
External Stimulation Will Take 
Its Toll—So Learn to Manage It

Illumination and Inspiration for Introverts Everywhere

 By Peter Vogt

My wife Adrianne and I decided 
to weed our financial garden recent-
ly. So we put on our gloves and 
started yanking the peskiest of 
the creeping charlie: the expenses 
that are automatically billed to our 
credit card each month (for our con-
venience, of course).

First and most obvious to die 
was the once low-priced DISH TV. 
I’m as close to never watching TV as 
anyone in America today, and Adri-
anne is no different. Our kids con-
sume media in some form nearly 
nonstop, despite our unending polic-
ing efforts, but even they yawned at 
the idea of keeping DISH. 

So it was pulled.
We made several other easy cuts 

too. We dropped a few Internet do-
main name reservations, got rid of a 
couple of academic website subscrip-
tions that the kids hadn’t used in 
years, and switched a premium soft-
ware subscription to its virtually 
equivalent free version instead.

Then we came to our—uh, my—
newspaper subscriptions. 

I was a journalism major in col-

lege, so the concept of reading the 
newspaper each day, without fail, 
was beaten into my head. And 
reading just one newspaper isn’t 
enough, I was told during the beat-
ings; you need to read several to get 
a balanced perspective on things.

So I have slowly come to sub-
scribe to four newspapers, two left-
leaning, two right-leaning: The New 

York Times, The Washington Post, The 

Wall Street Journal, and our local pa-

per, The Forum of Fargo-Moorhead.

Unfortunately, newspapers can 
become their own invasive species—
as can almost anything else in the 
external life of an introvert.

Too much information
The Times comes in print form 

on Sundays and generally sits on the 
floor by “my” couch for several days 
before I read it. 

The Post is an online-only sub-

scription that—blessing and curse—
offers me unlimited access. 

The Journal arrives in print form 

six days a week, but always a day 
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CONTROLLING YOUR TIME

NEGOTIATION SUCCESS

When Neil Pasricha left his cor-
porate job at Walmart a few years 
ago to pursue an independent career 
as an author and speaker, he figured 
his writing productivity in particular 
would soar.

“But I was wrong,” he writes in a 
recent Harvard Business Review web-

site article.
Pasricha still had more than 

enough conference calls—and meet-
ings … and meetings … and meet-
ings—to contend with, along with 
media interviews and the typical 
introvert’s nemesis: the unending 
distractions and interruptions that 
most of us deal with each day. 

So he found himself in desperate 
need of a “practical” (his emphasis) 

way to get more work done.
“I finally found a solution that I 

feel has saved my career, my time, 
and my sanity,” Pasricha writes.

“I call it ‘Untouchable Days.’”
Untouchable Days, he stresses, 

are days “when I am literally 100 
percent unreachable in any way … 
by anyone.” He carves them out by 

TIPS, TRICKS, AND TOOLS

looking at his calendar 16 months 
ahead of time and, for each week, 
blocking out an entire day as 
“UNTOUCHABLE.”

“I put it in all-caps just like that, 
too,” he stresses. “‘UNTOUCH-
ABLE.’ I don’t write in all-caps 
for anything else, but I allow 
‘UNTOUCHABLE’ days to just 
scream out to me.”

That’s just the beginning.
“On the actual Untouchable Day 

itself,” he writes, “I picture myself 
sitting in a bulletproof car surround-
ed by two inches of thick, impene-
trable plastic on all sides. Nothing 

gets in. Nothing gets out. Meetings 
bounce off the windshield. Texts, 
alerts, and phone calls, too. My cell 
phone is in Airplane Mode all day. 
My laptop has Wi-Fi completely dis-
abled. Not a single thing can bother 
me … and not a single thing does.”

You may not be able to block out 
entire Untouchable Days yourself. 
So instead, consider trying the same 
strategy on a smaller level—i.e., an 
“Untouchable Hour” or two.

Learn more about Pasricha’s tech-
nique in his personable HBR website 

article “Why You Need an Untouch-
able Day Every Week.”

When you’re an introvert, it turns 
out that one of your key strengths/
preferences—silence—is a secret 
weapon in any kind of negotiation.

Author Jen Glantz, herself an in-
trovert, discovered this phenomenon 
recently when she saw a vintage 

leather purse she wanted at a flea 
market in Brooklyn.

“The price was $175, which was 
way over my budget,” she writes in 
her recent NBC News website article 
“I Put 4 Negotiation Tactics for In-
troverts to the Test—Here’s What 
Happened.”

So leaning on advice from Jason 
Patel, founder of college and career 

prep company Transizion, she de-
cided to make the seller a counterof-
fer (of $125) and then … be quiet.

“I let the silence linger for five 
seconds,” Glantz writes, “fighting 
the urge to say something like 
‘Sorry, how about $150?’ or ‘I’ll 
just pay full price.’”

At long last the seller responded: 
“I’ll take $130.”

“Untouchable Days” Will Help 
You Outsmart Interruptions

Use the Power of Silence to 
Buttress Your Counteroffers
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COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES

ENERGY MANAGEMENT

Is there anything you can do as an 
introvert to communicate more ef-
fectively with the extraverts in your 
life—without having to completely 
change your personality (or theirs)?

Absolutely, says Julie Bort, chief 
tech correspondent for the website 
Business Insider.

Bort lives, as she puts it, in “a 
house full of extraverts,” she being 
one of them. Her daughter, however, 
is a lone introvert amongst the clan.

Bort got to thinking about the re-
sulting family communication dy-
namics recently after she’d partici-
pated in a training on unconscious 
bias, where she’d learned that intro-
verts and extraverts are fundamen-
tally different in how they process 
information and, especially, share 
their thoughts with others.

In the Bort house, like so many 
others, this phenomenon has caused 
problems in the past.

“The extraverts would grow 
frustrated with my daughter all 
day long,” Bort writes in a recent 
BI article.

“‘What did she want for dinner?’ 
Silence. ‘Where did she put that 
thing?’ Silence. ‘Do you want to see 
this movie or that one?’ Silence.”

Thanks to the workshop Bort at-
tended, she came to realize that her 
daughter was actually responding to 
the questions—“just not out loud.”

“We [just] didn’t realize it,” Bort 
stresses, “because her thoughtful 
gaze wasn’t our form of communica-
tion: words.”

Lesson learned. 
But then what? After all: Aware-

ness is nice, but it’s not a solution. 
Especially when old habits are hard 
to break.

“After many blow-ups and hurt 
feelings all around, we all finally re-
alized what was going on,” Bort 
says. “But it didn’t stop us from 
wanting [my daughter] to respond 
immediately to our words and 
questions.” 

Fortunately, Bort says, she 
eventually came up with a middle 
ground: Her daughter—and by ex-
tension the rest of the family too—
could leverage the power of what 
Bort calls two “magic words”:

“I’m thinking.”
“[W]e taught [my daughter] to 

tell us ‘I’m thinking’” as an immedi-
ate response to a question, Bort says. 
“The extraverts were acknowledged 
and would calm down and chill. The 
introvert got the space she needed to 
think and reply.”

You can read the entire story 
of the Bort family’s discovery in 
Bort’s BI article “Two Magic Words 

Introverts Can Say to Extroverts to 
Make Communication Easier: ‘I’m 
Thinking.’”

One of the difficulties of attending 
a professional conference (or a simi-
lar gathering) as an introvert is that 
you feel like you need to be “on” 
virtually nonstop.

It’s stressful and draining, “espe-
cially if you’re the type who needs 
plenty of downtime,” writes career 
and executive coach Suzan Bond in 
her recent Fast Company article 

“How to Attend a Conference With-
out Feeling Overwhelmed.”

Out-of-town events can be partic-
ularly hard because even when the 
day’s official events are over, the 
conference site—often a hotel, or a 
convention center with an attached 
hotel—is usually still teeming with 
attendees and conference-related 
social events.

That’s why you may want to 
adopt one of Bond’s own introverted 
strategies for managing out-of-town 
conferences: staying somewhere 
besides the conference site.

“At bigger conferences (or ones 
where I know a lot of people), I tend 

to stay at a hotel that’s within walk-
ing distance,” Bond writes.

“It creates a separation, which 
means I’m less likely to see others I 
know, allowing me to remove the 
pressure of being sociable.”

Bond says her hotel-down-the-
street strategy has another upside as 
well: warm-up time.

“The added benefit of the walk is 
that it gives me a chance to prep my-
self for the day,” she says, “and to 
decompress at the end, so that I’m 
ready for another day of being 
around people.”

When Extraverts Want Quick 
Answers, Try “I’m Thinking”

You Don’t Have to Stay Where 
the Conference Is Being Held



4August 2019

You Can Do More Than You 
Think—If You Work Your Way
By Peter Vogt

I’m not handy.
As a guy in American society I’m 

not supposed to openly admit that. 
But it’s true.

I should be handy. At a minimum 
I should be handy in the context of  
avoiding embarrassment: American 
culture—especially other men—ex-
pects handiness in me and all men. 

By all rights I should be handy via 
osmosis, too: My own dad could fix 
anything, so I should be genetically 
predisposed to handiness.

But I’m not handy. 
Or so I’ve always thought.
Lately I’ve been proving myself  

wrong—maybe proving myself  
imprecise is more precise—thanks 
to Cal Newport, author of  the eye-
opening book Digital Minimalism: 

Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy 

World. (See my write-up of  this 

book in the June 2019 issue of  
Introvert Insights.)

“There was a time in [the United 
States] when most people were 
handy,” Newport writes. “If  you 
lived in a rural area, for example, 
you had to be comfortable fixing 
and building things—there was no 
Amazon Prime to deliver a replace-
ment or Yelp-approved contractor to 
stop by with his tools.”

In my own case, if  I’m faced with 
a household fix-it item today, I can 
no longer count on free rescues from 
my older brothers (who both live far 
away) or my father (who died a few 
years back). I either need to call 
somebody in—my usual strategy—

or rely on myself, my seemingly 
rudimentary mechanical skills, and 
a brain that could never tell where 
the shaded areas would ultimately 
land when you folded up the paper 
diagrams on those abilities tests we 
took in high school.

Newport goes on to issue a simple 
challenge to his readers: Try being 
handy, somehow, once a week for 
six weeks.

I’ve been trying—and succeeding!
Several months ago I had new 

front brakes and rotors installed on 
my 2003 Saturn Vue. After I got the 
car back, I immediately noticed that 
the brakes were making a squeaking 
noise—which I courageously dealt 
with by turning up the radio.

A few weeks ago, though, it got 
to be too much. So, Newport’s chal-
lenge in mind, I went on YouTube to 
see if  I could uncover any clues.

God bless whoever “DIY Jeff ” is. 
Sometimes, one of  his videos noted, 
after you’ve had the brakes done, 
something called the wheel shroud 

gets slightly bent and starts rubbing 
against those new rotors you’ve just 
spent hundreds of  dollars on. Result: 
a high-pitched scraping noise.

Hmmm. 
I jacked the car up, took the front 

left wheel off, and looked at the 
wheel shroud. Actually, I listened to 
it as I turned it.

It … wasn’t rubbing on anything. 
But I could tell that I was some-

where near the noise.
I was about to give up in the hu-

miliation I’ve grown used to over the 
years when I noticed that the shroud 

itself  had a piece of  metal—I believe 
it’s called a doodad—attached to it. 

As I turned the wheel, the doodad 

rubbed against the brake rotor!
So, with my bare hands no less, 

I bent the doodad back toward the 
underside of  the car—Dad would 
have called this “contorsion mechan-
ics”—and the noise disappeared.

Since then I’ve gone on to diag-
nose and repair an actual idler pulley 

on an actual clothes dryer, as well 
as a leaky sprayer on our kitchen 
sink faucet. 

I’m not not handy, I’ve learned; 
I’m competently handy when I can 
work my way: slowly, methodically, 
leveraging my ability to research so-
lutions and focus on one thing for a 
long time.

Is there anything in your life that 
you’ve written off  as a lost cause? 
Something you no longer even try to 
do, if  you ever did, thinking you just 
don’t/didn’t have it in you?

Be careful. Challenge your as-
sumptions. Maybe it’s not that you 
can’t do it. Maybe you can if  you 
simply work your way.

The introvert’s way.

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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Introverts Illuminated, Extraverts 
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If, as an introvert, you find it hard 
to get the words out of your mouth 
when you have to speak in (or to) 
a group, your introverted brain may 
be letting you down, suggests a new 
study in Brain Imaging and Behavior.

The stress many people experi-
ence when they have to talk in front 
of others affects the brains of intro-
verts differently than the brains of 
extraverts, the study found.

Specifically, it disrupts key cir-
cuits in introverts’ brains that are in-
volved with controlling the muscles 
of the larynx. These disruptions—
combined with the higher levels of 
the stress hormone cortisol that 
stress induces, particularly in intro-
verts—makes it physically harder for 
introverts to speak under pressure. 

PRACTICAL RESEARCH

REFLECTIVE READS

The study involved 13 women 
who were told they would have 
to give a five-minute, impromptu 
speech (which could come at any 
moment) on why they were the best 
candidate for a job.

The participants also had to read 
sentences aloud during the study, 
which lasted several hours. And at 
intervals throughout, researchers 
collected saliva samples from the 
participants (to measure their corti-
sol levels) and took MRI images of 
their brains. 

The participants completed a per-
sonality assessment as well.

The study’s key finding: Partici-
pants who had high cortisol levels 
had lower scores on extraversion 
(i.e., they were introverts) and exhib-
ited brain activity that impacted the 
larynx region of the brain.

In other words, says lead re-

searcher Maria Dietrich of the 
University of Missouri: “Those who 
are more introverted are more likely 
to have stress reactions related to 
speaking, and their brains are regis-
tering that stress, which could im-
pact their vocal control.”

What to do about it? Preparation 
is key, Dietrich says.

“Anticipating stress and planning 
ahead [for] how to deal with it can 
be helpful,” she notes.

“That helps to prevent an over-
whelming feeling, quickly reduces 
stress, and helps build confidence.”

Sources: Inverse website, July 25, 

2019; MU (University of Missouri) 
News Bureau, July 24, 2019; “Lim-
bic and Cortical Control of Phona-
tion for Speech in Response to a 
Public Speech Preparation Stres-
sor,” Brain Imaging and Behavior, 

2019 (published online May 2).

The Bookish Life of Nina Hill 

tackles, in the form of Abbi Wax-
man’s funny and relatable novel, the 
philosophical yet practical question 
that virtually all introverts ask them-
selves at some point:
 

When does the perfectly normal 
alone time I need to take care of 
myself go too far, and turn into 
a crutch that prevents me from 
taking calculated risks in life?

Nina Hill is quite content with her 
own life. She works at a bookstore, 

competes on a trivia team, and lives 
alone with her cat, Phil.

But one day, she finds out that 
the father she never knew (or even 
knew about) has died—and that she 
has several siblings … and nieces … 
and nephews … and great-nieces … 
and great-nephews that she also nev-

er knew about. And they all live 
near her in the Los Angeles area.

At the same time, she meets 
Tom, the captain of a competing 
trivia team. Though she tries hard to 
fight it, she’s immediately attracted 
to him.

In a matter of a few weeks, then, 
Nina becomes surrounded by people 
who want to get to know her better. 
And to her, people are “exhausting.”

But there’s far more to the story 
than that. 

Can she remain true to her intro-
verted self and let these new rela-

tionships—especially with Tom—
blossom in her life?

Her father provides the answer.

The Bookish Life of Nina Hill: 
A Novel Look at Alone Time

Frog in Your Throat? Stress + 
Your Brain May Be to Blame
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sion and extraversion, one you can 
think of as a different road leading 
to the same place. 

This path was paved decades 
ago by German-born English psy-
chologist Hans Eysenck, who theo-
rized that the key difference between 
introverts and extraverts lies in their 
respective needs and preferences for 
external stimulation.

Think of your brain’s normal 
arousal level as a glass of water. We 
introverts, Eysenck argued, come 
preinstalled with an arousal level 
that is higher than that of extraverts.

In other words, compared to the 
extraverts in your life, it doesn’t take 
much outside stimulation for your 
arousal cup to runneth over.

That’s when you start noticing 
the fallout: anger and irritability 
and impatience and anxiety, maybe 
even resentment; the sense of being 
physically, mentally, and/or emo-
tionally spent; and the inability to 
tolerate even one more decibel of 
noise, or one more person in your 
life saying—implicitly or explicitly— 
“I need you, I need you.”

What do you do to make things 
better? If Eysenck’s your gardening 
consultant, the fix is straightforward: 
Reduce outside stimulation, when-
ever and wherever possible. Pull 
the weeds, relying purposefully on 
your senses—especially sight, hear-
ing, and smell—to find them.

In plain sight
Some of the outside stimulation 

you deal with in life is right in front 
of your face … or your ears … or 
your nose: stifling traffic on the free-
way, a workspace littered in clutter, 
a rancid garbage bin that you keep 
meaning to wash out because it’s 
polluting your entire garage.

Often, though, life’s external 
stimulators are hidden—albeit in 
plain sight.

My dear Adrianne, an introvert 
herself, teaches kindergarten. It’s a 
challenging gig, made all the more 
challenging by an enveloping exter-
nal stimulus that’s right on top of her 
in class: the fluorescent lights.

They get to Adrianne after a 
while, so much so that she has taken 
to using only half of them at any 
given time. During her prep time 
(i.e., the hour each day when she can 
prepare her lessons, clean up, etc.), 
she shuts the lights off completely.

One weed eradicated.
You won’t be able to pinpoint all 

the external stimuli you’re exposed 
to, of course, and you certainly 
won’t be able to control them all.

But you have more influence than 
you might think, especially as you 
start to see just how many weeds 
you’re dealing with in your life.

Yank them when you can—so 
that the garden that is you doesn’t 
just survive; it thrives.

Continued from page 1

late—which doesn’t matter because 
it just stacks up next to the Times.

The Forum comes in print form 

on the weekends and is the paper 
I’m quickest to sit down and read. It 
also publishes pieces from the other 
three papers, particularly in its na-
tional section—a redundancy I no-
ticed only after … dropping the Post 

and Journal subscriptions as the final 

step of our miniature internal audit.
But you know what else I began 

to notice after downsizing to “just” 
two daily newspapers? 

I feel better. Noticeably better.
No more piles of newsprint lying 

around, chirping “read me, read 
me.” No more visiting the Post 

website to mindlessly scan the arti-
cles and, far worse, the comments. 

I’m still getting the news I want 
and need. I’m saving about $55 a 
month in subscription fees, too.

But best of all, I’m preserving my 
introverted sanity. Because just as 
reigning in weeds from time to time 
makes your garden better, reigning 
in external stimulations makes your 
introverted life better.

What’s coming in?
Thanks to Swiss psychiatrist Carl 

Jung, we typically think of introver-
sion (and extraversion) in terms of 
how we spend and replenish our 
energy each day. 

If you’re an introvert, you gener-
ally spend energy in social situa-
tions, when you’re interacting with 
the outside world. You gain energy 
by refueling alone or close to it, turn-
ing inward to reflect and regroup. 

Thus, if you want to stay happy 
and healthy as an introvert, you con-
stantly monitor your energy and 
make life adjustments accordingly.

But there’s another way of 
looking at the concepts of introver-
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INTROVERT INSPIRATIONS

“Be true to your introverted self; don’t make the mistake 
of losing who you are to accommodate the perspective and 
opinions of others.”

~ Ericka Spradley

“[I]ntroverts are equipped with their very own clearly defined 
skillsets that can help them make unique leaders, and just as 
effective as their more outspoken, extraverted peers.”

~ Heikki Väänänen

“Honor your need for alone time. It’s OK to not want to be 
around other people, it’s OK to limit social engagements or 
avoid crowded, busy environments. It’s not selfish. It’s self-care.” 

~ Kitty Black

“Let introverts do their thing and watch how the world will 
benefit.”

~ Marcus Arcanjo
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