inventing—and this list doesn’t even 
include typically solitary activities like 
reading, drawing, researching, and 
writing. Solitude is not lack. As under-
stood by Taoist practitioners, solitude 
is a “fertile void,” an open door to a 
world overflowing with possibilities.

In another sense, most of what we do is solitary. We may have 
lots of people around, but the path each of us takes is our own. 
Yet, the expectation that we attach ourselves to others leaves 
many of us feeling lonely and alienated. What if we referred 
to social interaction as withdrawal from solitude? What if we 
viewed solitude as the center of experience and made sure that 
our kids were equipped to handle it?

Solitude is indeed “the great omission in American life.” We 
are told to have family values, to be a team player, to have 
a huge wireless network. More is better and there is never 
enough. How did we get so far away from ourselves?

The Culture of More
American consumerism relies on this assumption: If only you 
had _____, you would have the life you desire. That shiny new 

“In any ultimate sense, 
we are alone, and the 
sooner we accept it the 
sooner we can move on 
to life’s real work: making 
a difference and becom-
ing a blessing to the large 
number of people we 
know who are hurting and 
are less fortunate.”

—Phil, Minnesota
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car will make you better looking, happier, and more successful. 
More products will provide you more time, which you can fill 
by purchasing more products. And, to clinch the sale, the com-

mercial reminds us that everybody 
else already has one.

We have become a culture of 
“everybody else.” Through our 
constantly expanding media chan-
nels, we can know what people are 
(supposedly) buying, how people 
are (supposedly) behaving, and 
what expectations others (suppos-
edly) have for us. Reality television 
further erodes our sense of privacy 
and personal space: not only are 
the participants in our living 
room, but we’re also in theirs!

In the typical American 
sitcom, people walk into each 
other’s homes or apartments with-

out knocking, flop on the couch, and start talking about their 
problems. Hip adults mingle in an ensemble of friends—a 
group of people who are interchangeably important to each 
other. Intrusion is the norm; if one friend leaves the room, 
another one enters; cool people are never alone. No matter if 
the friend is annoying or selfish; more is better.

Having more friends is equated with more fun, even more 
value. In a democratic society, more popular means more power. 
The buzzword of the ’80s, “networking,” became the ticket to 
success. In an increasingly public society, the emphasis shifts 
from quality to visibility; from good products to good market-
ing; from knowing to being known. There is no time; we need 
to “git ’er done” and “get out there.” Is it any wonder that anxi-
ety disorders have become the common cold of American life? 
We live much of our lives in panic mode, grasping for more 
without considering why. We’re like children running into the 

“Unlike the monastery or the 
desert where mystics once 
attained transcendent per-
spective by withdrawing from 
the world, the realm of now is 
an environment of pervasive 
sensory stimulation and swift 
flux, a continually altered 
cosmos that offers us no fixed 
horizon.”

—Stephen Bertman, 
Hyperculture: The Human 

Cost of Speed
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streets to grab the candy thrown from the parade float, only to 
realize that the cheap morsels taste funny.

This “more” mode convinces us that solitude and reflection 
are too costly to risk. The parade is moving on and we need that 
candy! And if you’re trying to be a success, you need to throw 
out as much as possible—flood the Internet with your message, 
pop up on everyone’s screen, reach the people.

In a great little book titled Purple Cow, marketing analyst 
Seth Godin argues that more advertising is no longer better, 
that people no longer see or hear the flood of messages coming 
their way. Instead of mass marketing a product, he advocates 
creating a remarkable product—a purple cow—that sells 
because it’s not a part of the more. His wisdom rings true for 
anyone who is sick of seeing penis enlargement spam on his 
computer screen.

Though a different kind of “more” comes with solitude, we 
benefit from the “less” side of solitude as well. For an introvert 
especially, movement away from the group allows access to a 
more independent, questioning, and honest voice—a voice 
that could make all the difference.

The Threat of Solitude
In a competitive culture, it helps to know what others are up 
to. Once you find out what others are doing, you can figure out 
how to do better—just better enough to get the business. But 
what happens when the competition doesn’t let you in? You 
might get nervous, thinking that the other party is withhold-
ing something really big or planning some kind of takeover. 
The solitary party is going to get ahead, or worse. The reflexive 
attitude becomes, “something is being planned, and it might 
hurt me.”

Although most introverts seek time alone as an alternative 
to people and competition, solitude is a power source for the 
introvert. And for someone wanting to exert control, solitude 
is indeed threatening. Many sales schemes rely on “today only” 
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impulse purchases because “sleeping on it” will help you real-
ize that you don’t need the product. Cults gain their power 
by depriving members of any time alone. Clients in my office 
comment on what a difference it makes to have time to think, 
and value psychotherapy for its attention to inner processes. As 
inner strength builds, people find the courage to leave abusive 
relationships, to embark on new challenges, and to ask for what 
they want.

Every now and then, a disturbed loner misuses the power of 
solitude, feeding paranoia and planning destruction. These are 
the private figures that get public attention, and they do harm 

to introverts everywhere, contribut-
ing to our collective fear of solitude. 
But, by definition, introverts are not 
preoccupied with people and exter-
nal events. They are drawn to ideas 
and concepts, and are able to explore 
these freely in solitude. More often, 
a tendency to pull inward is associ-
ated with a lower risk of violence. 
On the Minnesota Multiphasic 
Personality Inventory, for example, 
the social introversion scale is con-
sidered an inhibitory scale—one  
of the indicators that, when ele
vated, is associated with lower levels 
of delinquency.

The potentially violent loner is, 
ironically, externally focused. Rather 
than accepting and enjoying his 
preference for solitude, he focuses 
on his resentment of the group, 
seeing himself as a solo victim enti-
tled to revenge. When this happens, 

solitude can become dangerous indeed, leaving room for his 
paranoid distortions and growing hatred. Here’s the rub: the 

“Solitude is very relaxing. 
To me it feels like casting 
off the straitjacket I have 
to wear around others. 
Solitude is the freedom to 
close my eyes and let my 
mind wander around the 
universe. Solitude is the 
satisfying ‘clink’ when  
the last part of the solution 
to a wonderfully complex 
problem falls into place  
and I get to feel that  
refreshing rush of under-
standing engulf me.”

—Jonathan, who  
advises extroverts: 

“You’ll get a much better 
answer from me if you 

wait for one”
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very distortions that place him outside of the group are ones 
we perpetuate in our society. The introvert is not a minority; at 
least half of us are on a similar plane. Half of us get worn out 
when we are around people for too long. Half of us are bored—
some, to tears—by gossip. Half of 
us get an energy boost from reflec-
tive time. Beyond that, Jung would 
argue that half of every individual 
is introverted. What isn’t being 
used in conscious life is resting in 
the unconscious, ready to emerge 
as the individual grows.

The same is true for introverts, of course: there’s a latent 
extrovert in there. The difference is, those of us on the introvert 
side are more often encouraged to jump right over our first 
choice and rouse up the extrovert.

Introversion Interrupted
Perhaps there is no better way to feel the pulse of society’s values 
than to look at how we raise our children. As a psychologist, I 
have yet to see a child brought in for therapy because he is too 
social and his parents are concerned that he seems to have little 
access to his inner life. Yet, child after child is brought in for 
not talking enough, only having a few friends, and enjoying 
time alone—for being introverted. To be fair, many of these 
kids have problems. But often, the problem is not the kid.

Children today are largely raised in group settings, from 
daycare to preschool to school, and in their free time, we sched-
ule play dates or push them to hang out with the neighborhood 
friends. In service of the “more is better” rule, parents strive to 
get more involved and see that the children are doing more. 
This ethic produces children who are monitored, structured, 
scheduled—and stressed.

In his seminal article, “The Capacity to Be Alone,” psycho-
analyst and child development expert D. W. Winnicott asserted 

“I grew up in a family of  
introverts. We read at the 
dinner table. My husband 
thinks we’re wacked.”

—Margit, North Carolina
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that the ability to be alone “is one of the most important signs 
of maturity in emotional development.” This ability, he wrote, 
is rooted in the experience of being alone in the presence of 
the caregiver. Being “alone together,” free of the demand to 
interact, allows the infant to safely “flounder…to be able to 
exist for a time without being either a reactor to an external 
impingement or an active person with a direction of interest or 
movement.” This safe limbo allows the infant to encounter sen-
sations or impulses that are hers alone. Over time, Winnicott 
observed, the actual presence of the other is replaced by an 
“internal environment” that provides a similar sense of safety 
and companionship.

How much floundering do we allow our children before we 
snap them up and see that they’re properly entertained? How 
much floundering do we allow ourselves? We are a society that 
fears boredom, so when a child says, “I’m bored,” we come 
running, armed with the first aid of suggested remedies. Yet 
boredom is a necessary precursor to creativity. Children who 
cannot tolerate boredom and solitude become stimulus addicts, 
choosing the quick filler over the richness of possibility. When 
a child does seek refuge from overstimulation, retreating into 
solitude, parents are more likely to regard this as a problem 
than as a healthy way of recharging.

And when a child enters school, there is no place to hide. 
Schools have responded to intellectually gifted children who are 
understimulated in the classroom, but we have yet to respond 
to the overstimulated introvert. I have seen some of these 
children in therapy. They were not hyperactive or unfocused. 
They just found the classroom too noisy and were annoyed 
by the kids who were hyperactive or disruptive. These clients 
predictably proposed a very simple solution: “If only I could 
study by myself, I’d be fine.” One of the teens I worked with 
told me about how she loved to take tests, because it was quiet 
and everyone was occupying their own space. School admin-
istrators allowed her to pass, despite failing grades, because of 
her record-high test scores. Yet they made no accommodation 
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to provide the quiet she craved. Some of these overstimulated 
children opt for the “dumb class” because at least there are 
fewer kids, some thrive in homeschool programs, and others 
find help through psychiatric channels. Most learn to do with-
out solitude and adapt to the noisy 
environment, carrying that nagging 
feeling of homelessness that haunts 
many introverts.

Each one of these solutions 
comes at a cost. Is it better to part 
with your introversion or to accept 
a diagnosis that allows you to have 
it as long as you see it as a problem? The introverted child’s  
plea for solitude seems to be either unheeded or treated.

Then what happens when the child comes home needing 
to decompress? Many kids today run to a computer or video 
screen. I ran across an article from a 1996 newsletter from the 
American Academy of Pediatrics with the title, “Are we facing 
a generation of ‘Internet introverts’?” The implication was that 
the Internet was creating introverts, an apparently dangerous 
outcome. Parents hearing such warnings responsibly pull their 
kids off the computer and tell them to call a friend. Sure, video 
games and the Internet can become a rut, but perhaps it’s the 
only place where many introverted children can preserve some 
privacy and independence in their overscheduled lives. If the 
child is seeking solitude, perhaps a better response is to limit 
computer time and leave the child alone.

Even introverts who find support often feel deprived. One 
such introvert is the daughter of a friend of mine. She’s bright 
and creative, does well in school, and her parents allow her 
the freedom to pursue her solitary passions. This girl had the 
opportunity to take the MBTI®, and when she read the results, 
describing her introvert preferences in healthy terms, she 
shed tears of relief. The power of seeing herself in this mirror, 
reflecting back the best part of her, was overwhelming. She saw 
herself, and she loved what she saw.

“[In solitude] I’m alone with 
my head. I feel liberated 
and I don’t need to pretend 
anything for anyone.”

—Cecilia, Puerto Rico
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The Fear of Solitude
Though social pressures discourage being alone, we introverts 
also erect roadblocks of our own. We get busy, and the more 
distant solitude becomes, the more we avoid it. As we avoid 
solitude, the introverted part of ourselves becomes unhappy. 
We sense this inner grief, and we don’t want to deal with it.

The reality, even for introverts, is that solitude is often 
unpleasant at first. The unpleasant sensation may be the 
surfacing of feelings we’ve been ignoring, or fear of “coming 
down” from the stimulation of our people-filled lives. Being 

overstimulated may feel bad, but 
it’s a bad that we’re used to.

I had the privilege of attending 
a workshop on Time Shifting by 
Stephen Rechtschaffen, founder of 
the Omega Institute and frequent 
retreat facilitator. He observed 
that it is common for people to 
become depressed at first when 
they begin a retreat. Rather than 
catching the first plane home, he 
encourages individuals to allow 
the feeling, to let it rise and fall 
like a wave. Once they settle into 
solitude, they remember why they 
came and they find what they 
came for—and more.

I often have this experience with 
my writing. I sit down, expecting 
it to feel good right away. Instead 

I feel empty, bored, and wonder what ever made me think I 
could write. As writers learn, we do best when we stay with 
it, and sometimes staying with it hurts. But as I sink into the 
space of thought and imagination, the void becomes fertile, 
and the longer I stay, the more I want to stay.

Though introverts naturally seek islands of solitude, at 

“I have never felt lonesome, 
or in the least oppressed by 
a sense of solitude, but once, 
and that was a few weeks 
after I came to the woods, 
when, for an hour, I doubted 
if the near neighborhood of 
man was not essential to a 
serene and healthy life. To 
be alone was something 
unpleasant. But I was at the 
same time conscious of a 
slight insanity in my mood, 
and seemed to foresee  
my recovery.”

—Henry David Thoreau, 
Walden
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least for the occasional respite, the center of our lives is often 
peopled. For me, the progression from family home to col-
lege roommates to marriage to family of my own meant that 
I usually had people to pull away from. But that situation 
shifted dramatically when, after our boys went off to college, 
my husband began work as a civilian rule-of-law adviser in 
Afghanistan. Empty nest had hit surprisingly hard with the 
launching of each of our boys, but living separately from my 
life partner opened me to a new kind of empty.

For the first time, alone was a truly frightening prospect. 
Missing my husband wasn’t something being an introvert 
would solve. In fact, introverts prefer the kind of intimacy that 
transcends talk. My husband and I could be together without 
always having to interact. During the long months without 
him, I thought about what it must be like to lose a spouse, 
and I felt a kinship with women in my life who had endured 
that loss. One was a neighbor, a very smart and “with it” 
seventy-year-old retired nurse who is an avid reader, gardener, 
and pet-lover. I spent tender moments crying with her in her 
screened-in porch. She had no fear of my separation pangs. She 
was an independent woman like me, an introvert like me, and 
she had suffered those pangs and much more.

What is different for an introvert is that we don’t naturally 
look to others for comfort when we’re lonely. We think about 
it, considering the people we might talk to and how that will 
go, but then often opt for the privacy and expansiveness of soli-
tary reflection. I am very selective when I’m in a tender place. 
I don’t want someone who will cut me short and cheer me up 
or too quickly offer solutions. I want someone who will give 
me a lot of room, someone who will allow me to be alone as 
we’re together. And I’m willing to risk being alone, by myself, if 
the alternative means compromising my inner process. Perhaps 
that’s what being “by myself ” means: to stick with me, stay by 
me and all I am experiencing.

I have come to realize what a strength that is, that loyalty to 
my inner process. But the reality is, until my nest emptied, it 
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was pretty easy to stay distracted from my inner world. Sure, I 
had my fantasies: that full day where I would just read or allow 
the spirit to move me. Though I am an introvert, it was easy 
for me to treat my inclinations like the “good china” that Mom 
saved for special occasions. I was now keeping the good china 
out, and I feared more than once that I might break.

Actually, the good china version of solitude did break for me. 
Just as entering a social conversation often requires small talk, 
entering solitude put me in touch with a lot of small thoughts: 
thoughts about what everyone else was doing with their time, 
anxiety that I was the only one alone, critical scrutiny of my 
choices. This didn’t seem anything like that luscious “internal 
environment” that Winnicott spoke of. There were times I 
didn’t even want to be me, much less be with me.

But once the good china version broke, solitude became, 
for me, an interesting mosaic of broken pieces, a place where 
the neglected parts of myself get collected—for better and for 
worse, sometimes barely tolerated and sometimes arranged 

into lovely patterns. Nearly two 
years of living alone, thankfully 
interrupted by daily Skype con-
versations, generous leave, and 
time with our sons during college 
breaks, were ultimately a great gift. 
My home—I relished calling it my 
home during these days of solo 
occupancy—became a presence to 

me: I cared for it, and it held and comforted me. My writ-
ers’ group felt nourished by the space when we started to meet 
regularly around my large oak table. And missing my husband 
had a surprisingly sweet side to it. At times I even touched what 
poets feel. I learned to soothe myself, to feel the warmth of 
companionship even as I lay by myself. Perhaps I had created a 
version of Winnicott’s internal environment after all.

As much as the embrace of aloneness touted by people like 
Thoreau inspires me, I think we set ourselves up if we expect 

“Grace fills empty spaces, 
but it can only enter where 
there is a void to receive it, 
and it is grace itself which 
makes this void.”

—Simone Weil
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solitude to always be warm and welcoming. When we’re pull-
ing away and voluntarily seeking respite, solitude does usually 
restore us—and solitude in nature seems particularly nourish-
ing. But we will all face times when aloneness is unbidden 
or ill-timed or extended beyond what we asked for or just 
hard. Don’t think you’re a bad introvert if you struggle during 
these times or that your solitary journey is less valuable than 
Thoreau’s if you glimpse the oppressive side of alone.

The Courage to Be Alone
Though the taboo against solitude presses against us, half of 
the population continues to declare our preference for intro-
version. It may take awhile, but introverts eventually catch a 
reflection and like what they see. And despite criticism within 
and without, we find ways to be alone. Whether we find soli-
tude in the woods or in the anonymity of the city, in a library 
or a monastery, or simply in the comfort of home, we find it. 
Sometimes it finds us. And when we finally calm the din of 
fearful chatter and, with Whitman “inhale great draughts of 
space,” we can declare with the poet:

I am larger, better than I thought,
I did not know I held so much goodness.
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C h a p t e r  3 : 
B e c o m i n g  a n  A l i e n

“He is outside of everything, and alien everywhere. 
He is an aesthetic solitary. His beautiful, light 
imagination is the wing that on the autumn eve-
ning just brushes the dusky window.”

—Henry James

Aliens.
Space aliens.
Illegal aliens.

People or “beings” from another world, disconnected and 
seemingly unreal.

These are common associations with the word “alien.” If 
we look to science fiction, aliens are usually the invaders, or at 
least perceived as such. Illegal aliens are often seen as invaders 
of a different sort, coming to our country to partake of our 
resources. Aliens provoke interest, curiosity, and fear. Just as in 
the sci-fi movies, we don’t often look at things from the alien’s 
perspective—that is, until we find ourselves in foreign territory. 
It is then that we comprehend the feelings of vulnerability, con-
fusion, and displacement that mark the alien experience.

Alienation is a psychological term for, simply, feeling like an 
alien—disconnected, weird, unreal. Diagnostically, alienation 
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is associated with a number of psychiatric conditions, includ-
ing depression, paranoia, and various personality disorders. 
Alienation is different than aloneness. People can be alone and 
still feel connected—a particular talent of introverts.

Alienation happens in society when an individual does not 
feel recognized. According to Jessica Benjamin, psychoanalyst 
and author of The Bonds of Love, “Recognition is that response 
from the other which makes meaningful the feelings, inten-
tions, and actions of the self. It allows the self to realize its 
agency and authorship in a tangible way.” Recognition is what 
you feel when a friend sums up exactly what you’re feeling, 
when an author gives you the right words, when someone 
“gets” you.

From infancy, people serve as mirrors, reflecting back a 
clearer image of who we are. A baby develops a concept of 
self as parents instinctually mimic and respond to her. I still 
smile at the image of my baby in his high chair, delighted as 
he watched an entire table of aunts and uncles pound on the 
table in response to his gentle pounding on his tray. What 
power! As developmental theorists have observed, depriva-
tion of early empathic mirroring can result in a range of  
psychological problems.

Even when we get the best parenting (and have genetics on 
our side) and enter the world with a strong sense of self, we 
don’t stop using mirrors. As adults, we feel empowered and 
understood when we see our values reflected in society.

In an extroverted society, we rarely see ourselves in the 
mirror. We get alienating feedback. Alienating feedback comes 
in the form of repeated encouragement to join or talk, puzzled 
expressions, well-intended concern, and sometimes, all-out 
pointing and laughing. Alienating feedback happens when 
we hear statements like, “What kind of loser would be home 
on a Saturday night?” Alienating feedback happens where 
neighborhoods, schools, and offices provide no place to retreat. 
Alienating feedback happens when our quiet spaces and wil-
derness sanctuaries are seen as places to colonize.
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Alien Society or Alien Self?
When an introvert looks at society and sees no reflection, 
she risks becoming alienated, either by staying true to herself 
and becoming alienated from society—called social alien-
ation—or by adapting to society and becoming alienated from 
herself—self-alienation.

Some introverts accept and even embrace alienation from 
society, and to the extent possible, drop out of the mainstream. 
These are the Shadow Dwellers, and whether they just keep 
a low profile or become openly hostile to the mainstream, 
you probably won’t be seeing many of them at a “meet and 
greet” function. Shadow Dwellers often feel misunderstood 
and different, and may see the extroverted world as hostile and 
inhospitable (like how I felt during kindergarten recess). At 
the extreme end of this continuum, a healthy introvert may 
become a powerful activist, whereas a psychologically—or 
societally—impaired introvert might become consumed by 
paranoia and hatred.

Another too common response is to side with culture and 
to turn on ourselves, asking, “Why can’t I just want what 
everyone else wants?” The Socially Accessible introvert looks 
like an extrovert on the outside and sees extroversion as a bar 
that he or she can never quite reach. 
These individuals are often very suc-
cessful in social arenas, but fault 
themselves for not having more fun. 
This self-alienation is rampant among 
American introverts, as is the self-
interrogation—society’s puzzled atti-
tude turned inward. Alienation from 
self can lead to depression, which is, 
at best, a loss of empathy for the self 
and, at its worst, self-hatred. Let’s look at the many introverts 
we don’t see—either because they are in the shadows or passing 
as extroverts.

“Won’t you miss me?
Won’t you miss me
at all?”

—Syd Barrett, 
Shadow Dweller and 

founder of Pink Floyd, 
from “Dark Globe”
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Shadow Dwellers: Goths, Geeks, 
and Fantasy Freaks
Shadow Dwellers are the introverts that appear (if they can 
be seen) as reclusive and inaccessible—alien. These introverts 
often find their reflection in alternative communities or 
pursuits. “Goths,” serious gamers, reclusive artists, writers, 

musicians, filmmakers, computer 
geeks, and fans of sci-fi, fantasy, 
and anime—to mention a few—
are compelled by the inner life of 
the mind and the imagination. It is 
this quality that unites an “introvert 
subculture,” even though individual 
members can be extroverted as well 
as introverted.

If there were an archetype for the 
Shadow Dweller, he might take the 
form of a Goth. Goths are all about 
what’s under the surface—yes, includ-
ing death. An often-misunderstood 
group, the Goth subculture grew 
out of the Punk Rock movement of 

the late ’70s. If Punk was the angry, extroverted side of anti-
establishment, Goth was the sad, introverted counterpart. 
Most of us know Goths as those white-faced, red-lipped, black-
shrouded kids who hang together and look depressed. What is 
easily overlooked about the seemingly death-obsessed Goths is 
that they are communicating an important message to society.

These “aliens” regard non-Goth people as “mundanes” (not 
to be confused with the “muggles” of Harry Potter’s world). 
The Goth message to the mundanes is captured in the human-
izing and often humorous book What is Goth? written by Goth 
author/artist/musician Voltaire:

The underlying philosophy of Goth is that our soci-
ety is predominantly hypocritical. Goths hold that the 

“I am very much an intro- 
verted person. It’s one of 
the main reasons why I 
wore so much black cloth-
ing during junior high and 
high school. The more I 
could make people afraid  
of me without even speak-
ing to them, the more likely 
they were to not bother me.”

—JJ, artist,  
graphic designer, 
 and former Goth
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“normal,” “upstanding” members of our society who 
pretend to be “good” all of the time are in fact quite 
capable of doing evil. This is because Goths are often 
people who were victims of some kind of abuse—
physical, verbal, or emotional—at the hands of these 
very same self-righteous folk…While Goths wear their 
spookiness on the outside and are largely harmless on 
the inside, mundanes keep their creepiness hidden, em-
ploying their socially acceptable pretenses as a disguise.

Goth philosophy reverberates with the theories of Carl Jung. 
According to Jung, all of the parts of ourselves that we reject 
go into the unconscious in the form of the Shadow archetype, 
while the parts we approve of become our face to the world, 
the Persona. If the persona is squeaky clean, the shadow will 
be pretty dirty. The more the shadow is denied, the more 
destructive its potential. On the other hand, an individual 
with a negative persona will have what Jung called the “white 
shadow.” The cloistered, mild-mannered person we often find 
under the intimidating Goth persona is an apt example of the 
white shadow.

As Goth literature notes, the athletic, extroverted all-
American is the accepted persona in American culture. If 
extroversion is the persona, introversion is the rejected, split-off 
shadow. And the Goth is its most dramatic spokesperson.

Goth is one of many introvert subcultures that share a 
preference for black, although there is a very colorful side of 
introvert subculture as well. Take, for example, the devoted 
fans of eye-popping, fanciful Japanese anime (animation) and 
manga (comics). This group captures the “preference for sub-
jectivity” side of introversion that Jung also emphasized. When 
characters in these cartoons cry, a wild spray of water gushes 
from their eyes. When they are surprised, their already over-
sized hair shoots up in all directions. Though these fantastic 
images grab our attention, the genres actually encompass a 
broad range of themes, including science fiction, spirituality, 
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mythology, horror, political commentary, and sometimes 
erotica, and are generally more psychologically sophisticated 
than American cartoons and comics. And if you’ve seen Hayao 

Miyazaki’s Oscar-winning 
Spirited Away (2003, Best 
Animated Feature), you know 
the exquisite beauty these art 
forms can produce.

The phenomenal success 
of anime and manga in the 
United States has already 
disqualified the genre from 
subculture status. Since 1995, 
when Pokemon was the new 
kid on the block, anime has 
become a staple of kid’s televi-
sion. And, as in Japan, manga 
is attracting American adults 
as well as kids. In December 
of 2007, Publishers Weekly 
reported that U.S. manga 
sales had exceeded $220 mil-
lion. The paperback-style 
comics that read from back 
to front now occupy their 
own—very large—section in  
bookstores. According to Paul 

Gravett, author of Manga: Sixty Years of Japanese Comics, the 
word manga was originally employed by a Japanese print artist 
to describe the “looser, unselfconscious sketches in which he 
could play with exaggeration.” Manga publishers regularly 
cycle in new talent to keep the sketches fresh. For a corn-fed 
American, the images come off as stark and often disturb-
ing. The impact of these wild renditions on Americans per-
haps parallels the way Impressionist art initially startled the 
refined French palate. Gravett notes that the cinematic quality 

“When I was sixteen or so, I had 
the dreaded session with the 
school’s guidance counselor. I 
remember…answering her ques-
tions with my trademark short and 
quiet answers. After about five 
minutes of this she said to me, 
‘Why don’t you look me in the eye 
when you talk to me?’ She really 
caught me off guard as no one 
had ever called me on that before. 
Frankly, I had never realized I did 
that. I have never forgotten that 
conversation. It seems obvious, I’m 
sure, to most people, but from that 
day on I started looking at people 
when I talked to them. It actually 
helped me…feel less alone.”

—Ingrid, day job: internal audi-
tor; passions: travel, reading, 

wildlife (to name a few)
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of manga gives it a similar appeal to what Americans feel  
for movies.

Just as geek has become chic, and we look to computer 
introverts with a new respect—especially if he’s the CEO of our 
company—society can no longer ignore the human need for 
fantasy—if only because it sells. As evidenced by the astronomi-
cal prices paid for Star Trek memorabilia at Christie’s auctions, 
the indulgence in fantasy is no longer child’s play:

A spokesman for Christie’s was quoted by Wired as 
saying, “Holy cow, we had no idea people were go-
ing to shell out that much for this plastic crap. When 
TV Guide started doing multiple covers with Star Trek 
characters years ago, I thought they were nuts! ‘Who’s 
going to buy multiple copies of TV Guide?’ I thought. 
Well, now I know. Insane rich geeks.”

Role-playing is common to many introvert subcultures, 
allowing the introvert to indulge in another reality and at the 
same time enjoy the privacy ensured by the false exterior. Acting 
offers a similar combination of protection and indulgence. 
Seeing the number of people waiting in costume to snatch 
the next Harry Potter book, fighting in online battles as Orcs, 
Ogres, and Goblins in the wildly popular World of Warcraft, or 
picking up the next manga in a favorite series, today’s Spock 
may advise, “Pay attention and prosper.”

Reclusive introverts of all sorts—whether they spend their 
time writing songs, programming computers, or attending 
sci-fi conventions—carry the paradox of looking closed off 
even as they open up new frontiers of the imagination. Their 
gifts may only be available to those who shed a little American 
persona and chance to visit another world.

It’s important to note that not every introvert is inclined 
toward fantasy. Inner life means different things to different 
introverts. Some introverts have a strong preference for concrete 
rules and facts, and some prefer logical thought to the analysis 
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of feelings. Yet, introverts tend to draw these rules, facts, or 
logical thoughts from an internal, subjective source—an inner 

form or idea or theory. In his book, 
Psychological Types, Jung said of the 
introverted “thinking type” (vs. the 
“feeling type”), “External facts are 
not the aim and origin of this think-
ing, though the introvert would often 
like to make his thinking appear so.” 
Jung was extremely critical of the 
Western bias toward objectivity and 
the need we often feel to justify our 
inner knowledge through external 
evidence. It is interesting to note 
that, when Isabel Briggs Myers sent 
him her first draft of the MBTI®, he 
congratulated her, but passed on her 

invitation to take the test. He trusted what he knew to be true.
Jung’s emphasis on the subjective orientation of introverts 

reminds us that we are all, to some degree, Shadow Dwellers: 
our reference point is from within and, in this sense, we  
walk alone.

No Place to Hide:  
The Accessible Introvert
In contrast to the Shadow Dweller, the Accessible Introvert 
does not come off as remote or intimidating. In fact, these 
introverts may be hard to distinguish from extroverts—unless 
you pay attention.

While I was more remote as a child, hiding in my room, 
writing and illustrating science fiction “books,” and biting my 
lower lip in photos, my adult persona smiles confidently at 
the camera and makes inviting eye contact in conversations. I 
have matured into a professional who is friendly, pleasant, and 
approachable. And it’s a problem.

“I think I like the offensive 
sayings [on T-shirts] for 
the same reason I had my 
dreads, to get a rise out of 
people, or separate myself 
from the norm. To show I 
don’t care what they think. 
I’m not afraid.”

—Ben, who lists his 
values as “my music 

career, friends, family, 
being a good person”
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While Accessible Introverts are not as subject to ridicule 
and social alienation, we sometimes envy Shadow Dwellers, 
who suffer much less intrusion, interruption, and, well, extro
version. Don’t get me wrong—we like people. We just like 
them one or two at a time, with 
space in between.

Accessible Introverts are often 
cause-oriented people who are well 
trained in negotiating the social 
arena. The time they spend thinking 
about the big picture moves them 
to want to do something about it. 
Yet, they prefer the thinking to the schmoozing often required 
to achieve change. These accessible types also tend to identify 
with people who have been snubbed or teased, so they strive 
to be friendly to everyone. They are the kids in school who 
are friends with geeks and jocks alike—and secretly prefer the 
geeks. But the openness they put out is not entirely honest, 
just as the angry façade of a Shadow Dweller does not tell the 
whole story.

I have actually asked less-accessible friends of mine how I 
can put up a shield when I need more privacy. I was recently 
given a clue. I agreed to be photographed by an artist friend 
of mine, Mark Wolfe, for an exhibit he called “Faces.” He 
was purposely mysterious about it (he’s a Shadow Dweller, 
artist-in-black type), only telling me to dress simply with no 
makeup and then just look at him—no pose. I had suffered a 
migraine that morning, and between that and the medication 
I used, I was in a very internal, slowed-down state. I looked 
up at him, doing nothing to mask my condition. Note the 
difference between his “naked” photo of me and my posed  
press photo.

When I attended the exhibit, I was shocked by what I saw. 
The sad part is that I hardly recognized that face. Here are 
Wolfe’s comments on the piece and on his Faces exhibit:

“Be nice to nerds. Chances 
are you’ll end up working  
for one.”

—Bill Gates, a nerd 
worth $61 billion (2012)
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As opposed to the normal face exposed to the world, I 
photographed my subjects with high contrast imagery 
devoid of make-up and soft lighting. Laurie is vivacious 
and energetic, always smiling…I tried to capture her 
“less exposed” side. All of us, especially introverts, of-
ten try to hide, disguise, or cover up ourselves. But I’ve 
found that, especially in introverts, there’s a rich char-
acter that can be revealed through art. Laurie’s photo is 
a small reflection of the inner side of a contemplative 
woman, exposing a deeper sensitivity and vulnerability.

Some exhibit attendees saw my image as “determined,” 
others as “sad,” still others as “thoughtful.” My husband found 
it to be intimidating. Now that was a compliment! I recall a 
statement I received from my graduate school adviser: “You 
could never be intimidating, Laurie.” His comment—however 
well-intentioned—still pisses me off.

Accessible Introverts need to be pissed off more often or to 
tell others (nonverbally, of course) to piss off more often. We 
get harassed by strangers, hounded by competitors, and asked 
intrusive questions. We have the fatal combination of being 
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accessible, yet lacking the extroverted capacity for comebacks. 
We are the ones that take a dig, mull it over, and spend days 
developing better and better comebacks. We can take our anger 
in and turn it on ourselves with demeaning self-talk, such as: 
“Why do you have to be such a wimp?”, “Why do you let 
people treat you that way?”, “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
and so on.

Negative self-talk is a particular risk for the Accessible 
Introvert. Because we have almost adapted to the extrovert cul-
ture, we get down on ourselves for not being more extroverted. 
We look in the mirror with puzzled expressions and worry 
about our capacities. Sound familiar?

The Setup
I didn’t plan on writing this section, perhaps because the topic is 
a painful one. But last night I had a dream that wrote it for me:

I return to my first school—the school that intimidated me as a 
child—for a reunion. In the large auditorium, I see Popular Girl, 
Insecure Girl, Tomboy Girl, and other classmates, as well as some 
new faces from more recent classes. Insecure Girl, who used to hang 
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out with me—in real life we created secret codes together—greets 
me and excitedly tells me that I get to be one of the Homecoming 

Queen Contestants. The fact that she 
is a contestant leaves me a little sus-
picious, but I notice that some of the 
prettier and more popular girls are 
also contestants. I meet up with other 
classmates, surprised by how friendly 
and welcoming everyone is, including 
Popular Girl. (Oddly, Popular Girl 
is not a contestant for Homecoming 
Queen.) I am also surprised, and 
moved, by my encounter with Tomboy 
Girl—my relationship with her had 
been lukewarm. She greets me with 
genuine affection and says she wants 
to talk to me. My extroverted little 
sister is there as well, loving and loyal 
as always.

Much to my relief, the other con-
testants are putting on “uniforms” 
provided by the school—showgirl-like 
tuxedo tails over a bodysuit and tights. 

There are slight variations in the outfits, and I am offered one I 
like, with a sheer, soft blue skirt descending from the tails. I put 
it on in preparation for the Homecoming Parade, and as I feel all 
the love and attention around me, I become quite confident that 
I will win.

It is at this point that Popular Girl and Insecure Girl come 
to me with buckets of water and throw the water on my face. 
Everyone laughs, and I soon realize that I have been set up. The 
whole invitation, the confidence building—everything had been 
designed for this punch line. This humiliation.

I run out in tears, and then angrily return to grab my clothes. 
I am struck that nobody expresses regret or tries to get me to stay. 
They are still laughing and enjoying the gag. I see a book titled 

“Most people don’t know 
that I’m an introvert, be-
cause I think I can fake it 
really, really well. At my cur-
rent job, we get wined and 
dined a lot by drug reps, and 
half the time we get lunch 
from one of them. I love 
the free lunches, but it also 
means no ‘alone break’ for 
the entire day. And the din-
ners and happy hours? I’ve 
gone a few times and had a 
lot of fun, but it takes a team 
of mules to get me to go.”

—Margit, too-accessible 
nurse and mom
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“The Children,” and the last page is closing, suggesting that this is 
the end of the story, the resolution of the plot.

I feel despair as I consider the options: Leave and be forgotten, 
or return and “take the joke.” I do start to return, but with a third 
option in mind…

The dilemma I was left with in the dream is The Dilemma 
of the introvert: to disappear or to play along. The prospect of 
popularity had enticed Insecure Girl to betray me—a former 
ally—and likewise seduced me into participating in the popu-
larity contest. Even as I walk away, broken, the power of popu-
larity prevents anyone from reaching out to me. [Note: my 
husband read this and informed me that my dream was almost 
an exact replay of the ’70s horror flick Carrie—except that the 
classmates poured pig’s blood over her and then she started 
killing people. I had purposely missed that movie. Perhaps the 
theme is archetypal.]

Just before I wake up, I consider a third option—to ignore 
the groupthink and talk to people separately. I was drawn to 
Tomboy Girl, who I knew I could trust, and to my loving sister. 
Somehow, I knew I had real friends amid the laughing crowd, 
and I decided to find recognition in them.

The Third Option
The third option, for Shadow Dwellers and Accessible Introverts 
alike, is to know you have friends—and to be a friend. It is easy for 
the many of us to sacrifice the few: to allow the Goth or the Geek 
to take the rap, while secretly sharing their passion for the intricate 
contents of the mind. I used to write science fiction stories that 
stunned my literary mother. I had vivid, and sometimes terrifying, 
dreams at night. My older sister said that, when I was daydream-
ing, I seemed to enter a trancelike state. I am still convinced that, 
when I was little, I floated down the stairs every morning.

But I now know that I’m not that unusual. We all have our 
introverted little secrets. I recall attending a lecture on dreams, 
and feeling immense relief when the speaker described people 
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like me as “ideationally gifted.” “Yes! That’s me,” I thought. 
“Not crazy or weird, but ideationally gifted.” As introverts, we 
have a greater tolerance for the contents of the mind. Some 
of us see into other worlds; some of us see inside patterns and 
equations; some of us access spiritual truths. But if any of us 
are weird, we all are. We were manga when manga wasn’t cool.

Most of us also carry our stories of humiliation. And, sadly, 
many of us, like Insecure Girl in my dream, have participated 
in the humiliation of other introverts—introverts who were 
unable or unwilling to participate in the extroverted games.

As you start to challenge the extrovert assumption and 
reclaim the gift of your inner life, don’t be surprised if you 
encounter feelings of grief or anger. Introverts have a habit of 
becoming admirably hip as we find vehicles for our gifts, but 
we also know the pain of being teased, laughed at, and left 
out—even if we only experience the ridicule indirectly, through 
a more honest member of our group.

As Gloria Steinem said, “The truth will set you free. But 
first, it will piss you off.”
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“ A n y o n e  E l s e  IN  ? ”

“Loneliness is proof that your innate search for 
connection is intact.”

—Martha Beck

Half of us.
Half of us prefer introversion to extroversion.
When I share this reality with introverts, they 

consistently react with disbelief. Half. I almost have to say it 
as a mantra to myself, because I also have been programmed 
to believe that our numbers are few. But the assumption that 
introverts are the exception is not just something floating 
around in the ether; it’s available in any bookstore. When I 
started my research for this book, virtually every self-help book 
on introversion indicated that we make up one-third or one-
fourth of the population. Though more sources are now accu-
rately representing the proportion of introverts among us, old 
assumptions die hard. When Time magazine featured a story 
on introversion in February 2012, not only did the title on 
the cover use the word shyness in place of introversion—“The 
Power of Shyness”—but the article also stated that introverts 
comprise 30 percent of the population. High-profile articles 
like these get quoted by others, and new truths are invented. 
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Headlines, which are usually not even seen by the writer until 
press time, easily miss the nuances of the story, but they are 
what gets read and remembered. After providing an interview 
for one reporter, in which I corrected the belief that introverts 
are in the minority, I was horrified to see the subtitle of the 
story refer to the “introvert minority.” The belief in the minor-
ity status of introverts has seeped into our pores.

To get a perspective on how this happened, we’ll need to 
rewind about fifty years. Bear with me: you need to see it to 
believe it.

The classic book explaining type theory, Gifts Differing, was 
written by the architect of the MBTI®, Isabel Briggs Myers, but 
was not published until after her death in 1980. A statement 
in the book reads, “Extraverts are more vocal than introverts; 
they are more numerous, apparently in the ratio of three to 
one.” A footnote follows the statement, and the correspond-
ing endnote cites an “early, unpublished study” of the MBTI® 
using high school males: “Introverts made up 28.1 percent of 
the 217 students in the eleventh grade and 25.8 percent of the 
182 in twelfth grade.” In the same book, however, data from 
much larger samples of high school boys, totaling 3,503, was 
reported in chart form: 38.5 percent were introverts and 61.5 
percent were extroverts. It is this larger sample that was used as 
a basis for the one-third estimate reported in the first MBTI® 
manual, published in 1962. According to Gifts Differing, the 
data used for these estimates came from students who com-
pleted the MBTI® (referred to then as the “Type Indicator”) “in 
the spring of 1957.”

Though the data was gathered in 1957, Gifts Differing has 
lived on, and for good reason. The book, like the MBTI®, helps 
people make use of the richness of Jungian theory in their 
daily lives, work, and relationships. But Myers, who was ahead 
of her time as a researcher, was not alive to update the book 
when it was reprinted under a 1995 copyright. The new print-
ing still reports the estimates generated more than fifty years 
ago—twenty years before the advent of personal computers. 

IntrovertPower.indd   50 12/21/12   4:45 PM



“Anyone Else IN?”   |   51   

This makes it easy for people to quote outdated estimates—25 
percent or the 38.5 percent (usually rounded to 30 percent)—
using the book as a 1995 reference.

The estimates reported in Gifts Differing are not only old, 
but they also are specific to high school boys, which is only 
one of countless samples collected since that time. Myers’s 
own research extended to a variety of other samples, but the 
percentages from Gifts Differing were the ones frozen in time. 
Naomi Quenk knows how much specific samples can vary with 
regard to introversion and extroversion. Quenk, who knew and 
worked with Myers, has a historical perspective on MBTI® data 
few can offer. She told me that Myers overestimated the pro-
portion of extraverts “because high school students are pushed 
toward extraversion by their age and stage of life.” She also said 
that Myers worked on the book for many years before it was 
published, which is probably why only her early studies were 
included. As far as the continued perception that introverts are 
in the minority, Quenk stated simply, “It appears that the U.S. is 
overloaded with extraverts because our culture has a strong extra-
verted bias. It’s the bias that people react to, not the actual facts, 
which find a ratio of nearly 50–50 in the best available studies.”

It is important to note that the MBTI® is not a static entity. 
In the tradition established by Myers herself, the test continued 
to be “tested” with progressively larger samples. By my count, 
the MBTI® has undergone at least ten revisions—and count-
ing! This progressive tradition has spawned a vast amount of 
research over the years. And in 1998, researchers were finally 
able to do what Isabel Briggs Myers could not: report on type 
frequencies in the U.S. population. The study was based on 
a national representative sample—3,009 randomly selected 
individuals—which, through weighting of underrepresented 
groups, was made to approximate the distribution of the 1990 
U.S. Census. Results from a second, smaller national repre-
sentative sample were reported in the MBTI® Step II Manual 
(2001). This sample had a larger proportion of introverts (57 
percent). Due to the differences in type frequencies among 
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various studies, CAPT also conducted a review of data col-
lected over the years, which included everything from Myers’s 
high school samples through the Step II results, and produced 
ranges to best capture the “most probable area in which a true 
type falls.” The review resulted in an impressive cumulative 
sample: 914,219 people tested.

From that sample, here’s the probable range of introverts 
in the population: 47–55 percent. The range for extroverts is: 
45–53 percent. No evidence of minority status there!

Our ability to overlook more than fifty years of accumu-
lated data on introversion and extroversion, and to not at least 
equivocate about the applicability of the original estimates, is 
quite remarkable. Maybe the truth got lost in translation from 
the academic to popular literature, but perhaps something less 
conscious and more insidious is at work.

Sometimes it takes an observation from outside our culture 
to see what is too close to identify. The MBTI® Manual (© 2003) 
reiterates an anecdote shared by attendees at a “psychological 
type” conference in Great Britain: The U.S. attendees found it 
hard to identify the extroverts among their British colleagues 
because they did not act like American extroverts. The British 
attendees reported a similar difficulty identifying introverts in 
America because “U.S. Introverts exhibited behavior that in the 
United Kingdom was associated with extraversion: sociability, 
comfort with small talk, disclosure of personal information, 
energetic and fast-paced conversation, and so forth.” Most 
Americans, whether introverted or extroverted, have learned 
to look like extroverts. And though it seemed like there were 
more introverts in the UK than in the United States, normative 
sample studies conducted in both countries in 1997 resulted 
in very similar proportions of introverts and extroverts, about 
50–50 in each case.

It’s one thing if extroverts don’t see us, but it’s even more tragic 
when introverts no longer see introverts. It’s a chicken-egg prob-
lem: if there are so few of us, why look? If we don’t look, we don’t 
see. But does it matter? After all, we like being alone. Correction: 
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we like being introverted. Yes, we do have the need for solitude, 
and we enjoy time alone, but we also like to be introverted in 
more public settings, and we relate in our own way. We enjoy a 
different conversational pace than extroverts, namely, one that 
allows people to think. We are moved by ideas and make con-
nections through shared interests. Half of us love the comfort of 
hanging out when there’s no pressure to talk. Half.

When we stop seeing introverts, 
we not only feel alienated, but we 
lose power. We don’t like compet-
ing anyway, but if there are just a 
handful of us, it’s easier to adapt. 
The assumption of extroversion can 
prevent us from taking the risk—
when it may not be that risky after 
all—of being openly introverted. And when we adapt and 
either pass as extroverts or stay on the sidelines, the extrovert 
assumption is strengthened and our power further erodes. Let’s 
look a little closer at what we’re assuming.

The Extroversion Assumption
As we grow and adapt to American society, we internalize the 
assumption that extroversion is normal and introversion is a 
deviation. Here’s a quick sampling of some of the messages we 
take in:

•	 Parties are fun
•	 Being popular is important
•	 It’s “who you know”
•	 Networking is essential to success
•	 It’s not good to be alone
•	 It’s important to be a “team player”
•	 Most people are extroverts
•	 The more the merrier

“I’ve always felt like the only 
one who was hating the 
party, or at least part of a 
sad minority.”

—Lily, California
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If we assume that everyone around us is extroverted, as our 
society leads us to believe, we naturally feel less comfortable in 
public settings. We may feel that we need to keep our intro-
verted ways to ourselves and adapt while among people. We 
don’t even pause to think that others might also crave a deeper 
conversation and a quieter room. When we go to an obligatory 
party, we assume that everyone else wants to be there. After all, 
“parties are fun!” Rest assured, any party with an obligatory 
component has invitees who are wishing they were elsewhere, 
along with some who have managed to be elsewhere.

In the American workplace, introverts often feel immense 
pressure to be extroverted. Whether spoken or not, we pick up 
the assumption that we’re supposed to make friends at work. 
Introverts don’t get this. We generally go to work to work. I can 
hear the protest, “But it’s more fun to have friends at work!” 
Here is another extrovert assumption. Extroverts are energized 
through interaction. They are happy to create more friendships, 
because then there are more people to keep the interactions 
going—after work, on the weekend, at parties, and so on.

Introverts more often see the workplace as a place to interact 
with ideas. A friendly greeting is fine and good, but workplace 
chatter feels distracting and intrusive. And if we work with 
clients or customers, we may be all the more protective of our 
social energies. Yet, the extrovert assumption is so woven into 
the fabric of our culture that an employee may suffer repri-
mands for keeping his door closed (that is, if he is one of the 
lucky ones who has a door), for not lunching with other staff 
members, or for missing the weekend golf game or any number 
of supposedly morale-boosting celebrations. Half. Half of us 
don’t want to play. We don’t see the point. For us, an office 
potluck will not provide satisfying human contact—we’d much 
rather meet a friend for an intimate conversation (even if that 
friend is a coworker). For us, the gathering will not boost 
morale—and will probably leave us resentful that we stayed an 
extra hour to eat stale cookies and make small talk. For us, talk-
ing with coworkers does not benefit our work—it sidetracks us.
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Whether we are at work or at play, the extrovert assumption 
prevails and alienates over half of the population. Half. Not 
just a few nerdy recluses, but a solid half of us.

Finding Introverts
Whether we want to make a new friend or not, it is crucial that 
we start to see “the other half ” of the population. Just knowing 
our numbers—numbers that have been available for a decade 
but have yet to be known—changes our perceptions. It is very 
hard to argue that half of the population is weird or somehow 
deviant. Be clear—we don’t have to gather or, heaven forbid, 
have a big party to be strengthened by our numbers. We just 
need to know the truth.

But it does help to see as well. And once you know there are 
more like you out there, you’ll notice things—like the fact that 
coffeehouses have popped up everywhere. Coffeehouses! Places 
where people read or write or draw or just chill. Quiet places. 
At this moment, I happen to be typing at a coffeehouse inside a 
large bookstore. There are eleven other people scattered among 
the tables and couches—even a little family with mom, dad, 
a little boy, and a baby—and no one is talking! I keep waiting 
for voices, and all I hear is the soothing background music. I 
am the most impressed by the family: the baby is sucking on 
a rattle; the boy eats his ice cream and then studies the scene 
outside the window; mom and dad read. When the boy even-
tually asks a question, the parents respond to him quietly, and 
when the baby starts to fuss, they get up and exit as if to leave 
the sleeping undisturbed.

But on their way out, an observer makes a comment about 
the baby and continues to deliver a monologue to the couple, 
loudly—a bull in a china shop. The young parents are clearly 
uncomfortable, and politely break away as quickly as possible. 
This place operates under the assumption of introversion. 
Most of the inhabitants are by themselves, and tables are small 
to accommodate intimate conversation, if necessary.
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I have noticed that, when larger groups meet in a coffee-
house, they usually have something to do, such as reading and 
critiquing each other’s writing, planning an event, reviewing 
the movie they just attended, or sharing a side-by-side activity 

such as knitting. It is a culture of 
ideas, and extroverts seeking a place 
to meet, greet, and mingle soon get 
bored and leave.

It is no secret that these introvert 
enclaves are amazingly successful, 
and the reason is as easily apparent. 
Half. Half of us now have a place to 
be publicly introverted. You think it’s 
the coffee? The people who primar-
ily want the coffee take it to go. As I 
scan the room, only one of the eleven 
is drinking coffee—at least I think 
it’s coffee: some dark blended drink 
topped with loads of whipped cream 
and chocolate syrup. Maybe that 
person, like me, sees the purchase as 
a very reasonable rent payment on 
some prime introvert real estate.

But let’s say you’re at a social 
event. Finding the introverts in this 
setting requires a bit more skill. You 
may find one or two on the fringes 
of the activity or outside getting air. 

Some will be locked in a group conversation, but you can tell they 
aren’t really present—they keep glancing at their watch or the 
door. Unfortunately, many introverts are pros at holding a look 
of interest while most of their focus is directed inward. The best 
indicators of introversion are very subtle: a concentrating expres-
sion, a tendency to look off at nothing in particular—indicators 
that the person is thinking. These are the kind of hard-to-define 
expressions that artists love to capture in portraits.

“I often do seek out places 
where I can do something 
solitary (reading, drawing, 
writing, handwork) but 
among other people, like 
coffee houses, cafés, or the 
library. I see a lot of people 
doing more of this now, 
and it makes me feel good, 
reassured that I’m not alone 
in my craving for time with 
myself without the necessity 
of conversation but in the 
presence of humans doing 
the same.”

—Suzanne, who would 
like extroverts to know, 

“We’re OKAY being  
introverts, and, no, we 

don’t wish we could  
be just like them.”
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Still others will be cloistered with a spouse or close friend, 
talking in hushed tones to signal to others, “This is private.” 
The introverts generally leave early, energy drained, while the 
most extroverted gain momentum and stay until the end—and 
then are ready for the “after party.”

A New Assumption
Though common wisdom would suggest that introverts 
should connect by starting a conversation, we are discovering 
that common wisdom is not very trustworthy when it comes 
to introverts. Introverts work from the inside out, and the 
simplest and most profound way that we can connect is by 
acting like introverts. And we will feel freer to act like introverts 
when we know that others—many 
others—get it.

Start by carrying around the 50 
percent statistic as you go about 
your day. As you look around you, 
keep in mind that half of us are 
introverted—half of the people 
in your neighborhood, half of 
the people downtown, half of the 
people on campus. When I was 
little, I got scared if I was awake 
while everyone else in the house 
was sleeping. I learned to comfort 
myself by remembering that there 
were other people awake, even 
though I couldn’t see them: night shift workers, people flying 
to different countries, telephone operators. There is something 
powerful in knowing that you are not the only one holding up 
a certain kind of consciousness—the only one awake. Even if 
you can’t see the others, knowing they are there helps.

Buoyed by the comfort of knowing that you have quiet, 
like-minded company, you can relax into your introversion. 

“Last night I attended a 
wedding reception, clearly 
planned by an extrovert, in a 
noisy hall with loud music in 
every room and nowhere to 
escape to. It was immensely 
helpful to remember that 
half the people there were 
as uncomfortable as I was, 
including the poor bride!”

—Lily, who no longer 
feels like a sad minority
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You can bring your power source with you. Perhaps you can 
even meditate—right in the middle of that big old mosh pit 
called America.

Where the (Inner) Action Is
Perhaps the biggest challenge is to see other introverts when 
they are alone. I was recently watching the remarkable BBC 
video series “Planet Earth.” I was able to view the rare snow 
leopard in its natural habitat, thanks to the solitary watch of the 
cameraman camping in the remote mountains of Pakistan. As  
I observed these speckled, sphinx-like inhabitants of the snowy 

mountains, I felt gratitude for the 
photographers who embraced 
solitude—one was on a three-year 
assignment—in order to bring me 
this vision.

Even introverts—you’d think we 
would know better—are prone to 
see the solitary introvert in a very flat 
and limited way: usually gaunt white 
guy, often in front of a computer, 
low in energy, malnourished, bored 
and stuck in some kind of repetitive 
activity or inactivity. When forming 
impressions, it is quite American 
to skim the surface, to surf and 
schmooze and sample. But to know 

the introvert, surfing won’t do. If I had only seen the solitary 
cameraman in his hut, looking through his lens—there was 
some footage of this—I would have become quickly bored. But 
beholding what he was seeing gave me chills.

Let’s go to Zurich, Switzerland, circa 1914, to observe 
another solitary soul. This man is a respected scholar who has 
abandoned his teaching at the university, because he doesn’t 
want to continue teaching until he’s figured some things out. 

“This comparison [the 
introvert stereotype versus 
the real me] just shows me 
how complicated people 
are, and that they can 
appear like an introvert on 
the outside but every day 
surround themselves with 
wonder and mystery.”

—Solveig, high school 
sophomore, who  

enjoys thinking and 
drawing in her room
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He continues to see patients and attend to his family, but spends 
vast stretches of time alone, reclining and staring off into space, 
occasionally scribbling some notes. If we look just at the face 
of it, we may wonder why he’s withdrawing, why he traded a 
prestigious position for this sitting around. We might be con-
cerned that he’s become socially phobic or depressed—or both.

This rising intellect was Carl Jung, and he was conducting an 
experiment, using himself as the sole subject. He used a process 
similar to self-hypnosis to submerge himself deeper and deeper 
into the unconscious, the part of the mind where dreams and 
fantasies live. His methods and discoveries are chronicled in his 
fascinating biography, Memories, Dreams, Reflections.

As a diver going beneath the calm surface of the ocean, Jung 
found a world teeming with life. He discovered what he called 
the “collective unconscious,” a reality beyond the level of the 
personal unconscious that emerges through universal symbols 
and products of culture, from art to mythology. He even found a 
cast of characters—archetypes—Great Mother, Hero, Trickster, 
and the infamous Shadow, to name just a small sample.

For an introvert, a placid surface may be evidence that the 
introvert, to borrow Adrienne Rich’s words, “has moved on, 
deeper into the heart of the matter.” As with Jung, the exterior 
of inactivity may belie a vast internal wonderland. Seeing the 
introverts who are out of sight, and getting a glimpse of worlds 
they inhabit, asks more of us than a simple introduction.

Seeing an introvert means knowing there’s more. It means 
looking for her ideas, her observations, her creations. Introverts 
talk to us every day through their stories, theories, movies, 
technology, paintings, songs, inventions—the list is endless. 
For the introvert, conversation can be a very limited forum for 
self-expression. When a song moves you, a writer “gets” you, 
or a theory enlightens you—you and its creator are connecting 
in a realm beyond sight or speech. Not all of these expressions 
come from introverts, nor does every introvert’s idea reach a 
wider audience. But connecting through the contents of the 
mind is the introvert’s way.
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You might take the time to find out who took the photo 
you so admire in a magazine. (By the way, the photographers 
I viewed on watch—at different locations—for snow leopards 
were Doug Allen and Mark Smith.) When you are stunned by 
what your cell phone can do, consider the person who designed 
the tiny circuitry. Start humanizing the ideas you hold and hear 
and read and see every day. And when you want to meet an 
introvert, try asking what the person is thinking or observing. 
A great question someone once asked me was, “How do you 
like to express yourself ?” Reach beyond the surface.

My Space in Cyberspace
In cyberspace, the rules of engagement favor introverts. We can 
connect while remaining alone. We can read and write rather 
than talk. And we can more comfortably network with people 
who share our interests and ideas. Like the coffeehouse, cyber-
space allows introverts to be alone more publicly. Introverts 
can post profiles, blogs, and videos without seeking an agent 
or a publisher. We can create or join communities based on 
even our quirkiest ideas. We can connect with other introverts 
enjoying the same playground. And we can turn it off when-
ever we want.

This worried comment inevitably arises: “But that’s no sub-
stitute for real relationships!” This concern makes sense if we’re 
comparing an Internet chat to a sustained relationship with 
a partner or close friend. And it is true that an Internet user 
can invent a personality online. There is more freedom on the 
Internet, for better and for worse. But just as the Internet may 
limit relationships, it can also create, expand, and enrich them. 
Online dating is a godsend for many introverts who cringe at 
the idea of meeting someone at a bar or social event. Where else 
but cyberspace does the introvert have the opportunity to start 
in our comfort zone of written communication and talk later? 
How else can you defy geography and search widely for a soul 
connection? And because introverts can often open up more 
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easily in a written message, Internet communication can also 
enhance existing relationships.

Though computerized communications may seem cold, 
the fact is, we’re writing again—we’re even writing with our 
phones! Though I still prefer the art of letter writing, it is an 
infrequent luxury. An email or text message offers a similar 
indulgence without the hassle.

Unless you’re talking about sex, 
I’m not so sure that live is always 
better. It is part of the extrovert 
assumption to value interaction 
over inner action. Most intro-
verts savor live time with a close 
friend, because they know there 
will be plenty of inner action for 
both of them. But much of what 
we call “social” in America allows for very little inner action. 
Emailing a friend or posting a blog entry will probably feel 
much richer, and help us feel much closer, than being up close 
and impersonal.

“The computer is my 
introverted but sometimes 
intimate connection to the 
world of my choosing.”

—Don, passionate about 
baseball, music, politics, 

religion, and exercise
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C h a p t e r  5 :
T h e  G e t - H a pp  i e r  M a n d a t e

“Pick out a pleasant outlook, stick out that noble chin;
Wipe off that full-of-doubt look, slap on a happy grin.
Spread sunshine all over the place
And just put on a happy, put on a happy,
Put on a happy face.”

—Lee Adams, lyrics from musical, Bye Bye Birdie

As I read through study after study linking happiness 
with the Big Five measure of extroversion, the tune 
“Put on a Happy Face” started haunting me. Several 

studies show that extroverts are more responsive than introverts 
to happy faces, images of extrovert brains reveal well-greased 
channels for pursuing good feeling, and extroverts report more 
positive emotions than introverts. But there’s more beyond the 
smiley-faced surface of these findings, and I was getting a clue 
from an unconscious association.

Put on a Happy Face
The line kept running through my head, so I turned away from 
the pile of studies and tracked down the rest of the lyrics. I 
paused as I read the following line:

IntrovertPower.indd   63 12/21/12   4:45 PM



64   |   Introvert Power

“Wipe off that full-of-doubt look, slap on a happy grin.”
I know that full-of-doubt look. In fact, it may be my 

signature introvert look. My husband has inquired about it, 
my sister captured it in a painting—it makes extroverts both 
curious and a little nervous. I get a full-of-doubt look when 
I’m puzzling over something, tracking my thoughts as I work 
through a problem, or listening intently to what someone is 
saying. I’m not in pain, I’m not unhappy—I’m just inside, 
busy. But that’s a problem—for our society, anyway. I’m not 
smiling. I don’t appear happy. I’m probably overthinking and 
not having enough fun. The remedy? Slap on a happy grin!

In the film version of the Broadway musical Bye, Bye Birdie, 
the happy-go-lucky and somewhat goofy Dick Van Dyke sings 
this ditty and effectively wipes the contemplative look off his 
girlfriend’s face. She’s dancing and smiling in no time. This plays 
well in a feel-good musical and sometimes plays well in real life: 
extrovert gets introvert to lighten up. But sometimes the get-
happy mandate cues, instead of singing and dancing, the very 
negative feelings the cheer-up session intended to squash.

That problematic outcome is evident in a very different 
musical I attended recently. The show Next to Normal was 
described by the New York Times as not a feel-good musical, 
but a “feel-everything” musical. No call to instant happiness 
here—I cried my eyes sore. But with the tears came relief. 
In this show, the get-happy song and dance only delayed the 
family’s confrontation with reality. Freedom and hope came 
in when the rose-colored glasses came off. A line from one 
song read, “Most people who think they’re happy just haven’t 
thought about it enough.” The musical dealt with the dark side 
of happy: manic compensation, the zeal of the mental health 
and pharmaceutical industry, and the damage that can be done 
when people try too hard to feel too good.

Yet, trying too hard to feel too good, I think, captures some-
thing of the ethic that underpins our society. We not only are 
free to pursue happiness, but it’s also a guaranteed right. And 
what could be wrong with that?
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Unhappy Pursuit
A series of studies at the University of Denver tackled that 
question and gave me some insight into why I felt oppressed by 
a happy song. The researchers wanted to examine the kind of 
happiness valued in Western society, which they defined as “an 
individual’s positive hedonic state.” They primed experimental 
subjects by presenting them a bogus newspaper article extol-
ling the benefits of this pleasure-filled state. The article read by 
control subjects was the same, except the word “happiness” was 
replaced with “making accurate judgments.”

After reading the article, the subjects were randomly assigned 
to watch either a happy or sad film clip. The findings revealed 
a paradox: of those who watched the happy film, those fired up 
about the benefits of happiness felt worse than those who read 
the neutral article. There was no difference in reported happiness 
for the two groups watching the sad film. In the latter case, the 
investigators noted, people wanting to be happy could blame their 
“failure” on external circumstances: the sad film. But when the 
get-happy mandate was paired with happy cinema, the subjects 
who cared most about being happy felt bad when they missed the 
mark and were more likely to turn blame on themselves.

We all know this experience, the summer Sunday afternoon 
when we are “supposed to” feel happy, when we contrast our 
dull day with visions of people having more fun than us. We 
imagine those people laughing together at the great American 
cookout—and we want what they’re having—whether we really 
enjoy cookouts or not. Like those influenced by the newspaper 
induction, we buy into an image of what we’re supposed to 
want and what we’re supposed to feel.

And that image turns on us. In her book Blubberland: The 
Dangers of Happiness, architect and commentator Elizabeth 
Farrelly observes: “That Western culture’s happiness-addiction 
has burgeoned in direct parallel with its depression epidemic 
is as obvious as it is ironic, just as thin-worship has grown in 
direct parallel with the obesity epidemic.”

So maybe we’re all a little depressed by the pursuit of 
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happiness, but introverts seem at particular risk. The desire 
to maximize positive feelings is hard-wired into the extrovert 
brain, where channels for the pleasure-seeking chemical dopa-
mine are primed for pursuit. What is built into our bill of 
rights is mirrored in the extrovert brain. Pursuing happiness 
doesn’t always work, but it’s not that much work for extroverts. 
Introverts, whose brains are more primed to tackle problems 
and seek meaning, don’t really get what all the fuss is about. We 
like feeling happy, too, but when we’re internally focused, the 
fuss—the “come on get happy” show—can render us discon-
nected, depressed, distracted, or downright pissed off.

The Right to Pursue Answers
In a study looking at how introverts and extroverts approached 
an “effortful task,” Maya Tamir, director of the Emotion and 
Self-Regulation Laboratory at Boston College and Hebrew 
University in Jerusalem, found that, for introverts, getting 
happy got in the way. While extroverts sought a happy state 
while completing the task, introverts didn’t share this goal. 
They preferred keeping happiness—defined in the study as 
positive, pleasure-oriented emotion—at bay and maintaining a 
neutral emotional state. Tamir noted that happiness is a stimu-
lating emotion and may be distracting to an introvert who is 
trying to get work done. So an extrovert may enjoy whistling 
while she works, but that stimuli will likely just annoy the  
busy introvert.

Though Tamir didn’t find a difference in the performance 
of focused introverts compared to cheery extroverts, another 
study showed an advantage to avoiding happiness. The study, 
conducted by Brian Haas and colleagues from Stony Brook 
and Yale, used a Stroop test, in which subjects were quickly 
presented words of varying emotional content. The trick to the 
test is that the words are presented in different colored fonts, 
and the subject is asked to name the color, not the word. When 
words reflecting positive emotions such as “joy” were flashed 
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before them, introverts were better able to ignore the content 
of the word and quickly report the color. When extroverts were 
slowed down by these words, brain imaging revealed increased 
activity in regions responsive to positive stimuli.

If extroverts in your life are confused by your annoyance 
when they just want to spread the joy, citing these studies might 
help. You might want what they’re having, but not right now. 
You’ll feel good the old-fashioned way: by getting the job done.

It’s important to note that acting extroverted can act like an 
upper for an introvert. In chapter one, we talked about a series 
of studies that explored the provocative question: “Would 
Introverts Be Better Off If They 
Acted like Extraverts?” The research, 
conducted at Carleton University, 
showed that when introverts were 
instructed to act extroverted—
defined as bold, talkative, energetic, 
active, assertive, and adventurous—they reported an increase in 
positive emotions. In contrast to an earlier study, introverts did 
not show evidence of depletion after indulging their extroverted 
sides. But these introverts were not at a party, nor were they 
competing for airtime in a highly populated or loud setting. In 
one condition, the subject joined two other participants for a 
topical discussion, and in another, each subject was paired with 
an interviewer for a “get to know you” conversation. These 
interactions sound pretty roomy to me—far from the mosh pit 
variety that leave introverts gasping for an empty room.

Happy to Fit In
You may have noticed that the adjectives used in the above study 
have an aggressive undertone: bold, talkative, energetic, active, 
assertive, and adventurous. These are qualities highly valued in an 
individualistic, competitive society, so it makes sense that we feel 
successful and happy when we exhibit these qualities. But does 
acting extroverted feel so good when extroversion is less valued?

“Adventure is not outside 
man; it is within.”

—George Eliot
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A group of scientists analyzed data from more than seven 
thousand participants representing twenty-eight countries and 
found some answers. Their report, published in Psychological 
Science, demonstrated that in cultures where extroversion was 
less valued, extroversion was associated with diminished feel-
ings of well-being when compared to societies that prize extro-
version. The researchers indicated that a person-culture match 
has “a self-validating effect, suggesting that one is ‘all right’ and 
the way one ‘should be.’”

When we talk about happiness in America—and in all the 
studies I discuss here—we are referring to a revved-up version, 
or as some researchers call it, “high-arousal positive affect.” 
Scientists from Stanford and the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong found that emotions such as enthusiasm and excitement 
were idealized by European American individuals, whereas feel-
ing calm, relaxed, and serene (low-arousal positive emotions) 
represented the ideal for Asian Americans. What is sobering is 
that, for both groups, discrepancies between the actual emo-
tion and the cultural ideal correlated with depression. So while 
introverts are set up to feel bad in a revved up society, extroverts 
are the ones feeling off the mark in the Zen zone.

Studies are consistently revealing that extroverts only have 
the edge on that distinctly Western version of happiness. A team 
of scientists from the University of Melbourne, the University 
of London, and Northwestern University conducted a series of 
five experiments to tease out what defines extrovert happiness. 
The results, reported in the Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology (May 2012), showed that introverts and extroverts 
were equally responsive to pleasant situations like relaxing on 
the beach or watching a feel-good movie. The extroverts got 
“happier” than introverts only when the scenarios involved 
reward pursuit, and the extroverts were only “happier” in the 
high-arousal sense. Introverts were as likely as extroverts to 
report feeling pleased or cheerful.

Problem is, when revved-up happiness is in the room, it’s 
hard to see anything else, especially in a society that makes a 
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sport of happiness pursuit. Given the context, it is not sur-
prising that introversion almost became a diagnostic term, 
associated with anhedonia, the absence of pleasure. Rather 
than diagnosing introverts, though, perhaps it’s time to ques-
tion the symptom’s opposite. Remember hedonism? That 
philosophy suggests that only what is pleasant or leads to 
pleasure is intrinsically good.

The “S” Word
Our hedonistic cultural bias not only justifies the diagnosing of 
introversion, but also pathologizes those experiencing normal 
sadness or grief. At the same time the American Psychiatric 
Association was inserting introversion into its proposed revi-
sion of their diagnostic manual, DSM-5, they presented a new 
diagnosis called “complicated grief.” Though challenges to the 
diagnosis got it placed in the back of the manual “for further 
research,” another revision got through: the DSM-5 no longer 
includes bereavement as an exception to the diagnosis of major 
depressive disorder. In other words, if you have lost a child 
and still show depression symptoms two weeks after the loss, 
you could qualify for a psychiatric diagnosis. After massive 
opposition to the DSM-5 proposal, developers inserted a note 
on bereavement at the bottom of the page but did not add it 
back in as a formal rule-out for the diagnosis. Enough of that 
full-of-doubt look; time to slap on a happy face!

If pleasure-filled living is essential to the American dream, 
sadness is our collective nightmare. We wrap up funerals quickly, 
bury the evidence, shed the black, and get back to work, often 
carrying the weight of our grief as a shameful, secret burden. 
And, while a death in the family at least justifies sorrow, we col-
lectively have little patience for the sadness that comes hand in 
hand with living—the garden-variety disappointments, regrets, 
and losses. We’re encouraged to keep moving, to look for that 
happy place—and buy it if we can. But introverts are wired to 
pause and reflect; we’re attracted to the questions; we want the 
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whole story. So we might stumble onto sadness on the way to 
the truth. Is that really a problem?

The idea of happiness as a singular goal is not shared by 
collectivistic societies such as China and Japan, which place 

a high value on balance and tend 
to view happiness and unhappiness 
as interdependent. Yukiko Uchida 
of Kyoto University and Shinobu 
Kitayama of the University of 
Michigan analyzed descriptions 
of happiness and unhappiness by 
American and Japanese partici-
pants. Like other researchers, they 
found Western happiness associated 
with high-arousal emotions like 
excitement or elation, and Eastern 
happiness equated with low-arousal 
feelings such as being calm and 
relaxed. But they also found that 
Americans had less tolerance for 
unhappiness than the Japanese: 
“Americans were far more likely 

than Japanese to rate their own characterizations of unhappi-
ness as undesirable.” While Americans viewed happiness as a 
distinct emotion tied to personal achievement, Japanese par-
ticipants more often used the same descriptors for happiness  
and unhappiness.

Inventing Depression,  
Prescribing Happiness
The concern that introverts and grieving individuals may 
not be sufficiently happy and therefore need diagnosing 
is not so surprising given the Western ideal. The paradox: 
when we regard contemplative states and emotions with 
worry and concern, they become more threatening and alien. 

“It seems that more and 
more we are called on to 
fit into a mold. We must be 
happy and extroverted at 
all times. We cannot grieve 
or go inside where we 
introverts live comfortably. 
We cannot be sad or seek 
solitude. Who knows what  
is next.”

—Mary, who is grieving 
the loss of her introverted 

soul mate and refuses  
to abandon her grief  

or her introversion
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Alienation breeds depression, and our worries are confirmed. 
And here in America, a thriving pharmaceutical industry is  
ready to help.

At the dawn of the new millennium, that same industry was 
ready to help the people of Japan 
get happier. In his book Crazy Like 
Us, journalist Ethan Watters docu-
ments the challenges the manufac-
turer of Paxil faced when they tried 
to introduce the antidepressant in 
Japan. He said that most pharma-
ceutical companies saw no market 
for these drugs in Japan because the 
“Japanese considered them harsh 
medications that exaggerated types 
of personality valued in the United States.” He also noted that, 
in Japan, sadness was not regarded with concern: “the capac-
ity to experience great sadness was considered not a burden 
but a mark of strength and distinction.” He went on, “That 
belief, combined with a suspicion of drugs that heightened 
moods or extraverted personality traits, made the market for 
SSRIs (the new class of antidepressants) unpromising.” Watters 
tells how a no-expense-spared marketing campaign eventu-
ally sold the Western concern about depression along with  
the prescription.

When we reflexively avoid—or attempt to reform—people 
of a more contemplative temperament, we lose sight of the gifts 
they offer. And when you’re the one being avoided or pressured 
to get happy quick, you may neglect the richness of your own 
experience, forget that you were okay a minute ago, and view 
your sadness as a threat.

Depression is what happens when the life gets taken out 
of sadness.

A whole set of assumptions sweep in: I am supposed to 
be happy; everybody wants to be happy; happiness is always 
attainable; if I’m not happy, it’s my fault; I better do something; 

“Feelings I relish: skin tin-
gling as a powerful phrase 
in a beautiful piece of music 
washes over me, the complete 
silence in my mind that comes 
from practicing meditation.”

—Jonathan, Albuquerque, 
New Mexico
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my sadness is worthless; I’m worthless; and so on. Panic sets 
in—hurry, slap on a happy grin! But you can’t turn the switch. 
And, maybe, deep down, you don’t really want to. So there 
you are, facing the great American dichotomy: join the happy 
dance or risk diagnosis.

As a psychologist, I know that a diagnosis can be a gift 
when someone is suffering inexplicable mental anguish and 
that medications have fostered more humane care for mental 
illness by taking people out of hospitals and helping them live 
normal lives. I also understand why many high-functioning 
Americans resort to antidepressants to get happier. The alter-
native may indeed be dangerous. I experienced the perils 
of the get-happier mandate recently and observed my own 
descent in a single evening from positive low-arousal emotion 
to sinking depression.

I didn’t even start out sad. I had traveled across the coun-
try that day and was tired in a pleasant way, ready to settle 
into my room and get comfortable. But I was also hungry, 
the restaurants were closed, and a kind soul invited me and 
three other arrivals to dinner. I knew and liked these women. 
I still do. But that night, even though the group was small, the 
“ex” factor was big: these women were exuberant, excited, and 
exhausting. And the wine they were drinking only amplified 
the effect. I was sensing a headache, so I declined the wine and 
its extroversion-enhancing properties.

But, sitting there was like watching a commercial for extro-
version. I kind of wanted what they were having. They seemed 
to be having so much fun! And they thought everything was so 
awesome and amazing! They had such great lives! The anima-
tion was dizzying in contrast to my subdued state. And the 
already-aversive rate and volume of talk increased with the con-
sumption of wine. I was tempted to drink as a way of getting 
in sync, but I knew I’d only end up with a headache—not the 
desired light head.

In the midst of all this euphoria, I couldn’t detect anything 
positive inside me. I felt bland, blank, absent, anhedonic. And 
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the downside of being a psychologist is that diagnostic check-
lists pop up on cue. What was wrong with me? I wasn’t sharing 
any of these good feelings!

Now, you may be thinking that I should have known better. 
I was thinking that, too. And, at some level, the narrator in me 
was observing, taking notes for later review. But when I was 
smack dab in the middle of it, I embodied all the negations 
associated with depression: low energy, lack of interest, absence 
of pleasure, depressed mood, feelings of worthlessness, guilt 
(for not feeling happier), and a vague wish to leave the planet. 
My pleasant fatigue was transformed, with the help of the get-
happier mandate, into self-annihilating despair.

The Downside of Up
It’s time to reconsider the one-sided view of mental health pro-
moted in our society—not just for the sake of introverts, but 
for the sake of mental health. In their paper “A Dark Side of 
Happiness?: How, When, and Why Happiness Is Not Always 
Good,” June Gruber, Iris Mauss, and Maya Tamir review 
numerous studies, along with their own, that put the Western 
hedonic, “more is better” concept of happiness to the test.

In addition to the paradoxical link between valuing hap-
piness and suffering depression, these researchers found that 
the more people value happiness, the lonelier they feel. They 
observed that focusing on personal gain may interfere with 
connections with others, resulting in loneliness. The Japanese 
seem aware of this risk: in the study we discussed earlier, only 
Japanese participants linked “social disruption” with happiness 
as well as unhappiness.

In their literature review, Gruber, Mauss, and Tamir found a 
number of downers at the upper end of the happiness continuum:

•	 A tendency to engage in riskier behaviors, such as drink-
ing, binging, and drug use

•	 Neglect of important dangers and threats
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•	 Reliance on “highly accessible cognitions,” including ste-
reotypes, rather than systematically processing information

•	 Gullibility
•	 At its extreme, mania and its negative impact on work, 

relationships, and overall functioning

They also discussed the upside of down, citing research 
demonstrating that people both argue more persuasively and 
negotiate more effectively when in a negative mood. People in 
a positive mood performed the worst—they may have been too 
content to vigorously pursue change. Being too self-satisfied 
can also make a person impermeable to concern about others. 
The authors noted that the complete absence of negative emo-
tions such as anxiety and fear is an indicator of psychopathy, “a 
pervasive pattern of disregard for the welfare of others.” I recall, 
as a young therapist, learning that the presence of some depres-
sion or anxiety in a new patient was a good prognostic sign. 
Compared with someone who lacked these symptoms, such a 
patient would more likely acknowledge the need for help, be 
honest and look for causes within, be open to the therapist’s 
input, and feel motivated to make changes.

Being down may not only make you a better negotiator and 
a more motivated client, but it also may help you create. In his 
book Imagine, science journalist Jonah Lerner cites a number 
of experiments that demonstrate a link between negative feel-
ing and creative focus. For example, making people feel bad 
was associated with better writing in one study and more beau-
tiful collages in another. Lerner observes, “When someone is 
immersed in melancholy, it’s easier for him to linger on a poetic 
line or keep thinking about a beer logo.”

And remember, introverts generally prefer calm emotional 
states to the revved-up variety. It may be that the line between 
melancholy and pleasurable tranquility is finer for the introvert. 
An introverted friend of mine who has experienced both extremes 
of the feeling spectrum says that, while depression provides the 
craving and opportunity for comfort, mania holds her hostage:
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“My bedroom is a place of calm, rest, and then reju-
venation. The introvert in me needs a place like this. 
When I am depressed, my bedroom provides comfort. 
When I am in a manic phase, my symptoms penetrate 
my bedroom sanctuary. I am filled with agitation, my 
mind never stops, and my body can’t relax. I try to lie 
in bed with the curtains shut and the TV and music 
off. My mania symptoms can be intense and unrelent-
ing, and I can’t even find momentary relief.”

I’ll Have What I’m Having
If valuing and expecting happiness reduces the experience of hap-
piness, how do we avoid that pitfall? The study using the bogus 
newspaper article provides a clue. The subjects who read the get-
happier article and watched a happy film clip ended up feeling 
worse than control subjects who read a neutral article first—an 
article that discussed the benefits of making accurate judgments. 
Valuing this attitude of neutrality, the interest in accurately assess-
ing what is, may have helped participants experience the film 
freshly, without the expectation to feel a certain way.

Besides providing a good reason to shun advance film hype, 
the finding suggests that the position of neutral reviewer keeps 
problematic happiness expectations at bay. I have used this 
approach many times as a therapist. When a client is anxious 
about an upcoming event—e.g., a family reunion—I might 
suggest that she simply observe what happens, including her 
own behavior and feelings, as if she were a reporter. Even if 
the client comes back and tells me a sad story—her parents 
treated her as if she were five, she wanted to gag when her 
brother started bragging about his successful investments, and 
she realized how lonely she always felt in her family—she is less 
likely to regard what happened with a sense of failure or disap-
pointment. She may not have gotten happy, but she got the 
story, and more than that, it was her story—not an evaluation 
based on a culturally imposed grading system.
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This way of approaching the world is the introvert’s strong 
suit. We are wired to observe, record, and remember; we like to 
keep our responses private while gathering information; we aren’t 
compelled by the get-happier commercials; and we love to find 
patterns, sort through clues, and construct stories. The key is in 
valuing what we do naturally. If we fear being diagnosed—or 
diagnose ourselves—because we’re not getting happy enough, we 
lose access to our power and become what we fear.

At the same time diagnostic fervor has fueled the exporting 
of depression to Japan and the development of the DSM-5, 
mental health practitioners have been successfully importing 
Eastern concepts into their repertoire. These approaches draw 
on the Buddhist practice of mindfulness, or the attentive, non-
judgmental awareness of whatever is present. Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy (ACT) is one approach that teaches 
people mindfulness, while helping them identify and pursue 
what they value most in life. In his book The Happiness Trap, 
Russ Harris draws on ACT to help people get out of the trap 
of pursuing happiness by trying to get rid of bad feelings—an 
effort that ultimately creates more bad feelings. Harris empha-
sizes that “the things we generally value most in life bring with 
them a whole range of feelings, both pleasant and unpleasant.” 
So the gentle, nonjudgmental acceptance of that range of feel-
ings allows people to pursue what they value and ultimately 
have more satisfying lives.

Similarly, in his groundbreaking book Full Catastrophe 
Living, Jon Kabat-Zinn describes how mindfulness meditation 
helped patients at the University of Massachusetts Medical 
Center’s Stress Reduction Clinic skillfully handle the “full catas-
trophe” of living or “the poignant enormity of life experience.” 
Studies are consistently demonstrating that mindfulness and 
acceptance-based therapies are more effective than approaches 
directed at changing difficult thoughts and feelings.

So next time someone enters your contemplative space and 
tells you to get happier, say you’re busy attending to “the poignant 
enormity of life experience.” Bet that will get you some alone time.
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C h a p t e r  6 : 
M e d i t a t i n g  w i t h  

t h e  M a j o r i t y :  T h e  
I n t r o v e r t e d  S o c i e t y

“The first great thing is to find yourself and for that 
you need solitude and contemplation—at least 
sometimes. I can tell you deliverance will not come 
from the rushing noisy centers of civilization. It 
will come from the lonely places.”

—Fridtjof Nansen

“Everywhere we looked in Japan, we saw calm and 
order.”

—T. R. Reid

I recently watched a television interview of a woman who 
had been born into a cult. Having no other reality to judge 
hers against, she discussed how hard it was to find valida-

tion of her feeling that things were not right. Having to marry 
her uncle felt creepy, but everyone around her said it was good.

This woman’s circumstances brought home to me the impor-
tance of self-validation—and of introversion. The introvert’s 
habit of keeping “one foot out” of a given social grouping—
whether it be family, community, or society—is a lifesaver, 
sometimes literally, when the group stifles or oppresses what 
the individual values.
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As I look back, I kept one foot out of most places I inhabited. 
Since my formative years in rural Minnesota, I have taken up 
residence in various parts of the country, from the Rockies and 
the Sierra Nevadas, to East Coast cities, and on to my current 
home nestled in an Appalachian river city. Being somewhat of a 
vagabond—to the extent you can be one while getting married 
and raising children—I have made a hobby of studying the 
psychological nuances of culture. What I now also realize is 
that I’ve been looking for my home—a home that allows me 
to practice, rather than defend, my introversion; to, perhaps, 
allow both feet to rest inside. Like Goldilocks in the story of 
“The Three Bears,” I have been looking for a place to sit down 
that is just right—the place that feels comfortable and allows 
me to relax into who I am.

Searching for home helps us define what it is we need. It 
wasn’t until I left Minnesota that I developed an appreciation 
for its introverted characteristics, and I have found different 
pieces of the puzzle in each place I have lived. You have likely 
gathered your own pieces of the puzzle, and this may be a good 
time to take note of your discoveries. Introverts are, by nature, 
travelers. Whether you use the vehicle of literature, cinema, the 
Internet, the open road, or the limitless sky, you have prob-
ably visited many worlds. And if you enjoy science fiction or 
fantasy, you are particularly adept at envisioning alternative 
realities. You may want to take a moment and write a list of 
these places, real or imagined, and identify the features of each 
place that help you feel comfortably introverted.

But does such an alternative reality even exist? If America is 
extroverted, are there other societies that are introverted? What 
would an introverted society look like, feel like? What are the 
elements of an introverted society?

Let’s explore two cultures that have been identified with 
introversion: Nordic culture, or Norden, and Japan.
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Norden: Private and Proud
Norden, meaning “the north,” refers to the countries that make 
up the Nordic Council: Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, 
and Sweden. Though each country has its own distinct charac-
ter, commonalities in language and geography give it the flavor 
we know as “Scandinavian.”

Growing up in the American North—Minnesota—gave me 
an early taste for Scandinavian culture. I knew my heritage. I 
am 100 percent Norwegian, a descendant of the Vikings. We 
are tough and stoic. We don’t whine. Life, as my dad put it, was 
“sweat, blood, and tears.” Like Norway, Minnesota was cold, 
so we had to reserve energy and be resilient. People—except, it 
seemed, the ones living with me—didn’t talk more than neces-
sary; they just took care of things.

This “Norden of the U.S.” values privacy and reserve, along 
with a code of civility—the “Minnesota Nice” I learned so well—
that engenders clean neighborhoods and respectful interactions. 
If your shopping cart accidentally hits someone else’s, you plead 
“I’m sorry” (with an emphasis on the “o” sound, of course). Some 
grocery stores in the metro area of Minneapolis-St. Paul provide 
carpeted floors, chandeliers, and soft music; clean indoor air was 
guaranteed long before this became a national trend; and lawns, 
even in poorer neighborhoods, are well-tended and trimmed. 
Lakes within the city limits are kept clean and are encircled by 
walking and bike paths, benches and parkland.

Still, Minnesotans who visit a city in the homeland, such 
as Bergen, Norway, are stunned by its beauty and cleanliness. 
Public bathrooms are immaculate, brightly colored flowers 
spill out of window boxes (in season), and the air is crisp and 
clean. Introverts are less likely to feel overstimulated here and 
are spared the constant evidence (i.e., trash) of the other people 
who share this space. Author Donald S. Connery captures this 
“freshness” in his book, The Scandinavians:

Norway has the clear-eyed appearance of the fresh-
est, cleanest, and most natural nation in Europe. It is 
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almost as if the weary and sophisticated continent had 
set Norway apart as a national park or royal preserve 
and had appointed the Norwegians as custodians to 
keep the waters clear, the mountain snows untouched 
by industrial soot, and the wonders of nature unspoiled 
by thoughtless trespassers.

Salivating? There’s more. There’s not only more natural 
space outside, but employees in Norden get more space at 
work, both for their thinking and for their time away from 
work. The prevailing form of government, social democracy, 
embraces consensus decision-making, a more inclusive, “femi-
nine” style of management, and attention to the individual 
worker. While this may seem a far cry from the Viking way 
of getting things done, there’s another side to that story. 
These brutal warriors are thought to have established the first 
democracy—in the form of regular common meetings. Radical 
for the times, women and handicapped people could attend. 
These meetings, translated, were called “The Thing”—all hail 
Scandinavian simplicity!

The value of the individual voice continues to be evident 
in the Norden workplace. Managers go to lengths to see that 
each employee is represented in decision-making and often 
meet privately with individuals to solicit their views. A rela-
tive of mine who works for a Danish company said that the 
efforts to reach consensus in meetings were frustrating for 
her at first and required her to slow down the more driven 
pace she had been accustomed to. The discussions foster inner 
action as well as interaction, allowing a deeper level of analysis 
and understanding.

And, perhaps most attractive of all for the introvert, Norden 
employees get an abundance of time away from work. While an 
American mother often struggles to put together even a short 
maternity leave—using her vacation time or unpaid family 
leave—a Swedish mom and dad get over a year of parental leave 
to divide up as they choose. That’s paid leave at 80 percent 
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of salary. The Swedes also know how to vacation—about 
seven weeks a year, paid, not counting holidays. The other 
Nordic countries also have generous policies, and members 
of the European Union are guaranteed at least twenty days of 
paid leave. The United States, which provides no minimum 
leave requirement, was referred to in one analysis as the “No-
Vacation Nation.”

So Nordic people are virtually guaranteed two resources 
introverts crave: space and time. The Norden personality 
emphasizes privacy, restraint, respect, and equality—values an 
introvert can appreciate. The dominantly Lutheran religious 
culture emphasizes private faith over public evangelism. Show-
offs are not appreciated. Norden restraint has been the target 
of parodies and jokes, passed around freely in Minnesota, and 
often heard on Garrison Keillor’s A Prairie Home Companion. 
An example: “Did you hear about the Norwegian who loved 
his wife so much he almost told her?”

Could we be talking about repression here, rather than 
restraint? Are these people too nice to be fun? Is there a “wild 
inside” under the surface? Here are some observations:

•	 The wild in Norway is found in nature and in the phys-
icality of the hardy people who live there. The moun-
tainous country is cut by deep fjords and stunning lakes,  
until the landscape drops sharply to ragged coastline  
dotted with innumerable islands. Almost a third of the 
country extends north of the Arctic Circle. As author 
Donald Connery put it, “Norway is nature gone berserk.” 
Introverts who would rather contend with nature than 
people would probably find a home here, as well as those of 
us who secretly enjoy being snowed in. Many Northerners 
resonate with the intensely private John Steinbeck, who 
wrote, “I’ve lived in a good climate, and it bores the hell 
out of me. I like weather rather than climate.”

•	 The lands that produced the great existentialist Søren 
Kierkegaard (Denmark) and master filmmaker Ingmar 
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Bergman (Sweden) reflect their deeply introspective 
characters. Geographic isolation and long, dark winters 
are conducive to “going inside,” psychologically as well as 
physically. At its darkest, around December 21, northern 
Norway sees no day at all; the sun does not rise.

•	 Intellectual pursuit and creativity also thrive in Norden, 
and introverted thinkers find a welcoming environ-
ment. Sweden’s child, Alfred Nobel, is the archetype 
of the generative introvert. A chemist and physicist, he 
is best known for inventing dynamite and for his will, 
which established and funded the legacy now known as 
the Nobel Prize—the highest honor for achievements in 
world peace, science, and literature. In addition to hold-
ing 350 patents and controlling factories and laboratories 
in twenty countries, Nobel was fluent in five languages 
and wrote novels, poetry, and plays in his spare time. 
Who has time to socialize?

So, other than the weather (which, let’s face it, sucks), is there 
a downside to this healthy, prosperous, civil, highly educated, 
and vacation-abundant region? The “middle way” government, 
with features of both democracy and socialism, seems quite 
suited to the introvert, who requires freedom but is not big 
on competition. But citizens do pay for the balance: taxes are 
extremely high, and an introvert building a small business may 
be hard-pressed to pay for the extravagant leave guaranteed to 
its employees. As a relatively isolated and homogeneous cul-
ture, it is likely that an introvert would feel very at home here, 
or very trapped—that is, until that paid vacation rolls around.

Japan: Manners over Mouth
As a child living in my mini-Norden country home next to 
a white-steepled Lutheran church, I developed a fascination 
with Japanese culture. In contrast to the monochromatic 
feel of a Minnesota winter, Japan was color to me—from the 
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jewel-toned kimono of the geisha to the ornate temples that 
looked like something out of Disneyland. Granted, my experi-
ence of Japan was highly influenced by Disney World—and 
my fixation on the Japanese children in “It’s a Small World.” 
Indeed, mine was a small world. Still, I have a picture book in 
my mind of my collected Japan experiences, from visiting a 
Japanese tea garden in San Francisco to receiving a green silk 
kimono-style robe from my much-traveled aunt. As a young 
person, I wanted to learn Ikebana (the Japanese art of flower 
arranging ), to raise a Bonsai (those ancient but tiny twisted 
trees), and to one day visit Tokyo, a place that fully met the 
definition of foreign to me.

If you look back, you may also have collected a culture as 
a child. I have yet to visit Tokyo and had all but forgotten my 
childhood vow to visit—which I had put in writing, by the 
way—until I began the research for this book. Jung would 
smile: important archetypes have a way of coming back.

Japan was my archetype, but I didn’t know why. Whatever 
it was that drew me, I felt it in the intricacies of the tea garden: 
the path leading through a wonderland of exquisite greenery in 
every texture and shape, the mossy backdrop contrasting with 
gray stones, accents of pink wisteria and blue iris, leading me 
over trickling water by way of arching miniature bridges, or 
alongside a pond featuring the reflection of the tiered pagoda, 
to a bench ready for me in the shade. If I’m getting carried away 
in my description, I am only capturing how I felt—carried 
away. I felt careful here, but in a good way, like I wanted to 
walk on my tiptoes and not disturb the experience. I shivered 
with secret delight. I didn’t want to leave. Ever.

Now I realize that my experience in the tea garden captured 
what is introverted about Japanese society. Here was a space, 
created with such care, not for large gatherings or shared rituals. 
Here was a space designed to honor the private experience—a 
space that honored me.

If the Nordic people are respectful, the Japanese are rever-
ent. The customary greeting of the bow is an example of this 
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reverence, as is the common preface of “honorable” when 
addressing someone, as in “honorable customer.” Even the 
signs speak the language of reverence. T. R. Reid, former Tokyo 
bureau chief for the Washington Post and author of Confucius 
Lives Next Door, quoted a sign his neighbor put up to stop cars 
from blocking his narrow driveway: “We’re sorry, but we must 
respectfully request that owners of honorable cars not con-
nected to this household cooperate by refraining from parking 
in front of our humble driveway.”

I felt that reverence in the tea garden. Even though other 
people were enjoying the garden, I felt like I was the only 
inhabitant. The landscaping, arched bridges, and foliage 
seemed designed to block my view of the others. I was able to 
inhabit my own space in this public place.

And the Japanese know that, oftentimes, the best way to 
honor you is to leave you alone. They honor personal space, 
perhaps because they have always had so little of it. When 
Americans meet someone for the first time, we feel obliged to 
extend a hand and introduce ourselves. This practice is con-
sidered intrusive in Japan, where enryo (pronounced inn-rio), 
translated as “holding back” or “restraint,” governs interactions. 
It is common courtesy to give the other person time to size up 
the situation, to not overwhelm the person with your presence, 
so introductions are unlikely at the first meeting. Can you 
imagine people acting this way in America? We are taught to 
act on the extrovert assumption, that interaction is what people 
want. The Japanese seem to operate on the assumption that 
space and time are what people want—the introvert assump-
tion. Unfortunately, we have not figured out how to import 
enryo along with Toshiba electronics and Toyota cars.

Intrusive behavior is commonplace in America. You and a 
friend are having an intimate conversation in the restaurant, 
and a friend of your friend comes right over and interrupts you 
to say hello and start a new conversation. You’re on the freeway, 
a lane is closing ahead, and you dutifully move over—while 
others use the opportunity to move ahead of you and merge at 
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the last minute. You’re on the phone and politely say you’ve got 
to go; the person on the other end keeps talking.

While these examples are annoying, especially for us intro-
verts, intrusion takes on a whole new meaning when it comes 
in the form of violence—and it’s here where we could stand 
to feel some of that shame so associated with the Japanese. 
According to a 2012 homicide statistics spreadsheet from the 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, murders per 
capita were ten times more common in the United States than 
in Japan. A 2010 report by the same office reveals that the rate 
of assault was ten to fifteen times higher in the States, rapes 
were twenty times more common, and robbery was more than 
36 times more common compared to Japan. If you’re thinking 
that they must have a punitive police force and scary prisons, 
not so. According to Reid, “the nation has one-third as many 
police per capita, one-fifth as many judges, one-twentieth as 
many jail cells” as the United States. Reid, who lived with his 
family in Japan for five years, set out to explain this “social 
miracle.” His answer: Confucius.

Confucianism, more a code of ethics than a religion, has been 
woven into the fabric of Japanese life since the dawn of formal 
education. If you want to get a real feel for this phenomenon, 
read Confucius Lives Next Door, but to employ the American 
“bottom line,” here’s the gist: Everyone is responsible for making 
things work. Harmony, or wa, is a central value, and responsi-
bility for wa is taught right alongside reading, geography, and 
math. The policing body is the individual conscience—the 
guilt and shame we are so phobic of in America.

Here’s the paradox of Japan: It’s a society that honors the 
whole over the individual, and because of that, individuals don’t 
get in your way. It’s a traditionally vertical society with strong 
moral codes, but the codes apply to the owners and managers 
as much as they do to the workers. And what about pay? A 
2001 BusinessWeek story reported that, while CEOs for the top 
U.S. companies made 531 times as much as their employees, 
Japan’s top CEOs make ten times more than the employees, 
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the lowest discrepancy of all the countries surveyed. And, per-
haps the biggest paradox of all, Tokyo is a bustling city of over 
twelve million people, yet Reid felt comfortable allowing his 
ten-year-old girl to go with her ten-year-old friend—by train, 
by themselves—to Tokyo Disneyland for the day.

As I read Reid’s account, I became conscious of how impor-
tant safety is to the introvert. I remembered going on a long 
walk while vacationing with my parents, returning happy 
and refreshed, only to be greeted by a lecture from mom and 
dad: I was a young woman, and it was dangerous for me to be 
walking alone in a strange place. I remember the lecture well, 
because my parents were not typically that protective; with ten 
kids, they had learned to trust our resilience. I also remember 
my refusal to take in what they were saying. That walk, beyond 
the boundaries of shared territory, elevated me to a timeless 
reality that I knew was good. How could this be ill-advised? 
My assumption of safety may have been naïve—though I did 
return unscathed—but it was an assumption I did not want to 
give up. And, apparently, it’s an assumption that is alive and 
well in Japan.

In the way Norden attends to the mind, Japan attends 
to the spirit. The ancient and distinctly Japanese religion of 
Shintoism teaches that the divine spirit infuses all things, which 
may explain why all things are so honored in Japan, whether 
natural or material. The beauty and symmetry of nature 
are seen as reflections of the gods. The school of Buddhism 
called Zen—derived from the word “meditation”—became 
popular in Japan for its focus on spiritual practice rather than 
religious study. And, in Japan, life seems to be a meditation. 
Numerous practices, from sweeping the floor to writing cal-
ligraphy to serving tea, infuse the mundane with spiritual  
meaning and beauty.

Now I realize that the Japanese values of restraint, har-
mony, and spiritual care had all contributed to my experience 
in the tea garden. But what cost do the Japanese people pay for 
this beauty, this reverence—for their “social miracle”? While 
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violence against others is rare, violence against the self is a 
problem. Japan has one of the highest suicide rates among 
industrialized countries—a problem that the government is 
finally addressing through a ten-year suicide-reduction initia-
tive. And, even with moves toward equality, Japanese women 
are still affected by longstanding prohibitions against their 
personal fulfillment, which are often summed up as the Three 
Obediences: “When she is young, she obeys her father; when 
she is married, she obeys her husband; when she is widowed, 
she obeys her son.” And much media attention has focused 
on the hikikomori—young people, usually male, who shut 
themselves in their rooms for at least six months, and often 
years. These young men often feel overwhelmed by the pres-
sure to succeed in such a performance-oriented society; some 
are rebelling over their limited career options, and many have 
been socially ostracized for sticking out. As the Japanese saying 
goes, “The nail that sticks out gets hammered in.” A 2006 New 
York Times article noted one hikikomori who was bullied at 
school because his natural talent for baseball put him ahead of 
his hard-working teammates. The same boy would likely be a 
hero in the United States!

Michael Zielenziger, who studied the hikikomori phe-
nomenon in his book Shutting Out the Sun, notes that, while 
American youth tend to rebel in more aggressive ways, Japanese 
youth rebel in the Japanese way—by withdrawing. The squeaky 
wheel doesn’t get grease in Japan and, conversely, recluses tend 
to fade from view in America. But the hikikomori are getting 
attention—if only because they are hiding out in their parents’ 
homes. Psychologists pore over the problem, parents reluc-
tantly seek counseling, and a program called New Start sends 
out “rental sisters” who are trained to befriend and mentor 
these boys into their program and eventually into society. And 
just as youthful protestors have been forces of change in our 
society, the hikikomori are slowly shaking up a society where 
change itself upsets the illusion of perfect harmony.
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The contrasts between American extroversion and Japanese 
introversion reveal the limitations, as Jung put it, of a “one-
sided attitude.” The ancient Tai Chi symbol captures the ways 
opposites flow into each other: go too far in one direction, and 
the need for the other becomes apparent. The yang is the bright 
force associated with extroversion and the West, with Sun and 
Heaven. Yang energy is active and masculine and flows forward, 
upward, and outward. The yin is the dark force associated with 
introversion and the East. The energy of yin flows backward, 
downward, and inward and has characteristics of femininity, 
stillness, passivity, and the life of the unconscious. Moon and 
Earth embody the essence of yin.

Note that yin harbors a nucleus of yang, and vice versa. 
The nucleus is akin to Jung’s shadow concept—the denied part 
of us that haunts our dreams until we pay attention. Applied 
to America and Japan, this may explain both the fear and the 
fascination between our two cultures: America’s hunger for all 
things Eastern, from yoga to manga, and Japan’s obsession with 
American trends. Of the latter, Reid noted that, when he lived 
in Japan, it was extremely difficult to find a T-shirt or cap with 
a Japanese slogan on it: everything was in English. He shared 
some comical translations, such as “I love you guitar to dying” 
on one T-shirt and commented that getting it right was not the 
point—getting it in English was.

Though Zielenziger’s book focuses on a problem in Japanese 
society, the author acknowledges the positive side of Japan’s 
conservatism, as well as the ways Japan and the United States 
have each mastered only part of the equation:
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The gentle, minimalist character of traditional Japan, 
that which seeks harmony with nature instead of trying 
to tame it, and finds beauty in the sparse rather than 
in the abundant, has much to teach a contemporary 
world now confronted by physical and resource lim-
its…If Japan has yet to acknowledge the crucial role of 
the individual in creating social responsibility, then we 
in America have failed to articulate the sense of com-
munity and community obligation needed to mitigate 
the excesses of individualism.

Here is the paradox of introversion in society: individualism 
gives each of us a voice, but excesses of individualism result in 
a cacophony of voices, allowing 
only the loudest to be heard. So 
how do we remain individuals and 
introverts too? Norden and Japan 
are both free societies with intro-
verted values, but they both have 
the advantage (and disadvantage) 
of housing a relatively homoge-
neous population. Interestingly, 
MBTI® research in other coun-
tries tends to replicate the fifty-
fifty split between introverts and 
extroverts—which, if the split 
holds for Norden and Japan—
means that there may be a lot of 
frustrated extroverts out there!

The reality is, though, that if 
America is truly “of the people,” 
we are not as extroverted as we’ve 
been led to believe. If we are not 
ready to pull up our stakes and head north, east, or in another 
direction that holds promise, perhaps we can import some of 
these introverted ideas:

“I can say from my experience 
that Japanese people, even 
young people, tend to be a lot 
less impulsive than Americans. 
In college, for example, when 
I studied in Japan, if I ever 
asked a Japanese friend if they 
wanted to go out for dinner 
after class, they’d get a very 
‘deer in the headlights’ look, 
fumble with their words, and 
say something about how 
they’re expected home but why 
not schedule a dinner date for 
Friday two weeks from now?”

—Ali, an American introvert 
living in and loving Japan
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•	 Look to like-minded subgroups to provide you islands 
of calm, whether you know the people in the group 
(i.e., introverted friends) or not (i.e., quiet people at  
the coffeehouse).

•	 Claim the power of silence and vagueness. American 
businessmen have been known to put themselves at a dis-
advantage by too readily putting their cards on the table 
while their Japanese counterparts stay calmly silent or 
provide a vague response. The quiet, less aggressive party 
is able to feel out the talker, gaining the advantage of 
more information and more time.

•	 Dare to find wildness in nature—there are fewer people 
there.

•	 Create space for yourself by planting a garden, clearing 
clutter, or honoring a mundane task.

•	 Physical hardiness and a strong work ethic allow you to 
thrive in solitary places.

•	 See the wisdom in holding back, staying put, and seeking 
harmony.

•	 Some realities can be seen better in the dark.

Introvertia
Though we can identify societies that nurture introversion, 
and there are many more to explore, the ideal society, our 
“Introvertia,” is best designed from the inside out. What kind 
of society would you design? What features would you take 
from places you’ve been or places you imagine? To start the 
brainstorming, here are a few good ideas received from a few 
good introverts:

•	 My ideal society is a dark coffee shop with lots of couches.  
Smoking is allowed, but there is a great air filtration sys-
tem. Dark, chill, with lots of corners and nooks and cran-
nies to hide in. Then, if you want to socialize, you could 
ask someone for a lighter. —Jessica
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•	 We would redesign our urban model around green space. 
—Doug

•	 I am intensely in love with my hometown Vienna 
(Austria). As a writer and comedian, the Viennese inspire 
me on a daily basis with a lovely mix of melancholy, 
charm, and dry but very warm-hearted humor. For intro-
verted, creative, and free-spirited people, there is no need 
to hide—on the contrary, we sit in the world-famous 
Viennese coffeehouses in great numbers, but always 
solo—writing. There is even a word for us: coffeehouse 
poets. The term originally applied to the poets in late 
nineteenth century Vienna. It gives me a good and warm 
feeling to be part of such a great tradition. While I stroll 
to some of my favorite spots, I listen to melancholic mu-
sic breathing history—and inspiration. —Aly

•	 You cannot be an introvert and live on a cul-de-sac. 
—Margit, who now lives on a corner

•	 Sitting in gardens in France (Paris and Tours) with a 
book or journal. French people are great at not pestering 
strangers! —Caroline

•	 I seek out quiet nooks like Wave Hill and the Catskill 
Mountains. —Betty, who loves New York minus the City

•	 Anywhere there are vast expanses of water (lake, riv-
ers, marshlands) or land (mown grass, prairie grass 
fields), or extensive vistas (Grand Canyon, Washington 
State waterways). [A] society wherein people spoke 
slowly, clearly, and sparsely. Sort of like West Texas 
and Montana (ranching country). Activities rely more 
on accomplishments and less on social interaction as  
outcomes. —Phil

•	 Provide nondenominational “chapels” or gardens, places  
like the English gardens, designed to accommodate 
melancholia—what used to be an accepted form of social 
isolation. —Doug

•	 I loved living in Chicago. People in Chicago don’t make 
eye contact with one another when they walk down the 
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street. I didn’t realize how comfortable I was with that 
until I moved away! —Lisa

•	 Portland has it all…including…its own chapter of the 
now international Church of Craft…where an introvert 
is free to craft away in a supportive environment and ex-
plore the work of others without feeling pressured into 
mandatory mingling. We even let extroverts join us…
we’re just that kind of open, gutsy group! —Suzanne

•	 When I travel, the best place to be an introvert is on 
long train/bus rides. There’s something magnetic about 
watching everything move past you as you dwell in your 
thoughts—and cinematic music is great to listen to then. 
—Daniel, who lives on the tiny island of Singapore with 
more than five million people

•	 I find myself constantly fantasizing about packing up, 
leaving, and at least retiring in a secluded nook in the 
Southwest (in a very clean and spartan adobe that’s qui-
et and minimalistic). If I’m ever able to afford a place 
in Oia (Greece), I’d be there for the rest of my life.  
—Flora

•	 No one would ever need to speak. We would communi-
cate with thoughts and emotions, leaving only room for 
the 100 percent truth. —Solveig

•	 Westminster Abbey. Quiet, uplifting, and inspirational. 
—Lacy

•	 For me, it would be first and foremost a much quieter 
and less rude society. Fewer bars, more walking paths. 
Less idle conversation, more reading. Fewer incursions 
into other nations’ affairs, more resources devoted to do-
mestic problems. —Don

•	 Public library. —Rusty, Mira
•	 It would be an island in the Caribbean with a handful of 

inhabitants from various countries. We would speak dif-
ferent languages, so our communication would be more 
basic and nonverbal. Havens of nature would provide 
privacy and inspiration. A new mode of transportation 
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would allow travel to any point on earth without requir-
ing a large airport. —Laurie

•	 Nearly empty beach. —Pauline
•	 There’s no sweeter feeling than when I’m driving on the 

back roads of West Virginia and no one knows where 
I am. There’s something delicious about the world not 
knowing where I am. —Doug

As you scan the places you dreamed of as a child, the havens 
you’ve discovered in your travels, and the ideas presented here, 
notice what themes emerge for 
you. Write or paint or just imagine 
your version of Introvertia. Then 
consider how you might create this 
society within your society. Can 
you bring in elements of Introvertia 
through your décor or your life-
style? Even a small symbol can serve 
as a reminder. When I visited the 
Amazon, a shaman told me that I 
had the spirit of a pink dolphin, “quiet and intelligent.” As I 
swam in the same waters that provided a home for these dol-
phins, I realized that I have always felt at home in water, that I 
gave my boys “dolphin rides” when they were little, and that I 
love swimming underwater. I have a carved pink dolphin in my 
office to remind me of this submerged home.

Imagine importing pieces of the puzzle from the places you 
love and putting them together in the center of your life. In 
the next section, The Introvert’s Wish List, we bring in some of 
these pieces and discuss how to set them up where you live, 
love, work, and play. You’ll have plenty of room to customize 
the vision as you go.

“I am an observer and a 
traveler of this world, and an 
observer and a traveler of 
my own mind.”

—Anna Lisa,  
photographer,  

South Australia
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C h a p t e r  7 :
A  R o o m  o f  
Y o u r  Ow  n

“A woman must have money and a room of her 
own if she is to write fiction.”

—Virginia Woolf

A hhh, a room of your own. When you were a kid, you 
may have been lucky enough to have your own room: 
a place where you kept your stuff, a place where you 

could be in charge, a place that reflected—whether through 
your stuffed animals or your rock band posters—what you 
cared about. Perhaps you even posted a “Keep Out” sign on the 
door. If you shared a room, you probably had a side or area that 
was yours. When my sister and I graduated from our bunks in 
the hallway to a shared room, I established an invisible dividing 
line between my side and my sister’s—it cut right through the 
middle of the double bed. My side was Japanese-style, neat and 
uncluttered. My extroverted sister’s side was a mess. What I had 
were drawers, little boxes, a red vinyl pencil case—containers 
that held my treasures. And I had my journals. I hid things in 
secret places. Private space was not a given in my home, so I 
learned to create it everywhere I could.

Think about your room as a child. What items did you keep 
there? How did you decorate the space? Whether you got to 
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pick the bedspread or not, your style was reflected in how you 
tended the space—packrat or minimalist, slob or neat freak, 
even your clutter reflected you. Maybe you established a room 
out of doors, in a tree house or shed, on the grass under a weep-
ing willow, deep in the city or deep in the woods.

Where is your room today? Perhaps this seems an odd ques-
tion. Adults don’t have a room—we get the whole apartment or 
house, plus an office or cubicle at work. As kids, we had to keep 
our stuff in just one room. Sure, it’s nice to have influence over 
more spaces in the world—choosing where we live, decorating, 
and so on. But being so spread out has a downside: we no 
longer have a built-in “retreat center,” a place where we can be 
assured of privacy, a place that is not decorated for visitors.

After all that work of getting out of our parents’ home, 
declaring our independence and setting up a life of our own, 
many of us discover that we have no place of our own. One day 
we look around and notice that we’re living in a house with 
a shared kitchen, a shared living room with the TV blaring, 
shared bathrooms, and a shared bedroom. Help!

It seems a cruel product of adulthood that we leave behind the 
concept of “my room”—that place that represents you, and only 
you. Maybe you do have such a place. For many of us it’s an office 
at home. I think computers are popular for introverts, in part, 
because they give a message of “I’m busy” to potential intruders. 
Authors, musicians, and artists can often more easily justify des-
ignating space for an office or studio. But even if you can afford 
an extra “me” room—a room with no other function—you are 
in the minority if you feel free enough to make it truly yours.

Your Dream Room
If you ask most people to describe their dream house, many 
of us could describe the dwelling in detail. But because the 
concept of “my room” fades with adult consciousness, you 
probably haven’t given much thought to your dream room. So, 
here’s your chance.
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For now, we’re looking at indoor space—a place you can go 
to anytime, even when it’s pouring rain outside. We’ll start by 
constructing your dream room on paper. You can do this in the 
way that best fits you:

•	 Jot notes in this book—it’s yours, after all!
•	 Jot notes somewhere else—journal, blank sheet, blank wall.
•	 Draw or paint your vision if you’re artistically inclined.

Now go ahead and get what you need. It’s okay—I’ll mark 
your place.

As you proceed with this exercise, please 
do not attempt to be practical or realistic. 
This is your dream room. Another thing: this 
room does not have to please anyone else, so 
you don’t need to stick to conventional rules 
of decorating. Think kid’s room with the kid 
in charge. Here are some choices to consider:

Basics:
•	 What size of a room suits you?
•	 What kind of atmosphere or feeling are you going for?

Location:
•	 Is your room attached to your home or freestanding?
•	 Do you want to face the morning sun or the setting sun?
•	 Do you prefer to be on ground level or an upper floor?
•	 What view do you prefer?

Ceiling, Doors, and Windows:
•	 How high is your ceiling?
•	 How much glass do you want and where—windows, sky-

lights, walls?
•	 Where is the entry to your room?
•	 Do you want a separate door going outside?
•	 Would you like your own deck, balcony, or patio?

This is where 

you left off while 

getting your 

supplies.
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Interior Elements:
•	 Would you like carpet, hardwood, or tile?
•	 Do you want heavy drapes, blinds, or no window coverings?
•	 Would you like a fireplace? What type?
•	 Do you prefer bright or subdued lighting?
•	 Do you want a closet or highly organized storage area?

Let’s pause here. Before we put any items in your room, imagine 
arriving here after a day out in public—a day of interruptions, 
noise, and talk. You have longed to retreat to this room all day. 
What are your needs? How do you want to re-energize?

As you consider the room’s function, what do you want in 
this room with you? Maybe you don’t want anything—you just 
want to sit or lie down on the floor and breathe in the space. If 
you’d like to add more, here are some random ideas to stimu-
late your thinking:

Style Options:
•	 Pillows, cushions, and soft throws
•	 Clean lines
•	 Antiques, Persian rugs
•	 High-tech, futuristic
•	 Color
•	 Earthy, adobe
•	 TV or movie theme

Bring It In or Leave It Out?
•	 Tall bookcases with ladders to reach the higher shelves
•	 One really good book
•	 Great sound system and a library of CDs
•	 Desk—antique or modern
•	 Easel and paints
•	 Computer
•	 Guitar or grand piano
•	 Journal, note pads, pens, and stationery
•	 Couch or daybed
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•	 Huge soft chair and ottoman
•	 One wall serves as a movie screen
•	 Television
•	 High-tech equipment
•	 Art—paintings, sculpture, pottery
•	 Animal companion(s)

Let’s take things a bit further: Are there any super-gaudy 
items you want to include that others would disapprove of ? 
These may include toys, souvenirs, or just stuff you like but 
don’t allow yourself. Think of your quirkiest desires, and go for 
it! It’s your room, and you can offend if you want to.

Only in Your Room:
•	 Leg lamp
•	 Pink flamingo lawn ornaments
•	 Strings of lights
•	 Favorite action hero collection
•	 Barbie collection
•	 Neon
•	 Train and miniature village
•	 Duck decoys
•	 Velvet Elvis painting
•	 Rock collection

At this point, you may find your room getting too cluttered. 
Feel free to remove items or expand the room, or both. Ask 
yourself which five items you would keep in the room if every-
thing else had to go. This will give you clarity on what you 
value. Take a moment to move out anything that gets in the 
way of the free expression of who you are. Bring in anything 
required for that expression.

Rest. Look around. Know that you can change your dream 
room anytime you like, and you can even create different 
models and pick your favorite. Even if you aren’t able to create 
a physical room that matches all your specifications, your 
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fantasy room can serve as a retreat for your mind. When I read 
this introvert’s “tour” of his dream room, I get the benefits of 
his carefully designed space without any labor costs:

“I ascend a spiral stone staircase that ends at an oak wall. 
I spring a hidden latch and push on the wall. It opens 
to a small circular room. The room is silent but for the 
crackling of the fire on the opposite wall. I step into the 
room and push the hidden door shut. From this side, it 
is a bookcase. The round room is lined with bookcases, 
interrupted only by a couple of windows and the fire-
place. In the center of the room is a single chair, flanked 
by two small end tables. I sit in the chair; it is comfort-
able enough for a few hours of reading but not so com-
fortable I am tempted to nod off. On the end table to 
my left is a cup of coffee and a small remote control. I 
take a sip of the coffee, then use the remote to adjust the 
lighting in the room. On the end table to my right is the 
book I’ve been reading. I pick it up and slip seamlessly 
back into a world of dragons and magic.”

—Jonathan

From Dream to Real
I had you do this exercise to begin to break you of the habit of 
decorating for other people and to begin making space for your 
inner life. Do you find yourself getting things ready—cleaning, 
fluffing pillows, arranging fresh flowers—only when you have 
company coming? Or if you do make things “just right” for 
you, do you relax and enjoy the space? It seems ironic that so 
many American homes maintain formal living rooms that are 
for display only, not for living! And, for introverts, the family 
room may easily become overstimulating—that is, if you have 
a family. From a young age, I was aware that the center of the 
home, the living room (we didn’t have a formal one), was not 
my space. Though I would have loved to steal the room, banish 
the others and shut off the TV, it was much easier to go to the 
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perfect conditions awaiting me in my room. And, years later, 
when my own family was gravitating to the center, I knew I still 
needed that room.

If you do not have a room that is yours alone, it’s time to 
create such a space. You may have an office that you use more 
than other family members—
this may work. Or perhaps you 
have a room that is just being 
used for storage. If you’re only 
using a room a couple times a 
year—i.e., guest room or dining 
room—consider taking it over. 
Depending on your climate, a 
screened-in porch or conserva-
tory may work. Of course, you’ll 
want to talk with other family 
members about what you’re 
doing, but do so only after 
you’re convinced that this is a 
great idea. Believe me, it is.

A room of your own provides 
“the still point of the turning 
world,” to use T. S. Eliot’s imag-
ery. It’s a place, like the kid’s room, that you know is there for 
you. It’s a place for the items that have meaning only to you. 
As you look around at your things, your priorities, you become 
more of who you are. Your room becomes your mirror.

Even if your space is too limited right now, mapping out 
your room on paper will set the course toward that reality. Years 
ago, I created a “Discovery Journal,” a bound artist’s book that 
I filled with collages, an idea provided by Sarah Breathnach in 
her nourishing book Simple Abundance. The idea is to cut out 
images you are drawn to (even if you don’t know why you are 
drawn to them), arrange them on a blank page, and glue them 
down. I found myself collecting pictures of rooms, interior 
décor and, repeatedly, colored tile. A series of events had us 
moving across country and in a position to build a house of our 

Specifications 
for Don’s room:
•	 Big screen TV
•	 Excellent sound system
•	 Vast music collection
•	 Kick-ass computer
•	 Serious exercise equipment
•	 Good books
•	 Comfortable furniture
•	 Day bed
•	 Beautiful views
•	 Musical instruments
•	 Sports memorabilia
•	 Mellow cat and/or dog
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own design. I pulled out my Discovery Journal, and my house 
was in there! I even brought the journal to a tile supplier and 

used it as a design guide. My 
dream became a reality.

Years later, when we moved 
to our current, older home, 
I claimed the small den with 
large windows and a built-
in bookcase. I was excited 
that there was a closet in the 
room with built-in drawers. 
The plaster on the walls was 
cracked in places, which 
provided me a great oppor-
tunity: I started a collage! At 
the time of this writing, my 
walls are covered in images 
of what I love. My mirror.

You don’t need to knock 
down a wall to start build-
ing your dream room. Just 

clear a little space in a corner of your mind, the margins of 
this chapter, or the blank pages of a sketch pad, and let the 
construction begin.

Room Outside
For many introverts, there is no better shelter than the one 
provided by nature: the endless sky above; the trees, mountains 
or infinite horizon all around; the good, solid earth under foot. 
Finding a private space outside is harder for some of us than 
for others. Some of us have a semi-private backyard, others have 
vast woods out back, and still others have only small or shared 
patches of green in the midst of concrete.

A neighbor of mine recently called me over to show me a 
“room” she had built along the shady side of her cottage-sized 

Specifications for 
Ingrid’s Room:
I’d like my room to be most of all 
quiet. Ideally a screened-in porch 
on a nice day is perfect (again, 
as long as it’s quiet). I’d like a 
comfortable sofa to sit/lie on and 
lots of reading material (preferably 
a combination of magazines, books, 
and newspapers), plus a pencil 
and eraser and semi-complicated 
crossword puzzles. Finally, I’d like a 
quiet companion, however, only the 
nonspeaking kind. My dog would 
fulfill that role.
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house. As I entered the space, I felt the boundaries of her room, 
even though there were no walls enclosing it. She had used tree 
stump slabs and tiny white rocks to construct a path leading 
in; an arbor set between a tree and the house to form the door-
way; a bench, easel, and small table made up the furniture; and 
candles on the ground provided mood lighting. Her paints, 
notebook, and pen were waiting for her on the bench.

The beauty of an outdoor room is that it offers both pri-
vacy and expansiveness—the trees around and the sky above. 
Creating and caring for a private outdoor space can provide 
a Zen-like sense of calm. When I was little, my sister and I 
created a playhouse in 
the woods by raking 
little clearings between 
the trees and designating 
them as rooms. We made 
hallways between the 
rooms, and even planted 
a little garden outside. 
For furnishings, we 
scavenged the junk pile 
nearby, which provided 
an endless supply of trea-
sures. As I looked back, 
there was something in 
the raking itself—in the 
founding of my own 
space in nature—that 
gave me immense plea-
sure. I think of Thoreau 
and the joy he found in 
setting up his house in 
the natural habitat of 
Walden Pond.

There is a vast difference between the quiet pleasure of 
tending a private space and the pressure of outdoor work that 

Specifications for 
Beth’s room:
•	 Surrounded by nature, not walls
•	 A rock overlooking an expanse of 

mountains that fall into the ocean
•	 Ancient, wise conifer trees forming  

a half circle around me
•	 The smell of the sea and  

pine needles
•	 The sound of a stream winding 

down the slope into the ocean and 
birds singing, calling to one another

•	 The feel of the earth beneath me
•	 Sandy soil that I can run through  

my fingers
•	 The knowledge that life surrounds 

me—life that began before me and 
will continue after I am gone
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only improves the view for our neighbors. Both are valid, and 
an attractive yard is indeed a gift to the neighborhood, but I 

feel a certain sadness when I pass by a 
manicured lawn that I know will not 
enjoy the dance of bare feet. Like the 
good china, it is not to be touched.

What defines an outdoor room may 
be very simple: a bistro table and chair 
where you sit with your coffee and read, 
a fire pit in the backyard that allows you 
warmth at night, a rooftop in the city 
that renders people and cars smaller 
and the sky bigger. And nature provides 
many dwelling places—from the natu-
ral rock furniture on top of a hill to the 
walls of tall grass that encircle you when 
you lay in a meadow.

Just as Jung discovered treasures 
deep in the unconscious, Emerson found “wild delight” as he 
lingered in nature. As many solitary explorers have discovered, 
nature seems to hear and understand, to provide an empathy 
beyond the capacity of humans. Emerson captures this empathic 
response in his writings:

If a man would be alone, let him look at the stars…The 
stars awaken a certain reverence, because though always 
present, they are inaccessible; but all natural objects 
make a kindred impression, when the mind is open to 
their influence…The greatest delight, which the fields 
and woods minister, is the suggestion of an occult rela-
tion between man and the vegetable. I am not alone and 
unacknowledged. They nod to me, and I to them.

Office Space
“Office space” is somewhat of an oxymoron these days. Office 
Space (1999) is also a very funny movie. The following lines 

“I owe a debt to a psy-
chologist friend of my 
father’s. Visiting one  
day, he noticed me  
sitting in a small, bare 
tree in our front yard, 
with my jacket zipped up 
over my head. He gently 
suggested to my parents 
that I needed a space of 
my own. ‘Soon.’”

—Mary Hershey, 
children’s author
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between the characters played by Jennifer Aniston and Ron 
Livingston reflect the contempt employees feel for the cubicle 
culture of today’s office:

Peter: I, uh, I don’t like my job, and, uh, I don’t think I’m 
gonna go anymore.

Joanna: You’re just not gonna go?
Peter: Yeah.
Joanna: Won’t you get fired?
Peter: I don’t know, but I really don’t like it, and, uh, I’m 

not gonna go.

I would imagine most introverts have fantasized about doing 
what Peter did—and some have pulled it off. But dropping out 
is not a viable option for most of us, and many of us spend at 
least part of our time at an office—without an office. The office 
of today has banished private space in favor of freestanding 
modules cluttering massive rooms: the dreaded cubicle.

In an article for Fortune (March 22, 2006), Julie Schlosser 
reviewed how cubicles were faring thirty years after Robert 
Propst released his prototype for the enclosure. The article, 
“Cubicles: The great mistake,” noted that Propst, like inven-
tors of tools used in warfare, despised the office culture that 
grew out of his contribution. Schlosser compared the cubicle to 
crabgrass that persists in growing despite its lack of popularity:

Reviled by workers, demonized by designers, disowned 
by its very creator, it still claims the largest share of of-
fice furniture sales—$3 billion or so a year—and has 
outlived every “office of the future” meant to replace it. 
It is the Fidel Castro of office furniture.

Office-less office employees, retail personnel, nurses, and 
administrative staff—to mention only a few—spend a great deal 
of their day within easy reach of others. Even those of us who 
have the luxury of a door often feel pressure to keep it open.

What kind of room do you have at work? Mentally go to 
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that place, sit or stand wherever you sit or stand, and look 
around. What is your view? What feelings do you have as you 
look around? How well can you think in this space?

Now exit reality and imagine your ideal workspace. Don’t 
think about your real job or even your profession for the 
moment. Just think about the kind of space you would love to 
work in—your workspace. As we did for your room, consider 
size, the view, the lighting, and what you want inside. I’ll put 
in another bookmark so you can go off and do your thinking. 
You may want to jump back to the first bookmark and use the 
questions there to get you going.

If you are resisting this exercise, protest-
ing that you have no choice about your work 
setting, I’ll say what I say to my clients: “You 
have a choice about whether to like it.” And 
introverts, in particular, have been told for too 
long to like it—from the team meetings to the 
happy hour after work. I’m not suggesting we 

start whining and feeling depressed about our work setting; we 
may already be doing both. What I am suggesting is that we do 
what we do best: seek inner clarity. As you compare your ideal 
and real work settings, you will start to get that clarity.

Whining is an indication of powerlessness, as when the child 
whines about going to school. Inner clarity is a source of power: 
the clearer you are about what you want, the more prepared you 
are to act when the time is ripe. And the time may be ripe now.

James Meyer, who specializes in placing IT (Information 
Technology) professionals, saw the loss of identity that came 
with the cubicle culture, and has helped to usher in an increas-
ingly popular option: telecommuting—commuting to work via 
computer. Working at home has become a standard part of the 
contracts Meyer negotiates for these highly skilled professionals. 
“They’re much happier,” says Meyer, who also works at home, 
“only now they complain about coming in for a staff meeting.”

But IT specialists aren’t the only employees working from 
home, also referred to as teleworking. Here’s an idea that 

This is where 

you left off while 

getting your 

supplies.
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environmentalists and conservative policymakers can agree on. 
In addition to saving energy and reducing pollution, spreading 
out work is being promoted as a solution to terrorism! In fact, 
the Telework Enhancement Act of 2010 now requires federal 
agencies to establish policies and 
determine eligibility of employees 
to participate in telework. And, as 
Meyer observed, telecommuters 
are happier employees. Results of a 
2006 survey by Money magazine and 
Salary.com, reported by Rob Kelley 
for CNNMoney.com, revealed 
that satisfied workers had the most 
work-from-home options and “the most stressed workers were 
also least able to telecommute, with only a third saying it was 
an option for them at work.” The report also found that flex-
ibility in hours and ease of getting time off made for happier 
employees. And these happier employees weren’t slackers: the 
most satisfied employees actually worked eleven hours more 
per week than the least satisfied group!

One caution regarding telework: if you live with an introvert 
who is already working at home—or if you are working at home 
and your partner wants to join you—talk about the potential 
pitfalls of sharing the home space and set some clear boundaries. 
I have seen more than one introverted full-time parent unsettled 
by her partner’s decision to bring the office home.

In addition to the telecommuting trend, Schlosser’s piece 
in Fortune also discussed the increased use of a “third space”—
usually a quiet coffeehouse—as an office location. The home 
office and third space alternatives were envisioned by the six-
ties’ revolutionary Stewart Brand, author of The Whole Earth 
Catalog, who has worked out of a converted shipping container 
as well as a beached fishing boat.

Even if the time is not ripe for you to claim your own office 
space, here are some ways you can bring a sense of “mine” to 
the space you have:

“The brain is a wonderful 
organ. It starts working the 
moment you get up in the 
morning and does not stop  
until you get into the office.”

—Robert Frost
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•	 Take your breaks! When the clock says it’s time for your 
break or for lunch, get out. Start a list of places you can go 
to reenergize. A client of mine lamented giving up smok-
ing because she missed the “smoke breaks.” Think of intro-
vert time-outs as breathing breaks. If your break isn’t long 
enough to allow a complete retreat, have a book or journal 
handy—both send the message, “I want to be alone.”

•	 Work unconventional hours. If you can flex, try working 
earlier or later than your colleagues. Working a weekend 
day in exchange for a workday can be a refreshing switch: 
an empty office on the weekend and a quieter world on 
a weekday.

•	 Claim the space you have. Bring in an item from your room 
at home, something quirky that only you could think of. 
Clear clutter. Every so often, close your eyes and breathe. 
Let your body language communicate, “I’m working.”

•	 Find alternative space AT the office. Retreat to a spare con-
ference room to work on a project. Volunteer to make 
a run to the post office, library, or storage facility and 
savor the time in your car. In the sitcom Scrubs, medical 
interns used the supply closet as a hideout when they 
needed to have a panic attack or a good cry. If you seek 
private space, you are much more likely to find it.

Regardless of where you roam in the course of your day, 
don’t forget to take your mind with you—the ultimate private 
space. Practice being honest with yourself. Make note of what 
you like and don’t like, what feels right and what feels wrong. 
Give mental space to your desires. Seek clarity. Make revisions 
as needed. And be very, very kind to yourself. Your space will 
expand. I promise.
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C h a p t e r  8 :
T h e  T i m e  t o  T h i n k

“Men fear thought as they fear nothing else on earth, 
more than ruin, more even than death. Thought is 
subversive and revolutionary, destructive and ter-
rible; thought is merciless to privilege, established 
institutions, and comfortable habit. Thought looks 
into the pit of hell and is not afraid.”

—Bertrand Russell

You have your day scheduled out, given over to the expec-
tations of others. You brace yourself for what’s ahead. 
Then you get a call. The day is canceled; everyone who 

needed you is down with a three-day virus.
Is there anything more delicious? You know what I’m talking 

about. We don’t like others to be sick, but we love others to cancel. 
We become giddy at the prospect of “found” time—time without 
plans or expectations. Time to think. Time between time.

Why is it so hard to plan this kind of time? We take a day 
off and then feel guilty that we’re not getting enough done or 
not having enough fun—or both. Found time is a gift; planned 
time becomes a demand, which, paradoxically, is not time at 
all. I return again to Whitman’s Song of the Open Road and 
imagine him looking in every direction and inhaling “great 
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draughts of space.” What if we could not only experience such 
space but also inhale great draughts of time?

For an introvert, ample time 
would provide a cushion around 
activity—the mental space we need 
to reflect, to make meaning, to find 
inspiration. There would be lots of 
“time between time,” and introverts 
would thrive.

This option is not just available 
in fantasy or in the introvert’s version of heaven. Just as we can 
reclaim our space, we can indulge in time. First, let’s look at 
what we’re up against.

Time Poverty
In America, time has become a commodity, and a scarce one 
at that. We invent more and more ways of saving time, only 
to find even more ways to spend it. When we say that “time 
is money,” we make time a product—and produce, we must! 
When we say that “time is money,” we really mean that money 
is more important than time: that time has value to the extent 
that it is redeemable in money. The introvert mode of thinking 
first is not valued, because the thinking time is not a tangible 
product. Even if the thinking time is on its way to being a tan-
gible product, we believe time is scarce, so we can’t afford much 
of that kind of time. Those who think on their feet, or simply 
use their feet and their mouths, seem to be making good on the 
time-money trade. In our American “just do it” society, doing 
takes the lead over knowing. Value is associated with what you 
produce, what you show to the world. And, like cheap talk, 
credit cards allow us to show much, much more—whether or 
not we have anything real to back it.

Likewise, our technology allows us to do much, much 
more—whether or not we have the knowledge to back it. 
But just as the credit card sucks away the borrower’s cash and 

“To achieve, you need 
thought. You have to know 
what you are doing and 
that’s real power.”

—Ayn Rand
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freedom, excessive doing leaves the mind vacant, clueless, and 
increasingly dependent on, well, “doing.” We sit down to think, 
we become anxious, we pop up again and get busy to restore 
the feeling that we’re going somewhere. We have no idea where, 
but at least we’re going there.

The Ticking Bomb Model
Introverts have a hard time keeping up, and this may be our 
salvation—and society’s salvation. Introverts shut down when 
there’s too much stimulation. We don’t have much choice. A 
red light flashes “OVERLOAD,” and we know it’s time to pull 
back and think. The only problem is, we don’t have time. Or at 
least that’s what we’re told.

We have built an entire mythology around the idea that there 
is no time, using phrases like “running out of time” without 
thought. Do we really run out of time? Or do we run time 
out ? And who thought of the term “deadline”? Are we really 
supposed to be motivated by fear, by the idea that there is not 
enough, by poverty? When I published my first book and we 
were doing my final revisions, I was floored when the editor 
nonchalantly informed me of the “drop dead date”—the date 
when everything, absolutely, had to be in. This was a real indus-
try term! But the associations between unproductive time and 
death don’t stop there. Stop to reflect, and you are “killing time.” 
Such violent language is enough to make anyone anxious!

In our culture, time is chopped up into portions. Time 
starts and stops, and all along the time bomb ticks. We feel 
immense guilt if we don’t produce in the allotted time chunk. 
Work starts when the clock says it’s time, and it is imperative 
that you start, too. In our society, time is rigid, stingy, and 
running out.

It is useful to make agreements about time, and I’ll be the 
first to admit that having a “deadline” helps—but then again, 
it’s the only system I know. But do we really need to be threat-
ened? Have we lost all trust in the creative process?
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From Deadline to Birth Time
What if we called the target date the “birth time” instead? 
Birthing happens when the project—the baby—is ready. Most 
of the work happens inside, naturally. The pressure builds until 
that little life has to come out. But, as opposed to a deadline, 
the pressure is internal. A terrified woman in the throes of labor 
may want to call the whole thing off, but the creative process 
takes over, and she is soon looking into the eyes of a completely 
new human being.

Introverts have direct access to this internal power—the 
power to birth fully formed ideas, insights, and solutions. 
People ask me how I’m able to come up with enough material 
to fill a book. I tell them, “I’ve been writing this all of my life.” 
An introvert who sits back in a meeting, taking in the argu-
ments, dreamily reflecting on the big picture, may be seen as 
not contributing—that is, until he works out the solution that 
all the contributors missed.

The birthing model not only allows time to think, but it  
also allows time to stay alive. We can’t really kill time, and we 
can’t really chop time up. We just don’t have that much control. 
Time is time. It will be there whether we run ourselves ragged 
or sit on the dock of the bay. And, for introverts especially, this 
is very good news.

For almost twenty years, I have devoted my psychology 
practice to “rehabilitating desire”: helping clients revive desires 
that have been assaulted by external demands, and restoring 
their trust in their own desire-based motivation. Though we 
often think of desire in sexual terms—and sexual desire is a 
good example of this motivating energy—I use the term in its 
broader and richer sense. Desire is the seed of intrinsic motiva-
tion, the natural impulse to create, to expand, to grow.

People often argue that desire is inherently bad or burden-
some, fostering either harmful behavior or greedy consumption. 
Harmful outcomes do sometimes occur, but they happen when 
desire is not given the proper attention—and time. A person 
bent on getting drunk probably does not want to consume 
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toxins and eventually become sick and depressed; she desires a 
change in her state of mind. She didn’t overindulge at all; she 
underindulged. She did not give her desire enough time, thought, 
or attention. In fact, addictive behaviors usually have more to 
do with a need to extinguish desire. The thinking is: “If I binge, 
I won’t ever be hungry again,” or “If I build a huge house with 
everything I need, I will never have to move.” Why in the world 
would we want to eliminate our experience of hunger or stop 
exploring new horizons? Because time is running out, of course. 
We need to figure out how to make babies quicker!

The paradox is, when we use the desire model instead of the 
death model, everything is easier. Desire, when it is properly 
nourished, works like pregnancy and birth: once it gets going, 
there’s no stopping it. But birthing requires the capacity to 
hold, to tolerate the growing pressure of what’s inside and to 
patiently wait until it’s ready. This holding capacity is the hall-
mark of introversion. And it’s extremely powerful. Here’s how 
it works:

•	 Step 1: Capture your wishful thinking. Pay attention to the 
times you say to yourself, “I wish I could ________,” or 
“Wouldn’t it be nice if __________.” Sometimes the wish 
will be for something extravagant; other times you will feel 
the desire to solve a problem or master something you’re 
working on. You may just want a break. Whatever it is, 
take note of it. Feelings of desire come up multiple times 
a day, but we often cover them over before we recognize 
them. You may want to keep a Desire Notebook. Putting 
your wishes in writing makes them visible and tangible, 
and helps you notice emerging themes. Warning: Be pre-
pared for thoughts that interrupt your desiring. They may tell 
you that what you want is too much to expect, or mockingly 
ask you, “Who do you think you are?” Don’t let these thoughts 
trap you. Just return your attention to the desire.

•	 Step 2: Look into the desire. When you catch a desire, stay 
with it. If the desire seems harmful, ask yourself what 
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you’re really going for. Cheating on your partner will hurt 
people (which undermines the desire), but the desire to 
cheat is telling you something. If you want passion, why 
should you settle for a part-time solution that leaves you 
feeling guilty? Think bigger. Sometimes we focus our de-
sires on an obstacle to what we want. For example, you 
may say, “I want this project done,” when you mean “I 
hate this project and want it out of my life forever.” Or 
maybe you just want the rest you will earn after complet-
ing the project.

•	 Step 3: Fantasize. Once you get to the heart of your de-
sire, give it some room. Think the desire. Visualize the 
desire. Edit the picture to make it just how you want it. 
For example, if you want a vacation, imagine where you 
are, whom you are with (if anyone), what you are doing, 
and how you are feeling. As your fantasy becomes more 
specific, your desire will build and gain power.

•	 Step 4: Allow new and conflicting desires. Once you hear 
the voice of your own desires, you may feel a bit over-
whelmed by all that emerges. And sometimes two desires 
collide—like the desire to play all day and the desire to 
make money. Holding so much potential can feel over-
whelming at times. But this feeling usually comes from 
the thought that you need to immediately do something 
with the desire. Though introverts are less prone to this 
impatience, society’s cry to “do” is persistent. Replace the 
order to do with permission to allow. Simply allow the 
new desire, knowing its time may be sooner or later. Let 
conflicting desires sit side by side.

•	 Step 5: Allow fulfillment. Once you empower the desire 
within you, it will automatically move toward fulfillment. 
When you feed conflicting desires, you engage your cre-
ative capacity to create higher-level solutions. The more 
you trust your desires and allow them to emerge, the less 
effort you have to expend. You notice an ad in the pa-
per. A friend calls with a proposal. You are moved by an 
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invisible force to act. All that is left for you to do is to 
respond and say “thank you.”

Nature’s Rhythm,  
Society’s Rhythm
In his fascinating book, Time Shifting, Stephan Rechtschaffen 
discusses another factor in how we experience time: entrain-
ment. Entrainment is what happens when you set two pen-
dulum clocks to swing at different rates, and then put them 
side-by-side. They start to move together. Since this phenom-
enon was discovered in the 17th century, applications have 
been found everywhere, from synchronized menstrual cycles 
among women who live together, 
to separate heart muscle cells that 
pulse together after being placed 
together. In the same way, entrain-
ment affects our sense of time. 
People speed up in the hubbub of 
an airport, whether or not they need to. You tap your foot to 
the beat of the music. A mother holds a sleeping baby over her 
chest, and the two begin to breathe in perfect harmony.

When we were more dependent on nature and its seasonal 
fluctuations, the rhythms of time were cyclical. Now we experi-
ence time as a straight line with a beginning and an end—or 
many disconnected beginnings and endings. Rechtschaffen 
discusses the overall shift in our rhythm that came with the 
Industrial Revolution:

If the days, the seasons, even lifetimes come around 
again, then time never runs out. What is not completed 
in the circle of today may be accomplished tomorrow. 
If not this year, then the next; if not in this lifetime, 
then in another…By contrast, our modern rhythm is 
distinctly unnatural, mirroring society’s pull, not the 
magnetism of the earth. We’re taught to think quickly, 

“There is more to life than 
increasing its speed.”

—Gandhi
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act quickly, accomplish quickly…We have superim-
posed on nature the rhythms of greed, of materialism, 
of “having it all.”

Rechtschaffen also reminds us that nature is still with us and 
many different rhythms are available in modern life.

The Rhythm of Introversion
For better and for worse, introverts are more naturally attuned 
to nature’s rhythms. Because we are internally oriented, we 
can more easily entrain with the rhythms of the body; and the 
rhythms of the body respond to the cycles of nature—i.e., light 
and dark, heat and cold.

As we discussed in chapter one, introverts have been found 
to experience a higher level of mental arousal on an ongoing 
basis. We seek to reduce the added stimulation offered by 
society. By contrast, extroverts, who experience a lower level of 
arousal, look to society for excitement. It follows that extroverts 
would be more easily entrained with the rhythms of society, 
and another set of studies support this contention.

These studies, reported in The Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology between the years 2000 and 2006 (one included over 
six thousand subjects from thirty-nine different countries) con-
sistently found that extroverts, when compared to introverts, are 
more responsive to external rewards, especially those of a social 
nature. Extroverts also seemed to be better at controlling and 
maintaining consistent and pleasant moods. Introverts, on the 
other hand, experienced greater variability in their mood states, 
fluctuations that were less dependent on external rewards.

The findings suggested that extroverts have an advantage, 
but I read the results a different way. If the goal is to be con-
sistently pleasant, extroverts do seem to have the advantage. 
But if the goal is to be attuned to the life cycle and its creative 
potential, I think introverts have the edge. We only need to 
reconnect with our power source.
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When I first saw these findings on extroverts and pleasant-
ness, I was pissed (again), and I figured out why. I have been 
bothered for a while now by a New Age trend that, at its extreme, 
suggests that thought control can and should eliminate nega-
tive feelings. This, to echo Rechtschaffen, is unnatural—it is 
flow without the ebb, day without night, expression without 
examination, yang without yin. And this societal orientation 
excludes introverts.

But, as quickly as I identified my anger, I realized that I 
don’t really care—demonstrating both my fluctuating mood 
and my lack of response to social rewards. The extroverts can 
have society. I have nature.

To come full circle, as introverts like to do, time to think 
is not only a luxury for introverts; it is a necessity. We need to 
pull our pendulums away from social rhythms and access the 
life-giving power of our own minds—our wonderfully aroused 
minds. Let’s look at some ways to expand time.

Shift from “take” to “give.” I’ve been holding onto an 
article for years, waiting for the time I had need of it. It’s a 
piece I found in Parabola magazine, titled “Learning to Die,” 
by Brother David Steindl-Rast. In the article, the Benedictine 
monk discusses the awareness that comes with the “rule of St. 
Benedict,” which is to “have death at all times before one’s eyes.” 
The death he talks about is not the artificial death imposed by 
goals, but quite the opposite: the giving over of goals, purpose, 
control. Throughout his article, he reveals how the language 
of “taking” is embedded into our thinking, and how this men-
tality has created “an ‘underdeveloped nation’ with regard to 
meaningful living.” He observes: “We say we take time; but we 
really live only if we give time to what takes time. If you take a 
seat, it is not a very comfortable way of sitting down but if you 
let the seat take you that’s more like it.” To Steindl-Rast, this 
giving over, this attitude of “leisure” is a virtue.

Practice giving. Give time to what you value. Give up a little 
control. Work and play from a position of abundance, from an 
attitude of leisure.

IntrovertPower.indd   119 12/21/12   4:45 PM



120   |   Introvert Power

Bring your pendulum with you. Remember that half of 
us are introverted, so we have a huge impact on entrainment. 
Regularly calibrate your pendulum to your breath, to the 
rhythm of nature, to the pace of your thoughts. When you are 
among people, you’ll feel more pulls to adjust your pendulum. 
Instead of focusing on the loudest and fastest, though, look at 
the quiet introvert reading in the corner, the grass below you, or 
consider how long it took to construct the building you are in. In 
conversations, ground yourself—gravity opposes entrainment—
and draw on the following Bill of Rights for support:

•	 Unless someone is bleeding or choking or otherwise at risk 
of imminent demise, you have a right to think about it.

•	 Someone else’s pressure is their pressure. You have a right 
to let them keep it.

•	 If someone makes a request and demands an immediate 
response, say “no.” It is easier to change a “no” to a “yes” 
than it is to get out of something.

•	 You have a right not to know until you know, especially 
when you’re asked a big question. We all carry around 
a sense of knowing—that internal, inexplicable sense of 
when something is or isn’t right, but we can’t access that 
sense while under pressure.

•	 You have a right to obtain more information. If you don’t 
know, find out more.

•	 You do not have to jump in with affirming comments 
when you don’t feel it. You have a right to remain silent.

Flow in circular time. This principle has been an immense 
help to me in writing this book. With my deadlines, both 
internal and external, I can get caught up in linear time, trying 
to push forward from beginning to end. If I’m stuck, I keep 
pushing. I try to flow without ebbing. I resist nature.

The introverted, or yin, principle teaches us to go back, to 
reflect. When we marry this concept with the forward-moving 
yang, we start to cooperate with nature and ride its energy. So 
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now, when I’m stuck, I just flow around the block and return 
to it later. The cycling back works so well that I often fill in the 
blanks soon after I move forward. It’s that old phenomenon 
of losing something: when you finally give up the search, you 
instantly remember where you last placed it.

In my moving-forward mode, I was also accumulating piles 
of material to read and organize. I kept telling myself that I 
couldn’t afford to attend to the piles, even though I was eager 
to dig in to the material. Something hit me as I was writing 
about Japan and its yin nature. I gave—here’s where I would 
normally say “spent” or “used” or “took”—a day to the piles. I 
gave a precious writing day to reading, creating files for mate-
rial on each chapter, clearing the space in my office. I decided 
to call it my yin day, and to have a yin day every week. Now 
my papers don’t turn into piles—at least not the scary, towering 
kind. In Judeo-Christian traditions, the Sabbath is a kind of 
yin day, a day to rest from labor, to reflect, to atone for sins, 
and to express gratitude for blessings. College students know 
the joy of a yin day after finals, when they get to scoop up all 
the scattered papers and attend to the wonderfully mundane 
needs that they neglected while studying for finals.

When we embrace the option to cycle back, we not only get 
a chance to attend to neglected details, we can also reevaluate 
and correct the mindless agreements we make while socially 
entrained. For example, if you say “yes” to an engagement 
because you can’t think of an excuse, you can go back and cor-
rect the conversation.

Read or watch time-benders. Shake up your sense of time 
by entering a new dimension. Pick up a DVD of old Twilight 
Zone episodes. Read Einstein’s Dreams by Alan Lightman. In 
his brilliant, beguiling, and extremely short novel, each of the 
genius’ dreams create a different world operating on a different 
time system: in one, time flows backwards; in another, people 
live forever; and in another, people live their lives in one day.

Embrace limbo. If you have had the experience of traveling 
to another country, you know that getting there can try your 
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patience. I think back to the experience of cruising the Caribbean 
with my husband and how much we had to go through to 
just get to the boat—airplane, bus transport, customs, all with 
maze-like corrals for waiting in line. Waiting, waiting, waiting. 
I remember thinking of all the time we were wasting in these 
uncomfortable settings. Then the thought occurred to me, “If 
we have this much time to waste, we have time.” What I real-

ized is that the process of getting there 
was transforming my sense of time. After 
a period of huffing and checking my 
watch, I had to submit to a different pace. 
Once I did this, I was really on vacation.

It can feel wonderful to indulge in 
time, to wander aimlessly, to sit blankly. 
I especially enjoy sitting with the warm 
sun on my face, knowing I could move, 

but deciding that would be too much trouble. Just letting time 
pass, just breathing the air. Letting time pass. How wonderful.

You don’t need to be on vacation to have this experience. 
Just decide to let time pass. Allow yourself to shift from feeling 
you have to race time to feeling you have time, all the time in 
the world. And you will.

“Time is short, but it  
is wide.”
“How beautiful it is to 
do nothing and then 
rest afterward.”

—Spanish sayings
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“It’s cluttered. It’s cramped. It’s noisy. Buzzing, 
chattering, piles fill this world.

I was raised in this place. I had a hard time fol-
lowing the rules. I got tired of buzzing.

One day, when I was carrying my daily load of 
clutter, I heard a voice from beyond. Now with 
piles so high, I’d never heard the beyond. But 
Beyond called, “I am sky. I am wide.” I said, “Shhh, 
you can’t say wide. You’ll get arrested.” Sky replied, 
“I can’t be held.” I said, “Can you hold me?” Sky 
replied, “I have plenty of room,” and her gusting 
winds took me up and away.

I landed in a meadow. I heard, for the first 
time—nothing. I danced and did somersaults, lay 
down in a bed of grass, felt the breeze.

And for the first time, I heard my heart, and I 
knew who I was.”

—Laurie Helgoe

In the longer version of this monologue, Clutteria, I describe 
a cartoon world committed to constant buzzing. The laws of 
Clutteria prohibit listening, televisions are on at all times, and 
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conversation competitions are held regularly. All citizens must 
contribute to the clutter piles, which shut out any awareness of 
worlds beyond. Citations are written for anyone attempting to 
organize the piles. And escaping is extremely difficult.

Escaping is also extremely pleasurable. I was well into my 
thirties, and well into my therapy, before I allowed myself to 
indulge a long-held fantasy of taking a retreat—all by myself. To 
a married and working mother of two small boys, my increas-
ingly frequent and subversive fantasy of leaving everything 
troubled me. These were people I loved, people who needed me. 
So when I realized that I could leave everyone and still have 
them, I was giddy.

I carefully researched the setting for my retreat, calling a 
number of B&Bs within driving distance but beyond my famil-
iar turf. I located one in the woods of Wisconsin, near the tiny 
artist village of Stockholm. The B&B owners made a policy of 
keeping themselves scarce, except for the brief time when they 
serve your made-to-order breakfast at the time you specify and 
in the location you specify. This was my place!

My experience there was magical. I went through the req-
uisite dip in mood initially, feeling the emptiness of leaving 
Clutteria. I settled into my small suite with its spring-cleaned 
freshness: four-poster bed, white linens, windows looking out 
to the tiny road and surrounding woods, and big, generous 
towels and candles waiting by a whirlpool tub. I was happy 
to have a little desk for my books and journal. The house was 
quiet, so I could freely snoop in the sitting room and kitchen.

What to do? I could go into town—I did need something 
to eat. I could sprawl out on the bed and read or write. I could 
go for a walk outside. I felt a brief panic, a reverberation of 
my entrainment to pressured rhythms: “Decide. Make the right 
choice. You’ve been waiting for this—it had better be good.”

The panic washed over. I entered boredom. I slowly started 
to hear the silence and feel the space. I became a captive audi-
ence to my quiet inner voice—that soothing NPR voice that 
gently notes the profound simplicities of life. I wrote. I lounged. 

IntrovertPower.indd   124 12/21/12   4:45 PM



The Right to Retreat    |   125   

I went into town and savored dinner and dessert alone. I sat by 
the fire pit that night, tended by the resident singer-songwriter 
and housekeeper. I saw stars like I had never seen, and every so 
often, one would drop from the sky. I had a quiet conversation 
with the young woman, with much space in between. The next 
day, I walked a trail through the woods to a place they called 
“the point”—a huge rock jutting out over a vast glen, a pristine 
lake in the distance. This room with a view was mine, and I 
settled there, shedding my backpack and shirt, pulling out my 
journal and pen, and reclining on the warm rock in the sun.

After lingering there for a timeless time, I packed up and 
started walking back. As I reentered the woods, I spontaneously 
broke into a run, feeling a lightness and energy I had never 
experienced. I bounded into a broad meadow and gleefully 
reclined in the cool, tall grass, creating another room. I thought 
of my mother, who had died two years before. I remembered 
her hanging clothes on the line, and the wonderful feeling of a 
damp sheet kissing my cheek. A poem spilled out of me into my 
journal. During my next trip into town, I found a lovely hand-
made book for my poems. I told the woman helping me about 
my memory and, upon her request, I read the poem to her. 
Tears streamed down my face. I hadn’t grieved this until now.

What Is a Retreat?
As the term implies, a retreat is a backing away, a withdrawal, 
an experience in the realm of yin, an act of introversion. A 
retreat can be a ten-minute break or an extended escape—such 
as Paul Gauguin’s two-year artistic sabbatical in Tahiti—but we 
usually think of a retreat as a weekend or vacation-length trip 
“away from it all.” For an introvert, retreating is the ultimate 
indulgence: an inner life binge that fills our depleted energy 
stores. Retreats, whether contemplative or adventure-oriented, 
provide a sanctioned and temporary way for us to step away 
from our worldly pursuits. This stepping away provides a per-
spective that we cannot obtain while in the midst of things. 
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This is particularly important when we live in an extroverted 
culture that, like Clutteria, pressures us to keep buzzing and to 
stay unconscious. Retreats can also help us draw from a greater 
source of sustenance, whether we see that source as nature, a 
higher power or the inner self, or all of the above.

How Do I Know When to Go?
Going through the Motions. When you feel like you’re living 
on automatic pilot, when pleasures diminish and life feels dull, 
it’s time to retreat.

“Too Many Notes.” If you’ve seen the movie Amadeus, you 
probably recall the scene in which the king complains about the 
complexity of Mozart’s new composition: “Too many notes.” 
Now this phrase comes to me whenever I feel overstimulated. 
When the clutter of life has confused your priorities, when you 
don’t know what you’re doing here, when it’s too noisy to hear 
your thoughts, it’s time to retreat.

Decision Time. When you’re about to make an important 
decision in your life, and you’re having a hard time knowing 
your own mind, it’s time to retreat.

Worn out. When you find yourself tired, susceptible to 
illness, you can’t sleep or can’t wake up, when your energy is 
depleted, it’s time to retreat.

Burned out. When the creativity is lacking, apathy sets in, 
and you feel you have little to give, it’s time to retreat.

Just wanting to go. If you retreat in response to desire rather 
than deprivation, the deprivation may never come.

It’s the season for your retreat. Recurring retreats become 
a touchstone for renewal. When the time comes, you are ready 
to retreat, and the retreat is ready for you.

A Society in Search of Introversion
Perhaps our society’s need for introversion is best reflected in 
the explosion of retreat centers across the United States. The 
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website Retreatfinder.com lists 2,677 retreats worldwide, 
and Findthedivine.com and Retreatsonline.com provide list-
ings of over two thousand retreats 
each. The tricky thing is, as retreats 
become a commercialized cultural phe-
nomenon, they run the risk of losing 
their “away” quality. Many retreats 
are marketed as high-end luxuries 
providing spas, classes, health-related 
programs, and special diets. Getting a 
little pampering may be just the thing: 
who wouldn’t welcome a massage and 
well-prepared food? But some of these programs have a decid-
edly extroverted feel, and others transform retreating into 
another goal-oriented investment—lose weight, get healthy! 
I am reminded of an episode of Sex and the City in which 
the girlfriends gossip all the way through their yoga session, 
even as they hold their poses. Beware of extroverts in retreat  
center clothing!

We even dare to use the word “retreat” for mandatory, task-
oriented work meetings held in an alternative setting. The one 
time I sacrificed a weekend for such a retreat was enough—I 
felt trapped and restricted in the enclosed circle of work associ-
ates. Another television image comes to mind: Michael Scott, 
the overly zealous boss of The Office, corralling his staff into 
one painful bonding experience after another.

Overruling the Objections
The pleasure of retreating begins when you open your mind to 
it. But first, you’ll probably encounter a rush of excuses. Let’s 
look at the most common of these:

•	 “I don’t have time!” Reread the last chapter. Give time 
to a retreat, and time will expand. The retreat experience 
creates psychological time, the time that runs parallel to 

“Violent passions are 
formed in solitude. In 
the busy world no  
object has time to make 
a deep impression.”

—Henry Home,  
Scottish philosopher
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outside time—time devoted to noticing, evaluating, and 
finding meaning. Psychological time helps you know you 
are in a joyful moment or admit that what you’re doing 
sucks and needs to be changed. You may go into your re-
treat feeling time poor, but after you’ve submitted to the 
experience, time will come home with you. Go.

•	 “I don’t have the money!” Of all the ways we can re-
plenish ourselves, a retreat can provide the most for 
the least. You can pack a lunch and spend the day in a 
natural setting near you. Or check out Jack and Marcia 
Kelly’s book, Sanctuaries, to locate a monastery or ab-
bey in your vicinity. Call ahead first, but most of these 
communities of quiet will welcome you to come for the 
day—at no charge. But even a room and three meals a 
day is a pretty affordable luxury. Usually, though, our 
objections about money have little to do with what’s in 
the bank account, and much to do with our priorities. 
Can you afford to eat? Retreating is a necessary form of 
sustenance for introverts, just as social gatherings are 
for the extrovert. Do we tell our extroverted friends that 
they can’t afford to attend these gatherings? Why the 
double standard?

•	 “Other people will object.” Yes, they very well may. Or, 
they might tell you it’s about time you got away. Our chal-
lenge as introverts is to adopt the attitude, based on the 
introversion assumption, that your need to retreat re-
quires no explanation—it is self-evident. If they argue, 
have them read this chapter. Of course, our right to re-
treat does not exempt us from managing our responsi-
bilities, as wonderful as that sounds. By addressing what 
others need from you up front, you’ll limit the potential 
for opposition. So if you do the cooking, buy extra pizzas 
and make ahead some easy meals. If you run a meeting 
at work, prepare a coworker to take charge rather than 
dumping the worry on your boss. A little extra effort will 
multiply in dividends of peace.
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Retreat Dreams
Now for the fun part: let’s plan your retreat. Retreats can take 
many forms, and you are the only one who can decide what 
fits you. One introvert may need pristine natural surroundings; 
another will savor the anonymity of a large city. Some introverts 
prefer to have everything provided—meals, maid service—and 
others prefer being entirely on their own. The retreat options 
today are as varied as our interests. Here’s a partial list:

•	 Silent retreat
•	 Wilderness retreat
•	 Spirituality retreat
•	 Yoga retreat
•	 Meditation retreat
•	 Spa retreat
•	 Study retreat or sabbatical
•	 Reading retreat
•	 Writing retreat
•	 Adventure retreat
•	 Poetry retreat
•	 Shopping retreat
•	 Artist retreat
•	 Nature photography retreat
•	 Vision quest
•	 Heart-of-the-city retreat
•	 Beach retreat
•	 Ranch retreat
•	 Sailing retreat
•	 All-inclusive retreat

As you begin to plan your retreat, set practical considerations 
aside. You can work those in later. You may want to grab a pad 
and pen, or write your notes right here in the book. It’s yours, 
after all. Now consider the following:

•	 What is your vision of the perfect retreat setting? Give 
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yourself time to look around in your mind’s eye. Take it 
in. Spend as much time as you wish.

•	 What do you see as you look around?
•	 What smells do you notice?
•	 What are the sounds around you?
•	 What is the temperature?
•	 What feelings do you have in this place?

Perhaps you’re imagining green grass, rolling hills, and a 
view for miles around. You might see yourself kayaking down a 
rushing river. Or maybe your haven is a funky café in an artsy 
village or bohemian borough. Once you choose your setting, 
think about accommodations:

•	 How important is interior space to you? Maybe you 
don’t want to go inside at all: you just want to bask in 
nature and carry your accommodations on your back. 
Maybe you don’t want to go outside at all: you want to 
lock yourself up with good books or old movies and only 
open the door for room service. Maybe you want the best 
of both: a gorgeous interior with a magnificent view or 
pristine surroundings.

•	 What interior style do you prefer? Do you envision a 
sleek, contemporary suite, a cozy cottage with handmade 
quilts, or a simple beach house with wood floors? Would 
you like to try something exotic or very different from 
your own living space?

•	 How do you like your meals? Would you prefer to have 
meals included in your package so you don’t have to plan? 
Or would you enjoy having a variety of restaurants nearby  
to accommodate your culinary whims? Do you want the 
option of eating in? If so, would you prefer a gourmet 
kitchen, a fridge you can stock with snacks, good local 
delivery, or twenty-four-hour room service?

Now that you have a feel for your retreat preferences, let’s 
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look at some options. Retreat centers usually provide a room and 
three meals a day, and offer scenic grounds for roaming on your 
own. The downside is that there are other people around, and 
meals are usually served cafeteria-style. However, these centers, 
especially those designed for spiritual reflection, have an ethic 
of quiet respect for other residents. Everyone understands that 
you don’t want to disturb someone who is meditating or has 
taken a vow of silence. Aha! An 
introverted society! Some centers 
offer classes for self-enrichment 
and others have spa facilities on 
hand. If you want a place to your-
self, some centers do offer private 
cottages or cabins.

If you want rustic, you’ll need 
to decide if you want a “catered” 
rustic experience, with outfitters 
and guides providing gear, meals, 
and possibly transportation. A nice 
option for many is a rustic cabin 
with the essentials or a B&B in a 
natural setting. Some introverts 
prefer an outdoor “room” under 
the stars and others prefer a cushy 
bed with books strewn about. If 
you want something different, 
rent a tree house, houseboat, or 
yurt—the modern version of the 
nomadic tent.

While some introverts want easy access to natural resources, 
others enjoy having cultural resources at hand: shops, restau-
rants, museums, and sources of entertainment. A city retreat 
can be a wonderful source of anonymity, especially for those 
of us who become closed-in by the familiarity of small town 
life. Whether you plan your retreat in the Rocky Mountains 
or in the heart of Manhattan, identify what resources are most 

“I decided to take a three-day 
vacation alone—I felt it would 
give me energy. After bringing 
this up to my kids (a sixteen-
year-old and twenty-three-
year-old twins) and hearing, 
‘Why would you go alone?,’ 
‘Dad, I don’t like this at all,’ 
and ‘Dad, I’m going with you,’ 
I started web searching ‘va-
cationing alone’ to see if there 
was something wrong with 
me. Introvert Power popped 
up so I bought it. Just finished 
reading it and booked my 
three day vacation ALONE!”

—Bill, a dad who raised 
three kids alone and 
needed to be alone
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important to you: a rushing stream, a place to view art, any-
thing that feeds you. As with the five items for your room, 
consider the five essential resources for your retreat.

Once you have your vision and 
your priorities, consider how much 
time you want. Sure, you may 
decide to pare it down, but allow 
yourself to consider what would 
be most satisfying. And when you 
look at your calendar, be honest 
with yourself: how long does it take 

you to settle in? Easing into a retreat is like settling into sleep: 
some of us fall asleep when we hit the pillow; others need more 
time to settle down. If we’ve been under a great deal of stress, 
you’ll need time to downshift. Rather than rushing to get there, 
allow the trip to help you transition. Feel the gaining distance.

As far as retreat length, just as each of us requires a different 
amount of sleep, the amount of time we need for rejuvenation 
will differ.

So now you have your vision, your priorities, and you’ve 
thought about time and travel. Okay, you probably haven’t 
sorted everything out yet, which is great because the planning 
is part of the magic. What you’ll want to do eventually is to 
place your vision beside the realities of your life and see what 
you can work out. This is where creativity begins.

As a working woman with a young family, I find that vaca-
tion time tends to go to family excursions, which I cherish. But 
this “time off ” is not the same as a retreat. The challenge of 
working out both has led me to many satisfying compromises. 
Here are some ideas for how to expand your options:

•	 If you go away for professional training, workshops, or 
conferences, stay an extra day or two and decompress. 
Conferences are often hosted in attractive places, and you 
can probably arrange a private alternative to the block of 
rooms reserved for attendees. When I attended a workshop 

“I retreat when I’m driving on 
the freeway, with the music 
going through me.”

—Cecilia, who loves to 
drive by herself, fast
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in Fort Lauderdale, I soaked up every ounce of private 
time I could, walking among the towering palms, digging 
my feet into the sand, sipping a mango margarita at a side-
walk café. I didn’t meet a single soul, but I renewed mine. 
Bonus: If your employer pays for transportation, you’ll 
just need to cover the extra days of lodging and meals.

•	 Adding a Friday and Monday to a weekend gives you 
four good days. Leave after work on Thursday, and you’ve 
just given yourself another day.

•	 For parents, the kids’ week at summer camp is a great time 
for a no-guilt personal retreat. Here’s the week you’ve been 
looking for! Even if you want to share part of it with your 
partner, you’ll have time for a solo retreat as well.

•	 Creativity and study retreats or sabbaticals combine getting  
away with mental stimulation, sometimes for an extended  
period of time. When these 
experiences are connected with 
your livelihood, you may be 
able to obtain a grant, paid 
or unpaid leave, or even work 
it into your job description. 
Sometimes getting what we 
want just comes down to ask-
ing for it.

Though we all have practical 
realities to consider, many of the 
objections we encounter, external 
and internal, have more to do 
with fear than with reality. When 
you turn your retreat vision into 
a reality, you learn that you can 
retreat, that others can manage, and  
that it’s really not that hard to pull off. You’ll wonder what took 
you so long.

“It was SOOO relaxing!! Not 
having to ‘settle’ on what 
everyone else wanted for 
dinner, or being hungry and 
having to wait three hours 
for everyone else vacation-
ing with me to get hungry. If 
I wanted to sleep in and go 
to the art show later in the 
afternoon as opposed to the 
morning, then I could and did 
sleep in!!”

—Bill, who pulled off the 
solo retreat despite the 

kids’ protests
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Mini-Retreats
As your ideas simmer for your big get-away, let’s look the kinds 
of retreats you can take with minimal to no planning—Breath 
Retreats, Daily Rituals, and Solo Dates.

A Breath Retreat is what we usually refer to as a break—a short 
withdrawal from activity that allows you to slow down and fill 
up. The pace of your breathing is a great indicator of stress, and 

a helpful cue to retreat. When your 
breathing accelerates, your chest 
tightens, and your heart seems to be 
beating faster and harder, you are in 
stress mode. Sometimes stress can be 
useful, helping us push forward and 
get the job done. But, more often, 
stress sucks. We get panicked, we feel 
like there’s no time and we’re already 
behind; we can’t think, and life  
feels oppressive.

Contrary to common wisdom—
which, as we’ve noted, is commonly 
unwise—we need more retreats 

when we are busy, not fewer. A Breath Retreat is the energy bar 
for the hungry but busy introvert—quick and surprisingly fill-
ing. To take a Breath Retreat, just exit whatever you are doing 
or not doing because you’re stuck. Get up and leave. Go to a 
different place—a place like Winnie-the-Pooh’s “Thoughtful 
Spot”—where you can get a new vantage point. You may just 
want to relax into your breathing, something that keeps going 
with no effort on your part. Meditation techniques often begin 
with a focus on the breath. You can bring a note pad or journal 
with you and write out all the garbage taking up valuable space 
in your head. Or you can simply look around and notice some-
thing new. Watch a pet or the activity of birds, or look out at 
the patterns made by traffic or pedestrians. After ten or fifteen 
minutes, you can reenter your routine, motivated by energy 
from inside, rather than pressure from outside.

“I start to feel this pressure 
in my head, like there’s 
no more room left. When 
I meditate, I realize ‘ Wait, 
there’s all this room around 
the thoughts.’ Meditation 
puts spaciousness  
around stress.”

—Doug, who uses 
meditation as a natural 

antidepressant
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A regular daily retreat, or Daily Ritual, is a cleansing practice 
you incorporate into each day, such as meditation or silent reflec-
tion, a leisurely walk, or writing in a journal. If the ritual involves 
an activity, the purpose is not to further a goal, but to open up 
reflective space. When you work a retreat into your daily routine, 
it becomes an anchor for your introversion, assuring you that 
you will indeed have time to yourself—today.

I got the idea for Solo Date from the “Artist Dates” that 
Julia Cameron discusses in her classic creativity manuals, The 
Artist’s Way and Vein of Gold. Cameron assigns Artist Dates as 
a date with yourself, for at least an 
hour’s duration, doing something 
“out of the ordinary.” You can see a 
film, stroll through the park, or do 
anything that fills up your creative 
stores. Similarly, a Solo Date is an 
outing with yourself to satisfy some 
of your introvert cravings. And it is 
a delicious treat. My favorite Solo 
Date is to go to a movie in the 
middle of a weekday, by myself of 
course. When I started doing this, 
my therapy practice was across the 
street from a cinema. I blocked my 
Friday afternoons, and walked over 
to catch the earliest showing of a 
film. Because these are the least 
attended showings, I sometimes 
had the luxury of being the only one 
in the theater—a private showing!

But what I came to enjoy most 
was the time just after the movie, 
when I emerged from the dark into 
the world. I noticed everything—a 
leaf rolling across the pavement in the breeze, the sound of 
a car door shutting—as if I were still viewing the big screen. 

“Whenever I am having 
a rough day and need to 
escape the energy-sapping 
office environment, I take 
myself for a walk to the 
bookshop next door. I feel 
as though I am among like-
minded people there, as 
we leaf through the books 
in parallel unison. Just last 
week I found myself curled 
up on the floor in skirt and 
heels, engrossed in a book, 
smiling to myself as my 
internal battery topped  
itself up.”

—Vivienne, who discov-
ered Introvert Power—

and the book—at her 
favorite bookshop in 

Melbourne, Australia
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I practiced stretching out this experience and developed my 
movie therapy technique, which we’ll discuss more in chapter 
eighteen.

Whatever retreats you design for yourself, do them regu-
larly. Protect them. Put them on your calendar and tell others 
you will not be available during these times. Turn off your cell 
phone. And melt.
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“The spectator is a prince who everywhere enjoys 
his incognito.”

—Charles Baudelaire

I remember the moment I first read the words of Charles 
Baudelaire. I was recovering from a surgery and enjoy-
ing—in addition to the quiet—a video study course on 

Impressionism. Baudelaire was a French poet associated with 
this radical artistic movement. When I read his description of 
the flâneur in his essay, “The Painter of Modern Life” (1863), 
I was dumbstruck: “How did he know? This is me he’s describ-
ing!” For the first time, I realized that there was a word for my 
favorite preoccupation. As you read this excerpt, you might 
recognize yourself as well:

For the perfect flâneur, for the passionate spectator, it is 
an immense joy to set up house in the heart of the mul-
titude, amid the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst 
of the fugitive and the infinite. To be away from home 
and yet to feel oneself everywhere at home; to see the 
world, to be at the center of the world, and yet to remain 
hidden from the world—such are a few of the slightest 
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pleasures of those independent, passionate, impartial  
natures which the tongue can but clumsily define.

We have no equivalent word for flâneur, or the feminine 
flâneuse, in our language. The literal English translation, “idler 
or loafer,” has little resemblance to Baudelaire’s “passionate 
spectator” and would likely be considered an insult! We name 
what we value, and we value the movers and the shakers. Here 
in America, we describe the spectator by what she is watching 
and by what she is not—not a participant.

The Artist’s Eye
For the introvert, as for the flâneur, observing is not a fallback 
position—something we do because we can’t participate. We 
watch because we want to. There is something wonderfully 
grounding about remaining still as others mull about—or mull-

ing about while others remain still. 
Against the backdrop of the scene, 
the introvert feels more like an “I.” 
This enhanced subjectivity is just 
the opposite of the entrainment that 
pulls us in and renders us invisible. 
The entrained introvert becomes 
overstimulated and shuts down; the 
flâneur shops for inspiration and 
feels larger. It is as if the best parts of 

ourselves are scattered about. As we stumble upon them in the 
world, we discover who we are.

The Impressionist painters made this process tangible. They 
didn’t sit in a studio and paint posed models; they walked the 
streets of Paris and traveled the country, noticing the scenes 
of modern life and painting what interested them. Recording 
objective reality was not the goal. Impressionists captured 
how they saw things, and what they saw was better, richer, and 
more alive than what was out there. This kind of tampering 

“There’s a part of me that is 
always writing the script of 
what I’m viewing, process-
ing it. Then the muses go to 
work on it.”

—Doug, songwriter, 
poet, and flâneur
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with reality outraged critics such as Albert Wolff, who wrote: 
“Try to make Monsieur Pissarro understand that trees are not 
violet; that the sky is not the color of fresh butter.” But the 
Impressionists just got more impressionable: Gauguin and Van 
Gogh used shockingly intense (for the time) color pigments to 
depict a more primal and emotional reality.

Though introverts are drained by interaction, we can take 
immense pleasure in watching the scene around us: people 
moving about, their dress, movements, and preoccupations. 
The Impressionists were masters of people watching. Degas 
took a special interest in the movements of ballet dancers, but 
not the performances as much as the process: the stretching, 
rehearsing, resting. Mary Cassatt, who was not as free to walk 
the streets due to her gender, painted opera patrons and scenes 
of domestic life.

In contrast to the “frozen” historical paintings of the time, 
these artist-flâneurs enjoyed recording movement and change—
whether the changing fashions on the street or the changing light 
against the cathedral. Series paintings became popular, such as 
Monet’s studies of light—paintings of the same landscape, one 
at early dawn, another as the scene becomes illuminated, a later 
version when the sun sets. Pairs of artists, such as Cézanne and 
Pissarro, would sometimes paint the same scene, revealing how 
their subjective interpretations distinguished them.

The flâneur, artist or not, has a talent for staying out of the 
scene even as he is in the midst of it. This introverted observer 
can draw energy from society because he or she remains the 
interpreter of what is happening; the integrating action happens 
inside. This skill—focusing outside while staying inside—can 
come in very handy. Think of Renoir as he painted his famous 
The Ball at the Moulin de la Galette, and for our purposes, let’s 
assume he’s an introvert. Mobs of people are socializing, laugh-
ing, drinking, and reveling. It’s noisy and chaotic. But Renoir 
gets to engage in a solitary pleasure amid all of this. He sees 
the color and the lighting; he gets to choose what story to cap-
ture. And he’s not bothered or annoyed by the activity—he’s a 
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passionate observer. And his painting captures his passion. The 
chaos is beautiful, sparkling with life and vitality.

In our forward-moving, competitive society, it’s easy to 
reduce our focus to the step ahead or the obstacles in our way. 
We are too much a part of the action—and interaction—to 
see what’s happening. Yet, flâneurie is a wonderful tool for the 
introvert, whether roaming the city or stuck at a party.

Let’s say you’re talking to someone—no, someone is talking 
to you—and that person is really enjoying the sound of his or 
her own voice. You feel trapped and don’t have the energy to 
withdraw. Try playing flâneur and look for the artistic, and per-

haps comic, value of the situation. I 
have observed very boring conversa-
tions—no, monologues—come to 
life when I look at the speaker as a 
work of art: the character lines on 
his face, the way he or she gestures, 
the color of her lipstick. For extreme 
talkers, it usually matters not if we 
are listening—they just want to talk. 
(These are the talkers who continue 

the monologue as we walk away.) Yet, their talking only dis-
tances us. Sometimes we can actually feel more empathy when 
we bypass the talk and look into eyes that are real, or internally 
narrate a story about the conversation, or imagine what role 
the talker would play in a movie. If you are cast as the observer, 
you might as well relish the experience!

Among, Yet Alone
As I write today, I am sitting in a Starbucks. I drove an hour to 
get here, even though I have my pick of coffeehouses ten min-
utes from my home. I didn’t come all this way for the coffee. 
As you recall, it’s the “house” in coffeehouse that attracts me. I 
came to this particular Starbucks because I don’t know anyone 
here or, rather, no one knows me. My identity is invisible. And 

“I’m never happier than 
when I am alone in a  
foreign city; it’s as if I  
have become invisible.”

—Storm Jameson,  
author of more than  

fifty novels
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it is this invisibility that frees me to study my surroundings. 
Samba music plays in the background, the cobalt blue of low-
hanging lamps accents the warm tones of the room, and from 
my table next to the window, I can watch people in here or out 
there, strolling, conversing, smoking, or studying.

The introvert who is not broadly known has an advantage. 
While extroverts talk away, she is free to observe, to think, to 
enjoy the details and nuances of the situation. Though I love 
to act and have had my Hollywood fantasies, I can imagine no 
fate worse than being known everywhere. I recall the scene in 
the movie, Lost in Translation, in which the American actor/
celebrity relishes a moment of anonymity at a nightclub in 
Tokyo, only to have a couple of eager fans proclaim, “You’re 
Bob Harris!” As if he didn’t know.

Walking in an unknown city is a delight for an introvert. 
Unfortunately, American cities have become less walkable. I 
have yet to live in a neighborhood with sidewalks—these were 
eliminated as suburbs became “bedroom communities” and 
malls replaced street side shops. Edmund White, author of The 
Flâneur, writes, “Americans are particularly ill-suited to be flâ-
neurs” because we are so driven to improve ourselves. I would 
add that being a flâneur is difficult because we are so driven to 
talk. Example: you are taking a thoughtful walk, sorting out 
your feelings after a difficult conversation, and your neighbor 
calls out, “Hey! Are you coming to the block party?” Or you 
are browsing a bookstore, feeling that reverence that introverts 
have for books, and an acquaintance recognizes you before you 
have a chance to duck around the corner.

We have an assumption here in America that the kind thing 
to do is to be “friendly,” which means being extroverted, even 
intrusive. The Japanese assume the opposite: being kind means 
holding back.

So, today I am in the city next door rather than my own. I 
mentioned to my husband and boys my plan to come here to 
write and they were thoroughly confused: “Why would you 
spend two hours driving in order to write?” Anonymity is why. 
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The paradox is, when I travel and am assured anonymity, I feel 
friendlier. I enjoy my exchanges with the shop owners and even 
welcome a greeting from someone setting up a laptop nearby. 
But, really, this makes sense. An introvert just needs time and 
space, and interaction occurs more spontaneously. But because 
we get so little time and space, we spend more time defending 
our boundaries than we do reaching beyond them.

When I sent questions to introverts I knew to be very pri-
vate, I was surprised by their candid, unselfconscious responses. 
Cecilia, my contact from Puerto Rico, explained: “Only when 
we can be guaranteed anonymity, can we take our masks off and 
bare our souls. When we are no one, we become who we are.” 
As an author, I shouldn’t be surprised—I bare my soul quite 
frequently. I’m just doing it on my time and in my own way.

Flâneurie 101
To learn the art of flâneurie, or strolling the city without aim, 
let’s look to the Parisian flâneurs for some tips:

•	 Give yourself a nice, open stretch of time. Vacations are 
ideal, because you have already cleared the time, and 
you’re likely to be away from what’s familiar. But an open 
Saturday would work just as well.

•	 Go somewhere new. Explore a new area of the city. If you 
live in the country or a small town, retreat to a neighbor-
ing city for the weekend.

•	 Leave your goals behind and assume the perspective of 
the child. Baudelaire captures this attitude: “The child 
sees everything in a state of newness; he is always drunk. 
Nothing more resembles what we call inspiration than 
the delight with which a child absorbs form and color.” 
And White: “He (or she) is a Parisian in search of a pri-
vate moment, not a lesson, and whereas wonder can lead 
to edification, they are not likely to give the viewer goose-
flesh.” Goosebumps are a good sign.
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•	 White suggests staying clear of the tourist centers and 
monuments—where people are checking off their lists 
of “Major Sights”—to look instead to the unusual, the 
“tilting paving stone,” and the details that often go unno-
ticed. This advice reminds me of a city stroll I took with 
other members of my writers’ group. We met up at 6:30 
a.m. in our downtown Charleston to find images for a 
book we were writing. I realized that I had never looked 
up at the top of the old buildings. I was transfixed as I 
saw the beauty architects and builders had taken the time 
to create but I had been too busy to see: elaborate trim, 
elegant cornices, gargoyles, and even painted art. As we 
looked upon one building, we saw a large but aging por-
trait looking out of an upper window: a mystery waiting 
to be solved. White sees an entirely different Paris than 
the typical tourist, including some very different muse-
ums, such as the Museum of Romantic Life and muse-
ums of hunting, eyeglasses, and perfume.

Your Invisibility Cloak
Ever wish you could be invisible? If you were, where would you 
go? What would you look for? What would you like to overhear?

The invisibility fantasy is a popular one for introverts because 
it allows the possibility of pure 
observation. Though some of us like 
to get on stage, many introverts are 
content to put on their invisibility 
cloaks and watch. But well-meaning 
extroverts will have none of that! 
They need to draw us out, invite 
us to participate—repeatedly—and 
question why we are so depressed as 
to not want to join. Unfortunately, 
J. K. Rowling has not yet patented a working invisibility cloak 
like the one her fictional hero Harry Potter found so useful.

“At school, I hide in my 
drawings. At home, I hide  
in my room. If it’s possible,  
I like to totally remove  
myself, like on the roof or  
in another city.”

—Solveig
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Sometimes we can find a private vantage point for observa-
tion, like a rooftop, but this option is not likely to be available 

during the meeting at work or at the 
local softball game.

In lieu of an invisibility cloak, you 
might find it useful to have a “prop” 
on hand, such as a book, journal, or, 
for some, a sketch pad. These props 
communicate that you are involved 
in something and don’t want to be 
disturbed. When I roam to write, 
I carry a number of props: laptop, 
book bag, and purse. My friends 
call me the “bag lady.” Though you 
needn’t carry an entire office, having 
at least a few props can help you stake 
out a space and, as Baudelaire put it, 

“set up house in the heart of the multitude.” And even a jacket 
can serve as a space-expander: put it on the chair next to you and 
you’re less likely to have a “friendly” intruder sit down to talk.

But perhaps we would do best by incorporating flâneurie into 
the American vocabulary and imagination. We can promote 
safer and more walkable cities. We can stop assuming that just 
knowing someone is cause for conversation. Perhaps we could 
don T-shirts with “Flâneur” printed on them as a way of signal-
ing the choice to remain anonymous. Sometimes wearing black 
helps. Or we could pretend we’re invisible and just not respond 
to anyone. But when familiar surroundings and people close in, 
there’s nothing like hopping on the train or into your car and 
finding a place where you are happily unrecognized.

“Today I was thinking I 
should put back up my ham-
mock on the balcony. It’s re-
ally soft and I can sit there 
unbeknownst to my neigh-
bors below. When I had it 
up, I could watch the breeze 
move through the trees, or 
compare which neighbor is 
the worst car parker, or just 
see clouds move by.”

—Cecilia
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“If successful, the link results in a merging of both 
minds, essentially creating a single consciousness in 
the two bodies.”

—memory-alpha.org

A s I read about the Vulcan mind meld in Memory Alpha, 
an online Star Trek encyclopedia, I thought about how 
convenient this gift would be for introverts. We could 

forgo the preliminaries, develop some cue to identify others who 
wanted to do the same, and meld away—no talking required!

The beauty of the mind meld, as I understand it, is that, once 
you meld, you can disconnect, retaining an understanding of 
the other person. Then you can get to the real conversation. Of 
course, introverts would require shields to prevent unwanted 
intrusion, and would use the mind meld very selectively, as 
apparently the Vulcans did. According to Memory Alpha, “It is 
a deeply personal thing, part of the private life, and not nor-
mally used on aliens.”

Psychoanalysts like Freud and Jung developed their own 
techniques for going deep, or reading “unconscious commu-
nication,” in order to understand and help their patients. A 
familiar example is the “Freudian slip,” an accidental turn of a 
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phrase that reveals a more honest feeling. Mostly, though, the 
approach just teaches the therapist to listen on different levels 
at the same time. Though I was intellectually fascinated by the 
approach, I think I pursued the training primarily because I 
wanted to connect. I believed that if I had the whole story, if 
I had the opportunity to really know the person I was sitting 
with, there would be nobody I could not love. And my idealis-
tic belief found support.

Some clients shield me from access, and I have learned to 
respect that—I have my own shields, after all. Some I cannot 
reach—my powers are human, not Vulcan. But the ones who 
let me in, regardless of how obnoxious they may be on the out-
side, consistently reveal themselves to be lovable. There’s really 
nothing that mysterious about it: we were all children once, 
we’ve all been hurt, and each one of us has a story.

Let’s clear one thing up: Introverts do not hate small talk 
because we dislike people. We hate small talk because we hate the 
barrier it creates between people.

We want less—and more: less talk, more understanding. 
The ultimate question of a capitalist, “What do you do?” keeps 
conversation focused on activity rather than on motivation 
and personhood. If you hate your job, the conversation will 
have little to do with you. You’ll tell the inquisitor what you 
do, he’ll ask more about it, and the conversation will move 
further and further away from what you value. When I lived in 
Minnesota, I was known as a psychologist, a smart professional 
who listened to people. What people did not know about me 
was that I was also an actor, a slow reader, a theologian who 
once considered the ministry, that I had a secret wish to go 
to Paris and study under a chef like Audrey Hepburn did in 
Sabrina, that I was tired of classical music because I heard it so 
much as a child, that I feared abandonment, that I still found 
excitement in the bright-colored stories of Betty and Veronica 
of the Archie comics.

Whew! Once an introvert gets going…anyway, when we 
moved and I left behind my practice, I happily entered a place 
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where I had no identity. I puzzled about how to answer the 
dreaded question, “What do you do?” I could have easily said 
that I was a psychologist and then get the standard response, 
“So, you must be analyzing me.” Instead, I decided to just tell 
the person what I was into that particular day. Some days, I was 
a general contractor for the crew building our house. Others, 
I was writing about Eve. Some days, I lingered in my favorite 
shops. Most days were a mix of a lot of things.

We are all a mix of a lot of things, but conversation gener-
ally reduces us. So how do we get to the more inside? I started 
to answer this by writing out some alternative conversation 
starters—an extroverted method. But I caught myself, as I do 
more readily now. For introverts, relationships begin inside.

Let’s use the desire-based method we discussed in chapter 
seven. Whether you are looking for a friend, love interest, or 
small community, imagine having exactly what you wish for. 
Get as specific as possible. These questions may help:

•	 Where are you? What setting are you in?
•	 Are you involved in an activity or just hanging out?
•	 How do you communicate?
•	 What do you appreciate about this friend or friends?
•	 What are you learning from the friend(s)?
•	 What does this friend(s) appreciate about you?
•	 What feelings do you have when you are together?
•	 What can you share with this person?
•	 What passions or interests do you have in common?
•	 What are your deal-breakers? What characteristics are 

not acceptable in the friend(s) you choose?

As you build your personal ideal, notice people around you. 
Play detective and observe what appeals to you and what turns 
you off. Make note of relationships you witness directly or in 
stories—film, literature—that you’d like to have in your life. 
What is the potent ingredient in these intimate connections? 
I still remember watching the movie Beaches when it came 
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out in 1988, and wishing for the kind of friendship the two 
female characters shared. But what it was, specifically, that I 
envied, was the fact that the two women mattered enough to 

each other that they could fight 
and feel hurt and run away and 
come back. I had played it safe  
in relationships.

Some of my colleagues might 
argue that it’s a bad idea to 
promote fantasy—that wishful 
thinking can lead to hurt and 
disappointment. I would agree 
that hurt and disappointment 
are quite possible when we seek 
out what we want, though I also 
find that people who keep seek-
ing generally find. But I think 
that the concern about fantasy 
is based in the extroversion 
assumption—the idea that we 
should just get out there and meet 
people. This kind of advice is so 
woven into our thinking that we 
don’t question it. Introverts are 
not oriented that way. “Meeting,” 
in the introductions-and-small-
talk sense, is not our thing. 
Incubating the desire is our 

thing, and it works: we get clear about what we want, excited 
about getting it, and smart about our strategies. Good incuba-
tors are often the ones who seem lucky—they happen to be in 
the right place at the right time. Because the internal activity 
is not visible to others, the good fortune seems effortless. And, 
in a way, it is.

Yes, wishful thinking may result in disappointment. But, if 
you’re an introvert, putting what’s out there before what’s inside 

“My friend Christopher and 
I once discussed world reli-
gions. Both of us expressed our 
confusion over their struc-
ture and people’s willingness 
to follow. Our conversation 
ventured deep into the heart of 
Catholicism, Buddhism, Islam, 
and several other dominat-
ing religions that we felt were 
insane to follow completely by 
the rules. It ended up with me 
emailing several churches and 
temples to find an answer, and 
I found most of their responses 
to be quite inspiring. Our con-
versations have also ventured 
into the theory of evolution, 
world government, life on other 
planets, and carbon-based mat-
ter. We tend to think deeply.”

—Solveig, age fifteen
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is a formula for disappointment: your best stuff stays inside, 
your energy runs out after the initial introductions, you limit 
your options, you get discouraged, and, all the while, you’re 
not having fun.

But do introverts expect too much? Might we drive some-
one away with our intensity? True, those of us seeking deeper 
connection can be intimidating to those who prefer meeting 
and moving on. Note that, when I say deeper, this not only 
refers to psychological or emotional depth. Deeper is what we 
think about in our private experience, whether we contemplate 
relationships or why a Cubs player swung at ball four with the 
bases loaded in a playoff game. In one of my books on psycho-
therapy, intimacy was defined as closeness to another person’s 
thinking. As with the mind meld, the therapist attempts to get as 
close as possible to the meaning things hold to the client. In the 
consulting room, however, this process goes in only one direc-
tion. In the relationships we choose, two minds—or hearts or 
spirits—are trying to know and be known by each other.

So what is it inside you that you want known? What kind of 
inner life are you looking for in someone else? Whatever that 
is, the introvert wants to get to it.

Whatever it is, go to it.

Intimacy through Ideas
If you dislike parties, do you really want to meet partiers? If 
you don’t drink, do you want to spend your evening at a bar? 
We know the answer (“no”), yet parties and bars are often sug-
gested for people looking to meet someone new—especially a 
romantic somebody. It seems a simple, but often-overlooked 
alternative, to seek out the minds that interest us.

If your mind is a notebook, writing as you go, take a writing 
course or join a writers’ group. If science is your thing, attend a 
lecture series sponsored by a local college and hang out for the 
Q and A sessions: create the conditions for a meeting of minds. 
Volunteers are needed everywhere, for environmental projects, 
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research, the arts—you name it. Investing in a cause you care 
about puts the idea first and the social aspect second. If you’d 

rather just share the silence, join 
a meditation circle.

But your search is likely to be 
more refined than that. Sure, you 
may want to meet a writer, but 
not just any writer. You also want 
someone who shares the values 
most important to you. And 
it would be nice if that person 
enjoyed a form of entertainment 
you enjoy. And so on.

This is one of the beauties of 
online profiles. All of the above 
can be included, and more. 
Online friend networks and 
dating sites, like the coffeehouse, 
are responding to the needs of 
introverts. We can write, not talk. 
We can get to the good stuff, and 
we can press delete as needed.

Whether you meet someone online or live, you’ll find a 
better match if you give room to your desire, and you clarify 
what you want.

This requires a huge shift away from our proximity-
oriented, “love the one you’re with” thinking. For extroverts, 
who enjoy associating, getting to know a lot of people is not a 
problem—in fact, it’s part of the fun. For introverts, who have 
limited energy for interaction, we need to be more thoughtful 
and deliberate about whom we meet—which, happily, is what 
we do best.

But “going for it” is risky. When we acknowledge what we 
want and apply energy toward it, we face the possibility of dis-
appointment and loss. When I moved from Minnesota to West 
Virginia, I had my soul mate with me, but I was hungry for 

“Don’t you sometimes wish 
there were someone out there 
who would understand you, 
who would know exactly how 
you’re feeling and understand 
it just as you experience those 
feelings, without any exchange 
of words? That you could 
maybe just hold hands, look off 
into the distance without saying 
a single thing, and you’d be  
able to read each other in  
your entirety…”

—Kenneth, who lives in 
Singapore and relishes quiet 

time at night, writing while 
everyone else is asleep
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some new female friends, a need I had neglected in the past. I 
experienced my share of disappointment and loss: the extrovert 
friend(s) who repeatedly brought someone else along to lunch 
(the more the merrier, and the less intimate) and the introvert 
friend(s) who didn’t have energy for another relationship. But, 
looking back, these were proximity friends.

No surprise to me now, I met “my people” at a class on 
memoir writing. I signed up primarily because I’d heard good 
things about the class and the topic interested me. Again, in ret-
rospect, it makes sense to me that we often meet “the one” when 
we aren’t looking, but are just engaged in what we love. But I 
didn’t meet just one. I recognized one as a columnist I admired. 
We talked after class—I am bold when it comes to applauding 
another person’s writing—and it was love at first sight. Cindy 
and I shared the same vision: I was authoring my first book, a 
desire she also held, and she had a column, something that was 
part of my vision. We shared an idea, not in a competitive way, 
but in a reverent sort of way. Since 
then, Cindy has launched her first 
book and I secured a column.

The instructor wanted to foster 
family feelings among us, and 
scheduled readings at peoples’ 
houses. Sharing our writing gave 
us that immediate access introverts 
crave. At one of the parties, I met 
another woman, a warm, easygo-
ing introvert. Something had felt 
familiar about her all along, as if we 
had grown up in the same family. I 
trusted her, and my trust was well-
founded. Though our lifestyles were quite different, we shared 
a deep commitment to our values and a hunger for truth. Beth 
is my best friend—and so is Cindy.

During that class, a few of us gravitated together and even-
tually formed a writers’ group. That was almost ten years ago. 

“I’m very loyal to my friends, 
but I don’t have tons of 
people I consider friends. I 
hang out with a lot of people, 
but a good friendship is not 
something that happens very 
often. The people I’m close 
with I would do anything for. 
I value honesty.”

—Ben, musician  
and producer
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There are six of us, the Village Writers, and we recently enjoyed 
a very low-key annual retreat. I wrote portions of this book there, 
surrounded by dear friends, all sprawled around with our own 
projects in the comfy house. Alone together.

Sticking It Out
Whether you are looking for your people or your person, accept 
that you may strike out a few times before you hit a home run. 
It’s not easy to lose a relationship that seemed right at first. In 
fact, it’s one of the hardest experiences in life. But unless you 
allow some relationships to be wrong, you are unlikely to get to 
the one or ones that are right.

Whatever kind of introvert you are, some people will find 
you “too much” in some ways and “not enough” in others. You 
may be considered too intense or not enough into socializing. 
And when you are seen this way, it hurts. And you question 
yourself. That’s normal.

But it’s crucial that you also see the other side of the equa-
tion. When you look back on someone who has disappointed 
you or left you, he was probably “too much” in some ways and 
“not enough” in others. Maybe he was too much into partying 
and not enough into closeness. The signs were there all along, 
but you didn’t want to see them, or perhaps they were covered 
over by the hopes you both had at first. Or perhaps the person 
came into your life for a reason, and the two of you helped each 
other through something.

To sharpen your relationship awareness, grab a sheet of 
paper and a pen. Along the left side, make a list of your past 
relationships that didn’t work. Across the top, list the head-
ings, “Not Enough,” “Too Much,” and “Gift.” Then, for each 
person, note what was not enough for you, what was too much 
for you, and a gift you received from that person. If the loss is 
fresh, feel free to leave the “Gift” column empty—especially if 
you’re still angry and grieving.

As you look over your list, you’ll probably see some patterns. 
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Do you tend to draw people who are consistently unable to 
give you what you need? Or, perhaps you attract people who 
give you a lot of what you don’t need. When you start to 
become conscious of these patterns, ask for honest feedback 
from someone you trust, or give yourself the gift of a therapist. 
By investing the time to figure it out, you’ll save yourself time 
in trial-and-error relationships.

Comfort in relationships is key for introverts, so time is an 
important factor in existing relationships as well. Sometimes it 
just takes a certain amount of hanging out together before we 
feel safe enough to disclose the good stuff. That’s why family 
relationships can be extremely important to introverts. Siblings 
already share a history, so a lot of groundwork has been taken 
care of. A partner or spouse can become a safe haven of inti-
macy in an overstimulating world. Introverts also benefit from 
knowing others are in it for the long haul. My two sisters clos-
est in age and my husband are the people with whom I have 
risked the most honesty, and they with me. We know we’re not 
going anywhere and that our closeness is the ultimate goal.

Going Deep
So here’s where we talk about conversations, because you’ll 
probably have one at some point. If you want a book on 
icebreakers, this is not it. Icebreakers are usually just silence 
breakers, and they’re usually designed to initiate talk at social 
events. They can be extremely useful for those purposes, but 
those are not the purposes we are talking about. Here are some 
thoughts on how to “go deep” with people you find through 
your introvert channels:

Don’t…
Introduce topics that bore you—i.e., “Where do you work?”
Ask questions that can be answered with “fine”—i.e., “How are you?”
Do…
Ask questions you don’t know the answer to—i.e., “When did 

you first know you wanted to teach?”
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Ask for personal definitions—i.e., “Help me understand. When 
you say the film was ‘dark,’ what does that mean to you?”

Observe. Notice how it’s going. Allow silence. Don’t try too hard.

Being authentically introverted in relationships may feel 
weird at first. That’s because, in our society, we equate relating 
with being extroverted. In the next section, we move into the 
spaces we share with extroverts and practice staying who we 
really are.
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C h a p t e r  1 2 :
T h e  C o n v e r s a t i o n  

C o n u n d r u m

“The difficulty with this conversation is that it’s 
very different from most of the ones I’ve had of late. 
Which, as I explained, have mostly been with trees.”

—Douglas Adams

Many introverts find great companions in pets—and 
trees—because they don’t talk. When I walk my 
dog, I can tell her everything on my mind, and she 

doesn’t interrupt; she doesn’t top it with a story of her own—
she just walks with me. Ah, if people were only so easy. There 
is probably no area of greater conflict for an introvert than in 
the arena of social conversation. That is, if there are extroverts 
involved. Here’s an example:

Extrovert: How is your day going?
Introvert: (taking the question in, thinking )
Extrovert: I have had the craziest day…
Introvert: Yeah? (distracted from thinking )
Extrovert: Yeah, it all started this morning when…(contin-

ues for five minutes or so)…So you’re doing well then?
Introvert: Yeah. Oh, I gotta get going. See ya!
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While the introvert is reflecting on the question (thinking 
first), the extrovert takes this as an invitation to fill the void 
(talking first). As long as the introvert doesn’t interrupt, the 
extrovert continues to fill the interpersonal space with talk. But 
as long as the extrovert talks, the introvert can’t think and stays 
mute. Mute means the invitation is still open, and continued 
talk assures that the introvert remains mute. By the time the 
extrovert pauses to ask, the introvert’s head is pounding and he 
or she just wants to get out so she can think. The extrovert just 
assumes the introvert had nothing to say and moves on.

Not all extroverts converse this way, of course. In her book, 
Intimacy and Solitude, Stephanie Dowrick refers to these “needy, 
talkative, self-absorbed, and unselfconsciously intrusive” 
people as “exhausters.” Emotionally sensitive introverts tend to 
attract exhausters, or as I call them “extreme talkers.” When I 
work with extreme talkers in therapy, I give them feedback that 
if they block me out, they aren’t likely to get much help from me. 
They invariably respond with the request, “Please interrupt me.” 
Though this is not my preferred approach, I have found that 
they do accept my interruptions and pay attention. And there 
really is no other way in; these talkers have the uncanny ability 
to keep pauses just short enough to block any possible response.

Whether I cut in or not, I have learned to keep my mind 
about me amid the talk. I’ll share some tricks of the trade later 
in this chapter. But outside of my office, I rarely interrupt, and 
I avoid conversations that require me to do so. Emotionally 
needy people need therapy, and emotionally healthy introverts 
need to avoid oppressive conversations. This may sound crass, 
but I make a clear distinction here. For introverts, extreme 
talk is not cheap at all—it takes a huge toll on us. Besides, our 
listening doesn’t really help the talker! If the talker makes his 
way into therapy, however, the annoying excess—the part that is 
caught up in something, refusing to move on—is welcome and 
becomes the focus of treatment. We all have excess, and even the 
most reserved introverts can become extreme talkers in therapy. 
Some are so relieved to finally have airtime that they rush to get 
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everything in while there’s time. In Ovid’s myth, Narcissus keeps 
looking at his own reflection in the pond because he does not yet 
know himself; therapy facilitates this self-knowledge.

If you get trapped in a conversation with an extreme talker, 
by all means, cut in—then cut out. Keep in mind that the 
talker may actually expect this, since he or she gives you no 
other alternative. Once you exhaust your polite efforts, cut in, 
say a quick “Gotta go—bye!” and cut out—just walk away. 
Don’t look back. He or she is probably still talking.

You think this is rude? If you were being beaten on the head, 
would walking away be rude? For introverts, being “talked to 
death” is very much like being beaten on the head. Some of 
us end up with migraines, some of us get slimed by the anger 
spewed in our direction, and most of us feel drained of life 
energy. Talk can hurt us, and protecting ourselves from harm 
is not rude.

In contrast to extreme talkers, many extroverts strive for 
balance in the conversation, or even focus entirely on the intro-
vert. These extroverts often ask direct and specific questions, 
moving the interaction along in a rhythmic fashion. The intro-
vert, who prefers open-ended questions, may dutifully answer 
the extrovert—the path of least resistance—while becoming 
increasingly frustrated and bored. Though the extrovert may 
feel she’s getting to know the introvert, the introvert can easily 
feel bypassed. Remember the tent analogy? The important 
activity is inside; the aide outside is answering the questions. 
By contrast, the extrovert’s good stuff is right out where you 
can see it—so no wonder she assumes the same of the introvert.

My husband is one of these “inquisitive extroverts.” By the 
end of a party, he has spoken to everyone there and seems to 
discover something interesting about each attendee. I recall one 
of these parties. We drove together—big mistake—and he was 
still enjoying the party well past my burnout point. Because 
the host was a friend of mine, I felt comfortable grabbing a 
book from her bookcase and plopping down in a cozy chair. 
Ironically, the book was Stephanie Dowrick’s Intimacy and 

IntrovertPower.indd   159 12/21/12   4:45 PM



160   |   Introvert Power

Solitude, a lovely book that kept me company until I was able 
to pry my escort away.

Inquisitive extroverts are easy to like and good at gathering 
information. My husband often updates me on my own family! 
But I’ve learned not to go to parent-teacher conferences with 
him. His interrogatory approach leaves me in the dust, and I 
either sit stupidly or fume until he catches my death stare and 
gives me some room.

Regardless of the intentions of the extrovert, the underlying 
dynamic remains:

•	 Extrovert outpaces Introvert.
•	 Introvert either tries and gets tired or listens and gets tired.
•	 Extrovert fills the void.
•	 Introvert gives up and looks for a way out of the conver-

sation rather than a way in.

Add more people, and the introvert may not enter the con-
versation at all.

So how do we make an appearance in these conversations? 
Do we even want to? Let’s look at our first example again, but 
we’ll pry open some space for the introvert’s feelings, and turn 
up the volume:

Extrovert: How are you?
Introvert: (taking the question in, thinking )
Extrovert: I have had the craziest day…
Introvert: Wait a minute! WHAT ARE YOU DOING? Don’t 

fill the void. I LIKE the void! I need the void to make room 
for my thoughts. So if you really want to know how I am, 
leave the void alone until I come up with something. If you 
don’t want to wait, that’s cool; just find someone else to talk 
to. I’m really quite content to be alone.

Alternatively, in the ancient words of Lao-tzu, as translated 
by Stephen Mitchell, we might ask:
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Do you have the patience to wait till your [my] mud 
settles and the water is clear?

Can you remain unmoving till the right action arises 
by itself ?

—from the Tao Te Ching, or The Book of the Way

Waiting for the “right action”—or in this case the “right 
words”—is what introverts do naturally; but extroverts don’t 
easily let the mud settle. They stir it up! So try as we may, our 
water does not become clear.

The Risk of Playing
There will always be those conversations that we just get 
through. Sometimes both parties are just being polite. But it 
is important to know that when we nod and allow extroverts 
to dominate we can pay a price. The extrovert ultimately loses 
too, but that’s another book.

One problem with playing along is that, in the absence of 
talk, extroverts are easily able to project their own thoughts 
onto us. We know that we’re not really present in the conversa-
tion, but the extrovert does not know this. To the extrovert, 
silence is just silence. The void is devoid. Or the void is agree-
ment. Or the void is whatever the extrovert needs it to be—not 
because the extrovert is evil, but because he or she is oriented 
to external action. It just happens that the only action being 
recognized is the extrovert’s. Let me provide some examples:

•	 A reporter asks, “So what are your thoughts on the situa-
tion?” As you think about it, he continues, “A lot of peo-
ple are feeling this way…” You nod to indicate that you’re 
listening. He quotes you as saying what he just told you 
“a lot of people” have been saying. This scenario actually 
happened to me. Even though I had eventually shared 
my own thoughts with the reporter, because I nodded 
and did not actively dispute his statement, he assumed 
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and even quoted my agreement. I read his thoughts, at-
tributed to me, in the newspaper the next day.

•	 Your extroverted partner talks with you about a problem 
the two of you need to address. You listen, not sure what 
your thoughts are on the matter. You may nod to indicate 
that you are listening. Because you don’t say much, your 
partner assumes agreement, but you don’t follow through 
on her expectations. Your partner is mad.

In these examples, the extrovert carries away potentially 
damaging assumptions about you. In one case, you are publicly 
misrepresented. In the other, a loved one sees you as neglectful 
or inadequate, or both.

Even though these responses may cause harm, the greatest 
harm occurs when we start to take on the beliefs of the extrovert. 
This happens very subtly, and we may not even realize what’s 
happening. Though we think we’re dismissing the extrovert 
by providing a patronizing response, we also dismiss ourselves. 
Let’s consider the example of you and your partner: he or she 
brings a specific set of assumptions to the conversation. Your 
partner assumes something is wrong, and that he or she has 
a solution. Because you haven’t had a chance to think about 
it, and it sounds pretty good, you go along with it. But then 
you find yourself, and your partner finds you, not following 
through on the solution. You and your partner both conclude 
that you are neglectful or inadequate, or both.

But, more likely, you haven’t really bought in to your 
partner’s way of thinking, and this is why you aren’t follow-
ing through. If you take your partner more seriously, and take 
yourself more seriously, you would need time to explore your 
own assumptions about the proposed solution. Once you do 
so, you may discover that you have a whole different take on 
the situation. You’re not a bad person after all—you just have 
not entered the conversation!

But if you don’t take the time to find your own truth and you 
conclude that you are just a bad person, the harm goes deep. 
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You wonder why you’re so negligent, so lazy, so thoughtless—
actually, you haven’t thought enough, you become alienated 
from yourself, and you’re on your way to that self-hating syn-
drome called depression.

STOP! It is time to stop the conversation, stop the self-
reproach, and start tuning in to what you think. When my 
own psychoanalysis gave me the time to tune in, I was struck 
by how much I had inadvertently agreed to. After one of my 
sessions, I wrote this poem, which I titled “I Will Decide”:

You used to soak into my pores
You infiltrating, me accommodating.
I became your wants and needs
I became you.
I used to disappear into your opinions
My head nodding, my “uh-huh” echoing
You represented me.
Then I woke up
A neonate, but with a powerful cry,
“I am mine, and I will decide.”

Slowing It Down
So how do we stop the action, or at least slow it down, so that 
we can let our mud settle and discover our thoughts?

The answer is simple, but challenging: Hold your ground. 
Notice that I didn’t suggest you think of a witty retort: we 
suck at that. Holding is very different than responding. 
Holding your ground means doing whatever you need to do 
to stay centered. In this sense, it is a kind of meditation, a 
practice in stillness. For some of us, this means holding your 
head steady, resisting your tendency to nod and say “uh-huh.” 
Let your face show that you don’t know yet. Tune in to what 
you are feeling. Your head may trick you, but your gut is  
usually dead-on.

Holding your ground also means staying free of the pressure 
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to entrain, to succumb to the spell of extrovert intensity. Social 
skills training stresses the importance of eye contact, but limit-
ing eye contact may be necessary when you need to unlock 
from the gaze of an intense extrovert.

Psychoanalytic therapists learn to maintain a position of 
neutrality so that the client remains free to express himself. For 
introverts, maintaining neutrality is a way to remain uncom-
mitted until you have an opinion or response. This skill takes 
discipline. When someone is laughing and you don’t find it 
funny, you don’t laugh. When someone says, “You know what 
I mean?” and you don’t know what she means, don’t say “yeah.” 
You don’t even need to say “no,” because the question is rhe-
torical. Doing nothing is amazingly powerful.

As you wait for your mud to settle, notice what’s going on 
inside you. Turn up the volume on your internal voice. For a 
psychoanalytic therapist, the inner voice helps lead to insight 
about the client. For example, when I am bored by something 
the client is saying, that is an indicator to me that the client is 
stuck in a neurotic repetition—same story, different day. My 
boredom tells me that the client is avoiding something.

In the case of a casual conversation, your inner voice is for 
your use. Here’s an example:

Extrovert: We need to talk.
Introvert: (remains silent, thinking: “Why? I don’t feel a need 

to talk.”)
Extrovert: We aren’t spending enough time together.
Introvert: What do you have in mind? (shifting the discus-

sion from “we” to “you”; getting more information)
Extrovert: I want you to be around more.
Introvert: (remains silent, thinking: “Noooooooo! I don’t get 

enough time to myself as it is!”)
Extrovert: Why aren’t you saying anything?
Introvert: (honest) Because I’m thinking about what you’re 

saying.
Extrovert: So what do you think?
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Introvert: (puzzled, internally focused look) I’m thinking a 
lot of things. (slowing it down)

Extrovert: (impatient) Well?
Introvert: Let’s see. (slowing it down) I want to respond to 

you, but I’m also worried.
Extrovert: About WHAT?
Introvert: (remains silent, thinking: “Back off ! Why are you 

so mad?”)
Extrovert: (silence exposes the extrovert’s overreaction) Okay, 

sorry. Go on.

In the example, the introvert stays silent when the question 
requires a betrayal of self. The introvert also talks at the pace of 
his or her emerging thoughts and feelings. I am reminded of 
the game show, Who Wants to be a Millionaire? As contestants 
on the show search for the right answer, they are encouraged to 
talk through the process. By bringing the internal process out, 
they are better able to focus on their thoughts—rather than on 
external pressures like television cameras and the clock.

Introverts, you have a right to remain silent. You have a right 
to not know. You have a right to ask for more information. We’ll 
talk more about caring for intimate relationships in chapter fif-
teen, but remember that many conversations are optional, and 
that most conversations can be postponed until you feel more up 
to it. Here are some other tips for making space in conversations:

•	 Look down—or sideways or up—as a way of temporar-
ily unlocking from the expectant gaze or flow of words 
directed at you. Show that you are thinking by furrowing 
your brow, scratching your head, or whatever body lan-
guage comes most naturally to you.

•	 Work in a break. If someone asks a hard question, say, 
“That’s a hard question. I want to sit with it a bit. Let me 
shoot you an email later.” If you can’t think of anything, 
say you need to hit the restroom. It’s not a lie. You do 
need a rest!
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•	 Pick your medium when you can. If someone says, “I’ll 
give you a call” and you detest phone conversations, 
say “Could you email me instead? I’m harder to reach 
by phone.” Even if you answer all your calls, this is not 
a lie: you are more defensive and harder to reach in a 
phone conversation.

•	 Give yourself a break. There will be days where you will 
forget all of this, or you’ll just be too tired to try. Like 
meditation or physical exercise, this is a practice, not a 
test you either pass or fail.

•	 Give yourself second—and third, and more—chances. If 
you think you betrayed yourself in a conversation, and 
you will, you have the right to go back and edit what you 
said. My kids don’t like when I do this and will protest, 
“But you said…” I just hold my ground and say, “Yes, I 
did say that. Now I’m saying this.”

Conversation Preparation
The most terrifying experience of my life, other than jumping 
out of a plane, was taking unscreened phone calls on a live 
television news show. The clock was ticking—it was a four-
minute segment—and callers often asked questions that would 
take about a year or three of therapy to answer. Slowing things 
down was not an option. When I jumped out of a plane, I at 
least had a parachute to slow my fall!

There are some conversations that cannot be slowed down. 
A job interview needs to cover a lot of ground in a limited time 
frame, and media interviews barely give you time to introduce 
yourself. If your words aren’t ready at a moment’s notice, you 
may lose an important opportunity. Though quick respond-
ing is not the introvert’s forte, you can nail these forums by 
preparing. Consider this: most authors (as well as many actors) 
who provide media interviews are introverts. The secret is to 
practice these conversations before you have them. Here’s how:
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•	 Find someone you feel comfortable with to play the 
interviewer. Have him or her shoot you questions, get 
stumped, fumble and flub, get over it, get it together, and 
get through it, over and over again.

•	 Take a break between each practice session and think 
about what you want to say. Jot down and memorize a 
few key points that you want to cover. Keep it as simple 
as possible: you just need some ideas to get the ball roll-
ing. You’ll be able to take it from there.

•	 Have your practice interviewer change his or her ques-
tions so that you get flexibility training.

•	 As you practice, ask for feedback or videotape your  
responses to see how you come off. Recall the metaphor 
of the general in the tent? If you tend to keep your genius 
inside and send an aide to do the talking, you’ll want to 
make sure that aide is well trained.

Though some interview situations are high pressure by defini-
tion, we can often make formal conversations more introvert-
friendly. Consider the following:

•	 With media interviews, indicate that you’d like to provide  
“talking points” or a list of questions to help the inter-
view run smoothly. Most hosts appreciate this.

•	 Do your homework. Listen to the show, talk to the pro-
ducer about what to expect, Google the people who are 
interviewing you for the job. Don’t let your imagination 
run wild and scare you. Get the facts.

•	 Call the shots. I have asked interviewers to send me ques-
tions in advance, I have told newspaper reporters that I 
need to think on a question and get back to them, and I 
have said “no.” You often have more power than you realize.

•	 Remember that you know more about you—your re-
search, your qualifications, your opinions—than anyone 
else in the room.
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Another pressured conversation that deserves mention is the 
doctor visit. Doctors, especially those working for an HMO, 
are characteristically rushed. How many times have you had 
your head filled with questions for the doctor, only to come 
up blank when he or she asks, “Anything else?” The doctor is 
halfway out the door, you can’t think, so you answer, “I guess 
not.” Then, the minute you get home, a flood of questions 
comes back to you, and you want to kick yourself.

Or you’ve hired a lawyer or accountant, and you pay for your 
conversation, so short is indeed sweet. In these cases, it helps 
immensely to write down what you want to cover; tell the doctor 
(or lawyer or accountant) at the beginning of the appointment 
that you have a list. After all the school they’ve gone through, 
they know how to complete assignments, and the written word 
carries power. And professionals are concerned enough about 
their lawyer’s fees to see to it that your list is attended to.

Music to Our Ears
The conversations that are free of conundrums are the ones, 
usually with another introvert, in which there is plenty of time 
for the mud to settle, and for clarity to come. These are the 
conversations that lead to discovery—of self as well as the other. 
They happen with extroverts, too, but require more commit-
ment and effort. The yin-yang conversation between opposites 
in love can generate amazing insight and growth—that is, if 
you can both stand it. We’ll indulge in these more rewarding 
conversations in chapter fifteen.
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T h e  A n t i - P a r t y  G u i d e

“At every party there are two kinds of people—those 
who want to go home and those who don’t. The 
trouble is, they are usually married to each other.”

—Ann Landers

If we wanted to sort introverts from extroverts without the 
help of the MBTI®, we could just send everybody to a party 
and note what time each person leaves. A party is one activ-

ity that seems to polarize introverts and extroverts. Extroverts 
usually love them; introverts avoid them. Introverts may enjoy 
a party—for a little while—but will start looking to the exits 
long before the extroverts come up for air. And, even though 
half of the population would rather stay home with a book or a 
close friend, our society equates party with “fun! ” Tell someone 
you don’t particularly enjoy parties, and you might as well say, 
“I’m no fun.”

Though many of us freely admit to our anti-party senti-
ments, many of us also secretly wonder if we are “party 
poopers”—people who are not only un-fun, but also spoil 
the fun for others. If you want evidence for society’s extrover-
sion assumption, just tell an extroverted friend that you don’t 
want to go to the party or, if you’re there, that you want to go 
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home. First of all, unless your friend is unusually enlightened, 
she probably won’t believe you. The extroversion assumption 
says, “Everyone wants to go to the party.” Secondly, she will 
probably interpret your reluctance as shyness or a need to feel 
wanted. The extroversion assumption says, “Because all people 
want to go to the party, a refusal means that the person needs 
encouragement.” So the extrovert freely encourages you: “You 
have to stay! It’s just getting good! You’ve only been here two 
hours! Don’t be a party pooper!”

Would a friend as freely pressure you into helping her clean 
her kitchen? An introvert may actually prefer this option, 
because the two of you could at least talk in a quieter, less pres-
sured setting. But, unless he or she is a really close friend, such 
an invitation would be considered an imposition. Not so with 
the party. Parties are fun!

It is hard for extroverts to understand how truly oppressive a 
party can be for an introvert. See if this sounds familiar:

You have come to this party because a friend insisted. 
The friend who talked you into coming spent five min-
utes with you and introduced you around a bit. He is 
now heartily mingling. You do not know anyone else 
very well, and you’ve participated in as much small talk 
as you can stand. It’s too early to leave gracefully, so you 
linger at the snack table for a bit, make a call on your 
cell, spend a little extra time in the bathroom, and, if all 
else fails, drink heavily. You feel trapped. You have no 
interest in working your way into a banal conversation 
(unless perhaps you chose to drink heavily); you don’t 
want to look pathetic by shadowing your friend; and 
sitting alone would look downright pitiable—besides, 
there’s no place to sit! Your energy level is taking a 
nosedive, and you just want to go home, change into 
sweats, and turn on some good music. Help!

A situation like this—especially if you are dependent on an 
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extrovert for a ride—resembles some forms of torture, such 
as forced sleep deprivation. In both cases, you are trapped 
in a state that becomes increasingly painful to maintain. It’s 
an extreme comparison, I know, but most introverts know 
what I’m talking about. By contrast, many extroverts have 
absolutely no clue what we go 
through. And even the more 
empathic extroverts, and even 
introverts, have been socialized 
to accept the universality of the 
“Party Equals Fun” equation.

So we question ourselves: 
“Why can’t I be more fun? Why 
don’t I have more fun? Everyone 
else is having a great time! What’s 
wrong with me?” This self-
alienation is a part of the torture. 
If you felt alone in your desire to 
leave, you feel alien when you scan a room full of laughing, 
smiling partiers. I’m one of those introverts with well-honed 
social skills, and I have even danced on the occasional table, 
but I have felt sheer panic when my exhaustion precedes my 
exit. It’s like the Cinderella story with a twist: I want to get out 
of there and into my duds before midnight—or ten, or eight.

Now an extrovert, or even your therapist, might suggest that 
if you’re stuck, “just make the best of it” and join in. Let’s get 
this straight: making the best of it and joining in are mutually 
exclusive at this point in the game. Why? Because whatever small 
ration of energy you have left will be consumed by such an 
effort. Deep down, you know this, which is why you remain 
frozen at the fringes, even as you tell yourself you really should 
join in.

Fortunately, there are ways we can make things better. And 
they won’t involve acting like an extrovert. Remember, your 
power source is introversion. Let’s look at how to drink in some 
of that.

“I have friends who don’t 
understand that when I want 
to leave a party, I really want 
to leave. Their pleading with 
me to stay is not going to 
change my mind. They may 
want to socialize all night, but 
I don’t!”

—Ingrid, who has much 
more fun at home
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“No” Is an Option
Yes, saying “No” is an option.

“Thanks, but no.”
“No thanks.”
“Hell no.”
Whatever works for you, it’s your option.
Though this two-letter word is the simplest and clearest 

response, it’s not easy for many of us to say. Why? Because, 
according to the prevailing extroversion assumption, inviting 
you is a nice gesture, and pressuring you is a compliment—an 
indication that you are wanted. How many times have you 
equivocated on or even declined an invitation, only to be asked 
again—and again?

So, if your friend is being nice, you certainly don’t want 
to look a gift horse in the mouth and say “no!” That would 
be rude! Out of curiosity, I looked up the gift horse proverb. 

The gist of it is: if you are given a 
horse as a gift, just be grateful; don’t 
scrutinize the horse by looking at its 
teeth—an indicator of the horse’s age 
and value. In other words, take it “as 
is,” and be grateful.

But just as receiving a horse is a 
problem if you have no room for it, 

the offer of a party is a burden for many introverts. So if your 
friend knows you at all, she is being rude by pressuring you to 
do something that is bad for you. Yes, bad for you. Engaging in 
a painful activity that leaves you feeling crummy about yourself 
is self-destructive. But your friend is probably not a jerk—you 
wouldn’t have chosen her for a friend if she were. She’s just 
following the social rules. And you may be following them too.

I have certainly caught myself supporting the extroversion 
assumption as I decline an invitation, feigning disappointment 
and loser status: “Darn, that sounds so fun, but I have plans 
that night/am swamped with work/need to take care of my 
sick dog.” These responses come so automatically that we may 

“I don’t try to drag you 
to libraries; stop trying to 
drag me to nightclubs!”

—Jonathan’s message 
to extroverts

IntrovertPower.indd   172 12/21/12   4:45 PM



The Anti-Party Guide   |   173   

not even realize how misleading they are. We convince others 
that we are truly disappointed, thereby assuring continued 
invitations. We even do this with close friends! This finally 
sunk in for me when my best extrovert friend invited me, for a 
second time, to a “can’t miss” annual Halloween costume party. 
I smiled and said to her, “That’s an introvert’s idea of hell.” 
She smiled back and said, “Really?” I said, “Yep. Especially if 
it’s big, and I don’t know very many people.” She said, “Yeah, 
there’ll be a lot of people there. You won’t want to go.”

Though many introverts struggle with the “gift horse” prob-
lem, we may also avoid “no” out of FOMO, or Fear of Missing 
Out. We worry, “What if I’m wrong? What if I’m really missing 
out on something I would love?” Add all the party propaganda 
coming our way, and our FOMO gets us to go “just this once” 
to check it out. After going just this once to every social event 
in town, you make the “A” list and have sealed your reservation 
in hell.

If you cringe at the idea of going, avoid the long detour 
home that is the party, and say “no.” Yes, you’ll miss out. You’ll 
miss having to meet people you’ll never talk to again. You’ll 
miss being cornered by the party’s extreme talker. You’ll miss 
working overtime without pay. And you’ll miss out on the 
alienation and self-reproach that come hand-in-hand with 
trying to have a good time.

But while “just say no” campaigns sound good, they are 
often unhelpful when it comes to real life situations. The chal-
lenge is to take the clarity of NO and adapt it to the invitation 
conversation. Let’s look at an example:

Extrovert: Hey, my friend Jane and her husband are having 
a party this weekend. Their parties are always great, and 
they’re going all out this year. You should come!

Introvert: Hmm, I don’t think so. (The introvert is think-
ing, appropriately cautious, and slowing the pace of  
the conversation.)

Extrovert: Oh, come on. You’ll have a great time!
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Introvert: You see, I’m different from you that way. That 
kind of event is not that fun for me. (Changing a univer-
sal assumption to a subjective, individual one.)

Extrovert: Oh, but this is different than a lot of the lame 
parties in town…

Introvert: But that’s just the problem. The more “success-
ful” the party, the less I’m likely to enjoy it.

Extrovert: Okay, now I’m totally confused. (Good—you’ve 
deconstructed the assumption.)

Introvert: I can see why you’d be confused. When it comes 
to parties, you and I are probably opposites: you like 
them big and stimulating. I don’t like parties very much 
in general, but the ones I like are small and intimate.

Extrovert: (At this point the extrovert may get it, or may push 
harder.) That’s too bad. I was really hoping you’d go with me.

Introvert: That’s sweet of you, but think about it: you won’t 
want to hang with me all night. You’ll want to talk with 
everyone, and as you mingle, I’ll feel abandoned.

Extrovert: I would never do that!
Introvert: That’s not my point. I think it’s great that you 

enjoy talking to so many people! It’s just not my thing. If 
I spend time with you, I like you all to myself. It is not 
fair for me to expect that of you at a party, and it’s not fair 
for you to expect me to mingle.

Extrovert: Hmm, that makes sense.

This kind of conversation is easier one-on-one, especially 
with a close friend. But it can also be hard for a good friend to 
realize that something he enjoys is no fun for you. Your friend 
has a right to feel whatever he feels about it, but that doesn’t 
mean you need to change how you feel. Introvert-extrovert 
friends often negotiate compromises once these differences are 
acknowledged. It is one thing to go to a party to help out a 
friend who needs you and appreciates what it means for you 
to go. But it’s another, much harder, thing to go under the 
oppression of an assumption that excludes you.
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As in the example above, saying no to a friend can be the 
beginning of understanding. Some friends may admit that they 
don’t really like parties that much either. Once you start chal-
lenging the extroversion assumption, it will start to crumble all 
around you. You may be surprised at the anti-party sentiment 
that others had been keeping at bay.

But what if the person inviting you is not a close friend, and 
you don’t really want to get into it? You may still want to do a 
little introvert activism and tell the person that you don’t enjoy 
large gatherings, but appreciate that he or she thought of you. 
If you want to get to know that 
person better, you could suggest 
getting together for lunch instead.

If you just want to get out of 
it, there’s always the introvert 
backup: “other plans.” Be pre-
pared for an intrusive extrovert 
to inquire about your plans. You 
don’t have to honor the question: 
just look at the person as if you 
are sure you heard him wrong (the 
“surely you didn’t just ask me to 
explain what I’m doing” look) and 
go on as if he truly did not ask.

Regardless of the situation, adop
ting the introversion assumption 
will help. If we assume introversion, 
we can assume, “Parties are gener-
ally disappointing and stressful, and 
there are loads of better options.” It 
will take discipline and practice 
to resist the knee-jerk impulse to 
apologize and/or defend your reasons for not going. Stay some-
where between “No way in hell” and “I hate that I’ve got plans that 
night—it sounds so fun!” Acknowledge the good intentions of  
the person inviting you, and then decline without equivocation.

“I prefer to interact with 
people one-on-one. Any more 
than that, and the dynamic 
becomes competitive and then 
I get bored easily when I’m 
not directly participating in 
the exchange. I have fought 
this for years, feeling it was 
more “polite” or appropriate 
to chime in with pieces of my 
mind. Not anymore. I’m fine sit-
ting back and letting others try 
to outshine each other.”

—Suzanne, paralegal by 
day, who would rather 

spend her downtime 
reading, crafting, painting, 

writing, running, walking, or 
shopping—alone.
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As you openly challenge the “party equals fun” mythos, 
you may be surprised by some of the people who confide their 
distaste for parties. Even extroverts probably don’t enjoy par-
ties as much as they’ve been told they should, and the most 

outgoing partygoer will have a 
hard time keeping up with the 
über-extrovert holding court in 
beer commercials. Shyness expert 
Bernardo Carducci says that “life 
of the party” types get noticed 
because they are so unusual. The 

reality is, we are all probably a little oppressed by FOMO and 
the myth that everyone else is having a hell of a good time. 
Many of us are just having the hell part.

Pros and Cons
What if you have mixed feelings about going? There is a great 
deal of variability among introverts and among parties: some 
introverts have a lot of extrovert in their personalities, and some 
parties have introvert appeal. Get the information you need to 
make an informed choice. Look at these factors:

•	 How big is the party? Get a guesstimate on how many 
people are expected. As a general rule, more people will 
mean more energy drain.

•	 What is the setting for the party? An indoor party in the 
middle of winter will probably feel more confining than a 
summer party on somebody’s farm. Consider the people-
to-space ratio. Are there places to hide out and be alone? 
Are there places to sit? Can you easily take a walk?

•	 Do you know most of the people there? This is a huge fac-
tor for introverts. A party of intimate friends is a com-
pletely different animal from the “meet and greet” type 
of party. The fewer people you know, the more oppressive 
the party will be. And even if you know people, do you 

“When I blow off a party, I say 
I have a minus one.”

—Sokrates, comedy writer, 
actor, and introvert
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know them well enough to cut past the preliminaries? 
Will introverted friends be there?

•	 Is there something to do other than talk? The worst parties 
for introverts are in uncomfortable and confined settings, 
where the only options at hand are to talk or to stand and 
watch other people talk.

•	 How easy will it be to leave? Here’s another biggie. If there 
is a lot of ceremony involved, it may be very difficult to 
extract yourself without seeming rude.

In addition to the party setup, you’ll want to consider the 
person inviting you. There are good reasons to attend even 
the worst kind of party, like when your boss invites you, or 
when your partner really wants to take you, or when your 
extroverted friend just got dumped by his girlfriend and needs 
the party and you. But even in these cases, there is often room  
for negotiation.

Establishing Your Terms
The toughest party situations usually have to do with work. 
If your boss tells you to go, it’s probably a good idea to go. It 
helps to be clear in your own mind that this event is work, and 
to think about the role you are being asked to play. If your 
company is hosting a party, see if you can volunteer to help 
out, preferably behind the scenes. This will give you something 
to do other than talking and will also impress your boss. Of 
course, playing bartender or running for supplies may not be 
an option if you’re a high profile employee. If your job is to 
mingle, think of yourself as an actor, playing your work role 
while reserving a part of yourself to observe and narrate the 
situation. But be clear with yourself: the party is work, and 
does not count as your weekend entertainment!

What about a party that is really important to a loved one? 
Here are some negotiating points to consider:
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•	 Introvert time. You’ll need downtime to restore your en-
ergy. How will you get that? If you’re a couple with kids, 
your spouse may agree to entertain the children the next 
evening so you can have the house to yourself. If you 
know you won’t get enough one-on-one time with your 
date, work that in too. Making an appearance and going 
out afterwards can be a nice compromise.

•	 Driving arrangements. Drive separately, agree on a depar-
ture time, arrange to leave early with another introvert, 
or have your date spring for cab fare home.

•	 Establish a “no abandonment” rule. If your partner or 
friend really wants you along, he or she can also be a 
friend by staying with you or “checking in” if you min-
gle separately, and by taking “breaks” with you for one-
on-one activity or conversation. You can even establish 
nonverbal signals to communicate your status, such as 
“break,” “bored,” and “done.”

There are rare circumstances that may call for a full immer-
sion in the party scene in the name of love. When a dear 
extroverted friend of mine was reeling after a tough breakup, 
I accompanied her to a huge, high-end party that I would not 
otherwise be caught dead attending. My only reservation was 
the cost, which she happily covered for both of us. I stayed 
by her side, endured the numerous introductions, helped her 
snub her ex, who was also there, and eventually got out of the 
way when she met up with a former love interest of hers. As 
they danced, I took a long walk in the moonlight, sat on the 
hillside, made a couple of calls on my cell, sat in my Miata and 
looked up at the sky. I checked in on my friend between these 
excursions, and even accompanied her to the after party—the 
dance partner was also headed that way. I stayed until I assessed 
that she was in good hands, and finally drove home sometime 
before dawn. I knew my presence meant a lot to her, and I 
didn’t carry away an ounce of resentment.
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Introverting at the Party
If you decide to go, be a good friend to yourself and stick with 
your introversion. Here’s how:

•	 Plan your escape. Before you go, develop your exit strat-
egy. If your date or friend has agreed to leave early with 
you, have a backup plan. Agreements can break down—
your friend falls in love, your partner gets a chance to talk 
to an important contact. Work out in advance how you’ll 
get home if “Plan A” fails. If you are not driving sepa-
rately, have a taxi service or friend or both on call, phone 
number programmed into your cell. Bring money. Also 
think through how to escape confining conversations 
and how to leave unfashionably early. You can always ask 
a friend or family member to call at a certain time and 
“need you.”

•	 Be a flâneur. This approach is best suited to a large par-
ty with mostly strangers. Bringing a notebook, camera, 
or sketch pad will establish a boundary and vantage 
point for observation. Pretend you’re invisible and walk 
among people without trying to engage. Being comfort-
ably alone at a party communicates confidence; trying 
too hard to engage actually puts you in a weaker posi-
tion. If you’re in someone’s home, study the artwork 
and bookcases; look through picture albums and coffee 
table books that have been placed out. Use the party as 
artistic material.

•	 Bring your cell phone. A cell phone is an automatic excuse 
for privacy. There doesn’t even have to be anyone on the 
other end! You can dictate a story about the party into 
your voice mail at home.

•	 Go for a walk. A walk in the fresh air can help restore 
your energy. To avoid having a search party looking for 
you, let your escort or host know you’re stepping out for 
a bit but will be back.
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•	 Find an animal or child. Play with the family pet or rock 
a baby as the mom mingles. These less verbal companions 
can provide comfort while meeting a need.

•	 Find an introvert. See if you can identify the introverts in 
the room. By consciously looking, you will notice people 
who are bored, off somewhere else in their minds, or try-
ing to convince a friend that it’s time to go. You’ll see 
people sneaking out early. Look to the fringes of the party  
and in the shadows. If you find someone who looks as 
lost as you feel, risk saying “hello” and perhaps “Are you 
as bored as I am?” You may have found a friend.

•	 Be real. If you want real, be real. You don’t have to keep 
small talk small. You can be polite without selling out. 
You can acknowledge someone without grinning from 
ear to ear. Let your depth be evident in your manner, and 
the people you meet will actually meet you.

The challenge of maintaining your integrity as an introvert 
in the context of a party can actually be a strengthening experi-
ence. But then again, so can walking on hot coals. Know what 
you’re getting into, get out before you burn out, and congratu-
late yourself for making it through.
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W h y  D i d  I  W a n t  t o  W o r k 

w i t h  P e o p l e ?

“I don’t want to achieve immortality through my 
work…I want to achieve it through not dying.”

—Woody Allen

Introverts spend a lot of time pondering the big questions. 
Our love of ideas often inspires us to pursue noble work. 
But, as we soon find, these jobs don’t pay us to sit in a soft 

chair and think big thoughts. Once on the job, we discover—to 
our horror—that we are expected to carry out the big ideas, and 
that usually means talking to PEOPLE. Usually, by the time we 
discover this, we are up to our ears in debt—not just for the 
student loans, but also to our own ideals.

Of course, at some level we knew we’d be working with 
people, whether as clients, customers, or coworkers. But we were 
having so much fun studying the ideas that we put off that reality. 
Time to look at that dreaded question, “What do you DO?”

Doing Versus Thinking
It is typical of our extroverted, externally-oriented society that 
we define ourselves by what we do rather than what we think 
and feel. “Doing” is the observable part and, for many of us, 
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says very little about our work. If you were to observe me in a 
psychotherapy session, much of what I do is hidden: listening, 
integrating ideas, looking for patterns, and searching my own 
experience for empathic links. Most of the statements I make 
in a session result from a complex internal process. Likewise, 
much of my internal process remains hidden but forms a foun-
dation for my overall understanding.

For introverts, the ideas behind the work are what matters 
most. We like to produce and create too, but we know that 
there is always “more than meets the eye.” This is why it is 
sometimes hard for introverts to find words: we really hate to 
compromise, and words are always a compromise. And if words 
are a compromise, work is often a big fat disappointment.

Like many introverts, I was drawn to my field because I 
loved the learning of it: exploring the mysteries of the mind 
and its mechanisms, understanding and developing theories to 
make sense of it all, and applying what I learned to my own 
psychology. I’m not sure when it hit me—when it really sunk 
in—that my focus would necessarily be reduced and impeded 

when the work became interactive.
Though we also learn through 

our interactions, introverts prefer to 
learn through independent analysis. 
Leave us alone and we’ll figure it out. 
But how much time do you get at 

work to be alone and figure it out, without interruption? What 
if your job is interactive? How well does the work you wanted 
match up with the work you have?

What is Work?
When we work, we expend energy in exchange for some 
kind of reward. I find it helpful to distinguish two different 
kinds of work: Natural Work, the work you are compelled 
to do because of who you are, and Imposed Work, the work 
that is hard not only inherently, but also because you have 

“All paid jobs absorb and 
degrade the mind.”

—attributed to Aristotle
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to push yourself to do it. For me, working through conflict 
with my husband is the former; it takes energy and can be 
quite difficult, but nobody has to tell me to do it. I hunger for 
the intimacy and understanding that such work generates. I 
hunger for him. Nobody could stop me from doing this work. 
This is Natural Work.

Another kind of Natural Work I do is writing. It takes 
energy, sometimes it is extremely hard, and sometimes it takes 
everything I have. But I am compelled. I have filled journal after 
journal, voluntarily, since I was a young child. I need to write. 
I love books: the feel of them—they are sacred to me. And 
words ! Searching for the “just right” words is worth an exhaust-
ing journey; finding them, whether they are mine or someone 
else’s, is like holding something precious and delicate—a rare 
jewel, a newborn baby. I love everything about writing: the 
paper, the pens, the desk and drawers. I love it even when I hate 
it, just as I love my husband even when I hate him.

When you start to look at your Natural Work, you’ll prob-
ably find many examples in your own life. We are compelled 
to have babies, even though they ask much more than they 
can give. We are compelled to create and invent and tackle 
the mysteries of life. Use the following questions to help you 
identify your Natural Work:

•	 What is your greatest gift ? Your gift is something you may 
not think much about, because it comes easily for you. 
You would probably do it whether you were paid for it or 
not. But it is not easy for everyone. Others may marvel at 
your gift because for them it is a mystery, something they 
can’t imagine doing. Are you indulging this gift through 
your work?

•	 When do you feel “in your element”? Some call it being in 
the flow. I call it that “sweet spot” where work and play 
intersect. You are present, engaged, and free of conflict.

What do you do naturally? Do you attend to the details 
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others neglect? Are you good at making difficult concepts 
understandable? Do you secretly love to clean? Do you chart 
out everything on paper without even thinking about it? Get 
input from the people closest to you, and ask family members 
what you were “into” as a child. Pull all of this together, and 
write a job description, outlining the Natural Work you engage 
in, paid or unpaid, mundane or profound. Can you identify a 
theme? Perhaps your nature compels you to create beauty, to 
find solutions, or to heal the suffering. See if you can come 
up with a title to capture the essence of this work. Are you a 
“Truth Seeker,” a “Nurturer of Life,” a “Freedom Promoter”? 
What is your core purpose or priority?

In America, we don’t talk much about what is at the core. 
We talk about the “top priority” and the “bottom line.” We 
talk about goals and ends rather than constants. Introverts have 
access to something much more stable—and powerful. That is, 
if the Imposed Work doesn’t pull us off center.

Imposed Work, like Natural Work, takes energy and can be 
difficult. But on top of this, Imposed Work involves the work 
of defying nature—the work of pulling yourself up, pushing 
yourself forward, playing a role. The tricky thing is that, for 
introverts, we seek out Natural Work and often end up with 
Imposed Work.

Some introverts hit the right career on the first try, but 
many of us find work disappointing at first. We may pursue 
a career path for practical reasons or because we are good at 
something or because we have a compelling vision of what the 
work will mean. I pursued psychology because I love analysis. 
The courses were fascinating, and I was compelled by the mys-
tery of it, just as I am compelled by the mysteries of spirituality 
and the mysteries of love. I find it both challenging and com-
forting to explore fields that I cannot master. Looking back, 
I hadn’t really imagined myself providing therapy. I liked the 
idea of therapy, but I didn’t consider the immense amount of 
Imposed Work involved: meeting the clients, diagnosing, keep-
ing records, translating session content into language insurance 
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companies could understand. The “paid job,” as Aristotle 
noted, was degrading to my ideals.

This conflict is particularly tricky for Accessible Introverts. 
We go into people work because we can see within people: 
the nurse or physician sees the intricacies of the body; social 
scientists see the complexity of the mind and human behavior. 
But we can’t just go right in, and we often work with—and 
for—people who do not share our fascination with the subject.

I see this frustration among introverts in the environmental 
field: they are compelled to support and nurture what is natu-
ral, but end up doing the Imposed Work of fighting human 
nature: lobbying for policy change, schmoozing supporters. 
They spend much of their time working against, pushing and 
promoting, when what they love about nature is that it works 
together and evolves organically. When we were kids, my older 
brother—now a doctoral-level fisheries biologist—practically 
lived in the woods. He thrived on the richness of nature and 
eagerly memorized the genus and species names of every 
animal in the thick reference book that became his bible. Now 
he spends much of his time in an uphill battle to restore what 
worked best in the first place. He does get to work outdoors, 
restoring rivers, but much of his work is indoors, in meeting 
rooms, with people.

But the frustration of Imposed Work is not specific to 
any field. The introverted engineer with a natural affinity for 
building may be frustrated by having to deal with the envi-
ronmentalist! What we share as introverts is the love of ideas 
and the desire to explore them with minimal interruption. We 
want and need input, but we’d rather get it through reading, 
research, and rich conversation than through unfiltered talk.

As you go through your workweek, make note of when you 
are in Natural Work and when you are pulled into Imposed 
Work. You might even want to put an “N” or “I” in the mar-
gins of your day planner or try to estimate the ratio of Natural 
to Imposed. Then consider how you might alter that ratio in 
favor of Natural Work.
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Though we care the most about Natural Work, sometimes 
we get in our own way. Maybe we learned as kids to do what 
is hardest first or to believe that what comes easy is less valu-
able. As I was shifting the proportion of Natural to Imposed 

Work, there was a time 
when my workweek was split 
between writing and seeing 
clients. So what do you think 
got pushed aside to make room 
for a doctor appointment or a 
family need? Well, at first it was 
my writing time—that is, until 
I recognized how little respect I 
was giving the work I loved the 
most. I valued being consistent 
for clients, but I had to learn 
to be as consistent for me and 
for my creative process. So I 
decided to treat both equally. I 
didn’t easily cancel clients, nor 
did I easily compromise my 

writing time. But if it was deadline week for my writing, I 
did not see clients and they didn’t plan to see me.

I am now doing very little therapy, at least with people. 
I discovered a form of therapy that energizes me: I sit with 
writers and help analyze their book ideas. My ability to draw 
out peoples’ voices and help them tell the truth found a new 
focus. I think of myself as a “book shrink.” I also teach and 
supervise medical residents studying psychiatry. And though I 
wrestled with guilt when I stopped taking on patients, I have 
discovered that, through my writing, I am able to reach many 
more people, mind to mind, without introductions.

It is not only good for us to honor our Natural Work. It is 
our responsibility. Look for that “sweet spot,” and expand your 
time there. Once you get out of your own way, though, you’ll 
have another challenge.

“When I worked at the hospital 
on the post-op unit, I would have 
about six patients per night. The 
amount of energy and courage 
it took for me to walk in and 
introduce myself to the patient 
and usually family members was 
sometimes overwhelming. The 
first time I had to do it in nursing 
school was terrifying. I just had 
to FAKE it.”

—Margit, who knew she’d 
be a good nurse because of 

her capacity for empathy
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A Culture of Interruption
While Accessible Introverts often do “people work,” Shadow 
Dwellers are more likely to find careers that allow more solitary 
work. And whether the profession requires crunching numbers 
or molding a sculpture, the introvert wants to concentrate on 
the work at hand. The introvert may ask questions or provide 
input, but would prefer to do so without the fluff of excessive 
talk. The introvert at work wants to work!

But even the introverts who have the luxury of sticking to 
their Natural Work are victims of all the Imposed Work associ-
ated with the extroverted culture of the American workplace. 
Walls have come down and cubicles replace offices, team-
building meetings provide yet another place for us to talk about 
work, and just to make everything “homey,” we have to endure 
potluck lunches and birthday celebrations. As so scathingly 
captured in the sitcom, The Office, efforts to make work fun 
only annoy most of us, especially the introvert.

I talk with many Shadow Dwellers who are mystified by the 
fact that chatty workers are rarely reprimanded. Sit and gossip 
and you are fun; close the door (if 
you have one) and you are anti-
social. And we’re talking about 
work here, not a party!

Executives and managers need 
to consider how introverts—at 
least half of their employees—
produce. Employees require 
energy to produce and, conve-
niently, introverts come with 
their own generators. Instead of 
trying to entertain us, mute the 
chatter and give us some space. 
Instead of rewarding the intro-
vert with a party, give her a gift certificate to a restaurant, spa, 
bookstore, or coffeehouse. Instead of requiring attendance at a 

“Worst thing about my version 
of Monday morning: having to 
interface with extroverted types 
who want to engage me in what 
I call ‘laundromat talk’: chatter 
about the mundane, menial,  
and morose.”

—Don, minister who is 
drawn to “introspection and 
spirituality at my pace and in 

my natural, internal way”
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staff retreat, give introverted employees their assignments and 
send them to private cabins. Instead of insisting that introverts 
attend meetings, give us the option to submit written ideas. 
Employers are learning that, for many employees, less is more: 
less discussion, fewer meetings, and less so-called fun.

Another common misunderstanding is that focused workers 
are grumpy, as if happiness is measured by how much we talk! 
One introvert complained to me about a coworker: “Every 
morning she asks me ‘What’s wrong?’ or ‘Are you okay?’ I hear 
all the time ‘Why don’t you smile?’ I’ve been hearing that my 
whole life!”

If we are grumpy, perhaps it’s because we’re tired of being 
interrupted and interrogated. As we saw in chapter five, intro-
verts have demonstrated performance advantages because of 
our ability to ignore the happy stimuli flashing by. But we also 
know that fending off intruders drains our energy. Short of 
posting a LEAVE ME ALONE sign on your door (if you have a 
door), how do you minimize the Imposed Work of responding 
to people? Here are some ideas:

•	 Identify and communicate your “no talk” zones. If you 
need time to settle in before talking to anyone, let your 
coworkers know. If you generally prefer to lunch alone, 
let your coworkers know. They will be spared any para-
noid musings, and you’ll be spared the “friendly fire.” 
Consider staggering your work hours so that you arrive 
earlier or leave later.

•	 Disarm potential intruders. Make rounds to the people 
who are likely to intrude on you before you get focused. 
Tell them that you are organizing your day to minimize 
interruptions. Ask them what they’ll need from you, jot 
it down, and once you’ve collected these demands, retire 
to your space.

•	 If you truly want privacy, be polite and discreet. Shadow 
Dwellers have discreet down but can actually attract atten-
tion by ignoring social conventions. Silently walking past 

IntrovertPower.indd   188 12/21/12   4:45 PM



Why Did I Want to Work with People?   |   189   

other employees and slamming your door will probably 
generate more concern and curiosity than offering a simple 
“good morning” as you head toward your office. Though 
social niceties can serve a protective function, Accessible 
Introverts can be too nice. Stop with “good morning” and 
forgo the “how are you?” Also, tone down the smiles and 
head nodding. A kind but focused attitude will make it 
clear you are occupied without ruffling extrovert feathers.

•	 If you can, designate “office hours”—a time every day 
when you are available for interruption. Planned inter-
ruptions are much easier for an introvert.

•	 Claim some office space. Review the tips we discussed 
in chapter six, and find out the options offered by your 
employer. If these don’t fit, offer your employer some op-
tions. Don’t assume you have to sit where you’re put.

•	 When you negotiate a new job or a raise, consider includ-
ing some peace and quiet in your terms. Be upfront that 
your strong suit is your ability to work independently  
and pursue answers without interrupting others. Add 
that you do best in a setting that allows you to dig in 
with minimal disruption. The fact that you know your 
work style and strive to do your best will only impress a 
potential employer.

•	 Many work settings utilize the MBTI®, so you may have 
the opportunity to take the inventory and discuss your 
work style in this context. You can also express your de-
sire to take the inventory. If you know your “code type,” 
use this as a launching point for discussing your preferred 
work conditions.

•	 Though walls are best—and if you’ve got them, a closed 
door works wonders—there are other ways of establish-
ing boundaries in a cubicle world. Your facial expression, 
posture, and way of responding to people can indirectly 
communicate to people that you are inside yourself and 
the door is closed.

•	 Be honest. Rather than making excuses or just skipping 
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extracurricular social events, let your supervisor or 
staff know that you prefer to contribute in other ways. 
Educating others about introversion frees the introverts 
among you to be more honest as well.

Introvert Exploitation
Another work hazard for introverts is the tendency for supervi-
sors to load work on the people who complain the least. People 
are often drawn into introvert space because it is less chaotic 

than extrovert space. Unfortunately, 
these people bring the chaos in and 
stress us out. Because we keep our 
stress inside, extroverts can misread 
this as, “Sure, I’ll take more work!”

Because I give clients so much 
space in their sessions, some of them 
are surprised to see me stop the ses-
sions on time. These clients some-
times start a new topic after I have 
noted that we need to end. I am very 
clear with myself that I cannot be 
fully available to my clients unless I 
respect my limits. When clients push 
it, I stay firm. When the client seems 
particularly needy, I suggest we meet 
more frequently—this means paying 

more, so the offer is only accepted when the client is really 
invested, a win-win. Sometimes I tell them frankly that I am 
no longer attentive once the session time has ended, and that 
what they say has too much importance for me to listen half-
heartedly. I have also sometimes shared a simpler truth: “I like 
my breaks!”

We cannot ask others to respect our boundaries unless we 
respect them ourselves. Leave when you say you’re going to 
leave. Ask for the time you need to complete the project—at 

“The worst thing about  
going to work on a Monday  
morning is my cheerful  
coworkers who want to  
interact and chat the min-
ute I walk in. I once had a 
boss who had a five-minute 
rule…as in, no talking in  
the first five minutes while  
you get settled, get your  
coffee, put away your stuff, 
etc. I think that should be 
instituted in all workplaces!”
—Karen
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your pace. Introverts can be chronic underestimators, cutting 
out the thinking time we assume will not be provided. Assume 
differently. Assume correctly. If you are an introvert, assume 
introversion. Give yourself the time to get clear, live your clar-
ity, and your assumptions will infuse the air. Words won’t be 
necessary. A look will send them running.

Changing Your Mind
As you assess your work situation, have the courage to, as I ten-
derly phrase it, “admit what sucks.” If you feel like you’re back 
in junior high, surrounded by gossip and social games, move on 
to adulthood and get a serious job. If you’re being flooded with 
compliments in lieu of pay, take your skills seriously and find 
a place where value is rewarded with more than words. If you 
worked your butt off to get to where you are and where you are is 
disappointing, perhaps it’s time to stop doing so much Imposed 
Work. Or perhaps it’s time to move on. A good rule of thumb 
is that any environment that consistently leaves you feeling bad 
about who you are is the wrong environment. Have the courage 
to evaluate your job, to demand more from it, to put it on proba-
tion when it is failing you, and to terminate it when necessary. 
Dream job or no, you have a right to change your mind.

As you admit what sucks, also note those times when your 
work excites you, when you feel in the zone and positively glee-
ful about what you’re discovering and contributing. Introverts 
know these experiences because we delight in ideas, and we 
have the patience and focus to get to the good stuff. Because 
we work best independently, we can earn ourselves a great deal 
of freedom.

While some introverts prefer the structure of an organizational 
setting, others prefer to venture out on their own. Solo work 
offers many advantages for introverts, namely the “solo” part. But 
whether you are working in an established business or setting up 
shop for yourself, you probably need to perform the dreaded task 
of self-promotion. The main obstacle for most of us is that we’d 
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rather not draw attention to ourselves, and we resent that nasty 
task of letting the world know that we know something.

Fortunately, resources on self-promotion, specifically tar-
geted to introverts and accessible online, now abound. Popular 
examples include Beth Buelow’s The Introvert Entrepreneur 
blog and podcast (bethbuelow.com) and Nancy Ancowitz’s  
Self-Promotion for Introverts® site (selfpromotionforitroverts 

.com). Ancowitz, business 
communication coach and 
author of the book Self-
Promotion for Introverts, 
recommends that intro-
verts build on what they 
do naturally rather than 
try to replicate extroverts: 
“Just because a gregarious 
colleague glad-hands her 
way through every social 
function doesn’t mean 
that’s what you should do. 
You’ll do better playing to 
your strengths, which may 
include listening atten-
tively, becoming a valuable 
resource on your areas of 
expertise, writing, building 
deep relationships, and gen-
erously connecting people 
in your network—and in 
turn, asking for introduc-
tions. A strategic mix of 
these activities can raise your 
visibility while also benefit-
ing your stakeholders.”

Many of the introverts I corresponded with have found 
work situations that work:

“I remember sitting in a loud New 
York bar, where we were asked to 
congregate after a long day at work. 
Through the noise, I was vainly trying 
to maintain meaningful conversa-
tions with my coworkers. It was 
after 8:00, my head was exploding, 
and I thought, ‘What am I doing 
here? I’m not making any progress 
with my work, and I’m miserable.’ 
Now I routinely excuse myself from 
these situations, telling people that 
I’m an introvert and that I enjoy and 
need quiet/alone time to recharge. 
My openness has resulted in better 
relationships with extroverts and 
deeper connections with other 
introverts, who feel freer to tell me 
they hate the work parties too.”

—Lourdes, a financial executive 
who worked her way to company 

president, not by schmoozing,  
but through “sheer effort  

and long hours”
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•	 I’m so comfortable in my current work setting where 
I have my own office, and sometimes most of the day 
can go by without me interacting with a coworker. 
—Suzanne, paralegal for public defender team

•	 Most of my sense of accomplishment comes from work-
ing with people in individual settings, by listening, ad-
vising, encouraging, helping. In the past, some people’s 
personality styles would throw me off track or discourage 
me from engaging with them to find common ground. 
I can now meet each day’s stress and chaos by applying 
well established (internalized) reasoning and negotiating 
tactics. —Phil, health and safety funding specialist

•	 I am fortunate to have a private office so I can isolate 
myself and get on task. —Julie, hydrologist

•	 Consulting work seems to be best for me. I’m the outsider  
who quietly and patiently listens, and then goes away to 
ponder. When I’m a consultant, these behaviors seem al-
most normal, and no one gets upset with me for holding 
back. —Jonathan, accounting consultant

•	 I like my decorated cubicle world, love where the office is 
(third floor, away from tribal warfare on the second), love 
my boss. I love that I can walk down three flights and hit 
the street, just to stride, to see, to breathe fresh air and 
feel wind, rain, sunshine on my face. —Doug, editor and 
producer of online multimedia magazine

•	 Architecture is a labor-intensive profession, much of 
which occurs in the “backroom”: researching, designing, 
drawing, producing the details and specifications. There 
is an almost monastic aspect to the scribe-like, contem-
plative quality of the work. I feel part of a community 
of solitary souls: the academic conducting research, the 
artist in his garret, the writer working out a finely con-
structed sentence or the clever turn of phrase. —John, 
architect and business owner

•	 My work has just the right mix of working alone and 
working with other people…I like meeting people by 
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working with them. It’s a lot less tiring to me than be-
ing at a party and having to make small talk with people 
you’re never going to see again. Through work I’ve made 
many friends (and acquired a husband). —Ingrid, inter-
nal auditor for a large electric utility

•	 I have a very private cube and a quiet general area, and 
I do like my immediate group…I love the mental chal-
lenge of work, [especially] when I get absorbed. —Karen, 
corporate real estate finance specialist

Idea Inc.
Whether you work in a bustling office building or in a wilder-
ness reserve, you were brought there by an idea. Perhaps, like 
Ingrid, the idea of mastering puzzles and fixing problems led 
the way. Or, like Doug, you looked for a vehicle for your evolv-
ing creative ideas. Like many of us, you might have had an idea 
about how you could help.

As we get busy with the work, however, it’s easy to forget 
the idea that started it all. Anchoring yourself in your idea is a 
great way to restore meaning to your work—or to find work 
that has meaning.

Think back on books, television programs, or movies that 
inspired you, and read or watch them again. In 1980, the movie 
Ordinary People solidified my idea about becoming a therapist. 
I watched it again twenty years later and was surprised that its 
power had not diminished. And there was an added richness: I 
recognized myself in the story.

As you dig up ideas from your past, you might learn some-
thing new about what you were looking for. You might read 
your own journal entries in a new way or notice a theme 
running through your sources of inspiration. In contrast to 
Ordinary People, I was also inspired by a more lighthearted 
source: psychologist Bob Hartley of The Bob Newhart Show. As 
I’ve revisited the sitcom, I saw how my love of acting, comedy, 
and quirkiness were also represented in my attraction to the 
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show. I got to bring all those elements together when I played 
a crazy shrink in a comedy production.

Another way to recharge your idea is to attend a conference 
or lecture on the topic. If you left a treasured idea behind when 
you started working, all the more reason to look into it. If old 
ideas no longer fit, notice how your thinking and values have 
evolved. You might even want to create a narrative or timeline 
of your evolving ideas.

Respect your introversion and your ideas, and the power 
will come. Richard Florida, in his book, The Rise of the Creative 
Class, proposes that our society is moving toward a “knowledge-
driven economy.” The Internet doesn’t require golf outings 
and schmoozing; we can connect through ideas—develop a 
business, teach a course, conduct research—at our own pace 
and from our own space. Ideas are becoming society’s power 
centers, and introverts are natural generators.

Perhaps we can begin to share ideas in place of “what we 
do.” And our ideas can become what we do. Florida’s book and 
others, like The Opt-Out Revolt by Lisa A. Mainiero and Sherry 
E. Sullivan and Free-Agent Nation by Daniel H. Pink, note that 
lifestyles are increasingly built around individuals and ideas 
rather than groups and organizations.

Ideas are us. Introvert power can, if properly managed, effi-
ciently advance every field of human endeavor, from science 
to business, education to politics. Leaders need only drop the 
scales from their eyes to produce more, much more, with the 
people they already employ.

Leading, Introvert-Style
If you think “introvert leader” is an oxymoron, you probably 
have an image of a leader who takes charge, talks freely, acts 
quickly, and has a directive style. That is one type of leader, 
and yes, that type is more likely to be extroverted. But there is 
another type of leader—and you may be one of these—who’d 
rather leave the “I’m the Boss” mug at home. Introverted 
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leaders know what it’s like to be bossed, to be overridden, to 
have their best ideas ignored in favor of the loud and quick, so 
they’re less likely to pull that on others. Besides, they know all 
the thinking that goes on behind closed mouths, and they want 
to tap that resource. A groundbreaking study reported in the 
Harvard Business Review in December 2010 showed that when 
employees were proactive, introverted leaders generated better 
performance and higher profits than the extroverted leaders. 
Why? They tapped in! Extroverted leaders got better results 
only when the employees were passive.

Beth, my best introvert friend, knows how to tap in. As gov-
ernment relations director for the Nature Conservancy of West 
Virginia, she has become known as someone who gets things 
done—big things, like securing an almost $2 million annual 
allocation of state resources, and millions more from federal 

sources, for protecting precious 
land. But she is so unassum-
ing that our close-knit writers’ 
group had no idea of all she had 
accomplished until we attended 
a dinner put on by the West 
Virginia Land Trust—a dinner 
honoring her. When she spoke, 
she tapped into something in 
all of us: our private childhood 
memories of playing outside. 
Even speaking in front of a ball-

room full of people, she was able to access each one of us, and 
there were few dry eyes. When I asked her recently to divulge 
her secret to being a good leader, she said simply: “I listen well 
to people, and that’s not very exciting, but that’s the truth.”

That statement captured so much. By relinquishing her 
need to be exciting, Beth has maximized natural resources, not 
only out in the wild, but also in the people she needs to help 
her make a difference.

“One supervisor said he was 
going to rely on my brainpower. 
I chuckled because I don’t have 
that high of an IQ or anything, 
but he had that perception.”

—Randall, training and  
development coordinator for 

a major energy company—
and good listener
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S e l f - C o n t a i n m e n t

“One may have a blazing hearth in one’s soul, and 
yet no one ever comes to sit by it.”

—Vincent Van Gogh

Houses have long been seen as symbols of the self. You 
bring into your house what you value. You decide 
what comes in and what you take out. You select 

what to put on the walls and in the rooms. But not only is the 
house a container; it is also a structure with particular features. 
A house may be vertically oriented, like a city townhouse, or 
horizontally expansive, like a one-story ranch home. The house 
may be mobile, or rooted in a deep foundation. Materials range 
from a stone or brick fortress to the polyester of a yurt.

You probably drew houses as a child, whether spontaneously 
or for school, and you had a particular way of drawing them. 
What did they look like? I remember that the windows in my 
houses always had mullions and curtains—the tieback kind. 
Were there any special features you always included in your 
house? If you’d like, draw a house right now. Don’t think about 
it. Just draw a house, and see what you come up with.

If we think of the introvert as a house, he or she may have 
many windows but few entrances. The home’s style is highly 
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personal. There may be, as Van Gogh put it, a “blazing hearth” 
inside, burning with insight and creativity. The décor may be 
utilitarian and minimalist—emphasizing key values or practi-
cal considerations—or it may be filled with collected treasures. 
The upper floor might house libraries or laboratories, simmer-
ing and bubbling with ideas. When we talk of “what’s going on 
upstairs,” we are using the house metaphor.

Though entrances for people are usually closed, and some-
times locked, your house may be open to other life sources. 
The top floor might have an entrance to worlds beyond—the 
realms of spirit or fantasy. The ground floor might be the womb 
of nature, dirt as flooring and living trees as beams. Your home 
may have a level descending deep into the earth, a place of 
psychological or historical excavation.

The introvert loves exploring this space, and here finds entertain-
ment and resources for living. While selected people have the code 
to get in, many others are curious about the home but don’t have 
access. Directions to the house may be complicated and obscure.

The Lonely Hearth
So what’s wrong with this picture? Our interiors are comfort-
able, interesting, and protected from intruders. My muse for 
answering this question is a risky choice: Vincent Van Gogh. He 
is risky because he was mentally ill—posthumously diagnosed 
with bipolar disorder and, as we’ve discussed, introversion is a 
normal personality dimension. But I remember an important 
lesson from my graduate training: every mental disorder is only 
an extreme of the human condition. If you want to understand 
human vulnerability, study mental illness.

And if you want to know the extreme “poles” of introver-
sion, study Van Gogh. The artist’s inner fire lit up his canvases 
with brilliant color, texture, and feeling. But he longed to share 
his gifts with a companion, to bring someone in who would 
not be threatened, but warmed, by his fire.

Van Gogh was an introvert with an amazing interior, an 
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interior that was the best of him but eventually got the best of 
him. It is interesting to note that he found an old house in the 
south of France, transforming it into what would be known as 
the Yellow House—the space that would become the seat of his 
dreams. In his captivating book, aptly named The Yellow House, 
art critic Martin Gayford describes Van Gogh’s color scheme:

The outside walls were the fresh, almost edible color of 
butter. The shutters were vivid green, the door inside 
a soothing blue. There, in and on the house, were the 
major notes in the color scale—yellow, green, blue, and 
the rich red of the studio floor.

Gayford, who chronicles Van Gogh’s story in astonishing 
detail, also notes that the primary decorative feature in the 
house was his collection of paintings, generously adorning 
the walls of every room. In addition to painting the house, he 
painted paintings of the house and of some of the rooms. The 
yellow house was art.

Like Van Gogh, we want our best to be seen. Most of us 
have had the experience of creating beauty, whether by clean-
ing a room, planting a bed of flowers or hanging a painting. 
Our first impulse is to say, “Come and see! Look what I did!” 
Though it may be a long time since mom or dad came to see, 
we still have the need to share—to be seen, acknowledged, 
appreciated. But it’s more than approval we seek; we want to 
extend the joy. We want someone to help us make it more real, 
to linger with us in the warmth.

We are wise to be selective about whom we let in. But it is 
also good to find worthy guests.

A Limited View
Van Gogh had taken Paul Gauguin into his imagination 
long before they shared an actual house. Van Gogh admired 
Gauguin: here was a real poet. Gauguin would be a friend 
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who could appreciate Van Gogh’s fire. They would have a 
studio together and build a sort of monastic community of 
artists. In the house of Van Gogh’s mind, they were aspiring 
to something great.

As humans, we have the ability to hold relationships and 
conversations inside, and this capacity helps us work through 
conflicts, tolerate separations, fall in love, and remember. In 
fact, imagining a prototype of the person you want in your life 
can help you find a desirable partner. The stronger your desire, 
the more likely you will “go for it” and meet someone who 
matches your criteria.

Van Gogh had a highly developed imagination, and was 
bold in pursuing the man he was sure would fulfill his vision. 
He even prepared a room for Gauguin in the yellow house. His 
vision would become reality.

There was only one problem with Van Gogh’s vision: 
Gauguin. The chosen collaborator was very reluctant to move 
to the studio, and only gave in after a financial incentive sweet-
ened the deal. Though the collaboration was artistically fruit-
ful, the relationship was a disaster.

What is sad to me is that Van Gogh had a beautiful vision. 
He was just unable to see enough of what was happening 
outside to realize that Gauguin was not a good match. At the 
extreme, this unwillingness to modify fantasy becomes a schiz-
oid defense. The idea is, “by keeping people inside, in fantasy, 
I can stay in control and can’t be hurt”—though this reasoning 
is not conscious. Van Gogh did risk a real relationship with 
the real Gauguin, and was hurt—irreparably. After only nine 
weeks, Gauguin reluctantly shared his plan to leave and the 
already unstable Van Gogh unraveled. That night, the vision-
ary marked his descent into madness by cutting off his left ear.

I think Van Gogh is such a sympathetic character because 
we know what it feels like to invest in someone who does not 
or cannot reciprocate. The vision or idea of the relationship can 
be very powerful, and has a magnetism of its own. These are 
the visions that seduce lovers and break down defenses. But, if 
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not checked by reality, even the most beautiful idea can break 
down and break hearts.

It is easy to forget that our inner representations of people 
are always limited. And, even when we look out of the house 
called the Self, we can get the wrong impression through our 
windows. Let’s say a friend walks by with a scowl on her face. 
Then you go up to your imagination library and tell yourself 
a story about why she’s mad. In your mind, you overhear her 
saying all kinds of bad things about you. By the time the real 
friend stops over, you’re the one who is mad.

If you had asked her, you might have found out that she had 
just gotten fired and was deep into her thoughts about it. She 
didn’t even see you. Though everyone fills in blanks about other 
people, introverts are particularly vulnerable to this. Because 
we limit our interactions, we may miss opportunities for “real-
ity testing,” or checking our perceptions with the source.

Beyond the problem of  Van Gogh’s choice is perhaps a larger 
question: was the artist’s unwillingness to compromise insepa-
rable from the fire that created such otherworldly beauty? As he 
prepared and lived in the Yellow House, Van Gogh completed 
over two hundred paintings, including the Sunflowers paintings 
and The Café Terrace at Night. Van Gogh’s own words suggest 
that he had some awareness of the price of his passion: “It is 
better to be high-spirited even though one makes mistakes, 
than to be narrow-minded and all too prudent.”

Though the question I pose can never really be answered, 
and Van Gogh’s illness no doubt made him more vulnerable, 
the artist’s legacy provides valuable insight into the risks of self-
contained fantasy. Perhaps the lesson is to be “high-spirited” or 
high-minded in preparing the house, but more prudent when 
deciding whom to invite in. Or maybe we’ll “go for it,” but 
with eyes wide open, knowing that some mistakes are worth it. 
Then hopefully, after dusting ourselves off, we’ll get up and risk 
making more worthy mistakes. Whatever we do, we can be more 
conscious. And with the tool of choice, our power will not only 
be in the vision. We can have our vision and reality too.
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Self-Reproach
Introverts tend to internalize problems. In other words, we 
place the source of problems within and blame ourselves. 
Though introverts may also externalize and see others as the 
problem, it’s more convenient to keep the problem “in house.” 
Internalizers tend to be reliable and responsible, but we can 
also be very hard on ourselves. And we can be wrong about 
ourselves. Van Gogh would not have been an easy person to 
live with—when manic, he was prone to verbosity and could 
become redundant and annoying. He was a slob and a bad 
cook. But Gauguin wasn’t a cup of tea either—he was known 
to be arrogant, self-absorbed, and grandiose.

With all of Gauguin’s complaints about Van Gogh, the 
latter artist seemed blind to his colleague’s limitations. Even as 
Gauguin was walking out the door, Van Gogh felt he was losing 
someone he desperately needed. And Van Gogh blamed himself.

As an introvert, you can be your own best friend or your 
worst enemy. The good news is we generally like our own com-
pany, a quality that extroverts often envy. We find comfort in 
solitude, and we usually know how to soothe ourselves. Even 
our willingness to look at ourselves critically is often helpful.

But, we can go too far. We can hoard responsibility and 
overlook the role others play. We can kick ourselves when we’re 
down. How many times have you felt lousy about something, 
only to get mad at yourself for feeling lousy?

As a therapist, I see this tendency in extroverts as well as 
introverts, but extroverts are more likely to seek out reassurance 
from others. And introverts are more likely to use internaliza-
tion as a convenience: if we keep things in-house, we don’t have 
to involve extroverts.

It is helpful for introverts to remember that we can keep 
things inside and still recognize what’s outside. An introvert 
playing the Van Gogh role in a relationship can choose to face 
facts and, rather than turning on himself, can just let the other 
person go—preferably before that person moves in. Here are 
other ways to stay on your own side:
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•	 First, notice how you talk to yourself. It can be very 
helpful to write down an inner conversation, especially 
one that includes a stream of judgment and criticism. 
You can also use feelings as a cue: if you are feeling “beat 
up”—depressed mood, low energy—see if you are beat-
ing yourself up. What are you telling yourself ?

•	 “Call out” the hurtful message. When I catch myself in 
a self-destructive thought, I might just say “Ouch!” and 
start over, addressing myself more kindly. In an approach 
called narrative therapy, problems are purposely external-
ized to allow for these confrontations. For example, if it’s 
Guilt that goes after you, you talk back to Guilt. If it’s 
Fear, report to Fear on whether you’re really in danger. I 
worked with a musician who learned to tell Pressure to 
back off so he could enjoy his performances.

•	 When we criticize ourselves, we often disown aspects of 
ourselves that we value. Try changing your criticism into 
an affirmative statement. For example, “I’m too sensitive” 
is critical, but “I’m sensitive” is neutral. You are stating 
and accepting the truth as you see it. Where “too sen-
sitive” imposes an external criterion, “sensitive” stands 
alone. You are in the center.

•	 Practice being kind to yourself. Lovingly observe your way 
of being in the world. See the wisdom in your pace, your 
manner, and your choices—even the bad choices. It’s fine 
to want to change some things, but change is easier from a 
position of acceptance. Treat yourself with respect.

•	 Give others credit for their part in problems. You don’t have 
to confront everyone who makes a mistake, but it helps to 
be clear about the location of the problem. Sometimes we 
just need to let the other person wrestle with it.

Stale Air
Introverts are usually not afraid of being alone, because we 
know that solitude is generative. We prefer to take problems 
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and work on them in isolation. We’re not big on study groups 
or committees. And most of us do very well on our own. But, 
sometimes, staying closed off can become a burden and deprive 
us of fresh perspectives. Sometimes we need to unload, shake 
out the rugs, and let in some air.

If you pay attention, you can probably tell when the air 
inside is getting stale. You feel mentally stuck, bored with 
your own thinking, or overwhelmed by the intensity within. 
Ironically, these may be the very times you feel immobilized. 
The introvert preference for “figuring it out” keeps you locked 
inside. Writers know this experience: we torture over a sen-
tence, writing and rewriting. Then, when we finally have the 
courage to leave the scene of the bad sentence and go for a 
walk, the right words pop into our minds.

Sometimes a Breath Retreat does the trick, but other times 
we need the fresh perspective of a new mind, a sounding board. 
Sometimes it’s a relief to let someone else do the thinking as you 
rest your mind. And sometimes, talking does help—that is, if 
the other person knows how to listen. As you talk it through, 
your ideas become more tangible—as if projected onto a virtual 
reality screen, where you can move them around, sort them out 
and get to the “ah-ha!”

A related pitfall for introverts is “information deprivation.” 
We can waste a lot of time going through mental contortions, 
searching for an answer when a quick question might be all 
that is needed. Because this option does not readily come to 
mind, the beauty of asking for help can be a startling revelation 
to the introvert. Though the Internet is a great resource, we can 
get stuck in our cyberspace searches as well. Sometimes there is 
no substitute for a live contact.

So how do we know when it’s time to reach out? And when 
it’s time, how do we leave that nice, cozy interior of solitude? 
Try these strategies:

•	 Observe yourself. Just notice when solitude feels genera-
tive and when it feels confining. Do you want to be here, 
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or are you just stuck in your thoughts? At the end of your 
day, note what worked and what didn’t. Remember to be 
a kind observer.

•	 Do you actually need more solitude? Sometimes, though 
we’re physically alone, our surroundings—the phone, 
email messages, and clutter—distract and drain us. If this 
is the case, you may need a retreat rather than a person. 
Close your mailbox, turn off your phone, step away from 
the computer. It’s hard, I know. Just. Walk. Away. Practice 
leaving the demands behind, even for five minutes. Get air.

•	 Maybe, on the other hand, you could use a few distrac-
tions. When I work at home for too long, I can start to 
get “me overload”: everything in my view reflects me, my 
thoughts reverberate in the space, and familiarity lulls me 
into complacency. That’s my cue to pack my computer 
and find new scenery. Though I usually head to a coffee 
shop, I just got a lift by relocating to the bistro table on 
my patio. The hum of cars passing by, a slight breeze, and 
the variegated reds of the brick wall at my side all remind 
me of life sources beyond my own head.

•	 You may be on “introvert overload” and, regardless of your 
surroundings, just need a break from your own thoughts. 
These are times when human contact helps. Get in touch, 
air out your ideas, and bring in some new material.

•	 If comfort becomes a prison and you have trouble break-
ing out, remember how sweet it is to return to solitude 
after engaging with the outside world. Contrast refreshes 
what we love. The more taxing the event (think party), 
the more you will relish the pleasure of parting—hearing 
the din recede as you leave the scene, spreading yourself 
out in vacant space, tuning into subtleties again, and wel-
coming yourself home. Freely.

•	 As we’ve discussed, sometimes we take in concerns that 
don’t belong to us and find ourselves surrounded by other 
people’s messes. Time for some housecleaning. Sort out 
what is yours and what isn’t. If it isn’t yours, delegate it, 
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throw it out of your mind, or give it back. Because intro-
verts seem to have a lot of room, we can become storage 
facilities for the problems of others. You don’t have to 
accept every delivery that arrives at your door.

•	 If your house feels too vacant, however, it may be refresh-
ing to hear someone else talk, to have a distraction from 
your own problems. If you’re bored with your own com-
pany, ask somebody in your world to tell you what’s new. 
Learn about a topic you would never otherwise investigate.

•	 If you are bursting with ideas or emotions you want to 
share, think of someone you know who is hungry to 
know you—people are often curious about introverts—
and invite that person inside.

•	 Feed your mind. Introverts don’t always generate pro-
found thoughts and deep insights. Even if we keep small 
talk to a minimum, our minds can get stuck on some 
very small thoughts. That’s a part of being human. But 
you can be selective about what you bring into your 
sanctuary. What are you reading? Watching? Learning? 
Experiencing? Bring in the good stuff, and you’ll have a 
more interesting interior.

•	 Tend to externals. It’s 8:00 p.m., I’m starving, and I haven’t 
started dinner because my mind is busy with this project. 
Sound familiar? I’m going to keep this point short so I 
can go cook myself some spaghetti. Eat. Exercise. Care 
for your space. Buy socks and underwear. Introverts can-
not live by ideas alone.

•	 If you’re stuck, sleep on it. Anecdotal and experimental 
evidence support the wisdom of letting ideas simmer 
overnight. People who sleep on it seem to do better than 
those who toil away. Try calling it a night.

Loss of Community
Because introverts often keep “one foot out” of the group, 
we can lose a sense of belonging—a sense that we are part 
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of something. Like Van Gogh, you may have an idea of the 
kind of community you crave but have a hard time finding it. 
When I moved to West Virginia, I envisioned myself as part 
of a bohemian artists’ community. As a wife and mother of 
school-aged boys, this may have seemed like a stretch—and it 
was. I needed to stretch beyond my immediate surroundings to 
find “my people.” I was overly eager. I made mistakes and got 
hurt. But, ultimately I found my community by pursuing what 
I loved: writing, acting, art, coffeehouses. And my community 
evolves as I evolve.

For introverts, the best associations start with ideas. If you 
don’t feel a part of your neighborhood association or the happy 
hour regulars after work, don’t force it. The community that 
surrounds you may not be your community. Give yourself the 
gift of an outside world that represents you. Volunteer for a 
cause you care about. Post an online profile and find other 
people who love Elvis, quantum physics, and tennis. Audition 
for a play or audit a college course. Attend a workshop or a 
conference on something that fascinates you. Do what you love 
a little more publicly, and your people will come.

We like communities that are easy, where people welcome 
us without binding us. However, it is not always necessary to 
meet to feel the comfort of a community. We establish remote 
associations when we read, pray, or listen to music. And, as an 
introvert, you are automatically part of a very large community, 
though we aren’t likely to set up any meetings.

As with Van Gogh, when your ideas hit the world, the plot 
thickens. You encounter disappointment and frustration—
every good story has these elements. As long as you stay on 
your own side and keep your eyes open, learning as you go, the 
downside won’t keep you down.
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f o r  R e l a t i o n s h i p s

“Oh, the comfort—the inexpressible comfort of 
feeling safe with a person—having neither to weigh 
thoughts nor measure words, but pouring them all 
right out.”

—Dinah Craik

For introverts, relationships create a paradox. We crave 
safe, comfortable, intimate, small-talk-free connections. 
But we also want ample time to ourselves, space of our 

own, and quiet. Some of us want a relationship at the center of 
our lives, and some of us want solitude at the center. Many of 
us want both.

How do we work this paradox? How do we maintain 
relationships—close relationships—and still have the alone 
time that sustains us? What happens if we marry? And what if 
we want kids?

We are culturally conditioned to want and seek out the rela-
tionship side of the paradox, but we get very little validation 
for the “alone time” part. I am married, very happily, and we 
have two boys that I couldn’t wait to conceive and bring into our 
world. I am one of ten children, though, and I needed therapy 
to help me accept my scandalous wish to stop having children 
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at two. I knew that I would shortchange the two we had if we 
added more. I was certain I would shortchange myself; I had 
reached my interpersonal maximum. Thankfully, I had the space 
of my analysis to sort this out and to contend with all my train-
ing to believe “the more the better.” I have never looked back.

But if it was scandalous for me to stop at two, what about the 
many introverts who prefer not to have kids? What about those 
who prefer to stay single? In “America the extroverted,” relation-
ships are good, and even if they are very bad, they are better than 
no relationship. Introverts don’t think this way. Many of us want 
and have great relationships, but we generally prefer “no relation-
ship” to a bad one. Quality matters. We conserve our relation-
ship resources, because we know they are limited. We probably 
see ourselves as having less to offer a relationship than we actually 
do; extroverts generally think they have more to offer. This is not 
because extroverts are arrogant, but because America is about 
quantity, and extroverts revel in quantity.

But when an introvert is self-aware enough to say “no” to 
a relationship that he is not willing to invest in, we assume he 
is afraid or selfish. When a woman says “no” to having babies, 
we assume she is selfish and “missing something.” In these 
assumptions, we neglect what is often missing for the socially 
preoccupied extrovert: the nourishment of the inner life.

While in my analysis, I had a series of dreams about babies. 
The repeating theme was: I had the baby, and then would 

forget her. Depending 
on the dream, I might 
have left her at the hos-
pital or in her crib, or 
forgotten to feed her. I 
would suddenly remem-
ber my responsibility, 
then be horrified that I 

had forgotten. The other running theme in the dreams was 
that the baby was precocious: she would talk or walk almost 
immediately; she learned how to manage. I still feel the 

Q: How do you prefer to interact 
with people?
A: Short periods at a time, intense 
or not.

—J. C., artist
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heartbreak of recognizing this baby who was forced to grow up  
without nourishment.

That baby, of course, was the neglected part of me: my 
introversion. Caring for the part of you that is not ready to 
talk, that part that is waiting for you to slow down and notice, 
is your responsibility. And we also have a responsibility to the 
people we choose to have in our lives. How do we attend to the 
life inside and our loved ones outside?

The Problem of Family
In America, the term “family values” has become a political and 
social rallying point. We don’t really know what it means, but 
we know it’s good—something we should have. Any spin on 
this theme tends to get swallowed without question: “Family 
comes first,” “Family is the bedrock of society,” blah, blah, blah.

Introverts are often very close to family members. We like the 
familiarity, the shared history, the opportunity to bypass small talk. 
But the “family comes first” idea is often foreign to introverts. We 
are wired to start inside: many of us couldn’t start outside if we 
wanted to. We are centered inside, and we like it that way.

Family was at the center of my childhood home, and I knew 
that I was not a part of that center. I was loved—that wasn’t it. 
I just didn’t function that way. The physical structure of our 
home mirrored this reality. The living room was the “family 
room.” This room was the gathering place, the center. I did 
not live in the living room. And that situation remained with 
my family of choice. My husband, the extrovert, lived in the 
living room. I did more of my living in my room and visited the 
living room, as I did in my childhood home. The exception to 
this was when I had the house to myself: then the entire house 
became “my room.” Those days were sweet.

Those days are more frequent now, as the boys have entered 
their college years and my husband has been working abroad. 
Those alone stretches are a very mixed bag, but I won’t deny the 
joy of sitting at the sweet center of “my” home, undisturbed.
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My impulse right now, from my cultural programming, is 
to explain how much I love my boys and my husband, but I 
really don’t want to do that. I don’t talk a whole lot about my 
family, because I don’t talk a whole lot about people. When I’m 
with them, I’m really with them, but I don’t tell everyone what 
they’re doing. And I don’t identify with Norman Rockwell’s 
dinner table. My husband does. Here’s a conversation the two 
of us had after one of our family meals. I’ll use “E” for him, the 
extrovert, and “I” for me:

E: At dinner, you look like you can’t wait to leave.
I: That’s true; sitting at dinner is hard for me.
E: But it’s dinner! The family meal. The time we are together! 

How could anything be more important?
I: It’s not my thing.
E: It’s the family meal. It’s the thing!
I: Yes, for you it is. But who says it has to be the thing? I 

like to respond to the kids when they’re hungry. I’d just 
as soon feed them individually. I also prefer talking with 
them, and with you, individually. Is that not as valid?

We had been married twenty-four years, and this was the 
first time I said these words out loud—in the affirmative rather 
than in an apology. My husband, a passionate trial attorney, 
respected my argument. I actually like the fact that he rallies us 
for dinner, and I think there is a place for family rituals. But I 
don’t share his desire, and it is freeing to say so. My individual-
ized approach to meals has also benefited our boys: they only 
eat when they’re hungry and eat only as much as they want. 
But that un-American concept is for another book.

I do have to correct one prediction I made when I first wrote 
Introvert Power: I said I wouldn’t experience empty nest syn-
drome. Boy, was I wrong. When we delivered our oldest son to 
college, I was unprepared for the grief I encountered. Though 
I didn’t feel a loss of identity, I felt acutely the loss of him. And 
though I carried him inside me, I missed the comfort of his 
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physical presence. Paradoxically, his physical closeness had eased 
the pressure on verbal communication. I adjusted and felt the 
loss again when I delivered son number two to college. And the 
launching of my husband to the other side of the world was the 
hardest parting of all. But living with just me while still getting 
to have all those relationships has been an incredible experience. 
Terrifying at first, lonely as hell at times, and so, so strengthen-
ing. And, yes, at times, absolutely delicious.

Introversion and Intimacy
Even though introverts are good at sustaining relationships inter-
nally, we need to inform and update our inside versions of loved 
ones. If we don’t update, we 
might hold onto a fantasy, as 
Van Gogh did, or an earlier ver-
sion of a person—something 
that happens in many mar-
riages. In order to update, 
we need contact. When an 
introvert cares about someone, 
she also wants contact, not 
so much to keep up with the 
events of the other person’s 
life, but to keep up with what’s 
inside: the evolution of ideas, 
values, thoughts, and feelings.

When we live with some-
one, we can more easily move 
in and out of contact without 
too much planning. With a 
friend, keeping up is more of 
a challenge. I have two best 
friends, and I love being with 
each of them. Two of my sisters are also my intimate friends. I 
want time with each of these loved ones, but sometimes that desire 

“It’s summer, and I’m about to hit 
the wall. My thinking is sludgy, and 
my responses are slow and discon-
nected. Kids arguing, household 
disorder, and interruptions galore 
cloud my clarity and fatigue my 
body. I feel like I’ve eaten a gallon 
of mashed potatoes and a gravy-
injected turkey and washed it down 
with six or seven espressos. I’m dull 
but edgy. I want to be alone or rest-
ing in another introvert’s company. 
I want to read until my eyes tire. 
I want to listen to music until my 
external world is as dreamy as my 
internal. I need a seventeen-hour 
nap in a La-Z-Boy.”

—Brenda Gee, from her  
blog at space2live.net
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is more theoretical than practical. Because, when I’m feeling low, 
I’m more likely to seek out solitude instead of a friend. When I’m 
tired, I recharge through solitary activity. When I want to see a 
movie, I prefer to go alone.

Yet, the older I get, the more I value my friends, and by 
some miracle, I am a good friend to them. Here are the strate-
gies behind the miracle:

•	 Schedule a standing date. This works great with a part-
ner, a child, or a friend. Beth and I make sure to meet 
for breakfast every week. Cindy and I have a standing 
lunch—a long lunch—every Wednesday. If one of us can’t 
make it, we just cancel, but otherwise there is no need to 
set anything up. The regular time becomes a touchstone. 
We have moved it to after work at times when lunch isn’t 
good, but we can count on seeing each other regularly. 
When I feel too much distance in any of my key rela-
tionships, I set up a date. This has worked well with my 
sons. I enjoy, as Anne Morrow Lindbergh wrote about 
in Gifts from the Sea, the “across the table” time with just 
one other person. Though I may be efficient at the family 
table, I linger at the table for two.

•	 Get away together. My husband and I try to match up 
short work excursions—he goes to court, I write. The 
drive time gives us leisurely time to talk, away from the 
distractions of family life, and we sometimes work in an 
overnight stay. I also have enjoyed retreating with one 
or two introverted friends: a mini monastic experience—
though sometimes with tequila. We stay in a cabin in a 
natural setting and enjoy quiet time, some solitary, some 
shared, and very, very low-key. The ample space of the 
retreat allows us to move past the layers of daily concerns 
to the stuff we really care about.

•	 Email or text your updates. It often fits better into the 
flow of my day to text an update to a friend than to call. 
Like many introverts, I am freer with my fingers than 
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with my mouth anyway, so they get the real deal more 
quickly. When I vent via email, I show a crude side of 
myself that few people see.

•	 Get together for solitary activity. Beth and I do this: we 
meet at a coffeehouse to write or read, and intersperse 
conversation into the flow. I find this “alone together” 
time very soothing, and try to foster this atmosphere in 
our home. I think of Fred Pine, the child development 
theorist, who wrote about the importance of “quiet plea-
sure,” or “low-keyed pleasure in nonthreatening doses” to 
the development of healthy children.

Ironically, introverts often crave more time with the key people 
in their lives. We need this time to allow the inner life of both 
self and other to emerge without force. Lindbergh captures this 
organic quality in her description of the “pure relationship”:

The pure relationship, how beautiful it is! How easily it 
is damaged, or weighed down with irrelevancies—not 
even irrelevancies, just life itself, the accumulations of 
life and of time. For the first part of every relationship 
is pure, whether it be with friend or lover, husband or 
child. It is pure, simple, and unencumbered. It is like 
the artist’s vision before he has to discipline it into form.

Loving Our Extroverts
The scenarios I have been describing flow quite easily with 
another introvert. When the extrovert enters, as much as we love 
him or her, things get a bit more complicated—or a lot more 
complicated, depending on how much extroversion we are 
talking about.

Before we get to the “why can’t we all be friends” part, I’ve 
gathered some complaints we, the introverts, need to get off 
our chests. So, here it is: The Introvert Power “Extroverts at 
Their Most Annoying” Top Ten list:
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	10.	 When everything has to be a PARTY!
	9.	 When E will not accept that you really want to leave  

the party.
	 8.	 When E calls too often, talks too much, and says too 

little.
	 7.	 When “E the Intruder” enters your space, uninvited, 

and handles your stuff.
	 6.	 When you go out together and E talks to the stranger 

sitting beside you.
	 5.	 When an E you don’t know asks “Are you okay?” just 

because you’re quiet.
	 4.	 When E calls to respond to the email you sent to avoid 

talking.
	 3.	 When E brings someone along to your “one on one”—as 

a surprise.
	 2.	 When E takes cell phone calls during your time alone.
	 1.	 When E assumes every silence is an invitation to TALK.
	 1.	 When E talks at length without a single pause.
	 1.	 When the above behavior requires you to interrupt in 

order to speak.
	 1.	 When you finally get to speak, and your words remind 

E of something else to share.
	 1.	 When E is oblivious to all attempts to end the conversa-

tion, including “good-bye” and walking away.

Okay, we had a few more than ten, and a few competitors 
for number one. But before my extroverted sisters and friends 
start calling me with complaints (when I’d really prefer they 
send an email), I will say that the socially oblivious extroverts 
do not represent the whole. It’s easy, as we fill out the personal-
ity of the introvert, to sketch only a caricature of the extrovert. 
(We know what that feels like!) As with introverts, social skills 
are independent of extroversion: some are skilled, some are not. 
The skilled ones know how to listen. But in contrast to socially 
unskilled introverts, who keep to themselves, socially unskilled 
extroverts insist on socializing.
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Introvert conversations are like jazz, where each player gets 
to solo for a nice stretch before the other player comes in and 
does his solo. And like jazz, once we get going, we can play 
all night. Extrovert conver-
sations are more like tennis 
matches, where thoughts 
are batted back and forth, 
and players need to be ready 
to respond. Introverts get 
winded pretty quickly.

But, as challenging as our 
extroverts may be, they pro-
vide a balance we crave. The 
introverts I polled described extroverts as “upbeat” and able to 
“keep things light” and “cheer you up.” Some admired the abil-
ity of extroverts to “work a room” without self-consciousness. 
Even when I am annoyed with my little sister for talking to 
everyone in close proximity, I admire how much she loves 
people. She is a best friend to the world, and people respond to 
her with as much love as she radiates. I have especially appreci-
ated this quality in her when she is around my friends.

Having an extroverted friend or partner can be an advan-
tage. He can clear a path through the social jungle, answer 
phone calls, and haggle with the salesperson. He can also keep 
the introvert informed of the social world on a “want to know” 
basis (though we don’t want to know all that much). Having 
an extrovert attend to externals frees the introvert to indulge in 
her preference.

When I consulted with my extroverts, they said they appreci-
ate introverts because we listen well and don’t compete for atten-
tion. Just as the extroverted host frees an introvert to keep a low 
profile, we give extroverts room to talk and enjoy the spotlight.

The problem is, introverts don’t always enjoy listening, and 
extroverts don’t always enjoy greeting the guests. In an introvert-
extrovert relationship, the introvert often sees the extrovert as 
selfish in conversations—interrupting or too easily responding 

“It takes an extrovert to bring out 
my upbeat side. If it were up to me, 
everyone would probably just sit 
around talking about mysteries of 
the universe.”

—Solveig, who appreciates an  
occasional retreat from her depth
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with her own comments. The extrovert sees the introvert’s need 
for alone time as selfish.

If we are to work through our differences, both sides need 
to throw down the selfish accusation, acknowledge that we are 
different, and communicate. When we accept and respect our 
differences, the rest is not that hard. What this means, on both 
sides, is admitting the limitations of our understanding and 
becoming more curious about each other. If all extroverts can say 
about us is that we’re weird, they don’t know us. And if all we can 
say about extroverts is that they’re shallow, we don’t know them. 
The wonderful thing about loving an extrovert is that there is 
so much to learn about each other—there’s little room for bore-
dom. Jung said that we choose partners in order to expand who 
we are. After almost three decades of knowing each other, my 
husband and I keep discovering new dimensions of each other. 
He recently shared a painful dimension of life with an introvert:

The way you relish being away from me…it’s painful—
literally. You withdraw an energy source. I gather life 
from being around other people. When you “drift 
away,” I lose energy. I lose life. It’s as if I’m watching a 
movie and somebody turns the power off. I’m sitting 
there, wondering why the movie stopped.

This was a revelation to me, because my husband seems 
to be so independent. He does not always want to talk, nor 
does he always want to be together, and we both have our own 
interests and friends. But I have sensed his annoyance when I 
drift away, and we’ve even talked about it before. But this time, 
he showed me what he experiences, and that made all the dif-
ference. When an extroverted friend begs you to stay at a party, 
she may not get how hard it is for you to stay, but perhaps you 
don’t get how hard it is for her to see you leave.

The irony of my husband’s disclosure is that I have felt a 
similar frustration with introverts from time to time. I know 
what it feels like to lose a reclusive friend who “drops off the 
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face of the Earth” indefinitely to sort something out, unable or 
unwilling to give me any read on what was going on. It sucks.

My husband—I love this about him—did not ask me to stick 
around more, but just asked that I provide “more loving separa-
tions.” For the friend at the party, this might be: “I know you’re 
having a lot of fun and it doesn’t feel good for me to cut out, but 
I’m really shot.” This simple act acknowledges the impact of the 
introvert vanishing act. It ultimately helps us too, because when 
our extroverts are reassured, we can relax. I feel my husband’s 
frustration when he expects me back in a minute and I’m gone 
for a half hour. Ironically, keeping him apprised frees me up.

A simple adjustment—that is often what it comes down to. 
Here are some other adjustments you might try:

•	 Attend to your flock first. What introverts don’t always 
realize is that withholding our attention can set us up for 
intrusion. Child-development expert T. Berry Brazelton 
advises parents just getting home from work to give ten 
minutes of undivided attention to their children right 
away. Assured of the parents’ presence, the children soon 
get bored and go back to their activities. Introverted par-
ents can then relish some guilt-free solitude, without the 
children tugging at them, demanding attention. This 
works with spouses and coworkers too.

•	 When you go to lunch with an extrovert who gets in-
terrupted by her cell phone, try using the disruption as 
a slice of solitude within the conversation. Bring some-
thing you’re reading or a journal to write in, or just sit 
back and observe the scene around you. Let the extro-
vert’s detachment work in your favor, creating that “alone 
together” feeling.

•	 As an experiment and as an act of love, try sticking it out 
with an extrovert, whether the “it” is a party or a group 
conversation. When I have done this, I notice something 
shifting for me. I submit, lose my concern about time, 
and realize that it won’t kill me. I expect very little, and 
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there’s something liberating in that. I think the same 
thing happens when extroverts submit to solitude: they 
move past the restlessness, realize it won’t kill them, and 
enjoy giving in to the experience.

Relationship Assessment
In chapter thirteen, we looked at the difference between 
Natural Work and Imposed Work. This is a useful distinction 
to make as we assess relationships as well. The relationships that 
we naturally work to improve are the ones that keep getting 
better—and easier. The ones that we have to push ourselves 
to attend to, either because the other person is neglectful or 
because we’re not that interested—or both—are the ones that 
keep getting harder.

Introvert-introvert relationships generate less conflict, are 
more comfortable, and flow more easily. Less time is spent 
forging the relationship, so more time can be spent expressing 
the relationship. But because there is no extrovert in the mix, 
the functions of initiating and maintaining outside contacts 
are either shared by the couple or picked up by the more extro-
verted partner. There is less of a “one out front, one behind 
the scenes” arrangement. Introvert-extrovert relationships are 
more prone to conflict and require more communication and 
self-awareness. They can also promote more growth.

However, either combination may be Natural Work for an 
introvert. The key is not the combination of personality types, 
but the mutual desire to be together. When you’re in the rela-
tionship out of some sense of obligation, or for any agenda 
other than desire, even the easiest combination will be work—
the kind we avoid.

One of the gifts of introversion is that we have to be dis-
criminating about our relationships. We know we only have so 
much energy for reaching out; if we’re going to invest, we want 
it to be good. When your assessment is done and you hit on a 
winner, just don’t forget to show up and reap the rewards.
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C h a p t e r  1 7 :
F r o m  Ap  o l o g y  t o 

Acceptance—and Beyond

“I said to myself, ‘I have things in my head that 
are not like what anyone has taught me’…I  
decided to start anew—to strip away what I had 
been taught—to accept as true my own thinking.”

—Georgia O’Keeffe

I remember first reading O’Keeffe’s words and considering her 
radical choice. How would my life be different if I accepted as 
true my own thinking? The idea was so simple, yet incredibly 

liberating. “Accepting as true” would mean no more reaching, 
defending or explaining—no more contorted attempts to line 
myself up with the world. If I were to accept my thinking, life 
would be straightforward. I’d free up a lot of energy. As O’Keeffe 
noted, acceptance requires stripping away, unlearning, cleaning 
out the additives we heap on top of our thinking.

If we are to reclaim our power as introverts, we would do 
well to follow O’Keeffe’s lead. We have talked about unlearning 
old assumptions and stripping away the clutter of our extro-
verted culture. In this chapter, you will unlearn the habit of 
apologizing for introversion, and learn to accept as true what 
you really think.

Try accepting as true the thought, “the party will not be 
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fun.” Imagine looking curiously at the extrovert who talks 
about how fun the party will be. Consider staying rooted in 
your own thinking while others flail about.

Feels good, doesn’t it? The shift from apology to accep-
tance, while monumental, does not require a speech or even 
a witty retort. In most cases, words are not necessary. In fact, 
we more often use words to defend our thinking, which usu-
ally implies that the thinking needs something else—support,  
justification, apology.

Apologies, Explanations,  
and Excuses
How often do you apologize, explain, or make excuses for 
being introverted? If you were to track these behaviors for a day 
or two you may be surprised. Introverts often pull out all three 
methods—the apology, explanation, and excuse—in declining 
an invitation:

E: Why don’t you come along after work? A bunch of us are 
going out for martinis.

I: (feeling caught) Oh…shoot! I’ve gotta…I promised Julie 
I’d pick her up, and the kids have stuff…Darn, I’ll have 
to catch you next time. I’m really sorry. It sounds like fun.

E: You could invite Julie along.
I: Yeah, thing is, I know she was working late and she just 

wanted to keep it low key. But thanks for suggesting it! 
You guys have fun!

E: Well, if you’re sure.
I: Yeah, but thanks again. Drink an extra one for me! I’ll 

have to catch you next time!

For some of you, this conversation probably seems over-the-
top. Others of you will wonder if I’ve been recording you. It is 
a quirk of human nature to make up the more elaborate excuses 
for the things we want to do the least.
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But we often don’t stop at making excuses. We also feign 
enthusiasm and regret—again, it seems, in proportion to 
how little we want to go. Let’s try this conversation the 
O’Keeffe way:

E: Why don’t you come along after work? A bunch of us are 
going out for martinis.

I: (feeling caught) Hmm…I don’t think so, but thanks!

That’s it! In this scenario, the introvert declined without 
explanation or apology, while also thanking the extrovert for 
the invitation. Let’s say the extrovert pushes it:

E: But it’s really fun! They have twenty-four different kinds 
of martinis!

I: (You could stay silent, indicating that your choice stands, or 
clarify) Wow. Yeah, it’s just not what I want to do. Sounds 
like you’ll have fun, though.

E: Yeah, I always have a good time when I go there.

What’s nice about this conversation—and the introvert is 
being nice—is that the introvert allows the extrovert her reality 
(“it’s really fun!”) without making it his reality (“not really what 
I want to do”). The introvert gets to keep her reality without 
asking the extrovert to relinquish hers.

As a Minnesota native, I believe in nice. But I don’t believe 
in misrepresenting who I am, even though I have done so 
through my apologies. We misrepresent ourselves when we 
feign disappointment—when we really feel thrilled—that we 
cannot attend something. We don’t mean to lie, but it just 
comes out! Does this sound familiar? Someone asks you to go 
to a social event, and you hear yourself saying, “Oh, I already 
have other plans. I’m really disappointed. Maybe next time!” 
Then you realize that you have just asked to be invited to the 
next event.

I caught myself doing this when I was invited to a meeting 
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in our neighborhood. A part of me was standing back and 
watching me lie through my teeth about how I really wanted 
to make it next time. The observing me was thinking, “What 
the hell are you talking about? You have no interest in joining 
that club!”

But that’s how programming works: society’s assump-
tions sink in, and we don’t even know it until we hear our-
selves restating those assumptions—automatically, without 
thought. We change by becoming aware. We become aware 
by observing: watching our own conversations, noticing the 

lies, seeing the truth. And once 
we get clear about the truth, 
we can try something radically  
different: honesty.

Responding honestly on the 
spot is not easy for introverts, 
but doing so not only feels 

better but also makes things easier for us in the long run. Excuses 
only get us out of things temporarily and guarantee that the next 
invitation is just around the corner.

The Place for Apology
For all its problems, “I’m sorry” can be a lovely sentiment, even 
when the problem is not ours or not our fault. We apologize 
to show respect for another person’s feelings. We also apolo-
gize in service of social convention. You say, “I’m sorry” when 
someone loses a loved one through death. You are not taking 
responsibility for the death. You say you are sorry because the 
other person is hurting, and because that’s what you say.

As we discussed in chapter five, the social conventions of 
Japan require a lot of apologies. The Japanese are loathe to 
bother anyone, and introverts share this value. We don’t like 
bothering others because we don’t like being bothered—the 
Golden Rule in practice. Deference is not such a bad quality: it 
communicates a respect for the importance of another person, 

“Never apologize for showing 
feeling. When you do so, you 
apologize for the truth.”

—Benjamin Disreali
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her space and her privacy. Where deference is a social conven-
tion, you will find a more introverted society.

In America, deference is a very unpopular notion. Why would 
you put yourself “one down” when the whole point is to move 
up? Why would you back off when you’re supposed to get ahead?

These are loaded questions because they assume extroversion. 
In Introvertia, we take turns stepping back. We see the beauty 
in the lower position and wisdom in waiting. In this light, the 
apology question becomes trickier. Do we really want to relin-
quish the social graces of the Accessible Introvert, or the “out of 
the way” position of the Shadow Dweller? Do we really want to 
be more assertive—more extroverted ?

But being polite protects boundaries, and in this way serves 
introversion. I recall the culture shock of moving to urban New 
Jersey after living in Minnesota, Colorado, and Nevada. In this 
brave new world of traffic circles and “jug handles” and fast-
paced speech, I noticed something different about sidewalk 
behavior. Here, when I encountered someone in my path, he 
didn’t move over—at all. I would automatically move aside, 
and was accustomed to the other person doing the same. In 
fact, I was so accustomed to this mutual accommodation that I 
hadn’t thought about it. Now, I was the only one accommodat-
ing. Welcome to life as an introvert.

Ironically, introverts assert introversion by demonstrating a 
more respectful way of interacting. We listen, because we value 
listening and want others to listen to us as well. We try not to 
get in other peoples’ way, because we don’t like being inter-
rupted. We follow the writer’s dictum: “show, don’t tell.” But 
there’s a problem here. Extroverts don’t get it. Other introverts 
may not get it either, because Americans are programmed to 
ignore the subtle. If you say, “I’m sorry” about not participat-
ing, others easily translate that as a bow to extroversion: “I’m 
sorry I can’t be a better extrovert.” In Japan, both participants 
bow; in America, if you bow, you are the only one bending 
over—a very vulnerable position.

We don’t live in Introvertia, but this is not Extrovertia either, 

IntrovertPower.indd   227 12/21/12   4:45 PM



228   |   Introvert Power

as we have been taught to believe. We live in the middle, and I 
think there is a middle way: a way of addressing the world that 
is neither rude and aggressive nor harmful to ourselves.

We know that “sorry” is intended to show regard for the 
other person’s feelings, rather than to apologize for our feelings. 
But in our diverse society, and especially when communicating 
with extroverts, it helps to be more deliberate about what the 
apology is for. You might say:

I see that you really want me to come. I like that part, 
and I’m sorry to disappoint you. But what I really want 
is some time to myself.

This way, you not only show respect for the other person, 
but you also get to be part of the equation.

You can also dispense with the apology and just be polite. 
Try “No, thank you. I’m looking forward to an evening at 
home.” This is polite, but more accurate than “I’m sorry, but I 
really need to stay home tonight.” In the case of my neighbor-
hood meeting, I could have simply said, “I appreciate that you 
took the time to include me, but I don’t want to add anything 
to my schedule right now.”

Introvert Integrity
I used the word “want” in the above example, because this 
word changes everything. To express want is to own the desire, 
to stand in your own reality. The easier alternative is the lan-
guage of impairment: “I can’t come because I’m run down, 
overworked, under the gun, tired, sick, or not up to it.” The 
underlying message is, “I cannot attend because I am impaired,” 
rather than the more honest and self-respecting response: “I 
choose to not attend because I prefer the other option.”

By coming off as impaired extroverts, we not only diminish 
ourselves, but we perpetuate the extroversion assumption. Over 
and over, we send out messages: “Gosh, I really wish I could, but 
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I’ve got all this stuff and I’m tired and I just can’t do it, but I’m so 
sorry because it sounds so much better than what I have in mind 
and of course going out with people is the better choice and 
being by myself is pathetic and weak and I’m going to spend the 
evening regretting that I didn’t come and for being such a loser.”

Communicating the preference for introversion requires 
practice. Start by noticing your internal and external conversa-
tions. As you catch yourself in a lie, stop, think, and try some-
thing else. Give yourself lots of room to mess up. Rehearse with 
your partner or a trusted friend. Try out phrases like, “I like to 
keep my evenings open,” “I’m on a writing high and prefer not 
to be disturbed,” or “I prefer small group gatherings.”

We want to create a world that is more respectful and we 
want and deserve respect. We cannot afford to wait for extro-
verts to get it. Introverts have the advantage of an inward per-
spective, and this is where we can start. How much respect do 
you give your introverted preferences?

One of my introvert passions is writing. Although I have 
made space in my life for writing, and I am now fortunate 
enough to get paid to write, I still catch myself making 
statements like, “I can’t [insert extroverted activity]; I have 
to write.” At least this is true: I am often on deadline, and 
publishers expect me to pro-
duce. And “having to write” is 
a great excuse for getting out 
of things. I can use it any time, 
because there is always some-
thing to write.

The lie here is subtler, but 
perhaps even more damaging 
to my integrity. While there are times I “have” to write, more 
than not, this is what I want to be doing. For me, apologizing 
for writing is like apologizing for time with a lover: “Sorry, I 
have to be with my true love.” The content of what I am saying 
is true, but the implication is a betrayal of myself and a devalu-
ation of what I love.

“I cannot find language of  
sufficient energy to convey my 
sense of the sacredness of  
private integrity.”

—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Introvert integrity means going the distance for what we love: 
moving from apology to acceptance, from acceptance to acknowl-
edgement, and from acknowledgment to activism. And just as 
distance running requires training, we build introvert integrity 
through practice. We give ourselves regular sessions of solitude. 
We find friends who listen. We exercise the right to talk less and 
think more. We allow others to be uncomfortable, disappointed, 
and different. We practice trusting our own thinking, even when 
the thoughts “are not like what anyone has taught” us.

When you can say with a smile, “Yes, I’m not an Extrovert,” 
people will want to know what you’re up to. They’ll wonder what 
they are missing out on by being so social. And, if they are wise, 
they’ll back off, shut up and wait. Maybe they’ll even apologize.
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I n t r o v e r s i o n

“[The Introvert] is…in good physical, emotional, 
and spiritual health…You will find her outside sit-
ting on a large rock looking out over the water or 
inside looking out the window with a pensive ap-
pearance, sometimes reading… Yes, I like this per-
son very much. She is me.”

—Donna

“Alienated? No. I feel very human; I think I’m more 
connected than most people.”

—Ben

“I enjoy horseback riding, reading, hiking, flower 
gardening…I like that I am not afraid to be alone. 
I am not afraid of being with myself. I can find lots 
of things to do if faced with time alone.”

—Julie

“I feel comfortable with my place in the universe. 
I’m at peace with my spirituality and humanity. I 
like my stubbornness. That tenacity is what allows 
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me to stick with things until I’m done. I seldom 
look back and say, ‘I wish I’d tried harder.’”

—Dave

“The person whose company I enjoy more than 
anyone’s is my own.”

—Margit

“I love classical music (especially baroque), heavy 
metal, and dubstep. I play piano, read lots of fic-
tion as well as business nonfiction, write short sto-
ries, and have begun dabbling in home brewing 
(beer). I’m also learning to speak German and hope 
to go visit the castles on the Rhein soon.”

—Jonathan

Introverts are alive and very well. In the midst of assaults 
from an extroverted society, pathologizing assumptions, 
lies, and pressures to conform, we are here—in numbers as 

vast as extroverts! And the same quality that gets attacked, our 
inward focus, is what keeps us strong.

To some degree, introverts will always be outside of society, 
and this is not only the key to our health, but to the health 

of society. We bring something 
“not of this world” to the world. 
We have access to a wealth that 
is not dependent on the gross 
national product—or subject 
to the national debt. We reflect 
while others move ahead. We 

invent while others rely on what is established. We seek while 
others produce. We create while others consume. We stay 
rooted while others waver.

Introverts carry the yin function of life. Though personality 
tests describe introversion in a superficial (westernized) way, 
the ancient concept of yin tells us much more. Yin is dark, 

“[I have] a pronounced dark side 
(not evil, though) that is my ‘zone 
of refuge.’”

—Phil
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cool, and receptive, oriented to the moon and the earth. Time 
to turn out the lights and celebrate the introvert!

Life in the Dark
In Western society, “dark” has become synonymous with evil. 
We are taught to distrust what we cannot see. But darkness 
is also where dreams are made, where babies are formed, and 
where insights are discovered. The moon symbolizes the genius 
of introversion: the ability to illuminate this other side of life—
the inner life.

Darkness also represents the mysterious beauty of introver-
sion. We are not completely knowable, and this is a key to 
our attractiveness. Where extroverts air their thoughts as they 
come, we keep ideas inside as we work them out. The abil-
ity to withhold gives us credibility: we are less likely to blurt 
out statements we can’t support. In the 1980s, a commer-
cial for the investment firm E. F. Hutton became a popular 
mantra: “When E. F. Hutton talks, people listen.” I recall a 
boss of mine telling me, “When Laurie Helgoe talks, people 
listen.” This was because I was often silent during team meet-
ings, but when I spoke, everyone paid attention. And I had  
instant power.

Introverts don’t need to get everything out into the light. 
We focus better in the dark. Rather than putting all our cards 
on the table, we can wait until the time is right, until ideas are 
fully formed, and until people are ready to hear. I could waste 
a great deal of energy giving my perspective to a client, but if I 
wait until she asks for it—if I respond—my energy is matched 
by her interest, and she hears me. The squeaky wheel may get 
the grease, but people don’t like to listen to it.

Dark is also associated with depression, something that is 
as misunderstood as introversion. Clinical depression is an 
illness, but dark moods are part of life. In Western society, 
we keep coming up with new strategies for eliminating the 
dark. In the ’50s, we had “the power of positive thinking”; in 

IntrovertPower.indd   233 12/21/12   4:45 PM



234   |   Introvert Power

the ’80s, “Feeling Good”…through positive thinking; and, in 
2007, “The Secret” of…well, positive thinking. Like Icarus, 
we convince ourselves that we can merge with the sun with-
out getting burned.

There is a lot to be said for positive thinking, and an exclu-
sive focus on the negative can be destructive. But denial of the 
negative is just as dangerous. Extroverts like the light; upbeat 
pleasantness is more of a priority for them. We’ve already chal-
lenged the assumption that “parties are fun.” But there’s an 
assumption within this assumption: fun is the ultimate goal.

Here is the problem with evaluating someone else’s reality 
with an assumption that is not shared. Extroverts want us to 
have fun, because they assume we want what they want. And 
sometimes we do. But “fun” itself is a “bright” word, the kind of 
word that comes with flashing lights and an exclamation point! 
One of Merriam-Webster’s definitions of “fun” is “violent or 
excited activity or argument.” The very word makes me want to 
sit in a dimly lit room with lots of pillows—by myself.

It helps to think of introverts as people with sensitive night 
vision. We enjoy the 
comfort of darker sur-
roundings, and there 
we are free to focus on 
the ideas that emerge. 
Pull us into the bright 
light, and our pupils 
close tight; we shield our 
minds from the harmful 
rays. Words like “party” 
and “fun” may turn us 
off, but try “intimate” or 
“casual,” and we might 
want to hear more.

Extroverts worry when  
we hang out in the dark, sometimes for good reason, but often 
because they fear the dark. Internal space is more threatening to 

Q: What do you like best about  
being you?
A: Resilience. I get depressed, disgust-
ed, despairing, distraught, distended, 
disturbed, and deeply bummed. Two 
days later, I am playing guitar, mountain 
biking in the backwoods, meditating in 
the deep night, writing the story of my 
life, nuzzled with my daughter watching 
The Big Bang Theory, and all is fine  
and good.

—Doug, who knows his way in the dark
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extroverts, so they project their concerns onto us. The introvert, 
in the meantime, may be quite content. We are more trusting 
of the dark. We know that, if we allow our eyes to adjust, we 
can see. We know that the 
stars are brightest when the 
artificial light is extinguished. 
And we know that, like the 
stars, some truths only emerge 
after the lights go out. We 
revel in a more muted light.

Introversion allows us to 
see what is less visible in the light: the world of ideas. Ideas, 
by their nature, start inside. They are original to the extent 
that they come from someplace else—from the “just right” mix 
of thoughts, and sometimes from dreams or sources we can’t 
identify. Jung compared dreams to stars, warning that both are 
best seen obliquely; looking too directly causes the light to dif-
fuse. The brightness of a star is dependent on the darkness of 
the sky.

Similarly, a dark mood can illuminate neglected realities, 
reveal what is not working, and inspire change. I love the 
phrase “sweet melancholy,” because it captures the paradoxical 
comfort that comes with pondering difficult realities. The verb 
“brood” comes from a Germanic root referring to the incuba-
tion that leads to hatching. Rescuing a brooding introvert may 
thwart the birth of an original idea!

Introverts are drawn to mystery, complex ideas, and inner 
realities. If extroverts seek stimulation, introverts seek to be 
absorbed, to be fascinated. And, as we succeed in this endeavor, 
we become fascinating!

Introverts Are Cool
Yin is associated with the coolness of earth, whereas yang holds 
the warmth of the sun. Extroverts want to heat things up; we 
like to chill out. We use words like “cool” and “chill” to refer to 

“Hail divinest Melancholy, 
Whose Saintly visage is too bright
To hit the Sense of human sight.”

—John Milton, 
from Il Penseroso
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people who are relaxed, comfortable with themselves, and don’t 
require a lot from the outside.

Introversion holds the abil-
ity to step back, cool down, 
and get perspective. Heat 
may forge, but it takes cool to 
clarify. When people get too 
close to the action, they lose 
perspective and get lost. As 
a psychologist, I help people 
develop the capacity to keep 
a part of themselves out of 
the action, unaffected, cool. 
When this observing capacity 
is strong, it gives us the ability 
to not just live, but to know 
we are living. While one part 
of us plays out the drama, 
another part gets to sit in the 

dark of the movie theater and watch. This is how we make 
meaning; this is how we learn.

Introverts may seem cold as we pull away from the drama, but 
we’re also the ones overheated extroverts seek out for perspec-
tive. And just as the darkness exposes unseen light, the removed 
perspective of the observer invites the warmth of meaning.

Wide Receivers
Yin is often described as a feminine function, because it is 
receptive and open. In this context, “feminine” does not refer 
only to females; in fact, the introvert-to-extrovert ratio is higher 
for men than for women. Clint Eastwood would probably not 
be confused with a female, but he has a strong yin function. He 
describes himself as quiet, receptive, and open to new learning. 
He describes himself as an introvert.

Yet, the receptive function is no better captured than in 

“There’s a special type of introvert 
humor. It’s more dry. The introvert 
may not be the life of the party, 
but when they come out with 
something funny, it’s extra funny. 
It’s a personality people aren’t 
used to hearing from as much, 
and it’s probably well thought-
out. Extroverts don’t score every 
time—they rattle off their mouths 
too quickly.”

—An observation from Julie, 
one of the author’s  
extroverted sisters
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the metaphor of birthing. Introverts take in raw materials and 
create something new. A writer takes in observations and cre-
ates a story. A scientist takes in evidence and produces a theory. 
A therapist listens and develops insight. The ability to receive 
and hold is essential to the creative process. The more receptive 
we are, the more complexity we can manage and the more we 
are able to integrate. The holding capacity of introversion gives 
ideas time to simmer, to incubate. When we give birth to ideas 
and books and inventions, we channel something larger than 
ourselves. We participate in creation.

The Yin Celebration
We celebrate introversion when we gaze at the beauty of a full 
moon. We touch introversion when we feel cool earth under 
bare feet and when we rest in the shade of a tree. We behold 
introversion in open expanses of nature and in uncluttered 
interiors. We savor introversion 
by candlelight and starlight, in 
the pages of a book, and in the 
meeting of minds.

An introversion party is three 
people sprawled on couches and 
pillows, reading and occasionally 
talking. Or a couple cuddling 
by a fire at camp, savoring the 
music of crackling wood and 
crickets. Your introversion party 
might be a solitary walk where 
thoughts are exposed to air and 
become clear. You might find 
your party in meditation, when 
time expands and everything 
seems possible. Your party might 
come with popcorn as you passionately observe the big screen 
of the theater or with a steaming cup of Ethiopian blend as you 

“I use my thoughts to gain 
insight, sometimes empirically, 
sometimes intuitively. I often do 
not share my insight—for many 
different reasons. But while I 
often dwell in my own cave, I 
am not withdrawn in social situ-
ations and will readily reveal my 
opinions, display my abilities…
For me, the excitement and ac-
tion are internal.”

—Sandy, sixty and excited 
about her new career  

in technology
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watch people from your table at the coffeehouse, or with a cold 
beer as you watch the world go by from your porch.

Notice introversion. Celebrate the subtle. Passionately wait. 
Make a date with the moon. Go barefoot. Tackle the tough 
questions. Have a really good conversation. Savor a glass of 
good wine or the delicate flavors of French food. Let an idea sit. 
Trust the dark and the unknown. Allow babies to remind you 
what comes of receiving, waiting, and trusting. Celebrate your 
natural specialty. And, while you’re at it, raise a glass, mug, or 
whatever you have on hand to introverts everywhere, content 
in the knowledge that this celebration can take place right where 
you are.
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W h a t ’ s  I n  T h e r e

“If you are not afraid of the voices inside you, you 
will not fear the critics outside you.”

—Natalie Goldberg

W hile others chat, introverts listen, observe, analyze, 
and collect impressions. We also entertain ideas 
from internal sources: memories, dreams, reflec-

tions. In our minds, we work out theories, plan ahead, sort out 
what happened, converse, compose, draft, and design.

Sometimes we feel weighted down by all that is inside. As 
ideas become fully formed and take on significance, we want 
and need to express them. Sometimes, we have no choice. I 
recall a time during my analysis when my psyche was churning 
out insights at an unprecedented rate. And feelings—ones I 
had been too scared to acknowledge—were now available to 
me. On an ordinary day during this extraordinary time, my 
husband made the mistake of saying something that set me off.

I started screaming—not at him, though I was compelled to 
block his voice, to block anything more from coming in. The 
scream sounded foreign, and carried a power that both alarmed 
and satisfied me. I moved away from my husband, bent down 
on my knees. I knew I was supposed to stop; I had children in 
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the house. But I didn’t. It felt too good. I released another wave 
of raw, aggressive sound.

I’ll never forget my talk with my son that night. I apologized 
for scaring him, but I also told him what I had learned: I had 
let too much feeling build up inside me, and I needed to find a 
better way of letting things out—a way that didn’t hurt me or 
the ones I loved.

That was my only primal scream—except for the planned, 
collective scream I had joined during finals week at college. 
Perhaps I enjoyed my spontaneous scream so much because 
I knew I would never risk such a display again. But I have 
screamed on paper. I have screamed in plays. I have expelled 
power I didn’t know I had in me.

I remember a particular play rehearsal: my character, a bitter, 
angry woman, was confronting the man who had abandoned 
her, pregnant, many years ago. The director kept asking me for 
more: more anger, more venom, louder, scarier. I was thrilled! 
Here was a place where my “more” was safe.

As my scream had revealed, I needed to find a big vehicle—or 
vehicles—for expressing myself. Introverts don’t use the little 
vehicles, like small talk and rapid-fire conversation. Besides, 
we enjoy keeping ideas inside for a while. But when we’re ready, 
when the elements come together and we have something to 
say, we’re really ready. In fact, we may feel ill or depressed if we 
don’t get it out.

Writing It Out
If Goth is an archetype of the introvert subculture, the writer is 
the archetype of the introvert. On the blank page, the writer’s 
inner world rules. She can write anything, and nobody will 
interrupt or argue the point (at least until submission time!). 
Even when an author is not writing, she is living in her head, 
developing ideas or characters. And writing demands an 
extremely high tolerance for being alone.

Writing also demands an extremely high tolerance for 
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holding. I use the term “holding,” as I did in the last chapter, 
in the sense that a pregnancy requires holding. When introverts 
are accused of withholding, the life-giving aspect of holding, or 
“growing an idea,” gets overlooked. Holding is such a natural 
part of writing that even our literary mentors often take it 
for granted. Manuals on writing emphasize the discipline of 
“pen to paper,” or “fingers to keyboard,” but attend less to the 
writing that happens in your head. Author Carolyn See is an 
exception. She starts her book, Making a Literary Life, with the 
instruction to hold:

The wonderful thing about your inner life is that it’s 
your inner life. Think about your writing when you’re 
making toast or suffering through a meeting at work 
or spacing out watching baseball on TV. Something’s 
in your head, or your chest, that wants to get out. But 
keep it there for a while.

Introverts don’t really need this advice; I include it to remind 
you that you’re already halfway there! “Prewriting” is essential 
to good writing. But so is writing, and See recommends you 
hold on to your writing as well:

Write your stuff, hide it, let it stack up. Reread it. Don’t 
worry about it. Don’t look for perfection. To switch 
metaphors, your first writing is as delicate as a seedling. 
Don’t show it to some yahoo who wouldn’t know an 
orchid from kudzu.

Whether or not you identify yourself as a writer, putting 
thoughts, ideas, and feelings on paper is a great way to get the 
inside out. Because cathartic writing, or journaling, is for your 
eyes only, you get to release what’s inside while maintaining 
privacy. Go ahead, scream on the paper or whisper your secrets. 
It’s your paper. Whether you just need to vent or have a book 
inside you, here are some tips for getting started:
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•	 Write daily. Even a small chunk of time, fifteen or twenty  
minutes each day, gets your mind oriented to what you’re 
putting on the paper. Just as small, frequent meals aid 
metabolism of food, small, frequent writing sessions 
aid metabolism of ideas. I tell my clients that the time 
between sessions is as important as the time in session. 
Therapy is most effective when the client has the capac-
ity to metabolize ideas raised in the sessions, to come in 
hungry next time, and obtain more food for thought. 
Writing works the same way. The best writing generates 
more to think about, and more to write.

•	 Make it easy. Just as setting out running shoes helps you 
get out the door and on the road, having a ready supply 
of writing materials helps you get words out of your head 
and onto paper. If you want a special “container” for your 
thoughts, take the time to browse the aisle of journals at 
your favorite bookstore. I think of a journal in the way 
Mr. Ollivander of the Harry Potter world regarded the 
right wand: it will pick you. On the other hand, some 
beautiful journals are left untouched because the writer is 
afraid to spoil it. A journal is not effective if it inhibits the 
writer. Sometimes a cheap notebook is a better option. 
Or, look in the dollar bins at a large craft or discount 
store. I have found some lovely journals this way, and I 
feel free to waste as many pages as I want.

•	 Write crap. As Anne Lamott puts it in Bird by Bird, write 
“shitty first drafts.” If you are writing only for yourself, the 
function is just to get it out: forget punctuation and gram-
mar. Practice not editing. Write down your shopping list 
if that’s on your mind, or write about why you don’t want 
to write. See if you can “talk” on paper. Listen to your 
thoughts and record what they say. If you are writing for 
literary purposes, practice shitty first drafts, and go back 
and edit your work as many times as necessary.

•	 Tell the truth. This is the writer’s mantra. You’ll feel tempted  
to filter and soften what’s inside you. Catch yourself, 
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and write the raw truth. As Natalie Goldberg says in 
her inspiring manual, Wild Mind, “Writing is the crack 
through which you can crawl into a bigger world, into 
your wild mind.” Take on the challenge of finding words 
for the truth, rather than making truth fit your words.

•	 Write your pain. James W. Pennebaker and his associates 
at the University of Texas have conducted extensive re-
search on the benefits of journaling. His findings: if you 
want relief, write about your most upsetting experiences, 
write through the pain, and connect painful events with 
your life story. Getting to the tough stuff was a key factor 
in helping people feel better and move on.

•	 Respect your writing. If it is time to write, don’t wait until 
you have time. Make commitments to yourself, and ask 
others to hold you accountable. You can commit to a cer-
tain amount of time each day, or to a quota. For her cre-
ativity course, Julia Cameron assigns three full “morning 
pages” per day and, for those wanting a literary life, See 
insists on one thousand words a day. Steven Pressfield, 
author of the kick-in-the-ass called The War of Art, em-
phasizes showing up and putting in the time, even if you 
produce very little. Find what fits you, and fit it in.

•	 Record life. Anne Lamott emphasizes the importance 
of taking notes rather than trusting memory. Her ad-
vice: always carry a pen and some index cards. Jot down 
enough to remind you of your ideas and observations, 
then pull out your cards at your daily writing session 
and expand.

•	 Learn from writing. The minute I set out with an agenda 
for my writing, the writing process puts me in my place. 
As I work and rework sentences, new questions come to 
mind, old ideas get tossed aside, and I end up with insights 
I wouldn’t have discovered any other way. As a companion 
for this strange, sometimes maddening, but deeply worth-
while adventure, I recommend The Mindful Writer: Noble 
Truths of the Writing Life by Dinty W. Moore. Whatever 
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your writing puts you through, this little red book will 
reassure you that it’s all completely normal.

Beyond Words
Are you a doodler? Do you salivate at the sight of paints and 
brushes? Are you looking for an unrestricted form of expres-
sion? Art and music go beyond words to capture what is inside. 

The artist may not even know 
the meaning of his creation until 
stepping back from it in the end. 
Sometimes meaning does not 
emerge, only expression. The vast 
range of artistic and musical styles 
reminds us that the inner life is 
rich and exciting, and that there is 
plenty to go around.

The tips for writing apply to all 
art forms: make room, get your stuff, commit, and have the 
courage to create crap. Get a jumbo-sized box of crayons and 
access your childlike freedom of expression. If you want to get 
serious, pick up a guide to materials and techniques, such as 
The New Artist’s Manual by Simon Jennings. If you don’t like 
to paint or draw, cut out images from magazines, arrange them 
on poster board, and create a collage. If you are drawn to the 
refined, take up calligraphy or grow a bonsai. Through dance 
or yoga, your body can do the talking. Sing your own song 
or pound on the piano or drums. If talk bores you, there are 
plenty of other options for self-expression. Find your language 
and develop it.

Julia Cameron’s creativity manuals, The Artist’s Way and Vein 
of Gold, are great resources for helping you discover and express 
your gifts. If you’re intimidated by artistic expression, surrealist 
painter Salvador Dali offers these helpful reminders: “Those 
who do not want to imitate anything, produce nothing,” and 
“Have no fear of perfection, you’ll never reach it.”

“Artists wear black to keep the 
paint stains from showing so 
much. But honestly, I like to be 
in the background. Black helps 
me feel that way.”

—Mark Wolfe on why 
artists wear black
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Having the Stage
Yes, many introverts love the stage. This reality is baffling to 
many extroverts: “You must be an extrovert—you like to per-
form!” Extroversion has very little to do with performing. In 
fact, the expression of internal contents without interruption 
is a very introverted desire. Doing improvisational work may 
require more extroversion, but 
acting requires a good dose of 
introversion. Good acting relies 
on developing a character: a flesh-
and-blood person with a history, 
a style, and a story. An actor also 
needs to be able to access memo-
ries of feelings and reactions and, 
as acting coaches point out, the 
ability to listen is key.

Performing, whether through 
drama, comedy, music, or dance, 
is attractive to many introverts. 
Introverted thespians enjoy the 
freedom of expression that acting 
allows, but also appreciate the protection offered by character 
and script. This is why the actor who is flawless on the screen 
may be awkward and rather tongue-tied during a live interview. 
Let’s hear from some of our natural performers:

I [am] far more comfortable getting up and speak-
ing or even performing before a crowd of people 
than most of the extroverts I [know]…But put me 
within a large social group where everyone is ran-
domly interacting, I many times feel it’s simply not 
worth the effort to make myself heard.

—Suzanne

For me, I get to hide behind my guitar.
—David

“I like music you can’t classify, 
that you can’t put in a certain 
genre, although they do it 
anyway. I like heavy, insane, 
beautiful, melodic, scream-
ing. It can’t stay the same 
the whole way though; it has 
to take you to different pla-
teaus. Extreme bliss to infinite 
sadness.”

—Ben, musician and 
composer
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I used to perform in high school plays/musicals 
and loved it. It was an opportunity to be someone 
totally different. I would say introverts enjoy per-
forming because it allows them to express…feel-
ings, emotions…they would not usually express in 
their “real” life. I think sometimes the assumption 
is made that the introvert does not have these feel-
ings or passions, but they do…they are just slow or 
loathe to express them.

—Karen

The stage is a place where I can assume…a larger 
personality than what I show in mundane daily 
life…My wife often remarks how reticent and re-
served I can be sometimes on social outings, but 
put me on a stage and I become this much more 
“out there” figure. The stage is a place of unlocking 
those parts of myself I don’t give permission—or 
am not given permission—to express in daily life.

—Doug

Comedy is my everything. It pumps through my 
blood. I love making people laugh, making them 
feel good, which is why I like to perform.

—Jessica

Even if you have no interest in getting on stage, the ability 
to assume a role can be extremely useful in stressful situations. 
If you pretend to be a more expressive person, the character can 
say what you script, while the rest of you watches.

Introversion Diversions
As an alternative to releasing what’s inside, a compelling diver-
sion can help you out of your own head for a while. For me, 
there is nothing like a dark movie theater and a big screen to 
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pull me into a different world. Getting lost in a book, walk-
ing in nature, listening to music, meditating in silence—
whatever it is, find your introversion diversion and let it take 
you out, regularly. Let’s take a closer look at some of our  
favorite alternative realities:

Books, books, books! We can’t seem to get enough of 
them. A good book is like a friend waiting for you at home, 
providing comfort and familiar-
ity alongside excitement and 
adventure. In contrast to “quick 
fix” diversions, a book lets the 
reader inside. You have time to 
get to know the character—her 
thoughts and secret yearnings—to 
live inside of a story, or to master a 
subject. Through a single book of 
nonfiction, you can obtain inside 
knowledge gleaned from a lifetime 
of experience. And through fic-
tion, you can inhabit another life, 
another time, even another world. 
Reading is like travel, allowing you to exit your own life for a bit, 
and to come back with a renewed, even inspired, perspective.

And books themselves, even unopened, have an enchanted 
quality, especially for introverts. I think this is because, in a 
bookstore, library, or next to a bookcase, we are with our people: 
thinkers, dreamers, others like us who relish time and solitude.

If a good book is a friend, some become lifetime compan-
ions—or as one instructor put it, your “soul books.” The story 
that calls you back, over and over again, is like your greater Self, 
ever abundant and generative, yet completely yours. Discovering 
your soul book, or your soul author, is like coming home. Sure, 
you are fed and strengthened by the story. But, mostly, you just 
like hanging out inside.

Melting into the movies. Art, literature, music, and film all 
offer a bigger version of our experience, allowing us to fold inside 

“I have a bookcase inside my 
closet in my room, and I love 
opening the closet door and 
sitting in front of my bookcase, 
to either read certain pas-
sages, reminisce with certain 
books or notebooks, or just 
rearrange them. I never  
realized how books can be 
almost erotic.”

—Cecilia
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something safe and relax. The elements of the movie theater con-
tribute to this embrace. You sit in a cushioned seat, comforting 
food beside you, in the dark womb of the theater, and the Big 
Screen becomes your world. Ideally, you would have the theater 
all to yourself, and I have actually enjoyed this luxury during 
some of my midweek, midday screenings. But even when the 

space is shared, anonymity rules, 
and other viewers soon become 
swallowed in darkness.

Many introverts prefer their 
movies at home, especially if the 
cinemas within reach are over-
crowded. While I love the movies 
brought in by our local film fes-
tival, I often pass because I know 
too many people at the showings. 
But when I can be anonymous 
and melt into the darkness, noth-
ing rivals the real thing.

You sit back and see a place: 
a bar, perhaps, or a front lawn, 
or a war zone. The filmmaker 
creates a mood through lighting, 
color tones, and the angles of the 
camera. You just ride. Whatever 
is on the screen takes on signifi-

cance: the green of the grass, the heroine’s lipstick, the sound of 
footsteps. In the safety of the theater, you can laugh out loud and 
cry tears you have held too long.

After the credits roll, as you leave the theater, you hold on to 
your perspective as a viewer. You notice things: people exiting 
and dispersing in various combinations, the coolness or warmth 
of the air, the snap of a car door as it closes. Your mind’s eye is 
also sensitized: you reflect on the movie and on your life. From 
the perspective of the viewer, your life seems more interesting 
than usual, more significant.

“Books and movies both create 
the same response. I can be-
come part of either. If something 
embarrassing happens in a book 
or movie, I will actually blush. I 
won’t even tell you what impact 
the line ‘Scarecrow, I’ll miss 
you most of all’ still has on me. 
(I’ve watched The Wizard of Oz 
a couple of dozen times, and I 
always identify most with the 
Scarecrow.) I’ve read The Lord 
of the Rings over twenty times. 
I can become so absorbed that 
once I read the whole trilogy in 
a single weekend.”

—Dave
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This cinematic perspective is what inspired me to develop 
my version of “movie therapy,” or what I have sometimes called 
“movie meditation.” Here’s how it works:

Schedule a movie a week, and clear at least twenty minutes 
for post-movie reflections. Pick a show time when the theater 
is less crowded, and go solo. Bring a notebook or journal if you 
like, and have a comfortable place to go, by yourself, after the 
show. Having a coffeehouse or café close by is ideal, or you may 
prefer to walk outside.

Then try it. Leave your cell phone off after the movie and 
savor the afterglow. If you have a journal, you might want to 
write your reflections, or begin the screenplay of your life. 
Try writing the scene around you and describing yourself in 
third person.

The practice of movie therapy can help you appreciate 
and enjoy the artistic value of your own life. In life, we strive 
for control and guarantees. In a movie, we like not knowing. 
Practice viewing your own life cinematically. Step back and 
enjoy the not knowing. When things get harder or life takes 
a turn, see the challenge as plot thickener and remind yourself 
that the plot will resolve. Notice the artistic quality of your day, 
i.e., how you get dressed or put on makeup, what you see as 
you walk to your mailbox, the expressions on the face of a loved 
one. Add music for effect.

Eclectic expressions. Introverts find many and varied ways 
of expressing and stepping back from the action inside. Here’s 
a very small sampling:

•	 I study languages. The way English words sound does 
not always express my ideas and feelings accurately. For 
example, hermosa expresses the word beautiful far better 
for me, but hermosa is Spanish. I’ve been working to close 
language gaps almost every day. —Solveig

•	 One quirky thing I like to do is visit cemeteries…I think 
they are beautiful. Not sure too many folks enjoy them, 
but I do. Especially if it is foggy and cool. —Karen

IntrovertPower.indd   249 12/21/12   4:45 PM



250   |   Introvert Power

•	 Golf and snowboarding. Most of the time it’s just me by 
myself. —Toupoc

•	 Running alone. It allows me to shake up my thoughts 
and emotions—literally through movement. Running 
lets me express what is inside of me by enabling it to flow 
through my entire body…I tend to move from running 
to writing to talking if I really want to express and under-
stand what is inside of me. —Beth

•	 [Watching], whenever possible, a major league baseball 
game. —Don

•	 I’m passionate about figuring out what my problem is 
and becoming peaceful. I also like little art projects like 
snowflakes, cards, and boxes. I love cleaning. I love na-
ture—oceans, lakes, rivers, fields. I love one-on-one con-
versations. —Jessica

•	 Hiking. —Lindsey
•	 Creating things like good meals in the kitchen and good 

letters for fonts on the computer. —Annie, font designer
•	 Mountain biking in the mountains or anywhere with a 

drawing pad in my lap. —Mark
•	 Crossword puzzles…Playing with and walking our dog 

and helping get dogs adopted. —Ingrid

Though our discussion has focused on the personal benefits 
of self-expression, there’s more to this story. Introverts para-
doxically pull away from culture and create culture. We provide 
perspective that is seasoned by time and experience, nourished 
by thought and imagination, and fueled by desire. And our 
hungry society is ready to hear from us.
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“You have to systematically create confusion, it 
sets creativity free. Everything that is contradic-
tory creates life.”

—Salvador Dali

Ben is an introvert: thoughtful, rooted, “chill,” yet kind 
and gentle. He has a calming manner about him and, 
in his presence, people feel safer and more relaxed. 

He’s a big guy, and typically wears black; he recently traded 
in his dreadlocks for a cropped, jet-black haircut. His appear-
ance may seem intimidating to strangers, but it filters out the 
ignorant. He embodies a beautiful mix of Shadow Dweller and 
Accessible Introvert. He’s smart and he works hard, landscaping 
or delivering pizzas between his shifts as a lab engineer and pro-
duction instructor, playing industrial metal guitar, composing, 
and producing. His music contrasts with his calm demeanor, as 
do his favorite bands. And Ben has been known to mosh.

There is no such thing as a “pure” introvert. We all have 
times when we want to get into the mix, even if the mix hap-
pens in bed with a lover, or at the family table in the midst of a 
heated political debate. My extroverted friend recently told me 
that I am more extroverted one-on-one than she is: I like a good 
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argument with my husband; she prefers intimate exchanges 
to flow without conflict. In general, introverts become more 
extroverted when the group is smaller and intimate, and/or 
when participants share a common interest. A Goth may be 
reclusive during school, but at a party among close friends, he 
rises from—or I should say with—the dead.

But because of the ongoing pressure introverts feel to convert 
to extroversion, we reflexively duck when the topic of extroverting 
comes up. How do we maintain integrity as introverts, and at the 
same time allow our natural extroverted tendencies to emerge?

The answer: organically. We mosh best when we feel like 
moshing. The Tai Chi symbol illustrates that introversion ( yin) 
flows into extroversion ( yang ) and extroversion flows into 
introversion. Each specialty houses the nucleus of the other. 
When the introvert is safe, she can extrovert. When the extro-
vert is safe, he can introvert.

But note that, before yin flows into yang, yin expands—
just as a wave swells before it diminishes. Pressure to reduce 
introversion can reverse the sequence: we deny the preference 
for peace and quiet and become stressed pseudo-extroverts. 
Then, as we get stronger and more confident, we give up the 
sham and return home to introversion; we don’t venture beyond  
to extroversion.

A more natural sequence starts by going with what comes 
naturally—what generates the most energy—and riding it out. 
If we can’t do this early, we do it later, but we deserve a chance 
to ride the wave as far as it will take us. This is why most of this 
book is about expanding and accepting everything introverted.
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When we allow the natural specialty of introversion to lead, 
we not only expand our power, we experience fulfillment and 
satisfaction. Once satisfied, once we master the art of introver-
sion, we might want to see what else is out there.

Meeting Your Opposite
According to Jung’s theory, the flow to the other side usually 
occurs in midlife—hence, the midlife crisis. By midlife, we 
feel established enough to get bored. We start to wonder what 
we’ve missed along the way. That nucleus of extroversion wants 
to have a go. We long for more than a specialty; we want to  
be whole.

In midlife, we begin to discover the opposites within. So, 
the story goes, the responsible family man buys a red sports car, 
and the conservative career woman takes up 
belly dancing. While this kind of response 
seems cliché, there is usually more going 
on. I work with a man who has handled his 
finances impeccably all of his life. He didn’t 
make the mistakes most of us do, like stack-
ing up credit card debt or forgetting to save and invest. He has 
achieved that enviable position of knowing that he and his wife 
will be fine, financially, whatever happens.

But this man does have a problem. He deeply resents people 
who squander money, who put entitlement before earning, 
who spend first and pay later. I told him one day: “You both 
have half of it figured out. The spenders have no money but 
know how to enjoy it. You have money but don’t know how 
to enjoy it.” When he realized that he could learn from, rather 
than resent, his opposite, his attitude changed.

Learning from Our Extroverts
According to Jung, we are attracted to the people we need in 
order to grow. These people hold parts of ourselves we are not 

“Whatever you 
love, you are.”

—Rumi
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yet ready to integrate. This works well, because an introvert’s 
“dirty work” is often an extrovert’s pleasure, and vise versa. My 
husband negotiates with salespeople, and actually enjoys the 
challenge. He helps me get around in the external world; he 
is my protector and advocate. I help him negotiate the inner 
world, providing safety through emotional storms. When 
I went through analysis, we both gained insight. When he 
bought a red Miata, I discovered “Miata therapy.”

There is great wisdom in attraction. When you feel it, you 
want to be around the object of your attraction as much as pos-
sible. When both of you feel it, you touch heaven—you touch 
wholeness. You both feel lucky, like you’ve hit the lottery. And 
in a way, you have.

In the other person, you recognize a quality you long for, but 
you just can’t embody, at least right now. You don’t know you 
have it, of course, but you do. My client did not see the spender 
in him, but he’d been saving for that part of himself for years. It 
is good, in a way, that he did not recognize the spender in him 
for a while. Instead, he fell in love with a woman from a family 
of spenders, and they held that part of him. By putting the inner 
spender aside, he was better able to accomplish his goals. Yet, it 
would be tragic for him to deprive himself of enjoying what he 
had so faithfully saved. When I alerted him to the fact that his 
money, still unspent after his death, would likely go to people 
who did not earn it, he agreed and became angry at the injustice 
of this outcome. He said to me, “Now that’s a good argument 
for spending it myself.” He knew that, even after he and his wife 
were accounted for, there was a lot left to enjoy—or pass on. 
With no children, he was pretty sure any leftovers would go to 
the lazy in-laws that he complained about.

I had a similar wake-up call as I approached forty. As a child, 
I received a lot of attention for my looks, and it wasn’t always 
the good kind. I began to associate being “cute” with being 
dismissed, not taken seriously, with being unintelligent. So I 
downplayed my looks, determined to prove that I was smart. 
I got good grades, went to college, then graduate school, and 
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developed a reputation for my smarts. At the age of thirty-nine, 
I fell forward on ice so quickly that my face broke my fall. And 
I broke my face, about five bones, and I still have tiny plates 
and screws in my skull from the reconstruction.

I was lucky. My facial tissue was intact, and the plastic sur-
geon masterfully repaired the breaks. Like my client, I realized 
that I did care about what I had downplayed—my face, my 
exterior. I also realized that my appearance was fleeting and 
vulnerable: could I afford a little vanity, a little enjoyment of 
this gift? The answer was a bold “yes!”

So, in a completely uncharacteristic move, on my fortieth 
birthday, I decided to give modeling a try. In addition to my 
newfound appreciation of my exterior, I was becoming bored 
by depth, tired of analysis, and the prospect of attending to 
the surface sounded refreshing. I changed my diet, intensified 
my workouts, and started paying more attention to fashion. 
And I got some work, modeling for locally shot commercials 
and print ads. I’ll never forget a photo shoot where my job was 
to wear pajamas, lie in a bed, and sleep in various positions. 
I couldn’t believe I was being paid for this! My sisters were 
concerned that this feminist who often shunned makeup had 
lost it. But I was actually finding a piece of myself that I had 
pushed away.

Most everything you detest in others will come back and 
kick you in the butt—if you’re lucky. It is good to define your-
self, and it is good to know when it’s time to break out of the 
definition and get bigger.

But it’s much easier when love kicks us in the butt. Desire 
bridges the gap between what we are and what we can become. 
The extroverts you love carry the sort of extroversion you want. 
My client’s wife was not a spendthrift; she was generous, and 
my client admired this quality. Don’t worry, you won’t become 
that extrovert, nor will he or she become you. You will take 
back the projections of some of these qualities, and you’ll leave 
others for the extrovert to cover.

Here’s an example: My extroverted husband loves to argue. 
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I was terrified of arguing as a young person: I was the good 
child, the good student, blah, blah, blah. But I really wanted 
to feel safe enough to be “bad”—to talk back, argue, show 
my edges. I married a man with very sharp edges. He loves to 
argue, he’s okay with making other people uncomfortable, and 
he trusts the adversarial process—a born lawyer. I wanted to 

have that trust: I envied friendships I saw in 
the movies where they could fight openly 
and get to a new level of understanding.

I was extremely attracted to my hus-
band’s edges. I saw a part of me I couldn’t 
pull off, yet, and I wanted him around to 
do it for me. None of this was conscious, 
of course. I just wanted him. He carried my 

projected edges for a long time. But I’ve been taking back the 
projection, bit by bit. I still have no interest in arguing with 
salespeople—though I have surprised myself on occasion—
but I love a good fight with my husband.

Organic Expansion
The model of organic growth provides some helpful tips on 
how to expand. We do best when we start where we’re comfort-
able, when the soil of introversion is well tended and fertile. 
Rather than using unnatural means to speed our growth, we 
draw on the elements that come to us in season and over time. 
Let’s look at some examples:

•	 Really indulge in introversion, and you’re likely to crave 
a little extra—extroversion, that is. You’ll experience that 
movement of yin into yang. Consider, for example, trav-
eling by yourself, far away from familiar faces, others di-
vinely indifferent to you. Chances are you’ll eventually 
find yourself open to and even initiating exchanges with 
strangers. Because contact is optional, it flows out of 
you—it’s natural, easy, and probably quite pleasurable.

“Lord, grant that I 
may always desire 
more than I can 
accomplish.”

—Michelangelo
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•	 Do it for love, when you can. I’ve shared the example of 
sticking out a party for my friend. I used introverted sur-
vival techniques to refuel, and I learned I could endure 
my worst version of a party and even learn some things. 
When your desire leads you to give in this way, the loss 
of ego can be freeing. As I watched the hours tick away, I 
started to enjoy the submission. And the night gave back: 
the after party turned out to be just my friend, her dance 
partner, and me in an intimate club. We had the chance 
to talk, sip Godiva martinis, and listen to a singer who 
was a convincing incarnation of Frank Sinatra. I was even 
inspired to dance. I witnessed extroversion expand and 
then flow into introversion.

•	 Ignore “should”; follow “want.” The word “should” is a 
good indication that somebody else’s standards are in-
volved. “Want” is within you, and is the seed of change. 
To know what kind of extroversion you want to add to 
your repertoire, look to extroverts, real or fictional, that 
you admire or find attractive. If you want to know your 
future potential, desire is better than a crystal ball.

•	 As the Buddha put it, “believe nothing.” Introversion 
does not fully describe you, nor does any category. The 
road to healthy psychology is to get an identity then lose 
it. Then get another identity and lose that one. Seek truth 
and live by it.

•	 Know when you’re stuck. Boredom is a clue. Addiction 
is a clue. Low energy is a big clue. Real desire promotes 
flow and expands you. Fear, sometimes masked as desire, 
constricts. You may feel compelled to stay locked behind 
your computer even though you are miserable there and 
all life has been sucked out of the activity. This is not 
desire; this is avoidance, a response to fear.

•	 When you’re afraid of change, give birth a chance. In 
our society, change is scary. The American Way is ex-
emplified by an impossible metaphor: “pull yourself 
up by your bootstraps.” This “just do it” mentality is 
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unnatural. Holding, growing, and birthing your way 
to change—nature’s way and the introvert’s way—
seems to be catching on, however. A six-stage model of 
change, identified by researchers Prochaska, Norcross, 
and DiClemente, is now being used in a broad range 
of settings, from smoking cessation programs to sun-
screen use campaigns. The research shows that success-
ful change starts inside, where the first three stages take 
place: pre-contemplation, contemplation and prepara-
tion. So if you want to get “out there,” you do better 

when you build up your desire inter-
nally first. It’s easier and it works bet-
ter. So, don’t just do something, stand 
there awhile first!

Extroverting for 
Energy
Although introverts typically go in for 
energy, there is another kind of energy 
that comes when “in” meets “out,” 
when yin meets yang. The release of 
this energy, called Qi or Chi in the 
Taoist tradition, underpins Jung’s 
theory of introversion-extroversion. 
According to Jung, integrating oppo-
sites within the personality not only 
brings a person closer to wholeness, 
but frees up life energy. The more a 
person is able to tolerate paradox in 
search of truth, the less energy will be 
spent defending a rigid position.

Imagine a world without extroversion. It would be nice and 
quiet. We’d all have a lot of room. Life would move more slowly 
so that each introvert had a chance to speak without interrup-
tion, and to think before talking or acting. We wouldn’t have 

“I don’t know why it is, 
but when I’m abroad, I 
enjoy small talk. I enjoy 
using foreign language, 
and because the lan-
guage is not my mother 
tongue and I’m not as 
fluent, I think my thinking 
is more superficial in that 
language and it is easier 
to get to that ‘small talk 
level.’ In Finland I am too 
deep of a person to enjoy 
small talk. I see no point 
in it.”

—Mira Karppelin, 
translator and artist 
for the Finnish version 
of Introvert Power
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downtowns or elections or contact sports. No one would ask 
how you’re doing, only what you’re thinking. Sound like para-
dise? Maybe, until you imagine this state of affairs lasting for 
weeks and months and years and decades. Something essential 
would be missing.

We may find it easier to imagine a world without introverts, 
because sometimes our world feels that way. We compete, we 
talk a lot, we have parties. But our world is also infused with 
introvert energy. Without introversion, we would have no 
books and no readers, no philosophies, theologies, or dreams. 
There would be sun with no shadows, day without night. 
Something essential would be missing.

The something essential is life energy—that intangible spark 
emerging from paradox, the conflict that forces a higher-level 
solution, the chemistry that allows male and female to join 
and make a third, and the integrity that allows introvert and 
extrovert to coexist and make a better world.

The Paradox of the Pit
The mosh pit seems an apt metaphor of our extroverted, 
capitalistic society, with dancers body-to-body, slamming and 
pushing. But this chaotic scene can be viewed differently. Here 
is Ben’s description:

[It’s] like a tribal dance. It’s not about hurting each other,  
too much. If you push someone over, you help them 
back up. There is no winner; everyone flows together, 
kind of like a swarm of insects. It gets you back to your 
primitive nature.

At first glance, the mosh pit is capitalism on crack. People 
are pushing their way to the front, stomping down the com-
petition if need be. Within the mob, a circular vortex forms, 
and moshers slam dance inside. Because of the risks associ-
ated with moshing, Tom Berger requires users of his online 
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instruction book, In the Pit, to indicate that they have read 
the following warning: “The only way to ensure one’s safety 
at a general admission event is NOT TO ATTEND THE 
EVENT!” Though people typically come out exhilarated but 
intact, injuries do occur, and even deaths have been reported. 
But for introverted devotees, the pit is not about violence: it is 
a place to let go, to relinquish ego, and to meld with the mob. 
Everyone is welcome. People compete, but also cooperate. 
James Cook, in his online essay “Zen and the Art of the Mosh 
Pit,” captures the paradoxical nature of the pit:

To look upon the mosh pit for the first time is an af-
front to the senses…Without any regard for the music, 
a large crowd shifts and swirls in front of a stage. Bodies 
move to and fro amidst random acts of self-sacrifice 
and enigmatic grace.

Cook’s description of moshing captures the way competition 
flows into meditation. The pit mixes it all up: danger and altru-
ism, aggression and unity. Everyone’s dual energy is exposed: 
they knock down; they pick up. Jung would have liked the 
metaphor: opposites colliding at every level and generating 
energy. With the higher-level perspective of introversion, the 
chaos becomes a pattern, a shared energy.

As with the pit, smashing into your opposite is risky. But is it 
indeed easier to stay on your side, comfortably separate, or is it 
more natural to be curious, to investigate what is unknown—to 
move toward your opposite?

Jung would say “yes.”
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“It is in your power to withdraw into yourself 
whenever you desire. Perfect tranquility within 
consists in the good ordering of the mind,—the 
realm of your own.”

—Marcus Aurelius

We live in a society that thrives on interaction. We 
grow up learning the games. We are told that we 
live in a place where, like the mosh pit, you play or 

lose. Sure you can sit it out and watch from the sidelines, but 
the action is in the pit. Playing is how you have fun.

This is what we are told.
But we also live in a society that thrives on ideas. We learn, 

not just how to play with others, but how to use our minds, 
understand our emotions, and generate our own solutions. We 
are told that books hold indescribable pleasure. We are enticed 
to explore new worlds, to embark on the solitary journey. We 
learn to figure it out, to think for ourselves.

This is also what we are told.
When I began this book, I wanted to resolve the paradox 

of meditating in the mosh pit—to emancipate introverts from 
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the constraints of an extroverted society. But the reality of the 
mosh pit woke me up to something new.

An introvert does not merely slide into extroverted society 
and meditate there. She’ll get pushed to the side, or trampled. 
Her meditation will not be recognized. Be silent in a group of 
extroverts, and they’ll happily consume the space. Our power 
does not easily translate into contexts dominated by extroversion.

Introverts who enter the mosh pit may be moved there 
from within: a personal ideology is captured by and expressed 
through the music. These introverts become intimately con-
nected with the experience of moshing before entering the pit. 
Many will be content to observe. Luke, another one of my 
moshing consultants, noted, “There are a lot of people who 
just want to stand there and listen, and get really annoyed at 
the moshers. They’re the ones pushing them [the moshers] back 
in to protect their girlfriends.” And some introverts jump in.

Entering, however, means accepting the conditions of the 
pit. Just read Berger’s guidebook and you’ll appreciate the 
importance of knowing what you’re doing. Moshers mosh: 
they slam and push and sweat. The pit must be mastered before 
it can be transcended. Though moshing may become a medita-
tion, there is no moshing without aggression.

So, is the message here to adapt first? Do we have to buy in?
No. The answer to the mosh pit paradox, to the question 

of how to be fully introverted in an extroverted society, is this: 
relinquish the belief that society is extroverted.

Our society is made up of a healthy mix of introverts and 
extroverts. Even my family, I now know, reflects this mix. Both 
realities are always present—mosh pit and monastery, yang and 
yin. Introversion is coming of age. It is no longer enough to 
complain that extroversion won’t let us be introverts. Of course 
extroversion won’t let us be introverts; extroversion does not 
know how.

But introversion will, and introversion abounds.
It is time for us, as introverts, to take ownership of our society. 

We are here in great numbers, we are contributing and we are 
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powerful. Sometimes it takes an extrovert to remind us of this real-
ity. Though I long assumed I was invisible in my big, loud family, 
my extroverted sisters argue the contrary, telling me that I am the 
one that gets taken seriously, that my quiet wields a lot of power.

Introversion is very compelling in the outer world. Visit 
a portrait gallery, and notice the faces that draw you in. The 
Mona Lisa poses, even smiles a bit, but she doesn’t give it all 
away. She sits regally and calmly. Her portrait captures the 
beauty of introversion. And she gets noticed. An estimated six 
million people a year come to see her, and she now has a wall 
all to herself. That’s power.

Being openly introverted will always be a paradox, like 
Mona Lisa’s smile. But it is actually in the paradox—in the 
challenge of outing introversion—that we discover our power. 
Hold paradox and you become larger, more powerful. Here is 
some food for paradox:

•	 We think of meditation as something we do in private, 
usually in a lotus position. But meditation is actually 
quite portable. In their book, Meditation 24/7, Camille 
Maurine and Lorin Roche instruct: “The key to medi-
tation is that you set things up so that you are restful. 
When you rest in loving attentiveness, the vibrating si-
lence that’s underneath outer activity can emerge.” Take 
your restful attitude into the world, and practice seeing 
the space between and the silence underneath.

•	 The next time you go to a mall or one of those obligatory 
parties, see if you can find the pattern, the rhythm, and 
make it a meditation. Allow yourself to look beyond the 
small talk to our shared condition and longings. Let your 
presence offer the peace you so value.

•	 Take your mind with you. Practice the simple exercise 
of noting what you think and feel: “Hmm, I like this.” 
“There is something wrong here.” “Okay, this sucks.” 
Turn up the volume on your inner wisdom. No need to 
act on it before you’re ready, just notice.
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•	 Allow others to see your introversion. Instead of look-
ing in the mirror and putting on a perky smile, look in 
the mirror as you contemplate. Get an idea of what you 
look like and feel like on the outside as you listen for what 
is inside. Are you taking your inside outside, or are you 
wearing an extrovert costume? What does your “inner 
wardrobe” look like? What would it mean to take your 
comfort with you?

•	 Practice “confident pausing.” When I studied speech, I 
learned to respect the pause. A deliberate pause holds 
the audience captive. Introverts think before speaking, 
and need time within conversations to develop their 
ideas and responses. In my family, I got used to oth-
ers chiming in, so I learned to trail off and make room 
for interruptions—this was not confident pausing. A 
confident pause is a clear break, and communicates the 
expectation that others wait. Try it. Start with low-stress 
situations. Stretch out time. Use public space for think-
ing privately. Act as if you’ve got all day. Feel the power.

•	 Withdraw more openly. State your introvert needs in the 
affirmative rather than apologetically. Assume others un-
derstand and that they’re weird if they don’t.

•	 Absorb the power of collective introversion. Attend a 
meditation circle or prayer vigil. Look for people behind 
the scenes. Read, and make company with books. As 
William Gladstone put it, “Books are a delightful society. 
If you go into a room filled with books, even without 
taking them down from their shelves, they seem to speak 
to you, to welcome you” (emphasis mine). The poet 
Shelley also frequented introvert society: “I love tranquil 
solitude/ And such society/ As is quiet, wise, and good” 
(emphasis mine).

Society is ours to choose, ours to create. I think meditation is 
an apt metaphor for introvert power. As Doug Imbrogno, intro-
vert and facilitator of a meditation circle, put it: “Meditation 
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allows you to not get swept away by the flood of thoughts and 
emotions, to sit by the side of the river, to watch the raging 
torrent and not get swept down.” Though he was talking about 
the inner torrent, a meditative attitude distances the outer tor-
rent as well, allowing you to witness extroversion without get-
ting “swept down” by it. And others may opt to come your way.

Tribute to an Introvert
Before beginning this book, I had the privilege of knowing a 
girl who struggled to make room for herself. She, like many 
introverts, loved therapy. Unlike many teenagers, she was unre-
strained in her honesty. And she was in trouble.

This girl, blond and petite, playful and smart, hated school. 
And her hatred was not your ordinary “school sucks” attitude 
that comes with questioning authority. My client hated school 
because she could not think there. The 
classrooms were noisy, boys harassed 
her, and she was not doing well. Drugs 
helped some—the illegal kind. She 
begged me to help.

The standard psychological treat-
ment for school refusal is to keep the 
child in school—to desensitize her to the anxiety of being in 
school and to help her develop coping strategies. But, even as 
her psychiatrist and I followed this protocol, I couldn’t help 
but think that my client’s desire for the homeschool option was 
well founded. This was a girl who used her own time to volun-
teer at an animal shelter, to write, draw, and create a vision for 
her future. She had big academic plans, and she not only had 
her career track worked out, but also collected pictures of her 
future dream house.

Her parents and I exhausted every option to try to create 
better conditions for her within school, but quiet was just not 
an option. Alternative programs tended to breed delinquency, 
and she was already vulnerable enough. The family was too 

“The personal life deeply 
lived always expands into 
truths beyond itself.”

—Anais Nin
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poor to afford a private option. To my client’s credit, she 
persisted—maybe she had no choice. She said she would give 
up school entirely to get away from the chaos she was man-
dated to tolerate. And, yes, she had the ADD meds.

I challenged her to put together a proposal for homeschool-
ing and indicated that an essential part of the plan would be 
abstinence from drugs. She excitedly got herself a planner, 
worked out a schedule, and she and I created a formal pro-
posal to submit to the school. Her parents, exhausted from the 
struggle, fully supported the plan, as did her psychiatrist. The 
homeschool option was granted, and she thrived. Relinquishing 
the drugs was not much of an issue; she did not need a change 
in mental state to work in a more hospitable setting. I will 
never forget the day she hugged me and without an ounce of 
self-consciousness, said, “Thank you. I love you.”

Before the end of a wonderfully generative year at home, a very 
happy year, my client was killed in a car accident. It was three days 
before her prom—her school invited her to participate—and she 
and her boyfriend were on their way to pick up his tux. It was a 
rainy day on a bad road, and she skidded. Later, when her father 
talked with me about her tragic death, he found comfort in a 
simple truth: “She was happy that day.”

Since writing the first edition of Introvert Power, I’ve been 
entrusted with another girl’s story, and she welcomed me to 
share it with you. This high schooler tamed the intimidating 
social culture of middle school and high school, not by becom-
ing more extroverted, but through unapologetic acceptance 
of her introversion. Here is Meditating in the Mosh Pit 101, 
compliments of Audrey:

All my life I thought that there was something wrong 
with me. I never really fit in with anyone and had 
great difficulty socializing with my peers. I was pushed 
around, walked on, and bullied for being the “quiet girl.” 
Over the years I developed a deep hatred for myself that 
intensified during middle school and early high school.
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The worst feeling I had was that I did not exist. I ba-
sically had no friends. No one ever acknowledged my 
existence wherever I was, and I was pushed aside and 
ignored by my classmates. I felt helplessly alone and 
would cry myself to sleep many, many times. I hated 
myself but saw no hope for change.

That was until I came across your book last year. My 
whole perspective of myself had changed. I discovered 
that there was not one single thing wrong with me and 
that there were millions out there just like me. Your 
book was a comforting friend that guided and coached 
me to a whole new chapter of my life. I finally accepted 
myself for who I was. I was truly amazed. It felt like a 
massive weight had been lifted from my shoulders.

I am now a junior in high school. Ever since I read 
your book, I have gradually become more and more 
myself. I feel empowered. I no longer care if I seem 
“awkward” or “weird” to people because I am who I am. 
I intensely enjoy my alone time without feeling guilty 
about not going to the game on a Friday night. Strangely 
enough, more people are drawn to me than ever before. 
People notice me now, and I am comfortable enough to 
start conversations with them. I don’t feel like I have to 
be talking all the time for people to like me. I will sit 
back and listen to a conversation or put in my two cents 
if I feel like it. When I walk the halls of my high school, 
I finally feel like I do exist. I’ve grown a spine, and I 
don’t take crap from anybody anymore.

All in all, this is the happiest I’ve felt in a long time. I 
can enjoy life to the fullest, and the future looks bright. 
This never would have happened without your book 
kick-starting me into my new life. You have opened my 
eyes to who I am.

From the bottom of my proud introverted heart, 
thank you.

—Audrey, Indiana

IntrovertPower.indd   267 12/21/12   4:45 PM



268   |   Introvert Power

Meditating in Your Mosh Pit
Introverts have remained introverts despite incredible pressures 
to adapt. Recall that we are more than 50 percent, while the 
buzz says we are rare. We have been diagnosed, worried about, 
reformed, overstimulated, and interrupted. But as we persist 
in being introverted, society also benefits. Introverts have 

more internal storage space, so we can 
bring more into consideration. As we 
stubbornly make room for ourselves, 
reflect and wait until we are ready, 
we come up with the kinds of ideas, 
creations, solutions, and solid truths 
that render others silent. We can baffle 

extroverts with our mysterious power, the “where did you come 
up with that?” kind of awe.

Isn’t it refreshing to know that what comes perfectly natural 
for you is your greatest strength? Your power is in your nature. 
You may not think it’s a big deal that you can spend hours 
immersed in something that interests you—alone—but the 
extrovert next door has no idea how you do it.

Our gifts are not only evident in our ideas and creations, but 
in the way we live. By pursing the “more” that we need—time, 
space, thought—we wedge open new possibilities for everyone. 
We preserve solitary places, and also scout ahead, rendering 
the inner life safer for others. The “less” that we need—less 
formality, fewer people, less external stimuli—also looks good, 
especially to the overextended. As Don so aptly put it, “I can 
(and do) entertain myself without resorting to bungee jumping 
or swimming the English Channel. Work, play, hobbies, rest, 
and a few intimate relationships don’t generally require a great 
deal from others.”

Extroverts may pressure us to get in the mix, but they love 
the calm we bring when we don’t comply.

While it’s not a good idea to sit in the middle of a mosh 
pit, your power will be most evident when you bring it into 
the middle of your life—when you bring you into the middle. 

“The truth which made us 
free will in the end make 
us glad also.”

—Felix Adler
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Perhaps you’ll find yourself, as I eventually did, spending more 
time in the living room while others retreat to their rooms. 
Maybe you’ll more openly daydream and allow a Mona Lisa 
smile to get people wondering. You might walk a little more 
slowly, ponder more visibly, and show just a hint of how excited 
you are for your empty evening.

The people in your circle are rushing, talking, flailing about. 
You stand still. You observe and wait. People pressure you, and 
you stay. You stand still. You observe and wait. As you rest in 
your introversion, people get quiet with you. They sense your 
comfort with silence, and they forget why they were talking so 
much. As your energy spreads, a hush fills the room. Nobody 
feels a need to do or say anything.
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