
The Good Things That Happen 
When You Eliminate Distraction 

Tips and Advice to Help Introverts Thrive—Their Own Way

By Peter Vogt

It’s too easy to underestimate the 

power of focus.
Let me say that in a more back-

handed way—one that is also much 
more precise …

It’s too easy to underestimate the 
power of lack of distraction, lack of 

interruption. 

It’s too easy to overlook, in other 
words, the damage distraction does 
and the toll interruption takes on 
you, especially if you’re an introvert 
who thrives on the opposite.

It’s also too easy to overlook the 
indisputable efficiency that results 
when focus actually rules the day, 
and distractions and interruptions 
are minimized or eliminated.

Never has this truth been more 
apparent to me than in the last year, 
as I’ve had a semi-front-row seat to 
a learning lab I never expected to 
encounter: namely, online education 
in my own home.

Since September, my wife, 
Adrianne, has been teaching kinder-
garten—online—almost exclusively 
from the basement of our house. 

The families of her students all 
signed their kids up for online learn-
ing—i.e., it wasn’t thrust upon them, 
as it was thrust upon everyone last 
year—and they committed to stick-
ing with it for the entire 2020-2021 
school year.

Adrianne and I did the same 
thing with our own three kids who 
are still at home: our 15-year-old 
and our two 13-year-olds are also 
enrolled in our district’s online 
learning program this year. So I’ve 
been able to observe the three of 
them and their experiences, too, in 
the online learning environment.

I’m not here to advocate for or 
against online education as an in-
structional mode that should/should 
not be universally adopted; that de-
bate, as they say, is “not my area.”

I will say this, though: While on-
line education isn’t for everybody, it 
is most definitely for somebody(ies)!

How so? Again, I don’t have the 
experience or the expertise to make 
a blanket judgment. Nor should I do 
so; all kids are different.

But of this I’m certain: I have 
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PRODUCTIVITY

MENTAL HEALTH

Jeremy Anderberg is anything but 
a skeptic when it comes to technolo-
gy and productivity. 

In fact, as managing editor of the 
Art of Manliness website, he routine-
ly uses notetaking and to-do list apps 
and software to keep a “master list” 
of what he needs to get done over 
the course of a week or a month.

But when it comes to his daily 

to-do list, he swears by—and highly 
recommends—writing things down 
by hand.

Why?
Distractions.
Make that lack thereof.
“Things that are written down by 

hand are not only readily accessible 
in the midst of distraction, but won’t 
put you in touch with other distrac-
tions,” writes Anderberg, in his re-
cent Art of Manliness piece entitled 
“The Power of Writing by Hand.”

TIPS, TRICKS, AND TOOLS

“Swipe into your phone to take a 
note in your notetaking app … and 
you’ll find your finger wandering 
over to the Instagram app. And the 
Twitter app,” Anderberg says.

“Soon enough, even though you 
finished typing your note 10 minutes 
ago, you’re still twiddling with your 
phone.”

You can try to combat the phe-
nomenon with still more apps and 
software—i.e., by using your cell 
phone to set a time limit on your 
web surfing, or by employing, iron-
cially, an app blocker.

“[B]ut the digital distraction drag-
on cannot be slayed once and for 
all,” Anderberg argues. 

“I’ve come to accept it.”
Writing his daily to-do list by 

hand has helped him stay more fo-
cused throughout his workdays, he 
says, and has spurred him to com-
plete his most important tasks.

It’s also minimized the need “to 
toggle from screen to screen, app to 

app, and tab to tab,” he says, “which 
presents me with fewer opportunities 
to get sucked into the Internet’s ‘in-
finity pools.’”

Does he still get distracted once in 
a while? Of course.

“[B]ut it takes far less time to get 
back on track when I’m not relying 
on my screen to guide my to-dos or 
my article writing,” he concludes.

If you battle anxiety—as many 
introverts (indeed many people in 
general) do—Elizabeth Stanley has 
some advice to help you deal with it 
more effectively …

Focus on your body as well as 

your mind (i.e., your thinking), says 
Stanley, a security studies professor 
at Georgetown University and au-
thor of the book The Window: Train-

ing Your Body and Brain to Thrive Dur-

ing Stress and Recover from Trauma.

As an introvert, of course, you are 
frequently in your head.

But “anxiety is an impulse in our 
body that says, ‘I’m not safe right 

now,’” Stanley says in a Medium. 
com article entitled “Anxiety Is in 
Your Body, Not Your Mind.”

In her work, Stanley talks about 
the thinking brain and the survival 

brain. The thinking brain—our neo-
cortex—handles decision making, 
learning, conscious memory, and 
other complex tasks.

Our survival brain, on the other 
hand, spots danger and helps us 

avoid or escape it—i.e., by invoking 
a “fight or flight” response.

Managing anxiety is largely a 
survival brain job, Stanley says. So 

when you’re feeling anxious, it helps 
to tap into your body.

For example: Focus on the feeling 
your bare feet are making with the 
floor or the ground. Or try jumping 
rope or running up and down the 
stairs a few times.

“After we have helped our sur-
vival brain feel safe and stable,” 
Stanley says, “then we can work on 
our thoughts.”

Use a Handwritten To-Do List 
to Win Against Distractions

If You Struggle with Anxiety, 
Focus on Your Body’s Role
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PRESENTATION STRATEGIES

MAINTAINING RELATIONSHIPS

If you’re nervous (terrified?) right 
before the presentation you’ve been 
asked to make—particularly if you’re 
speaking before unfamiliar people in 
an unfamiliar setting—reach into 
your introverted bag of tricks to take 
the spotlight off of yourself, suggests 

speaking coach Victoria Lioznyan-
sky, in her recent blog post entitled 
“How to Be a Great Public Speaker 
When You Are an Introvert.”

“That’s a tough one, right? The 
whole audience is people we don’t 
know, and logically speaking, being 
the only one on stage automatically 
makes you the center of attention,” 

acknowledges Lioznyansky, an in-
trovert herself.

“But in this case,” she stresses, 
“being an introvert proves to be an 
asset.”

What, Lioznyansky asks, do you 
normally do when you’re talking to 
someone and you don’t want to be 
the center of attention? You shift the 

focus to the other person, asking 
meaningful questions and making 
the conversation all about him/her.

You can do the same thing, at 
least in terms of your attitude, when 
you’re presenting to an audience of 
relative strangers, Lioznyansky says.

“This is not about you; it’s about 
your audience,” she stresses. “This 
is all about how you are making 
them feel.”

Writer and photographer Lily 
Khin calls this presentation strategy 
reframing, crediting a former boss 

with suggesting it to her.

“Her tip was: ‘Approach the con-
versation with the mindset of adding 
value to the person/people you’re 
talking to,’” writes Khin, in her re-
cent blog post entitled “Presentation 
Tips for the Introvert.”

And if you still second-guess 
yourself?

“Remember that you’ve been 
asked to share your thoughts be-
cause you have expertise in that area 
or topic,” Khin stresses.

“What may seem simple or basic 
to you might actually be incredibly 
eye-opening for someone else.”

It’s hard to stay truly connected 
with old friends, especially when 
your worlds and your lives are many 
miles apart.

“That’s what distance does: When 
the time between conversations gets 
longer, intimacy diminishes, [and] 
the little things connected to one’s 
daily life lose their places,” says 
writer and career coach Michael 
Thompson.

When weeks or months go by be-
tween conversations, “it seems odd 
to talk about a shirt you just bought, 

or to mention you’re thinking of 
leaving the dishes until morning,” 
Thompson notes. 

Eventually, he says, “it’s easier 
not to bother phoning at all, in 
which case it’s even harder the next 
time, and then suddenly it’s been 
half a year of silence.”

Sound familiar?
If so, try out the strategy encapsu-

lated by the title of one of Thomp-
son’s recent blog posts: “Maintain 
Your Friendships with a Boring 
Weekly Email Thread.”

Each week, Thompson and two 
of his childhood friends exchange an 
email thread that is “both active and 

aggressively boring,” Thompson 
notes in the article. 

In one recent message, for exam-
ple, Thompson’s friend Josh talked 
about the progress he was making 
on his deck. In response, Thompson 
shared that his son had thrown a 
Lego and hit him in the eye.

Pointless? No, says Thompson.
“These quick life updates couldn’t 

be more mundane, and yet I’ve 
come to value them,” he writes. 

“That’s why, even if you can’t be 
together physically, it’s important to 
maintain your relationships with fre-
quent communication—even if that 
communication is low-stakes.”

Focus on Your Audience to 
Get the Spotlight Off Yourself

Try “Boring” Email Updates to 
Stay Connected with Friends



4April 2021

Your Own Thinking Is Powerful, 
but It Can Only Get You So Far
By Peter Vogt

When you’re an introvert, inside 
your own head is a fun place to be.

You’ve got all kinds of  thoughts 
running around in there, after all, at 
virtually all hours of  the day, and if  
you’re patient enough, you’re often 
the beneficiary of  the mixing and 
matching and meshing process that 
results in new, innovative ideas. 

If  you’re anything like me, it 
rarely occurs to you to actively bring 
any outside minds into your ponder-
ing party. You keep your thoughts to 
yourself  while they’re forming, fig-
uring all the right ingredients will 
show up eventually and the final re-
sult will ultimately bake on its own, 
quite tastily at that.

This solo approach isn’t a 
problem, exactly. But it does leave 
you vulnerable to oversights, blind 
spots—and, more notably, missed 
opportunities to go from good to 
better, or even good to great.

For the last four months or 
so, I’ve been developing an eight-
module online course entitled 
Be the Introvert You Are! Recently, I 

reached the point where I had put 
together the best first draft possible 
of  the seminar’s content—after, of  
course, having thought about it pri-
marily on my own the whole time 
I was creating it.

My wife, Adrianne—a fellow 
introvert; a teacher; and, for extra 
good measure, someone who has 
been teaching online herself  for over 
a year now—offered to take a close 
look at what I had. 

I said yes.
And I’m thankful I did.
Why? Well, Adrianne went 

through the material with the kind 
of  eye you would hope for—the kind 
of  eye that is supportive and encour-
aging on the one hand, equipped 
with and willing to use a functioning 
BS Detector on the other.

I mostly passed the Adrianne 
Test, and Adrianne told me as much 
right after she finished going through 
the material. 

But a couple of  days later, as the 
two of  us and our kids took an eight-
hour roadtrip together, Adrianne and 
I got to talking about the course a lit-
tle more. 

Before long, we discovered that I 
had actually failed the most crucial 
part of  the Adrianne Test. 

Briefly: In the seventh module, 
which is devoted to applying the 
concepts described in the first six, I 
hadn’t been explicit enough in guid-
ing people through key steps of  the 
tool I call The 4 Pillars of  Introvert 

Well-Being.

It’s a model you can use as an in-
trovert to a) diagnose what’s going 

on when you’re feeling lousy, and b) 
prevent yourself  from feeling lousy 

in the first place.
“I get the prevention part. I al-

ways have,” Adrianne told me some-
where near a newly plowed farm 
field in central Minnesota. 

“But I just don’t understand the 
diagnosis part. I don’t get how you 
figure out which of  the four Pillars is 
the problem when you’re not feeling 
the way you want to.”

“Isn’t it obvious as you run 
through them—sort of  like a check-
list?” I asked.

“No,” she replied. “It isn’t.”
And therein lies the power of  the 

clichéd but true phrase “two heads 
are better than one.”

I spent all of  the next day in 
reconstructive surgery, operating on 
my own course content. I took Adri-
anne’s comments to heart, combin-
ing them with my own never-ending 
analysis, and now the course has ful-
ly passed the Adrianne Test.

I am better for it.
But what really matters is that the 

course is better for it. And therefore 
the people who take the course will 
be better for it. 

All because Adrianne offered her 
brain to team up with mine. 

And I said yes.
Now it’s on to a different course. 

Not one I have to create but one I 
have to (re)take. It’s one you may 
need to occasionally (re)take too.

It supplements the one we’ve all 
likely mastered already: Good Things 

Come to Those Who Wait.

It’s called Ask and Ye Shall Receive.

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.

Maybe you like to build and/or fix things like my dad did. 
Maybe you like to paint portraits or shoot photographs and 
give them to people you care about. Maybe you like to play 
or sing or write music. 

Or maybe you’re simply willing to take on tasks that your 
spouse or your child or your parent doesn’t have the time or 

See You in January!
We’ll be taking our customary break from publishing in December. See 
you in January for the January 2020 issue! Until then—thanks, as always, 
for reading. I’m grateful to you for your interest and support!

Peter Vogt, Editor and Publisher

See You in January—I’d Love Your Feedback!
We’ll be taking our customary break from publishing in December. See 
you in January for the January 2021 issue! 

Until then: Thanks, as always, for reading. I’m so grateful for you and 
your interest and support.

I would love your feedback about Introvert Insights. If you’d be willing to 
offer yours, please email me at: peter@introvertinsights.com.

Thanks again!

Peter Vogt, Editor and Publisher
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IntrovertManifesto.com

“The Introvert Manifesto is the 
manual [on introverts] that 

should have come in the box.”

Nancy Ancowitz, author of Self-Promotion for 
Introverts and producer of the “Self-Promotion 

for Introverts” blog for Psychology Today 

Read extensive excerpts and order your paperback copy now at:
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Compared to your extraverted 
counterparts, you as an introvert 
may struggle more with the social 

memory that builds and maintains 

relationships—that is, remembering 
who said what, and to whom, in 
your various interactions with the 
other people in your life.

That’s the key finding of a recent 
Scandinavian Journal of Psychology 

study that investigated the relation-
ship between extraversion/introver-
sion and a) the ability to remember 
who told us some information (i.e., 

source memory); and b) to whom we 

told some information (i.e., destina-

tion memory).

The study involved 48 proverbs 
and 48 photos of celebrities. 

PRACTICAL RESEARCH

REFLECTIVE READS

For the source memory portion 

of the study, the participants were 
shown a picture of a celebrity and 
then, one second later, a proverb the 
celebrity was “telling” them. Shortly 
thereafter, the participants were 
asked how many of the proverb-face 
pairs they could recall.

In the destination memory part 

of the study, the participants were 
given the various proverbs and then 
instructed to “tell” those proverbs to 
the celebrities. Once again, the par-
ticipants were asked a short time lat-
er how many proverb-face pairs they 
could remember.

The study’s key result: The more-
extraverted participants (as mea-
sured by a personality questionnaire 
all the participants had taken) did 
better on both the source memory 
and destination memory tasks.

Why? Perhaps, the study’s au-
thors speculate, extraverts simply 
enjoy social interactions more, while 
introverts find them challenging. 

Or, the authors suggest, perhaps 
introverts are more prone to feeling 
overwhelmed by social communica-
tions and other social activities.

However, the authors stress, 
“introverts should not be misun-  
derstood as antisocial.”

They “may simply need more 
time to process data since they gen-
erally take time to think and talk.”

Sources: “Personality and Social 

Memory: High Source and Destina-
tion Memory in Extroverts,” Scandi-

navian Journal of Psychology (March 

4, 2021—online); “The Memory 
Problem That Makes Life Difficult 
for Introverts,” Psychology Today 

website, March 13, 2021.

It’s not exactly hard to tell that 
humorist Jenny Lawson—author 
of Broken (in the Best Possible Way)—

identifies as an introvert.
Case in point: An essay in the 

book entitled “INTROVERTS 
UNITE! (But Sweet Baby Jesus, Not 
in Real Life.)” Its opening sentence:

Someone once told me that the differ-

ence between introverts and extroverts 

is that introverts recharge by being 

alone (like any normal person) and 

extroverts recharge by being with 

others (like vampires.)

Lawson’s gift—one that many in-
troverts offer—is being so observant 
and so ensconced in her head that 
she sees things no one else seems to 
see; thinks thoughts no one else 
seems to think; and connects experi-
ences no one else seems to connect.

The results, which she shares in 
her essays in Broken as well as in her 

other books, are often hilarious, 
sometimes poignant, and almost 
never predictable.

Lawson is known in particular 
for chronicling her ongoing mental 
health struggles, specifically with de-
pression and anxiety. She holds little 
back—including, for example, her 
battles to get the help she needs, as 
she describes in the essay “An Open 
Letter to My Health Insurance Com-
pany” (first line: Sometimes I think 

you want me dead.).

Broken will give you a delightful 

tour of a fellow introvert’s percolat-
ing mind—in the best possible way.

Broken Opens a Window into 
an Introverted Author’s Head

Give Yourself Time to Process
in “Social Memory” Situations
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tions and interruptions.
Unless, of course, your classroom 

is online.
Let me give you a very simple but 

quite realistic example to illustrate 
the point.

Five-year-old Johnny is getting 
upset because his nose is runny. So 
he lets it be known—loudly, during 
story time in his in-person kinder-
garten classroom—that he can’t find 
the box of tissues three feet away 
from him on a nearby counter.

The teacher’s attention must thus 
divert away from the book—and her 
listening audience—to Johnny. The 
same goes for the rest of the child-
ren: They all inevitably turn away 
from the teacher (and the book) and 
toward Johnny and his nose. 

Repeat several times throughout 
the story session, with Johnny and/
or with other kids, with runny noses 
and/or a host of other emergencies. 

And, of course, repeat dozens, 
maybe a hundred times a day in dif-
ferent in-person-classroom contexts.

Now imagine that Johnny is part 
of an online kindergarten class.

He’s online live, with 20 or 30 
other kids as well as the teacher, but 
his microphone is muted unless and 
until the teacher calls on him. 

So when he starts fussing about 
needing a tissue, nobody hears him 
except the parent or grandparent sit-
ting next to him.

Johnny still gets what he needs, 
thanks to Mom or Grandpa. But in 
the meantime, the other students and 
the teacher continue with the story, 
interruption-free. 

The students and the teacher thus 
get far more out of the experience. 
And it runs perhaps half the amount 
of time it might normally take in the 
in-person classroom, with all of its 
interruptions and distractions.

Repeat this sequence throughout 

the day and the result is far different: 
Teachers can teach more, and learn-
ers can learn more, in less time.

The teacher (like Adrianne herself 
does virtually every day) can then 
use the “found” time to set up more 
one-on-one interactions with stu-
dents (also online, of course) than 
he/she ever dreamed possible.

That’s what I’ve seen here in my 
own house this year. And it’s just 
one of the many scenarios I could 
describe—without even delving into 
my kids’ experiences with online 

education.

The True Power of Focus 
Again, I share all of this with you 

not so much to talk about the pros 
and cons of online education, but 
to use what I’ve seen in that context 
in the last year to remind you—and 
myself!—of what’s possible when 
interruptions and distractions are 
all but nonexistent.

What happens when you can 
focus—when you can really focus?

You’re more effective when it 
comes to the task at hand, for 
starters. But you’re also more effi-
cient, which saves you precious time 
and energy—time and energy you 
can then invest in other things.

And, just as importantly, in your 
interactions with other people.

Continued from page 1

now caught a glimpse of what edu-
cation can look like when the usual 
distractions and interruptions are al-
most entirely kept at bay, and easily 
dealt with when they do crop up.

I like much, if not most, of what 
I see, especially as an introvert who 
thrives on focus (and gets hobbled 
by interruptions and distractions). 

And I’m not alone. 

A Different Environment
Ask any kindergarten teacher in 

America, including Adrianne, what 
a regular in-person classroom is like 
and you’ll probably get euphemistic 
responses like “busy” and “active.”

This, of course, is teacher code 
for “challenging.” 

That’s not necessarily a bad thing, 
mind you. The kids are interacting 
with each other and the teacher, 
forming and building relationships 
in the process. And the kids them-
selves are learning how to learn, 
learning how to behave, learning 
how to communicate, learning how 
to navigate ups and downs. It’s part 
of what education is all about.

But it’s almost impossible for it 
not to include pace-slowing distrac-
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INTROVERT INSPIRATIONS

“The more you try to change your quiet personality, the more 
you lose touch with your genuine character’s originality, and the 
harder it will be to find your place in the universe. Therefore, 
understand that being introverted doesn’t mean you have a 
problem, like many believe. It merely means you’re unique with 
something special to offer.”

~ Yadirichi Oyibo

“[T]reat uninterrupted blocks of  time as treasures to guard. It 
clears out constant distractions and gives us the freedom to focus.”

~ Adam Grant

“Introverts can have a strong personality too.”
~ Jacqueline Walker

“Even though others may not immediately see what’s under-
neath the surface, [it’s important] for you to know what you 
are capable of—not despite being a quiet introvert, but because 
you are one.”

~ Helen Arling
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