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What I Learned Over Christmas
Vacation: Less Really Is More
Like much of the free world, my
wife Adrianne and I had a lot of holiday gift shopping to do over the
past month or so. Our kids, other
people’s kids; our families, other
people’s families; relatives here, relatives there, relatives everywhere. As
usual, we had our work cut out for
us this Christmas season.
Amazon and other online options
can only get you so far, and we took
them as far as they would and could
go. Eventually, though, as it always
does, the time came for us to simply
suck it up and go shopping.
And that’s when our struggles
began. Predictably so, because we
should have learned this lesson last
year. And the year before that. And
the year before that.
Here Comes the Drain Again
We visited a few shops in our
downtown area first and were able
to find one small gift here, another
small gift there. It’s not as though
we were making no progress at all.
But it was slow going, and a slight
edge of fatigue was already starting
to set in. The energy drain was
under way.
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So we decided to pursue the natural bright-idea alternative.
We went to the local mall.
I won’t say “big mistake,” because it wasn’t, exactly. Once again
we did indeed find a few gifts there.
But we were paying a price for them.
And I’m not talking about the cost
of the gifts themselves.
Shockingly, the mall was packed
with people, none of whom were
aware of the existence of any of the
other people. The stores were filled
to capacity with merchandise, some
of it on sale, some of it cleverly not,
with signs all around meant to clarify but which only intensified the already crushing feelings of overwhelm my wife and I both felt.
We tried to go eat something at
the food court, but we were surrounded by a) food court “food,”
b) noisy kids and noisy grown-ups,
and c) workers at the various, um,
restaurants hawking free samples as
though their jobs depended on it.
It only took a bite of some very
bad orange chicken to decide that
we should once again change
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Look for Simple Ways to
Reduce the Noise in Your Life
The constant barrage of noise in
our lives is so prevalent that we think
it’s inevitable and unpreventable.
It’s neither.
You can live a quieter day-to-day
existence. But you need to be aware
of all the noise you’re allowing in—
often without even thinking—and
then be willing to change some pretty ingrained habits to make things
different.
We introverts are especially prone
to the ill effects of too many external
stimuli. For me (and I’m confident
my lovely wife Adrianne will confirm this), they are: a) fatigue, b)

crankiness, c) frustration, or d) all of
the above. To say nothing of the resulting energy drain.
So as the words of The Grinch
(“Oh, the noise, noise, noise!”) fade
from our memories and the new
year stretches out ahead, I’m working to outsmart several of my worst
auditory enemies.
I’m turning off the radio in the
car—especially the talk radio shows,
which by design feature opinionated
hosts, difficult topics, and virtually
no actual resolutions to the myriad
problems we face.
I’m switching my cell phone to
silent more often, and in some cases
putting it out of my reach altogether.

Virtually nothing in my life is so critical that I need my phone to constantly interrupt me with its rings,
pings, and dings.
I’m being more picky about
where I work. I often go to a coffee
shop to do my writing, but not all
coffee shops are created equal. Some
are filled with loud people and music, all in a small space. One in my
town is blissfully quiet—but six
miles out of my way. Increasingly,
I’m opting to drive the six miles.
With the radio off.
And my phone on silent.
Which sources of noise in your
life can you turn off, if only briefly?
Enjoy some silence instead.

track of time and become pure concentration—pops like a balloon the
very second someone pokes their
head around the corner and asks,
“How are you doing?”
“I was doing great,” you desperately want to reply. You don’t. And
you can’t, tempting as it might be.
But there are a few things you can
do to set yourself up for relatively
uninterrupted success.
1) You really do need to ask/tell
people not to interrupt you. And repeat as necessary. I’m especially bad
at this one, particularly where my
kids are concerned. I work from
home, and whether they see me typing away on my computer or reading an article, they usually just
saunter up and start talking to me as
though I’m doing nothing at all.

I rarely get on them for doing so.
But I need to. And like all other introverts, I need to be clearer and
more firm ahead of time with the
people around me: “Please, for the
next [time frame], leave me alone
unless you’re bleeding.”
2) Put up a bat signal. A sign on
your door, a symbol on your cubicle
wall—display something that tells
people you’re in do-not-disturb
mode. Be prepared, though, to remind people what the sign means.
And stay away from clever; an overthe-top, snarky sign will invite—you
guessed it—interruption: “Hey, love
your sign!”
3) Run away. If you can work
somewhere else, either in the same
building or off campus, do it. Whenever and wherever possible.

WORK SATISFACTION

Take Interruption Seriously—
and Then Take Steps to Stop It
Introvert paradox: We hate being
interrupted when we’re in the middle of something, especially at work.
But we also hate asking (telling?)
people not to interrupt us. Or we try
to do just that and fail miserably.
We pay a price for chronic interruptions, and it’s one that we and
others chronically underestimate.
We’re far too quick to go along with
the idea that interruptions are so
normal that they’re not worth fighting against.
We need to stop. Because when
we are constantly interrupted, our
productivity falls. Far worse, our
frustration rises, because that lovely
sweet spot we work so hard for—
that “flow zone” where we lose
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RESEARCH YOU CAN USE
If Leadership Beckons, Don’t
Assume That “It’s Not for Me”
If you tend to shy away from leadership roles—at work, perhaps, or
elsewhere—you may want to critically examine your beliefs about
what leadership activities really entail, according to a recent study in
Personality and Individual Differences.
Specifically, as an introvert, know
ahead of time that you might well
overestimate the downside(s) of the
extraverting you’d have to do in a
leadership role, the study found.
The study involved 184 business
students who completed a personality measure as well as a measure of
“forecasted affect” about a smallgroup exercise they would be completing in the session. After the exercise, the participants completed another questionnaire where they rated
each other’s leadership skills.

Key finding: The introverts in the
study tended not to take on leadership roles in their small groups “because they forecast higher levels of
negative affect prior to engaging in
group activities,” note study authors
Andrew Spark, Timothy Stansmore,
and Peter O’Conner of Queensland
University of Technology.
“[W]e believe this effect can be at-

tributed to introverts thinking that
participation in a task requiring extraverted behaviors will be unenjoyable.” Perhaps, but not always true
according to previous studies.
Source: “The Failure of Introverts to Emerge as Leaders: The
Role of Forecasted Affect,” Personality and Individual Differences, 121 (January 2018), pp. 84-88.

REFLECTIVE READS
To Do Your Very Best Thinking,
Add Boredom to Your Solitude
Even though I’m a card-carrying
introvert, it often takes an acupuncturist to get me to stop and think.
Once a month, I climb aboard
Tasha’s acupuncture table and finally—finally—sit still. Largely because
my cell phone is out of reach.
I have 30 minutes to kill. I’m supposed to be relaxing, and I do.
But I also end up doing some of
my very best thinking while I’m lying there under the heat lamps, listening to ocean sounds. I even write
parts of this newsletter in my head
while the needles do their thing. The
ideas fly and flow. It’s magic.
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No. It’s boredom, says public
radio talk show host Manoush
Zomorodi in her fascinating book
Bored and Brilliant.
We introverts have the solitude
thing down pat. But we don’t always
eliminate the distractions that get in
the way of genuine, fruitful reflec-

tion. The pings of our electronic devices are especially insidious, and
they take their toll on our mind’s default mode—“the mental place where
we solve problems and generate our
best ideas,” Zomorodi writes.
“Combining disparate ideas into
a wholly new entity takes time, solitude, and a tolerance for tedium,”
she stresses. “Yet we rarely give ourselves these conditions at work, at
home, or even in our own minds.”
We need to. And Zomorodi outlines a weeklong series of challenges
to help cultivate the kind of true quiet that helps us see what we might
otherwise miss. Even when it’s right
in front of us.
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What’s Wrong with Working Alone, Anyway?
After All, No One Questions Working in Teams!
Shortly after I wrote a blog post
the other day about my very introverted preference for working alone,
my very introverted sister Kathy
texted me some troubling feedback
that made me want to spring to her
defense, like she did so many times
for me growing up. (I am the
youngest, she is the oldest, and we
have twin brothers in the middle.
Need I say more about my precarious childhood existence?)
“Your post helps me feel good
about my desire to work alone,”
Kathy said. Yes! That was my
intent—and not just for her but for
everyone reading the piece.
But then she followed up with
this frustrating nugget:
“Always felt like I wasn’t a
good team player.”
Actually, Kathy—and actually,
anyone else reading this comment
and thinking the same thing of yourself—let me rephrase it for you:
You were probably made to feel
like you weren’t/aren’t a good team
player. Only now are you beginning
to question it.
No Need for Fixing
No, you weren’t brainwashed
against your will, and yes, we are all
responsible for doing our best to be
good team members when and
where the situation calls for it.
But generally speaking, our culture regards being able to work well
on a team far more highly than it regards being able to work well alone.
Which means that wanting to work
alone is often see as a) bad, b) inferior to working with others, and therefore c) something to be fixed, not respected and leveraged.
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But working alone isn’t bad, nor
is it inferior to working on a team.
Working on a team isn’t bad either,
by the way, nor is working on a team
inferior to working alone.
The place we need to arrive is one
of equality: Working alone is just as
valid, and just as important, as working on a team.
If only our society reflected this
seemingly self-evident belief.
Situational Differences
Even the cliches we’re surrounded
by tend to promote teamwork over
individual work.
“There’s strength in numbers.”
“Two heads are better than one.”
“There’s no ‘I’ in ‘TEAM.’” In fact,
TEAM is an acronym for “Together,
Everyone Achieves More.”
Like all cliches, these particular
ones are true in some cases. Just this
morning, for example, I returned after the holiday break to the beginning French class I’m taking at a local college. There, our instructor
preached once again about the value
of learning a new language in a
classroom setting, with others who
are in the same rickety boat.
“In 20 years of teaching,” she
said, “I’ve met maybe five people
who were actually able to learn
French all by themselves, online.”
“Part of learning a language—of
really, truly learning it in a way you
can actually use,” she emphasized,
“is practicing it with others who are
willing to listen to you as you’re
learning it.”
Agreed. No argument here. In
that type of situation, together everyone really does achieve more.
Sometimes, though, it seems like
TEAM—by a sort of unquestioned

default—stands for “The Extraverts
Always Mandate.” It’s as though the
extraverted way of operating is
deemed to be the valid way while
the introverted way of operating is
deemed to be the wrong way.
That’s the kind of thinking that
needs to change, in our workplaces
and schools especially. Because
there are just too many success stories out there who have shown,
through both their words and their
accomplishments, that the ability
and willingness to work alone
should be cultivated, not denigrated.
Two Work Styles—Both Valid
It would be hard to find someone
who hasn’t heard of Steve Jobs, the
extraverted co-founder of Apple.
Less well-known is his introverted
co-founder and friend, Steve Wozniak, who has this to say about teamwork vs. working alone:
“I don’t believe anything really
revolutionary has been invented
by committee. If you’re that rare
engineer who’s an inventor and
also an artist, I’m going to give
you some advice that might be
hard to take. That advice is:
Work alone. You’re going to be
best able to design revolutionary
products and features if you’re
working on your own. Not on a
committee. Not on team.”
Wozniak isn’t always right, of
course. Neither was inventor Nikola
Tesla when he said: “Be alone, that
is the secret of invention; be alone,
that is when ideas are born.”
But their perspectives on work
style certainly aren’t fundamentally
wrong, either. Nor is yours, Kathy.
Nor is mine. Nor is any introvert’s.
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How Introverts Really Tick.
And Why.

That’s the radically simple idea
behind The Introvert Manifesto:
Introverts Illuminated, Extraverts
Enlightened, by Peter Vogt, editor
and publisher of Introvert Insights.

Read extensive excerpts and order your paperback copy now at:

IntrovertManifesto.com
Also available on Amazon

Continued from page 1
course. So we left the mall and tried
the nearby Target store. And then
Michael’s craft store. And then TJ
Maxx. And then Barnes & Noble.
All not failures, exactly, but basically more of the same: a toxic mix of
small but tantalizing gift-buying
progress combined with too much
stimulation, too many choices, and
thus an almost non-existent ability
to make actual decisions.
We were at a loss. And we were
hungry.
So, in near desperation and with
no better ideas in mind, we went to
a nearby Natural Grocers grocery
store, where we knew that, at the
very least, we could find ourselves
something good to eat.
We found much more—because
we were surrounded by much less.

A Breath of Fresh Air
The Natural Grocers in our town
is quiet and spacious and well-lit. It
is stocked with all sorts of products,
but they are organized by category
and spread out so nicely that it’s actually like shopping in a group of
much smaller sub-stores.
We have never seen it busy here,
and this night was no exception. So
the moment we grabbed a cart and
started walking around, Adrianne
and I began calming down. And
breathing again. And becoming reenergized.
When, what to our wondering
eyes should appear, but a variety of
lovely gift possibilities—right in
front of us, right here.
We ended up buying a sizable
chunk of our Christmas gifts right
then and there in the blissful atmosphere of … Natural Grocers,

where our choices were conveniently
limited to a manageable number; our
brains could fully function in relative
peace; and the atmosphere actually
gave us something instead of taking
something away from us.
Less Really Is More
And what did we learn? Well, in
our house we say,
That when introverts go Christmas shopping, less is the way.
Next year will come and we’ll
foolishly forget this,
And we’ll snipe at each other
and surely regret this.
Til we come to our senses and
remember what’s true:
For introverts, a little—just a
little—will do.
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“When you turn off the noise, the quiet, unassuming, obvious
answer has the space to say, ‘Here I am.’”
~ Jane Babb

“I search for solitude, and within that search I find me.”
~ Miles Patrick Yonka

“Life isn’t about just talking, it’s about thinking, too.”
~ Marie Symeou

“Spend your free time the way you like, not the way you think
you’re supposed to. Stay home on New Year’s Eve if that’s what
makes you happy. Skip the committee meeting. Cross the street
to avoid making aimless chitchat with random acquaintances.
Read. Cook. Run. Write a story.”
~ Susan Cain
Introvert Insights is published
monthly by Introvert Insights,
LLC, 1036 38th Street South,
Moorhead, MN 56560.
www.IntrovertInsights.com
Copyright © 2018,
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“The key isn’t to determine which is better—introvert or
extrovert—but to recognize that we’re all different people with
different ways of dealing with the world, with different purposes
and ways of fulfilling those purposes.”
~ Joanne Brokaw
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