
The “Extravert Ideal” Is a Real 
Phenomenon; Be You Anyway

Illumination and Inspiration for Introverts Everywhere

My high school classmate Andrea 
lived about half a mile away from 
me growing up, and our paths 
crossed routinely in our small home-
town of Detroit Lakes, Minnesota, 
population 7,000 and change.

Our families attended the same 
church, for example, so Andrea and 
I went to Sunday school and confir-
mation together. We were in many 
of the same classes at regular school, 
too, all through our elementary, ju-
nior high, and senior high years. We 
saw a lot of each other, not so much 
by design as by circumstance.

We weren’t friends—my defini-
tion of friends is “people who actual-

ly do things together”—but we were 
solid acquaintances. We certainly 
knew one another well enough to 
describe the other accurately to 
somebody else.

Andrea is a kind, caring person. 
A genuine soul. One of those not-a-
mean-bone-in-her-body types. So it 
was nice to reconnect with her a few 
years back when we ended up living 
in the same Minneapolis suburb and 
sending our kids to the same ele-
mentary school.

But one day, in the school park-

ing lot, she surprised me. Maybe 
“threw me for a loop” is a better 
way of putting it, though I know she 
didn’t mean to.

I mentioned to her that I had just 
finished writing my book, The Intro-

vert Manifesto, and that if I was hon-

est about it, the book was in many 
ways about me and for me and giv-
ing voice to me personally because, I 
told her, “I’m a introvert.”

Her immediate response: “You’re 
not an INtrovert!” 

She said it with that emphasis— 
“INtrovert!” Her reaction was an 

odd combination of shock and con-
cern for my well-being. 

It was just additional evidence 
that I had not only picked the right 
first essay for my book (“There’s 
Nothing Wrong with Me; I’m Just 
an Introvert”), but that western cul-
ture really does seem to fear intro-
version—and revere extraversion.

Extraversion on a Pedestal
Susan Cain (author of Quiet) calls 

this phenomenon the extravert ideal: 
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COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES

SOCIAL INTERACTIONS

When Douglas Conant—a self-
described shy introvert—was the 
CEO of Campbell Soup Company, 
he spent many of his train rides 
home at night harnessing the re-
markable power of what, for many 
introverts, is a trusted friend: the 
written word.

Conant wasn’t typing away on 
his laptop, hammering out emails. 
He was instead handwriting personal 
thank-you notes—up to 20 a day—to 
various Campbell employees around 
the world who had somehow made a 
positive contribution that day or 
week or month.

“In my line of work, I’ve been 
trained to find the busted number 
in a spreadsheet and identify things 
that are going wrong,” Conant told 
Forbes magazine in a 2018 article on 

his thank-you note practice.
“Most cultures don’t do a good 

job of celebrating contributions. So I 
developed the practice of writing 

TIPS, TRICKS, AND TOOLS

notes to our employees.”
Over 10 years, Conant ended 

up writing more than 30,000 such 
notes. Those messages became testa-
ments to the impact you can have as 
an introvert when you let your fin-
gers do the talking.

“Wherever Conant went in the 
world, in employee cubicles you’d 
find his handwritten notes posted on 
their bulletin boards,” says Forbes 

contributing writer Rodger Dean 

Duncan, former director of world-
wide communications for Campbell.

“Conant’s notes were not gratui-
tous,” Duncan adds. “They celebrat-
ed specific contributions. And be-
cause the notes were handwritten, 
they seemed to be treasured more 
than an email message might be.”

Is there someone in your life—an 
employee? your spouse? your kid?—
who could use a handwritten note 
from you today?

If you’re an introvert, there’s no 
need for you to go into a networking 
event (or similar social activity) 
thinking you have to chat it up with 
everyone in the room.

In fact, you’re far better off doing 
the opposite: focusing on quality vs. 
quantity when it comes to making 
contacts and building relationships.

“My goal for a conference or 
event is to leave with one new con-
tact. Just one—someone who I click 
with and want to keep in touch 
with,” says introvert and career 
coach Kelly Poulson, in her recent 
Muse website article “5 Realistic 

Ways for Introverts to Make Net-
working Less Painful.”

“I’ve learned to be selective of the 
events I go to and to network like an 
introvert,” adds psychologist Perpet-

ua Neo, in her recent mindbodygreen 

article “8 Ways Introverts Can Have 
a Good Social Life (That Isn’t Men-
tally Exhausting).”

Many introverts treasure—and 
are quite good at—deep, substantive 
one-on-one conversations. Bouncing 
around from person to person, 
though, doesn’t exactly lend itself to 
those types of interactions.

So don’t bounce. Instead, stick—
to one person, maybe two.

Handwritten Thank-You Notes 
Tap into an Introvert Strength

Quality Is as Valid as Quantity 
When It Comes to Networking
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HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

LEARNING

Writer Tristan Lavender says he 
learned “the hard way” about the 
need to strategically manage one’s 
workday energy as an introvert.

“Early in my career,” he writes in 
a blog post, “I would try to go with 
the flow around me—at the cost of 
productivity, personal well-being, 
and the people close to me.

“For example, I would regularly 
plan or participate in (often trivial) 
back-to-back meetings at work, plac-

ing a heavy burden on my ability to 
participate in group activity for ex-
tended periods of time. Or I would 
push myself to attend yet another 
social gathering after a long day at 
work—and then feel exhausted the 
next day.”

Eventually, he came to see this 
adaptive approach as a mistake.

“What I really needed,” he stress-
es, “was a restorative moment in be-
tween meetings or after work.”

If you’re an introvert, Lavender’s 
conclusion will sound familiar. So 
you’ll appreciate the way he began 

thinking of himself: “like a smart-
phone that needs to be recharged 
after a few long conversations.”

In other words, depending on 
how your day unfolds, you may 
need to find (or create) not just one 
but several recharge opportunities 

over the course of the day—just as 
you sometimes have to recharge 
your cell phone several times during 
the day vs. just once overnight.

Take a short walk. Sneak away 
to a private spot to do some work. 
Keep yourself juiced up—when and 
how you need to.

If you were a professional soccer 
goalkeeper and you were trying to 
stop a penalty kick (i.e., a free, un-
contested shot from 12 yards out), 
would you dive to your left or to 
your right?

It might depend on the opposing 
player’s tendencies, of course, but 
the truth is that you’d be best off 
staying put in the center of the goal. 

Indeed, a 2007 study in the Jour-

nal of Economic Psychology demon-

strated just that. Of the nearly 300 
penalty kicks analyzed (from profes-
sional games), most (39.2 percent) 
went at the center of the goal. Yet 
the goalkeeper stayed in the center of 
the goal only 6.3 percent of the time.

Why?
When asked, “The goalies most 

often said that they would regret al-
lowing a goal more if they stayed in 
the center than if they dived,” says 
University of North Carolina busi-
ness professor Bradley Staats in a 
2018 Wall Street Journal article enti-

tled “Don’t Simply Dive into 
Action: Think.”

“In other words,” Staats stresses, 
“they wanted to be seen to be doing 
something, even if that something 
was wrong.”

Staats refers to this phenomenon 
as an action bias, and he says that, 

combined with our perceived need 
to always be “on,” we don’t reflect 
nearly enough in either our profes-
sional or personal lives. This state of 
affairs, in turn, “seriously hampers” 

what Staats calls the “most impor-
tant work of all”: learning.

Staats’s proposed solution is one 
that will come quite naturally to 
many introverts: Pausing at times to 
think and contemplate. 

“[W]e need sufficient time to reju-
venate during the workday, between 
workdays, and on vacations if we 
are to be able to learn successfully,” 
Staats writes.

“Busyness by itself doesn't lead to 
learning.”

Sometimes Cellphones—and 
You—Need Multiple Recharges

Action Has Its Obvious Place, 
but Thinking Is Critical Too
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How Do You Help an Exhausted 
Introvert? Offer Low-Key Support
By Peter Vogt

It was only 1:30 in the afternoon, 
but it had already been quite a day.

I was on a bus, 200 miles from 
home, with 55 fifth-graders—all of  
them high on Dairy Queen Dilly 
Bars—along with several of  my fel-
low parent chaperones and the kids’ 
orchestra teacher, Mr. Cole. We’d 
all been up since 5 a.m. so that we 
could travel three and a half  hours 
southeast to Minneapolis, where we 
were treated to a kid-friendly perfor-
mance by the Minnesota Orchestra 
followed by a fascinating guided 
tour of  Target Field, home of  base-
ball’s Minnesota Twins.

Now, ice cream in hand, I was 
settling in with my daughter Katie 
for the long ride home.

I’m not talking about distance.
Let me put this in mathematical 

terms: 55 Dilly Bars + 55 sleep-
deprived, hormones-amping-up 
tweens ÷ 1 bus = an echo chamber 
on wheels that is not nearly as reju-
venating as an introverted chaperone 
might hope and pray for it to be. 

In fact, the request had just been 
granted to watch a movie on the 
bus’s DVD system. 

So I had to chuckle when I got 
the following text from our neighbor 
Sunny, whose daughter Harper was 
also on the trip: “Wow. You guys did 
it all today. I hope you can rest on 
the way back.” 

As an educator—and parent … 
and introvert—herself, Sunny was 
savvy enough to end her text with a 
winking smile emoticon. 

Just as I went to respond to the 
text with some version of  “not hard-
ly,” I glanced up and saw a commo-
tion across the aisle.

One of  the other parents—I later 
learned his name was Derek—was in 
trouble. He was shaking and his eyes 
were rolled back. A line of  what ap-
peared to be blood—he later told me 
it was Dilly Bar—was trickling out 
of  the corner of  his mouth. 

I thought he was having a heart 
attack, or a stroke, or who knows 
what. Something was just obviously 
wrong. And Derek’s son was right 
next to him, witnessing it all.

I would love to say that I leaped 
into action, but I didn’t. None of  us 
did. Time really did stand still for a 
full second. The world, or at least the 
world in my immediate midst, hit 
the pause button and took a collec-
tive deep breath.

Then I did jump out of  my seat. 
All of  us did. The usual interperson-
al norms were immediately suspend-
ed; we were all family now, our 
brothers’ and sisters’ keepers in the 
new present moment that had been 
stripped of  life’s contrivances. 

Mr. Cole called 911. The bus 
driver got us off  the interstate and 
flagged down an ambulance that 
happened to be passing by. Follow-
ing the instructions being relayed to 
me by both the bus driver and Mr. 
Cole, I hauled Derek out of  his seat, 
laid him in the aisle, then turned him 
on his side and held onto him until, 
moments later, emergency personnel 
came aboard and determined he was 
having a seizure.

Thankfully, Derek was eventually 
able to walk out of  the bus himself  
and into the waiting ambulance. I 
rode along with him to a nearby hos-
pital so that he wouldn’t be alone. 

Which left me with my own 
dilemma: How do you best help a 
guy you don’t even know who’s 
exhausted because he’s just been 
through a health scare on a bus full 
of  middle-schoolers?

It was easier than I thought.
Derek was pretty quiet—a fellow 

introvert, I figured. So I just sat out-
side his room in the ER and checked 
in with him once in a while until he 
was cleared to leave the hospital a 
couple of  hours later.

And as my sister (who lives in the 
Minneapolis area and came to our 
rescue) drove us toward home after-
ward, I said over my shoulder to 
Derek, who was in the back seat: 
“We’re two introverts up here. So if  
you don’t feel like socializing, we of  
all people will understand.”

“Great,” he said as he exhaled.
And then, clearly relieved, he fell 

asleep—finally getting the rest he 

needed on the way back.

IT’S AN INTROVERT’S LIFE

Every morning after breakfast, I hug my kids and send them off  to school with a half-kidding 
rendition of  a mandate you might see in a school district’s PR materials: something like “become 
educated people” or “become ready for the 21st-century workforce” or “grow into global citizens 
who are prepared for the challenges of  tomorrow.”

I am half-kidding—which of  course means I’m half  not. 

I really do want my kids to be educated, to be ready for the world of  work, to be people who 
can tackle difficult tasks. I want them to be thinkers. Critical thinkers. 

As a society, we can tap the wisdom of  the introvert’s way And I want them, and myself, to be 
surrounded by other critical thinkers.

Too often these days, though, it seems 
But to get there, especiall, I think we need to increasingly tap the wisdom of  the introvert’s way 

to get there.
In the current political climate in particular, we could sure use more of  some of  the traits that 

many introverts gravitate to naturally: thinking deeply, reflecting carefully before communicating, 
researching issues and potential solutions thoroughly, and, above all else, acknowledging that 
virtually any problem you can name is complicated, and therefore cannot be solved via campaign 
slogan.
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A recent study in the Journal of 

Research in Personality suggests that 

Susan Cain, Laurie Helgoe, and oth-
ers who have expressed ideas about 
western culture’s elevated view of 
extraversion (and its less-elevated 
view of introversion) are indeed 
onto something. 

(Note: See the lead article in this 
issue of Introvert Insights to learn 

more about the “extravert ideal” and 
the “extraversion assumption.”)

Led by Travis Miller of the Uni-
versity of California-Riverside, the 
study asked two groups of under-
grads (1,339 in the first, 447 in the 
second) to list 10 personal goals they 
had. The goals were then coded by 
research assistants to identify desired 
increases or decreases in each of the 

PRACTICAL RESEARCH

REFLECTIVE READS

Big Five personality traits: extraver-
sion, agreeableness, conscientious-
ness, neuroticism, and openness.

In both samples, the most com-
monly desired personality change 
(37 percent in the first sample, 47 
percent in the second) was to be-
come more extraverted.

Miller et al. also note in the arti-

cle that “research on personality 
change goals demonstrates that most 
people desire change in the socially 
desirable direction… .”

Source: “Striving for Change: 

The Prevalence and Correlates of 
Personality Change Goals,” Journal 

of Research in Personality, 80 (June 

2019), pp. 10-16.

Rob Walker gives out a perplex-
ing assignment during his five-week 
“Products of Design” graduate-level 
course at New York’s School of 
Visual Arts.

“Every year, at some point in our 
class, I ask my students to ‘practice 
paying attention’ before our next 
meeting,” he writes in his fascinating 
new book The Art of Noticing.

That’s the entire assignment, he 
stresses; he offers no other parame-
ters. Each student has to resolve 
“this deliberately vague request” in 
his/her own way.

“My ambition is to provoke them 
into thinking about what they no-
tice, what they miss, why it matters, 
and how to become better, deeper, 
and more original observers of the 
world and of themselves,” Walker 
says. 

His mission is the same for us in 

The Art of Noticing—though instead 

of leaving us to our own devices, 
Walker gives us 131 specific ways to 

practice paying attention in a day 
and age when “perhaps we have 
reached peak distraction.”

Inspired, for example, by the 
four-minute, 33-second performance 
of a pianist who just sits at his piano 
(the piece is meant to be silence 
combined with ambient sounds), 
Walker suggests going to the park, 
setting the timer on your phone to 
4:33, and simply absorbing your 
surroundings, all with the goal to 
“shake up the way you see, hear, 
notice, and otherwise experience 
the world.”

The Art of Noticing Helps You 
“Practice Paying Attention”

Study Suggests Extravert 
“Ideal/Assumption” Is Real
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What did I learn? Well, if you 
were to think of my analysis as a 
baseball game, the extravert/extra-
version side would win decisively by 
a score of something like 11-2. The 
extravert/extraversion team domi-
nates with a final tally of 69 syn-
onyms with positive connotations, 
17 with negative, and 13 neutral.

The box score on introvert/intro-
version: 20 positive synonyms, 85 
negative, 35 neutral.

So yes, the extravert ideal is a real 
phenomenon. It’s simply what is in 
western culture.

What can we do about it? A bet-
ter question is: What should we do?

Embracing Introversion
I’ve given this a great deal of 

thought, and we have four options:
1) Complain. Bitch and moan 

about the unfairness of it all.
It is indeed important to acknowl-

edge the existence of the extravert 
ideal/assumption/default. There’s a 
certain affirmation that comes with 
naming it and calling it out.

But complaining can’t and won’t 
empower you. It will actually disem-
power you in many ways.

2) Become an extravert (or try 

to). You could endeavor to beat the 

living extraversion into yourself; just 
be the extravert you’re not.

That’s a recipe for clinical depres-
sion—or worse.

3) Start an introvert revolution. 

Cain especially, along with Helgoe 
and many others, are already on this 
task. Great! I’m all for it, and I see 
myself as being a part of it in some 
small way.

But … a) revolutions take time, 
and more importantly b) the typical 
revolution calls for a complete over-
throw of the status quo, whereas the 
introvert revolution advocated by 
Cain et al. seeks only to even the 
playing field where introversion and 
extraversion are concerned. 

As I myself write in The Introvert 

Manifesto: “I’m only looking for a 

general balancing of the scales.” A 
closer ballgame.

In other words, at best, we might 
strive for and someday get to a 50-50 
world for introverts. Realistically, 
though, we’re more likely to go from 
an 80-20 world to a 70-30 or 60-40.

So what’s your—our—best bet?
4) Just be you. Simply accept 

yourself as a person who gravitates 
toward introversion; accept the cul-
ture you live in as one that may not 
(or may only rarely) lean introvert; 
and take care of your body, mind, 
soul, and actions accordingly.

No need to defend or justify your-
self. No need to complain. Perhaps 
simply the need to occasionally ex-
plain that you’re merely an introvert
—not (gasp!) an INtrovert!—and 

that you choose to be who you are.

Continued from page 1

“the omnipresent belief that the 
ideal self is gregarious, alpha, and 
comfortable in the spotlight.” 

Laurie Helgoe (author of 
Introvert Power) refers to it as the 

extraversion assumption: the notion 

that “extraversion is normal and 
introversion is a deviation.”

I simply call it the extraversion 

default: the idea that the “default” 

personality type in western culture 
is, or ought to be, extraversion, and 
that we assess other personality vari-
ations against extraversion because 
it is implicitly or explicitly seen as 
the gold standard.

But is the extravert ideal real? Is 
there an extraversion assumption in 
western society? Is extraversion the 
default?

If you’re an introvert, you need to 
know—if you don’t already—that 
the answer is clearly yes. 

If this is breaking news to you, 
I’m sorry. If this is old hat to you, 
consider yourself validated, which 
is something we all need once in a 
while. If you often feel like a fish out 
of water simply by being your intro-
verted self, well, you’re not alone.

We could prove the extravert ide-
al/assumption/default in any num-
ber of ways, but I set out a couple of 
days ago to back it up using data. 

I went to the top six thesaurus 
websites on the Internet (all of 
which showed up within the first 20 
results of my Google search) and 
looked up the terms introvert and ex-

travert (i.e., noun forms) and intro-

verted and extraverted (i.e., adjective 

forms). I wrote down the synonyms 
listed for each, then went through 
them all and—in an admittedly sub-
jective process (though I stand by 
my judgments)—rated them as hav-
ing a positive connotation, a nega-
tive one, or a neutral one.
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INTROVERT INSPIRATIONS

“Alonetime is fuel for life.”
~ Ester Buchholz

“The key to success is understanding your own personality and 
developing life strategies and social strategies that are congruent 
with your personality.”

~ Jacob Hirsh

“Introverts are not broken extraverts! We’re introverts. We’re 
normal … for us.” 

~ Lenora Thompson

“Being an introvert is not holding you back.” 
~ Nick Breau

“Introverts are a lot like cars with diesel engines; they take time 
to warm up and accelerate, but once they get running they are 
powerful, reliable, and energetic.”

~ Michael Alcée
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