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“Jill is living proof that introverts can thrive in the workplace and in different cultural settings. Her practical new book will welcome Taiwanese readers to the Quiet Revolution of introverts. With an assortment of real-world cases, Jill shows that introverts can excel in the workplace—and be great assets to their organizations—just by being their authentic selves and by using their unique traits to their advantage. A must-have book for today’s quiet warriors.”


—Susan Cain, New York Times bestselling author of Quiet and Quiet Power and cofounder of Quiet Revolution


“Being an introvert in today’s workplace is not often an easy road, but this book will show you how to navigate that world with confidence by drawing upon your own natural strengths. Author Jill Chang has diverse, global experience as a marketing specialist, international grant-making advisor, and mentor. She writes beautifully about her own struggles and successes as an introverted professional. Readers will find this book both practical and inspiring.”


—Jennifer B. Kahnweiler, PhD, author of The Introverted Leader, Quiet Influence, and The Genius of Opposites


“This book has an important message for us introverts: we can be successful—in our very own way. Jill offers plenty of encouraging examples and smart strategies that help make this message true.”
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“Many introverts struggle in the workplace because they haven’t figured out how to adapt their office politics and self-promotion to their personality. Chang provides solid strategies to help these introverts shine in their own quiet way.”
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“I have read numerous workplace guides for introverts, but Jill Chang’s book is different. She makes success look easy because ease is the very thing she teaches. Through gentle and practical guidance, the reader learns how to remove the ‘heavy armor’ of extroversion expected by society and to be a ‘comfortable introvert.’ Chang, an executive whose territory now encompasses three countries, is living proof of that comfortable success. An invaluable resource.”


—Laurie Helgoe, PhD, author of Introvert Power


“Jill has written a book that’s like a conversation with a good friend: encouraging, enlightening, and full of valuable insights. She holds a mirror up to introverts that reflects our best selves and gives ample advice on how to embrace our strengths. You’ll find warmth, humor, and wisdom in her words that will give you new energy to be your best introvert self!”


—Beth L. Buelow, PCC, author of The Introvert Entrepreneur


“Thank you, Jill Chang, for introducing the first book about introverts in the workplace into the Chinese market. May your book enable introverts to recognize and harness their talents and extroverts to increasingly appreciate their introvert colleagues.”


—Nancy Ancowitz, presentation and career coach, author of Self-Promotion for Introverts, and Adjunct Faculty, New York University


“Jill Chang has written an empowering companion for those who are quiet, thoughtful, and kind—and sometimes most unjustly underrated. An introvert herself, she sheds a much-needed light on the extraordinary strengths and abilities introverts bring to the workplace. A candid, splendid book that lets your inner introvert shine!”


—Doris Märtin, PhD, author of Leise gewinnt, Smart Talk, and Words Don’t Come Easy
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FOREWORD


IT IS ALWAYS A JOY to hear from readers. Especially those who write expressing gratitude.


Two years ago, before I finished my work for the night, an email popped into my inbox that made me feel even more than appreciation. Its author was Jill Chang, who I learned was an introverted writer and grantmaking specialist who was just about to publish her first book about her journey as a quiet leader. “I’m writing this message to share with you, that I was inspired by your books and blog articles, the first book about introverts in the workplace in the traditional Chinese-language market is going to be published (finally!),” she wrote, “and luckily, I’m the author. I’m stealing the Chief Editor’s job and writing to you because you [have played] such a crucial role in my own career development, and I’d like to take advantage of this opportunity to express my sincere gratitude.”


Jill went on to humbly ask for a short endorsement, and though the book was not yet translated into English, I didn’t hesitate to endorse her work. I believe the “rise of the introverts” is fully taking shape, and it is so important that young voices around the world are spreading the word that quiet superpowers, like taking quiet time, preparing, and listening, should be embraced. I just knew from our initial contact that Jill was a fellow champion. (Note: Her book went on to become a bestseller in Taiwan and she herself became a celebrity.)


Jill and I started communicating via email and video conference and a friendship emerged. Jill was even able to arrange a work visit to my hometown of Atlanta, GA, where we had a lovely Southern fried chicken lunch and swapped stories like old friends. I have continually been taken by her refreshing candor, humility, and sense of humor. You will find yourself smiling and even laughing at some of her analogies, like when she compares the conference room to a minefield or the United States to an extreme sport!


As you will also read in this compelling part memoir, part career guide, Jill doesn’t refrain from discussing the challenges of being an introvert working in extrovert-centric areas like sports marketing and fundraising. What I especially love about Quiet Is a Superpower is the way she shares these personal struggles and triumphs through stories. The reader is right there beside her as she describes the daily struggles of trying to be someone she is not. Or when she poignantly writes about how stepping out of her door each day means stepping out of her comfort zone.


When Jill gives suggestions and real-life examples about how to speak up in meetings or make pitches, it is like hearing from a supportive coach who is intent on seeing you succeed. She wants you to stand up and be heard. Her cross-cultural experience of studying and working in Asia and the US also informs this book. The breadth of her understanding about how to thrive as an introvert in these worlds is wide and deep.


I am thrilled that Berrett-Koehler is publishing this book as the first English translation. Jill’s story of being a quietly powerful leader will now offer inspiration to an even wider global audience. Jill has told me that she doesn’t want introverts to feel so alone. I think you will agree with me that she has certainly exceeded her goal and then some.


—Jennifer B. Kahnweiler, PhD
March 2020









  

PREFACE


HONOLULU IN SEPTEMBER: The air is full of the aromas of summery islands. It is just my good fortune that I’ve been welcomed to give a speech at the University of Hawaii. Hawaiians always impress me as being happy and free-spirited. After my speech, I grab an Uber; I want to spend some time out by the ocean looking at the waves.


“What’s there to do or see in Waikiki?” I ask the driver.


“Resort A’s club is pretty cool. Restaurant B has pretty killer live band performances. It’s a Friday night. You ought to go and loosen up.”


My Uber driver, Anthony, breaks out in a smile. He looks in the rear-view mirror at me, still formally dressed for my speech.


I am sort of a mess on the inside. I start to review my thoughts. “The places or things that most people find relaxing don’t actually calm me down . . . Am I the only person like this?”


[image: Images]


Even though I still struggle with anxiety and often feel alone, I’ve become very successful. When the forum for my speech moved back to Asia, my speech broke the record for audience size; the number of attendees was twice that of the last record for that venue. Even though the lecture hall was packed with people, the audience (mostly introverts) was quiet and peaceful from start to finish. Many in the audience politely made way for seniors and opened up space for parents who had brought their kids. When I was signing books after the speech, people let those who had traveled from far away come up to the front of the long, snaking queue so that they wouldn’t be late in getting home.


When you’re an introvert, you often come across people who assume that everyone wants to go to a party to relax or that if someone doesn’t seek out conversations, that person doesn’t care about them. I have found that a large part of my career has been resisting such stereotypes and forging my own path when it comes to these ways of the workplace.


Although I was born and raised in Taiwan, I have worked several competitive jobs, both in the professional sports industry and for a state government in the US. Currently, I work as the Asia Pacific network manager for an international organization, managing teams from more than twenty countries. I have spent a long time learning that, aside from the introvert-extrovert dichotomy, there’s also a cultural aspect to everything. One-hat-fits-all doesn’t work. I’ve managed absolutely brilliant people whose abilities have all been underestimated simply because they don’t like to flamboyantly market themselves; I’ve met many Asian-Americans and Asian parents who worry about themselves or their kids not being able to compete with others in the job market or workplace because they fear being seen as “kind of quiet.”


Earlier in my career, I was constantly made uncomfortable by similar thoughts, but even after reading several books on introversion, it didn’t help much. I was still unable to find a method for coolly speaking up in a meeting, for talking confidently when I was up on stage, or for elegantly building relationships in social situations. However, after more than a decade of trying, I am finally able to do these things. I now want to share all that I’ve learned with you. More importantly, I want you to know that introverts have ways of discovering and honing themselves and their strong-points—of shining brightly in the workplace and of effortlessly switching between communication styles when they are in different cultures.


Everything I relay in this book is from my own experiences and stories about them. But setting them down has not been easy; being out in the open with my struggles causes me a lot of anxiety. After my book first came out in Taiwan, people would occasionally recognize me when I was out shopping at Costco or reading at a bookstore, or going about my daily life in some other way, inducing unexpected pangs of fear in me (even though the average person might mistake them for surprise). But after a while, I learned there was nothing to be afraid of. Each time I am recognized, I see people’s eyes blaze full of thanks and appreciation. I know I am like other introverts in the community who help each other without thinking twice about it. I know that if I were asked to write this book again, I’d do so in a heartbeat.


This book has helped many people in Asia and has had numerous positive reviews. Whether you’re someone searching for your own niche in your workplace, someone who is looking to cordially deal with conflict among people of different personality types, or, like me, you’re someone who has to regularly meld into different cultures, I hope reading all the tips in this book helps you gain some insight and benefits.
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Let’s now return to my Hawaii story with the Uber driver, Anthony. He recommends bars and clubs to me just as he does for countless other ride-sharers. He tells me something that surprises me after he finishes, though: after he gets off work on Friday, all he really wants to do is just chill on his comfy couch, crack open a beer, and veg while watching TV. “Oh, I thought you were interested in what everyone else is into,” he says when I agree that I have similar inclinations. “We aren’t just ordinary people, ya know? We’re superpowered introverts!” I laugh in reply.









  

INTRODUCTION


ON A SUMMER AFTERNOON FILLED with brilliant rays of sunlight, I sit down in a cafe in Taipei’s busiest business district with a group of young, college-aged women. The air is filled with the wafting, sweet aroma of pour-over coffee. When we look out the floor-to-ceiling glass windows next to us, we see the abundant greenery that fills this street scene, which is similar to much of Taipei. The nine-to-five crowd is speed-walking by at a busy pace, chock-full of energy.


We are sitting here for one reason—a competition. Students who have made it through a gauntlet of previous competitions can choose to interview any of the professional senpais, or senior mentors, who are working in an industry the students are interested in. The women in front of me have backgrounds ranging from literature to hard sciences. These women, who are at least ten years my junior, all arrived early to the cafe. They look as if they are on pins and needles just waiting for me to sit down and begin bestowing my wisdom on them. The first words that come out of my mouth are “Could you please do me a favor? You gals don’t need to be so nervous, OK? It puts a lot of pressure on me.” Suddenly, they are all smiles! The next thing I know, we are all sitting back, laughing, and having a good time discussing various topics. After the interview, when I am reading through the heart-felt, handwritten feedback cards they left for me, I am astonished. The most rewarding thing that they got from this event is not hearing about my career experiences or anything related to the competition. What stirred their coffee the most is how to face job-market challenges as an introvert. That’s when it hits me: I am going to write a book about this!


[image: Images]


When I took the Myers-Briggs personality test, my introversion index result was 96 percent. I was an introvert to a tee! Whenever I step into an elevator, I immediately press the close button to prevent some random person from joining me within a split second. When it comes to choosing between washing the dishes and taking out the trash, I always opt for the former because taking the trash out carries the risk of running into strangers, or worse, people I actually know. These are just a couple of examples of my own introversion. If I were to give a much more in-depth description of my particular habits, I think I could probably turn it into a movie longer than the entire The Fast and the Furious (F&F) franchise using just my personal experience for the plot. The lives of introverts actually do resemble F&F—we’re affected by so many different kinds of stimuli all the time.


My brother, an extroverted Libra, often chides me, asking, “What’s the big deal with you and your neighbors? All you have to do is just say ‘hi,’ or you can just ignore them!” Extroverts are often oblivious to the tangled-up mentalities that introverts have to work with. It’s like extroverts are playing the role of a planet with several protective atmospheric layers—they’re completely incapable of understanding or are oblivious to the fact that they’re fully protected from the constant barrage of social-situation meteorites.


In crime stories, reporters often inquire about a person by interviewing their neighbors, former teachers, work colleagues, and others to get a description of their personality and appearance. If such a report focused on me, my neighbors would say something along the lines of “She’s a total shut-in, probably very difficult to get along with. I don’t know, we never talked, not even the simplest ‘hello!’” I always think of this scenario, but I just don’t have enough energy saved up to worry about what others think.


The lives of introverts are sometimes a terrifying horror show. On the outside, we might appear as if everything’s fine and there’s not a single rain cloud in sight to ruin our day, but in fact, our minds are like a theater showing powerful dark forces, and the sights and sounds of thunder and lightning are never-ending.


From the classroom to the job market, introverts like me are called upon to carry themselves as extroverts. Classmates and coworkers who can smile all day long and say the right things are instantly praised, but people who are shy or reserved, like a child who doesn’t like speaking, for example, are often seen as rude and without manners or even, perhaps, improperly brought up by their parents.


Introverts need employment, just like everyone else, and nearly every job I’ve had has been introvert hell. Once, when I was attending a formal dinner banquet, I was under so much pressure that my entire body broke out in hives and I had to be rushed to a hospital. As the doctor was giving me a shot to reduce the swelling, he said he was shocked. He’d never seen such a serious case of hives. Another time, I was blamed for something I didn’t do, and I couldn’t fight back; I ended up breaking down into tears as I was talking on the phone next to a high-end shopping mall in Taipei’s bustling, go-getting Xinyi district.


However, in the first half of my career, I still wouldn’t wave my white flag in defeat. I spared no effort to forcibly mold myself into the image of a radiant, victorious little worker-drone who everyone liked. I desperately wanted to become the kind of person anyone could call their bestie at any time without it being awkward; I wanted to be a gifted speaker who always had the right words, someone who is always perceived as being pleasant to be around. I spent a lot of effort putting up a front—a protective suit of armor for myself. I welded on all the ideal quality labels that everyone seemed to love so much; I was “lively,” “cheerful,” “pleasant,” “positive,” “full of energy,” and so on. Although this armor was getting heavier and heavier, because it was my protection and because it seemed like it was what everyone liked and wanted, I kept miserably donning it. I kept at it all the way up until I went on a trip to Malaysia, during which I read through Susan Cain’s book, Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking. I was so moved that I read that book three times during that five-day trip! In the process of reading, I often had to stop myself, lift my head, and just breathe deeply. What shook me to my core was that I finally realized that I wasn’t any worse than anyone else; I was just different.


Mainstream values in society often tend to come as single standards: we have beauty standards and standards of success, and only one type of personality is referred to as “normal.” We’re all trying to become that one standard, but while doing so, we forget the person we really are deep inside. When I realized and absorbed all of this, I decided to leave my job, the one that everyone on the sidelines thought was such a sweet gig. I threw myself fully into nonprofit work, which is what I feel passionate about, contributing to what I think is important and meaningful to Taiwan. I decided to never again hide my own introversion. I decided to figure out who I really was and dig out my strong points so I could allow them to complement my introversion.


Nowadays, I still have a suit of armor, but it’s much more functional. It’s lightweight, it fits me better, and I can wear it when I really need to. I can even proudly shout out to the world that “I’m an introvert!” and still feel fully content and at peace. My point is that my work has been influenced by these changes: I was able to find my own groove and I was able to get a promotion within a short period of time after having started my new career. In my wildest dreams, I never thought I would be able to work for an international organization and manage the operations for several countries.
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When I think back on my previous self, I am reminded of the confusion displayed by the group of college-aged women who interviewed me and their trepidation about the job market. They remarked that they hoped they could be brave and gentle but determined just like I am. That’s not what I want for them, though. I hope they can get in touch with who they really are and just be themselves. They don’t need to waste so much time and effort, like I did, only to end up back on the path that was originally laid out before them.


Many of the stories in this book are my own experiences. For introverts like me who focus a lot on maintaining their privacy, it takes a lot of guts to be this honest and open. When I found out that my name and my picture were going to be on the cover of the book, I felt so terrified, and still do, even to this day. But if I can help other introverts in any way with this book, or if it helps more people understand their introverted colleagues, friends, loved ones, and so on, then it’ll be worth all the embarrassment!









  

PART 1


First Steps for Tackling the Workplace









  

Chapter 1


THE TANGLED LIVES OF INTROVERTED NINE-TO-FIVERS


THE EVENING LIGHT of the California summer filters in through the huge windows of the beautiful tea house next to the Museum of Modern Art in San Francisco.


On this evening, the tea house is reserved. The workers and waiters are busily preparing to receive guests. In the middle of the tea house, blooming flowers weave together a beautiful tapestry of colors. There is a meticulously manicured garden outside the windows; several pigeons are resting next to the fountain. High-flying banking executives and other workers who have just gotten off work are headed away from the Financial District, very audibly talking about which bar to go to for happy hour for a bit before heading home. Jane, however, is sitting in the tea house with knitted brows.


[image: Images]


Jane is a manager for an international organization, but because she’s got a shy disposition and gets anxious easily, she doesn’t like being in places filled with a loud din; she’s afraid of becoming the center of attention. Although Jane is accomplished in the eyes of others, when she was selected as one of thirty for a yearly Harvard social innovation leadership training program, during the training period, she only connected with a handful of people. Every time she and her group partners went out past 10 p.m. to discuss their work, she felt like a burnt-out candle; all she wanted to do was go back to her dorm room and sleep. But the night before the final day of the training camp, which culminated in a public speaking event, she found herself not sleeping; instead, she was tossing and turning in her mind, if not physically.
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Today’s event is a bit similar to that event. The difference is that this occasion is grander and much more imposing. This evening, Jane is representing her own country at the forum; she is presenting to important guests, large-capital investors, and CEOs in a bid to win more funding for her nonprofit. Jane has only slept for three full hours in the last four days, and the adrenaline produced by her nervousness is causing her nerves to tense up. It feels like she is preparing to run away at any second, like a gazelle who has just noticed a nearby lion, ready to pounce.


The investors and other guests slowly trickle into the room. She sees representatives from other countries talking, laughing, and chatting away with the guests. Jane really wants to dart away to the ladies’ room or hide behind the stage and wait for the event to start before she makes her appearance. Even though she convinces herself to stay, her feeling of being in a thoroughly chaotic situation doesn’t improve in the slightest.


All the other guests and speakers form little groups and talk among themselves. They are all dressed in beautiful clothes, and their manners are self-composed. They talk about topics with a commanding expertise and depth of knowledge, and they all have a great sense of humor. Jane remembers their names and background info well enough, but her heart’s little theater continues to play its tragedy, rain or shine—“Why am I even here?” she wonders. “How did I end up in the same room with these people? I’m so introverted! It’s so easy for me to get tense as soon as I start to speak! These people all have name recognition and a brand for themselves! They’re going to immediately see that I’m just a fake!” Jane looks at the reps from other countries and can’t help but think, “If I were an investor, I’d want to talk with her too; she’s speaking so eloquently; her clothing, makeup, and hair are all perfect. I really want to be like her! Oh my God! What the heck am I doing here???” Before she arrived in San Francisco, Jane had decided that as long as she could brace herself for today, she could brush aside the rest of these events like a stack of papers from a table—they would be like a tiny blip on a radar screen by comparison. Deep down, Jane laughs bitterly at herself, thinking, “I go through this kind of talk at least sixty times a year, I should no longer get this wound up.”


Jane knows she hasn’t always been considered a seasoned, veteran speaker. Yet even though she is an introvert, she still has quite a few aces up her sleeve. She prepares the info for her speeches in advance and practices countless times. She innately likes listening to others speak, and in social situations, she finds this useful—everyone likes someone who’s completely sincere and who listens carefully. Jane also speaks softly, so even though she has a commanding knowledge of the things she talks about, those listening don’t think of her speech as being stifling or overpowering. Many people have expressed that they enjoy listening to her speak.


When her thoughts meander to this point, Jane switches from flight mode to fight mode. “It’s just another battle to wage,” she tells herself, and then she starts becoming a little more cool-headed. She looks around at the large party and sees that everyone else has seated themselves around tables with many wine glasses and that they are toasting each other’s accomplishments. Each table seems filled with lively banter, small talk, and laughter; she has to remind herself, “Keep your strength up . . . You don’t need to go on the offensive. It’s not the right time just yet.” She moves over to the empty space next to her CEO, using them as a shield to block the fierce social barrage, until the event begins.


When the speeches begin, Jane musters up all her strength and energy. When it is her turn to present, she displays all the data she meticulously prepared for her audience, explains the current situation, and answers specific questions in an orderly and concise way. She gets her points across and expresses the concrete needs of her organization. In the audience, she sees the guests’ eyes increasingly glow with interest as they face forward to listen to her. From time to time, smiles crease the guests’ faces. “In a moment,” she thinks, “the speech is going to end smoothly.” But then, she glances over again at an investor sitting in the corner. From start to finish, his arms have been folded in a defensive manner, and now he slowly raises his hand and directs a question at Jane: “I want to invest directly in this project. Why should I have to go through you as the middleman?” Facing a sudden, unexpected challenge, Jane’s mind goes completely blank. She thinks about how she could express the benefits and costs, or how she could show products, one after another, with great determination and fanfare, but in the end, Jane just gives the man a smile. She decides to use her own method, a gently told story. “Please imagine for a second that you’re the owner of a restaurant. A customer walks in and orders sweet-and-sour chicken, but he only wants to pay for the chicken. He tells you he’s not going to pay any money for the oil, the salt, the pepper, vinegar, bell peppers, the chef’s labor, or for the utilities, like water and electricity, that it’ll take to prepare the meal. So, boss, if it were you, how would you sell your product?”


The entire venue erupts in a wave of laughter and applause. After coming down from the stage, Jane is quickly surrounded by people. She patiently answers everyone’s questions, one by one. When the CEO of the nonprofit makes his closing remarks, he follows along with Jane’s story, once more emphasizing the value of the organization.


[image: Images]


Even three months after this speech, Jane continues to get notifications. Many investors who were there that day are interested in the area Jane is responsible for. Some of them even introduce other important clients to Jane. Later on, Jane figures it out: her story was pivotal to the event’s success. It embodied a critical point that allowed many financially conservative and overly cautious investors to throw their money into the organization.


Jane has already learned how to use a warm and soft style to represent herself. Nobody thinks she’s too low-key; instead they say things like “This kind of low-key style is just the right amount. We don’t need someone who’s too aggressive.” Jane doesn’t need to toot her own horn and she doesn’t need to use industry-speak (in fact, that’s not something Jane offers in her speeches anyway). Jane’s poise, her tranquil composure, and her silence gained the investors’ trust and led them to give the green light for going ahead and investing money into her company, and her company gained a lot of business from this event. Jane even raised her own visibility within and outside the company.


[image: Images]


Oh . . . and just one more thing: I’m Jane. Even though, to this day, I’m still not brave enough to ask for my change back when I get a quick breakfast at one of the countless breakfast shops that dot Taipei, when it comes to my professional field, my introversion isn’t a hindrance. Sometimes my colleagues even say, “As long as we know Jill’s on the case, we’re beyond calm.” When I look back on my career, from the frustrations I had when I just started, all the way up to the present day, I recognize that originally I was trying so hard to be someone I’m not. The greatest and best change I’ve made for myself is realizing this and choosing to live in my natural introverted state. Believe me. Being the introvert you were born as will change your career, just like it changed mine.









  

Chapter 2


BROADENING YOUR HORIZONS BY BREAKING INTO THE EXTROVERT’S CULTURAL SPHERE


MY FIRST JOB IN THE US was a sports marketing internship at my university.


The University of Minnesota is a Division I school that attracts a lot of top-talent players and has many national competition goals. The school puts a lot of effort into sports marketing to draw in even more fans who come to watch the school’s various sports teams compete; this, in turn, increases the school’s visibility and name recognition throughout the country. When it comes to professional sports, we are talking about a huge industry. In 2019, according to a Forbes survey, the average team value for a professional American football team was around $2.86 billion. Professional Major League Baseball (MLB) teams rake in about $1.78 billion on average. If you were to compare such a team to a company, it would be considered the same size as a large corporation. This kind of profit scale is considered absolutely massive in other industries.


In spite of the fact that we wouldn’t be getting course credit or a salary for the sports marketing internship and the hours would be long and tiring, the selection process for getting the position was pretty cutthroat. It was far more competitive than many of the interviews I slogged through when I was applying for full-time work. But getting a university’s sports marketing internship was the first step to getting into the vast, fascinating sports marketing industry, so it’s no surprise that the competition was so fierce. When I look back, it seems as if it was like an episode of America’s Next Top Model. The only difference was that my competition wasn’t slim women with stunningly beautiful faces; instead, I was up against a group of slender, imposing, muscular men and women whose faces were all smiles, topped off with sunny dispositions.


After being bombarded with several rounds of interviews, I got the internship. Then, after going through several rounds of training, I finally got to the day where I had to take a professional work photo for my badge; only then could I finally breathe a little and enjoy the happiness of surviving the entire ordeal. I didn’t know what would come next, but what did would be the first test.


After all the interns had photos taken for IDs, we sat down in a spacious and comfy conference room filled with early-morning light. The manager handed out a stack of papers to each of us. “It’s probably just for filling out some basic information about ourselves,” I thought to myself, yet the atmosphere in the room gradually changed to make it seem as if we would be dealing with something overly grave and serious. My colleagues sitting around me gave off murderous expressions one by one. Three minutes later, when I got to the same place in my stack, I knew exactly where this dread was coming from—this was the statement on the last part of this questionnaire: “Please write about the three sports you are most interested in managing, and why.”


In this year-long internship, selecting which sports you’re interested in managing can be the most important thing you ever do. Picking the right sports can make your resume shine and put your name right on the map. It can even bring you opportunities like being picked up by a professional team. That being said, a lot of people in sports marketing see being responsible for managing an unpopular sport as a waste of time.


On this first day of battle to see who would end up managing the popular sports, I could see that a few colleagues had prepared completely. A moment after they read this statement, their pens started flying madly as they wrote down everything they could—they described their experiences and what they knew from working for big names in sports broadcasting or from their connections to professionals working in the field, among all sorts of other advantages. Of course, this is what they told me after we left the room. Initially I felt panic and felt directionless, but I gathered my thoughts quickly and came up with a strategic plan, which helped me successfully win bids to manage two collegiate teams at my university—baseball and women’s soccer.


Admittedly, in Minneapolis, you’re snowed in for about six months of the year, so baseball isn’t as popular as it is in warmer places; as a result, there weren’t many others competing to market the baseball team. Add to that I had the advantage of coming from Taiwan, where baseball has a massive following and where players are commonly scouted to play on US teams. As for how I ended up getting the soccer team marketing bid, it’s because the target audience of women’s soccer is mostly women, and I obviously have an advantage in that department. These two sports happen to be some of the few that actually have professional leagues.


Maybe you’ve already figured out what made me incomparably lucky—they used a questionnaire, so I got to respond in writing rather than have to go up on a stage like a one-in-a-million performer competing on American Idol. When filling out the questionnaire, I had enough time to think about my own strategies based on my own skills and edges. I wasn’t impulsively investing in a competition in which I wouldn’t get much in return.


Yet, frankly speaking, in Western societies, and especially in marketing-related industries, the industry just isn’t geared toward introverts most of the time.


For example, let’s say that to get your first job, you have to go to job fairs in convention centers with hundreds of thousands of other people who are all packed into a stifling and loud venue slowly ambling from job table to job table. Putting yourself out there, showing people your abilities and qualifications when you are packed in among hundreds of stalls and other individuals, is a nearly impossible task. In this case, I think the only thing you can do to actually bring yourself any attention is pull off a carnival act, like swallowing a flaming sword.


In the first round of entrepreneurial interviews, the interviewer often calls in all the interviewees at once and has them sit down in a row. It’s like being on a reality TV show with a rapid-fire interview; the interviewees are only given a limited amount of information with which to generate an immediate response. In this situation, the interviewer will most likely prefer the interviewee who has a radiant smile and an energetic, enthusiastic voice, and who can often answer questions within the shortest amount of time without thinking too much, showing agile reactions and an ability to dive effortlessly into whatever situation/scenario they get into. I know what type of interviewee they’d prefer, but I’m just not able to be like that.









  

Chapter 3


THE TRAGEDY OF LANGUAGE BARRIERS


THE UNITED STATES is a typically extroverted country, even more so when it comes to the field of sports. It doesn’t matter a person’s age or gender; people in sports all seem to be extroverted all the time. As soon as sports marketers go outside and walk about, they seem like they’ve just killed a six-pack of Red Bulls with just how energetic they are. During meetings, abundant ideas are always bumping around in the air like atoms. The conference room is like a mini-universe filled to the brim with colliding thought comets flying every which way. I’m often unable to shield myself in time; either I’m left striving to make myself inconspicuous so I don’t get called on to give my opinion, or I spend a lot of effort trying to think of a ready-made excuse or something to say in the event that the boss does pick me. To put it another way, I’m not even daring enough to put myself out there to start discussing what I think or to give a good idea.


[image: Images]


One day, while I was working in the sports marketing department for my internship, we had back-to-back baseball games. As a result, the marketing department had to stick around the stadium for the entire day. We were there for so long that our stomachs started rumbling, and we were getting tired of munching on the VIP food. Several of my colleagues decided to order a pizza for delivery. I don’t know if any of you have ever tried calling for a pizza delivery to a baseball stadium (I hadn’t before this), but in hindsight I know that we were just asking for trouble. The Metrodome, the stadium in Minneapolis, had seats for about forty thousand people and was equipped with eight exits. Even if the delivery man knew we were in the media room, there was no guarantee he’d be able to find a way in! At that time, ordering the pizza was an “honor” given out to whomever had the misfortune of losing at rock-paper-scissors. That day it just happened to be me.


As an introvert, I really loathe talking on the phone, especially when it’s the kind of phone conversation where you have to make a lot of decisions in a short amount of time—like, say, when you are ordering a pizza. If I were at home ordering a pizza, I’d order it online for sure. That way, not only would I not have to work up the courage to call a real person, I’d have time to consider what kind of toppings I wanted and whether I wanted other add-ons like chicken wings or liters of soda. But unfortunately, smart phones weren’t very widespread back then, so I had to call using a flip phone. As my coworkers were staring at me, I made the call, nervously punching in the phone number.


“Hello! How may I help you?” said the person on the other end of the phone call.


As soon as I heard his thick, Indian accent, I froze. I didn’t expect to hear that accent in majority-white Minneapolis, and as the call proceeded, I had a lot of trouble understanding him. I decided to ask him first if he could deliver a pizza to the baseball stadium. If he couldn’t, then I could safely end the call and not worry about the next five-hundred-plus options I’d have to deal with if he said yes.


“I’m at the Metrodome. Are you able to deliver a pizza here?” I asked.


“Sorry, where is the Metrodome? Can you give me the address?” the man on the other end quickly, yet enthusiastically, replied.


At the time, it wouldn’t have been a stretch to say that the Metrodome was the most recognizable place in the city, so how could this guy have needed to ask me for the address? I realized I couldn’t deal with the situation, and immediately asked my colleagues to take the phone from me. After one of them tried to explain the address to the pizza guy for a bit, they gave up and hung up the phone, saying, “We’re gonna have to keep eating the VIP food . . . He doesn’t know where the Metrodome is!” This had been a close call for me; I had lucked out with him not knowing the location, so having to order the pizza on the phone, with all of the split-second decisions I would’ve had to make, was no longer my problem. I felt a wave of relief wash over me.


There are countless other scenarios in which my adrenaline has exploded because of my introversion and because English is my second language. Even when I would cross the street near my university and see that I was about to run into one of my colleagues, I couldn’t help but wish I could become invisible because the person coming toward me would definitely want to say hi, and I’d have to respond to their greetings in an instant. Later on, I found out that many introverts are exactly like me when it comes to greetings because we’re using our brains entirely differently!


Jenn Granneman, the author of The Secret Lives of Introverts: Inside Our Hidden World, pointed to two reasons for this: the first is that introverts are geared toward deep thinking, and before they start to speak, they repeatedly consider the real meaning of the words they plan to use and think twice about what they’re about to say; the second is that introverts like to use long-term memory. Such memories are often indirect and require different links than short-term memory. As a result, when you access long-term memory, you require much longer periods of time to search these connections; the way your brain processes long-term memory is much more complex than the way it processes short-term memory.


Suppose an introvert is asked about their memories of kindergarten. They might first look at a pair of sneakers, and then they’ll think of the first day of kindergarten when they accidentally spilled milk on their shoes. In this scenario, the introvert uses the sneakers to trigger this memory link to what they experienced in kindergarten. When we consider the neurotransmitter systems of introverts, we find that their brains are not adept at responding immediately. If we have to translate between two languages in addition to coping with environmental information that we’re not entirely sure of, our brains often experience a sense of overload.


INTROVERTS AREN’T AT ALL DISADVANTAGED


In the sports industry in the US, my disadvantages felt stark. I even felt a bit of self-hatred for what I considered to be my awkward personality. It seemed like if I did something, it would always be more slowly than anyone else. At the time, I even remember doubting that people made friends with me for any other reason than out of sympathy.


When I’ve looked back on these thoughts and feelings since, I’ve found that these difficulties and challenges are something that everyone, introverts and extroverts, goes through, although everyone’s mileage differs when it comes to the details. Trying to become an extrovert isn’t a panacea for all of the perceived ills of being an introvert. Completely to the contrary, introverts do have abilities. We just need to use our own methods to let our potential show. The extrovert-oriented world isn’t necessarily bad either. When you find a way for yourself in this world, you’ll be more than capable of surviving and competing in it.


EFFORTS AND STRATEGIES THAT WORK BEST IN THE LONG RUN


It is uncomfortable to have to break your competition, it is draining to have to deal with super-excited coworkers, and it is stressful to deal with digitally determined industries . . . I encountered several of these hellish aspects an introvert can face in the workplace during my first internship. Early on in my time with the sports marketing department, I got to know how it felt to be steamrolled by such factors several times.


This may sound like I had a very miserable start to my career, but in hindsight, I was very lucky. After all, my first experience with personal growth hell occurred when I was twenty-six and not forty-six. At twenty-six, I was still able to take my time and invest effort into slowly crawling my way out of this hell. I worked extremely hard to get my English level up to speed. I constantly practiced more than three different standard ways to respond to “How are you doing today?”; I encouraged myself to eat with my American and other international classmates and colleagues; I had countless one-on-one conversations in which I slowly got to know and build relationships with the rest of the staff. During my internship, my spoken language skills improved drastically from when I was first competing for a spot until that time in the media room when I was reunited with one of my classmate-colleagues and she shouted out, “Oh my God, your English has gotten so good! Compared to how you were speaking when you first started, it’s like night and day!”


After that initial struggle, my dream came true and I got to work with the professional baseball team. I even talked several times with the president of a franchise who was mysteriously unapproachable for most people. I went from being so skittish about going out onto the baseball and soccer fields to being very familiar with the venue staff, including game commentators and broadcasters. On the day that I received my master’s diploma, the jumbotron screen at the Metrodome displayed the following in bright lights: “Congratulations, Jill Chang, on receiving your Master’s Degree in Sports Management!” In an accompanying live broadcast, the sports announcers had similar things to say over the PA system. The entire arena of spectators stood up and applauded! Throughout the game, it didn’t matter whether I was walking into the media room, the VIP box, or the stands . . . Everywhere I went, people were applauding and congratulating me. It was like I had done something heroic and legendary. I didn’t know any of these people, but they probably knew about the Asian girl who always came in early during the baseball season and was the last to leave at the end of the day. And they knew this girl strove hard to make these games more fun for spectators.


It’s like the saying “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” Even though my introverted spirit was covered in scars, these scars were all medals showing my effort, and they became the tickets to further opportunities. At the time, I thought, “I’ll find a way and stick with it. Even if I’m an introvert, I can shine just as bright as anyone else!”









  

Chapter 4


THE BIG DIFFERENCES BETWEEN INTROVERTS AND EXTROVERTS IN THE WORKPLACE


THE WORKPLACE IS, OF COURSE, a war zone. It’s not hard to figure out that everyone likes a coworker or a subordinate with a sunny and open disposition, someone who’s witty and a savvy talker. People with these qualities have a much easier time blending in with others. It often appears as if they’re also better suited for more important work that showcases the company. On the flip side, people with quiet and calm personalities are often put in the back of the house to work on internal company duties.


Introverts who have professional capabilities are able to get involved with professionally skilled work, otherwise, they are very likely to be assigned administrative work, regardless of whether they like it or are adept at it.


When people with different personalities coexist in the workplace, what happens? Extroverts like to be lively—they like doing things quickly; they can make prompt decisions; they are willing to take risks; they pursue stimulation or pleasure; they like to lead; they aren’t afraid of conflict; and they don’t enjoy doing things alone. Introverts, on the other hand, often ponder things deeply; they can only handle a small number of stimuli; they’re circumspect and prudent; they like listening to others; they tend to avoid conflict; and they don’t mind working alone.


At a glance, extroverts seem to have more advantages. However, in Nicolas Carlson’s Marissa Mayer and the Fight to Save Yahoo, former Yahoo CEO Marissa Mayer has a different take. When Mayer was a child, she had a piano teacher who said that she was far different from other learners: “Many children her age are only interested in themselves. Marissa has already started to observe others.” When she was in high school, Mayer felt pretty comfortable standing behind a podium and giving a speech to others, and she often became a leader when put into a group. In college, her classmates described her as always busy and never having an interest in being social.


Marissa Mayer is a classic example of an introvert. She’s an observer, a leader, and someone fully invested in her work, all at the same time. When I read about Mayer, I suddenly had an epiphany, because for me, these roles she takes on are something I have experienced beginning in elementary school and continuing for several years after I entered the workplace. Even to this day, these roles are a major part of me.


Whether in the workplace or in school, the phrases I most often heard were “Oh . . . you’re really nice/smart/mature/great at getting results, but you’re just too quiet!” (None of the statements are real compliments, though . . . the most telling part of these phrases is the backhandedness of that last statement.) However, my path has been far different than the paths of most people who are shy and quiet. My career has always been related to marketing. The products I market include people, concepts, and projects. Sometimes, my objective has even been to sell an entire country! As a result of my chosen career, my introverted self had to stand out. I have had to build relationships with others, even to the extent that I have to stand in the spotlight. I have had to make myself obvious and likeable . . . each time, in every little thing, for every goal. A lot of the time, these tasks are diametrically opposed to who I really am deep inside.


Here’s an example that helps explain what I deal with regularly. Wherever I go for an event, the first thing I do is check the location of the restrooms. Why is that? It’s because that’s where I go to calm myself down when I have to attend conferences or social events. I’m certain to be nervous for a full three days and nights before such events, and if there’s a recording, filming, or interview component associated with these, my anxiety skyrockets. Even during regular office meetings, when I’m asked questions by the senior staff, it doesn’t matter how well I know the answer, my mind will go blank in an instant. It usually takes two days after the meeting for me to actually think up a proper, expansive, and perfect response to whatever questions were asked.


People often believe that we introverts think too much, that we’re often overwhelmed and get anxious easily, that we respond too slowly, that we’re shy, that we’re unsociable, that we’re incapable of working in teams, and so on. But the truth is that the only way in which introverts and extroverts are different is in how they recharge. Introverts need to be alone to regain their energy. We’re not like extroverts, who can use external stimuli to recharge themselves. I have seen introverts who can shoot out words like a machine gun, who have the right word for every occasion, who have limitless vitality. After they’ve finished a full day’s work, though, all they want to do is stay home, lie in bed in their pajamas, binge-watch something on Netflix, or read a book.


CHARACTERISTICS OF INTROVERTS AND EXTROVERTS


Maybe you’ve already figured out what the trait differences are between introverts and extroverts.


The Different Characteristics of Introverts and Extroverts






	INTROVERTS

	EXTROVERTS






	Gain energy from being alone

	Gain energy from interactions with others






	Avoid becoming the center of attention

	Like to be the center of attention






	Make their move after thinking about all aspects

	Do as they think






	Tend to be more private and only share personal info with small groups of people

	Will more easily share their personal info






	Listen more than speak

	Talk more than listen






	Don’t really need external stimulation

	Are easily bored, need external stimuli






	Respond after thinking about an issue thoroughly and prefer a slower pace

	Are quick to respond and like a faster pace






	Focus on depth rather than breadth

	Focus on breadth rather than depth






	Are easily bothered

	Are easily distracted






	Tend to use written communication

	Prefer verbal communication






	Like and are adept at individual work

	Like to work in groups






	Have a circumspect mode of expression, weigh every word

	Quickly state what’s on their mind, express themselves with a contagious power and dramatic effect, frequently described as charismatic






	Tend to focus on the details

	Like uncomplicated and easy-to-deal-with info






	Easily maintain focus even when a decision-making process is drawn-out and complex

	Are easily tired by and lose patience with drawn-out and complex decision-making processes







In fact, introvert traits can be seen everywhere in the workplace and in life. Here are some examples:


[image: Images]    You enjoy getting to work half an hour before the work day starts or leaving the office a half an hour late because that last half hour is more tranquil and it’s easier to get things done.


[image: Images]    You write humorous and lively things on your blog and social media, but when you’re in a group of people or in a gathering, you like playing a quiet role by just smiling and listening to others speak. Sometimes when people aren’t even noticing, you quickly make your escape right from under their noses.


[image: Images]    You’re like two starkly different people. You are good at logistical planning, your strategizing is clear, and when you’re writing, the structure is complete, everything has been cited correctly, and everyone’s been given credit, but when you’re put on the spot, like when you’re suddenly called on during a meeting, you don’t have the faintest idea of what to do.


[image: Images]    You’re full of energy and bravery when you get up on stage to give a brief to a full audience in front of you, but when you are publicly praised in front of everyone at the event, you can’t utter a single word. It’s like you’re deliberately denying (or downplaying or dismissing) your own abilities and shooting yourself down.


[image: Images]    Even though you have to read nearly one-hundred-page-long contracts in a short amount of time, you’re still able to find the most subtle error.


[image: Images]    After getting off work, you’d rather curl up at home, quietly drink a hot mug of tea, and read a book to recharge instead of going out with your coworkers for a big dinner, some partying, or having drinks at a bar.


[image: Images]    When bringing your child to the nearby park playground, you’d much rather stay off to the side and read a book instead of idly chit-chatting with other parents about parenting experiences.


[image: Images]    You’ve lived in the same community for over ten years but you’ve only ever gotten to know one or two of your neighbors at most. When you say you know them, you actually mean that you’ve greeted each other when you run into each other in the driveway.


UNDERSTANDING INTROVERTED TRAITS


Some people believe that introversion is innate; others firmly believe that introversion can be changed. From a scientific perspective, there’s no one clear-cut answer, but the most widespread understanding is that introversion has both innate and acquired influences—in other words, nature and nurture. Debra Johnson and her colleagues at the University of Iowa published a study in the American Journal of Psychiatry about using positron emission tomography (PET) scans to observe the conduction and reactions of the brains of introverts and extroverts when presented with stimuli. Johnson found that when introverts were given stimuli, such as being asked to respond to questions, they were likely to have higher blood flow toward the frontal lobes and frontal thalamus compared to extroverts, indicating that their brain activity was more active. Introverts also had increased blood flow toward the interior parts of the brain responsible for dealing with memory, problem-solving, and planning. These are relatively longer and more complex blood flow pathways. In other words, introverts and extroverts have innately different brains!


Adding on to the differences in neurotransmitters (sensitivity and demand for dopamine and acetylcholine), the brain’s neural pathways (which are more dominant in the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems), functional analysis of the self-regulating nerve center, and so on, in her work, The Introvert Advantage: How to Thrive in an Extrovert World, neuroanalytical scientist Marti Olsen Laney brought up that each person is using both introversion and extroversion at the same time. The only difference is which personality is more dominant and which is used more frequently.


Acquired influences include the environment we grow up in, social expectations, educational methods, family and workplace demands, and so on. These can “train” a person into becoming someone who leans more toward introversion or extroversion. In her book, Leise gewinnt: So verschaffen sich Introvertierte Gehör (which translates to Quiet Wins: This Is How Introverts Make Their Voices Heard), Doris Märtin put it this way: “The interchange of physiological and psychological factors involved are extremely complex.” If you’re a thirty-five-year-old introvert, nobody can tell you flat out that you are the way you are because you were born a certain way, or that you’re introverted because thirty-five years of life experiences have molded you into the way you are, . . . or both. What we can be sure of is that some people’s genes actually do possess introverted traits; however, the introverted component isn’t solely derived from genetics.


THE EXPLICIT TRAITS OF INTROVERTS


Here are some of the more obvious traits of introverts:


[image: Images]    An introvert needs longer amounts of time to think things over, takes longer pauses when speaking (probably because they are continuously rehashing new information, past experiences, and emotive memory), and speaks in a soft voice.


[image: Images]    Introverts avoid eye contact when speaking (because they’re concentrating on searching for the most precise words and expressive methods); when listening, they have increased eye contact (because they want to absorb the information).


[image: Images]    They like to prepare for everything.


[image: Images]    They focus on and value details.


[image: Images]    They have an excellent memory but need a longer time to recall memories.


[image: Images]    They’re more capable of expressing themselves clearly through writing rather than speaking.


[image: Images]    They like to reflect on things and sometimes excessively reflect back on things.


[image: Images]    They’re not really sensitive to appearances and find it hard to remember faces.


[image: Images]    Their number of friends is small, but their connections are deeper, and friendships are longer-lasting.


[image: Images]    Their persona in public and in private is not quite the same.


These traits cause introverts to have their own advantages and challenges in the workplace. You’ll read more about this in the subsequent parts of this book. What I want to remind you of is that even though there’s a detailed classification, the widely used MBTI professional personality test (Myers-Briggs) only splits up human personalities into sixteen archetypes. There’s absolutely no way that the vast array of human personalities is just limited to sixteen archetypes! The introverts or their characteristics talked about in this book are all just an overview. We’re unable to apply the exact MBTI descriptions to every introvert category that begins with the letter I.


Using self-descriptions such as “I’m like this because I’m introverted” and “I can’t do that because I’m introverted” to represent the whole of introversion isn’t just dangerous—it can also greatly limit our potential for development. After all, the most important goal of this book lies in helping introverts to understand themselves, and to further find their own unrestrained, brilliant way to success in the workplace.









  

Chapter 5


WHICH JOBS ARE SUITABLE FOR INTROVERTS?


THERE ARE MANY INTROVERT GROUPS on social media and often some very interesting discussions take place within them. Recently, a question that was posed brought about a heated discussion. A college student in one of these groups posted this: “I’m an introvert and I’m weighing my future career options. What kind of work are you guys involved in? What kind of job will allow me to express my strengths and strong points?”
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After figuring out that I was more of an introvert, like this student, I also read several books and clicked through many, many internet search suggestions trying to find a natural job for myself. In 2014, the publisher of Forbes magazine’s CareerCast website, Tony Lee, suggested that the ideal jobs for introverts include geologists, archivists, court clerks, social media managers, and so on. An educational training website put out an article listing “The 55 Best Jobs for Introverts.” Among the jobs this list included were private chefs, family therapists, fashion designers, audio-engineering technicians, and career consultants. Even future attrition rates and average salaries for these jobs were published.


Considering these sources, you’d think that employment prospects for introverts are just perfect and that introverts have a bright future in the job market with so many potential jobs, but objectively speaking, that’s very little help to the job-seeking introvert for several reasons. The first is that the job market sizes and demands vary in different areas/countries—your talents won’t necessarily match the local demand. Second, the reference values for the number of future jobs and their salaries are very different for people living in different locations. Additionally, these jobs are probably highly professionalized. What I mean by this is that you have to spend more and more time obtaining related certifications and licenses. To a thirty-something-year-old who’s considering a career change, or to someone who’s entering a mid-career stage who has decided to pursue a job more suited to their personality, the time needed and the opportunity costs are just too high to acquire related training and skills.
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Let’s go back and take a look at the responses to the question the student asked in that internet forum. Everyone’s responses were pretty similar; they mostly suggested that the student become an engineer or an analyst of some sort. The next most common suggestion was that the student look for the kind of job in which you might run into someone, but you weren’t necessarily sought out all the time, or in which the job requirements were stringent and the level of talent was considerable, such as painters, authors, costume designers, lab researchers, security personnel, truck drivers, and so on. I didn’t find these options helpful; my literary-inclined mind slams into a brick wall whenever I run into numbers, I don’t have a shred of artistic talent, and I clearly don’t have the physical stamina to be driving down the road for long periods of time. If the world’s workforce is actually one-third introverted, I suspect that with that level of competition, even if I were considering one of these jobs, I’d never be able to successfully land any of them.


An introvert’s dream job is, in fact, not the same for every introvert. Remember: introversion is just one kind of inclination. You don’t need to let your introversion become a condition or limitation. When you find your own core values and goals and then consolidate your training and skills, you’ll have opportunities to get closer to your dream job.


LOOKING INWARD, FINDING YOUR OWN CORE VALUES AND GOALS


For introverts who focus on internal stimuli (usually in the form of a sense of meaning) and really want to prioritize, core values are more important than abilities. If you feel that something absolutely has to be done, perhaps you’re willing to work toward it, even if it means you need to talk with people often or make phone calls to strangers. The only issue is that finding your core values is never an easy journey, especially in Eastern societies. From the time we’re little, the concept of “This is how things should be done” is instilled in us.


I’ve experienced many different industries and tried out various kinds of roles, including the ones with fancy offices that pay pretty handsomely. Earlier in my career, I could earn a pretty decent salary working in the Shining City on a Hill (downtown Taipei), go to high-end banquets, and frequently head to a fancy mall for shopping after work. I did this until my at-the-time boyfriend quietly reminded me, “A while ago, weren’t you the kind of person who would laugh at this kind of stuff?” I was so taken aback at having lost myself in society’s values as a whole. Now, when I look back at that period of time, it seems like I was taking drugs—my life was full of sensory stimulation and all sorts of unusual experiences. When I return my thoughts to the present, I feel like that kind of overstimulated lifestyle really wasn’t for me. Even so, I’m still extremely grateful for the experience because this part of my story allowed me to better know my own core values.


THINGS FOR INTROVERTS TO CONSIDER BEFORE CHANGING JOBS


After combining all my past experiences and after having talked with many people who’ve prepared for new jobs or switched careers, I took the advice of general psychologist Laurie Helgoe and Susan Cain, bestselling author of Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking and founder of the company Quiet Revolution. I found myself considering and listing several points and putting them to use to help me find a job suited for me.


What did you want to do when you grew up?


If you dreamed of becoming a teacher, is it because you like to share knowledge, you like the feeling of teaching others about topics, you like standing up behind a podium, or is it perhaps because you like being the center of attention? If you dreamed of operating a bulldozer, is it because you like machines, or power, or is it because you like the feeling of controlling something powerful? We can sometimes pick up on a few clues from the dreams we had as children.


What kinds of work attract you?


When I was studying for my master’s in sports management, my thesis topic was “The Effects of Cause-Related Strategies on Sports Marketing.” I was never tired of looking at research data related to causes or philanthropy, and I believed that researching these topics would bring a change to the world. Later on, when I was working for a state government in the US, my boss only wanted to give out employee bonuses. I asked him to directly donate the amount to a nonprofit organization instead. I explained to my boss why I wanted the money to be donated to a nonprofit, hoping that he would also understand the meaning behind doing such a thing. At the time, I should have already figured out that I liked the work of nonprofit organizations. It’s just that I had strong cultural perceptions that were louder than my own internal voice. My culture valued government and for-profit jobs far more than nonprofit work. In East-Asian cultures, jobs in government agencies and large corporations are perceived as being more important and “better.” Government and corporate employees are seen as enjoying a better social status and reputation and as having access to better benefits. Some even see such workers as being more capable than their nonprofit, social-values-oriented counterparts.


What things do you admire?


Perhaps you admire supermodels’ figures, the salaries of professional athletes, or presidential power, but will you actually pursue those things? Some of the things you admire are never going to be feasible for you. They’re like smoke before your eyes. They’re also not really what you want. If you’re strongly motivated to attain any one of these things, you’ll pursue it; you’ll start to adjust your diet and start exercising, you’ll train yourself for the tryout, or you’ll manage to get involved in politics. When you find what it is you admire, maybe it’s actually something you want to do or become.


What are your natural gifts?


Why do you win accolades for the things you spend almost no time or effort on, or that you can do easily, even if you were blindfolded with your hands tied behind your back? When pianist Yuja Wang was young and had just started to learn how to play, her teacher was startled by just how quickly Wang picked up playing the piano. Wang thought, “But isn’t this just what everyone does?” When she tried it a little more, she found what she was good at, and what she enjoyed doing.


CRAFTING, NOT JUST LOOKING FOR, A DREAM JOB


Let’s be realistic—in the quest to find their dream job, few people figure out what they want to do just by trying something once. Some might even spend their entire lifetime and never end up finding out what it was they were meant to do. In fact, we first need to clarify something—no job was ever specifically tailored just for you or me. In the workplace, we all think of ways to excavate our strengths and then use them to make a living. Put another way, what is important is that we find jobs in which we can provide the most value, not necessarily what’s most comfortable for us. When we think more critically, finding these jobs has nothing to do with whether or not we’re introverted or extroverted. If you have any talents, certain traits of yours will be just perfect for pairing with the majority of necessary skills for a certain position; if you’re even luckier, you may also just happen to really like the kind of work required for the job. This is what we call a dream job.


More often than not, however, we need to adjust ourselves in order to meet the needs of our work. Moreover, your dream job can change over time. Your ideals or goals when you first enter the workforce might be different after you work for five or ten years. Perhaps you’ll have adjusted to situations you never thought about before. It’s like what Larry Summers, former US secretary of the treasury during the Obama administration, once told Sheryl Sandberg when she was his acting chief of staff: “If you’re offered a seat on a rocket ship, don’t ask what seat. Just get on.” Sandberg, who is now the chief operating officer of Facebook, suggests that planning your career down to the very moment will lead you to missing great opportunities because these opportunities won’t have made themselves obvious to you.


Many introverts hope to find a completely independent job; some even think that they’re only qualified for this kind of work. In fact, independent work involves quite a bit of communication. Even programmers who work alone have to communicate with colleagues, other departments, or clients. When they’re creating their masterpieces, artists and authors who work by themselves may also enjoy quiet alone time, but when they’re trying to put on an exhibition or advertise their work, especially when they need sponsorship, they have to show their face out in the open more than just once or twice. Even the most solitary freelancer not only needs to openly promote their work, but they need to tailor their work process to their client’s needs and tweak their product at the drop of a hat; they may even need to go through several networks of people to develop a business opportunity and get paid. This doesn’t even take into account the issues that crop up outside of the work itself. For example, you still need to discuss the work content with your client and manage taxes, accounting, and other issues. As for security personnel and librarians—just take a look at the security officer’s job duties during busy office hours, or a librarian’s level of interaction with children on a school visit; after doing so, you may feel that becoming an office worker is more suited to you as an introvert.


Now that you’ve read to this point, are you feeling dejected? You very well might be, but what should be a consolation is that there’s no such thing as a dream job for extroverts, either. Even super-successful salesmen need to sit down, read the reports, and think of business strategies. Inspirational lecturers who can wax poetic on any topic still need to be able to carefully plan out their speech content and keep practicing its delivery until they can’t practice anymore.


Let’s take a look at my own experiences as an example; all my jobs were about making connections—connecting baseball teams and players; linking funding and opportunities; matching supply and demand; connecting donors and recipients. Even though I never got my business card with a job title of Sales Manager on it, I was in sales and marketing each and every step of the way. It didn’t matter whether I was dealing with a tangible person and a project or an intangible opportunity and a benefit. Often, I must have looked like I was a nosy matchmaker trying to find ways to hook up two incompatible people. What this means is that I had to develop and match both the supply and demand sides, which is not an easy task for an introvert, but when I used my own method to do the job, I survived it all, and people started asking me how I managed to do it.
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This is how I responded to the college student in that online introvert group: “There’s no such thing as a job that’s suitable for an introvert, but there is a job that’s suitable job for you.” When you’ve found your strengths and have embraced the introvert within, you can find that job that’s perfect for you.


Let me go back to the notion I want to emphasize: you either need to find a job that’s suitable for you or turn yourself into a person who’s suitable for a specific job. If your ideal dream job doesn’t exist, then you should transform yourself into a worrying warrior who can take the reins of their career path!









  

Chapter 6


TIPS FOR ADAPTING TO A NEW ENVIRONMENT WITH ZERO STRESS


SEVERAL YEARS AGO, when I was looking back at my work history, I suddenly realized one of my superpowers—I can survive in even the most challenging and difficult of work environments. Even if, prior to my arrival, the position I took had a high turnover rate, it became stable when I took over. I was able to settle into the position calmly and tranquilly. Although it appears that I am highly loyal and have a high tolerance for stress on the job, the real reason I have stayed in various jobs is partly because I didn’t want to have to get to know new coworkers all over again!


LITTLE DRAMAS THAT INTROVERTS FACE WHEN IN A NEW ENVIRONMENT


You might be thinking, “Well, what’s so scary about a job change? That’s such a dumb reason to stay in a job,” . . . but just imagine for a second the necessary challenges introverts face when they come into a new environment.


The pressure’s high when introverts face new cultures and try to make new friends.


One time, after deciding to accept a job offer, I lurked near the new office and observed the clothing styles of my future colleagues. I did this so I could avoid not fitting in by making a fashion faux pas; I wanted to make sure I wore an outfit that didn’t scream that I was underdressed or overdressed.


Also, in general, introverts are less sensitive to looks and faces. When I first got hired, someone from HR took me around the office and introduced me to new coworkers. Even though I worked with all my strength, I was unable to remember who most of them were when I started the job a couple of weeks later. It wasn’t until I had been on the job for several weeks that I could match names and faces with job duties.


In an open work space, the pressure is higher.


In modern offices in which open and transparent spaces without cubicle walls are mainstream, introverts who enjoy working alone and in private are working with an inexplicable kind of pressure: everyone appears to be busy, except at the same time, they all seem to be watching you.


There are too many details for the introvert to consider in a new job.


How do I use the copy machine? Where are the coffee makers? Where do I go for tape when I run out? and so on. To introverts who focus on details, millions of questions need to be answered, but there’s absolutely no way to ask them calmly with an easy and inviting smile. After an entire morning of hard work, introverts need solitude to recharge themselves during a lunch break. However, they’re worried that if they eat alone on the first day, they’ll be seen as reclusive. If a coworker invites them out to eat, it’s almost imperative that they bite the bullet and accept that invitation.


It’s easy to get nervous when you’re suddenly called on to speak in a meeting.


Speaking up in a meeting is the most effective way to prove yourself, but for introverts who usually hope to be well-prepared beforehand, being in the spotlight is uncomfortable. When you’re a new employee, your coworkers might think that it is a good idea for the newbie to join in; they’re apt to put you in the spotlight quickly by taking you to a couple of meetings as sort of a crash course in how the business works. As a result, you are asked to take part in a whole slew of meetings. With such a large number of stimuli, even if you’d like to say something smart in the meetings, your mind goes blank and you become a nervous wreck.


GETTING TO KNOW PEOPLE AT YOUR NEW JOB


No matter whether an introvert is moving, switching jobs, or even immigrating, each time they come to a new place, they face these hurdles. Unless they get lucky and have an understanding and friendly colleague or neighbor who gives them a hand, in most circumstances, the introvert will have to conquer these issues themselves.


Not wanting to deal with or not enjoying dealing with these problems doesn’t mean that you can’t beat them. When introverts come face to face with problems arising from being in a new environment, they need three things to break through and become comfortable: they need to find allies, demonstrate their work capabilities, and make their contributions obvious. When you’ve succeeded in these three things, you’ve solved almost all of your problems.


STARTING WITH JUST ONE FRIEND


In his capacity as a director of growth, Faisal Al-Khalidi wrote in his article, “The Ultimate Guide for Introverts in New Environments,” that the first step to adapting to new environments is to change your perspective. But you’ve been working on this all along, right? Each time you arrive in a new class or go to a new club or a new office, you work hard to tell yourself that you don’t need to be afraid of taking the initiative to talk with others or of being ignored and treated with cold indifference.


If you have just begun a new job, one of the easiest ways to cope with the throngs of people and your initial discomfort is to make just one friend! This is all it takes to start easing into being comfortable in your new workplace. You can find the person who appears to be the kindest and most welcoming and have them be your foundation; then you can slowly start to get to know your other coworkers. While you’re doing so, make sure to learn about the group’s power structure and the roles everyone plays in that structure.


Once you have a friend, starting a new job often isn’t that scary.


EASING YOURSELF IN


You may be wondering what you should do if you happen to go overseas for work where many things will be unfamiliar. Elsa Ho, the founder of Conversion Lab, has worked in various places, such as Singapore, Japan, and Shanghai, China. This is what she had to say: use social media groups more often to find people with similar professional backgrounds or interests. There are many networking events out there, but Elsa, who is an introvert, tends to try to arrange activities with only one person at a time, such as socializing over coffee, instead of joining activities involving large groups of people. For introverts, one-on-one interactions, or as close as we can get to this ideal, are a much more effective way of getting to know people.


There are other ways you can ease yourself into a new location. Faisal Al-Khalidi also points out that engaging in activities, volunteering, participating in alumni associations, and making friends with your neighbors and/or roommates are all helpful steps when you’re taking the leap into a new life in a new city.


CURES TO EASE FACE BLINDNESS


There’s a line from Marti Olsen Laney’s The Introvert Advantage: How to Thrive in an Extrovert World that goes a little like this: “Introverts aren’t actually good at memorizing appearances or looks.” This has definitely been the case in my experience. Each time I watched a movie, my extroverted roommate would ask me, “Do you know who the actor/actress is?” I’d wrack my brain trying to remember the actor’s name to the point that my roommate would just erupt in laughter. It’s no big deal if you can’t remember who’s playing up on the silver screen, but it’s extremely embarrassing when you’re starting off in a new company and you’re unable to remember your coworker’s name or face, even more so when you just met them the day before but you’ve already forgotten, and it seems as if you’ve never met.


In fact, for this issue, it doesn’t matter if you are introverted or extroverted. Most people are not extremely good at remembering names. Neurological studies have shown that this is because in the brain, methods for handling proper names and other information are dissimilar. When your brain is trying to link up a face and a name, it’s like trying to integrate two different systems into one brand-new system; for example, your brain is trying to connect the two concepts of “the person speaking during the meeting” and the name “Mike.”


American business writer Keith Rollag suggests that you use the methods of repeating names, writing names down, and using photos of people to aid your memory, giving yourself more associative connections to cut down on the time needed to jog your memory. My own method for making connections between names and faces at a new job involves first drawing a diagram of the seating in the office. I then write down people’s names, something about their appearance, such as whether they wear glasses or their hairstyle, any special characteristics about them, and so on. I can then use these notes to help my memory. I look back at the diagram and notes from time to time, and as a result, I’m more able to process my interactions involving these people.


KNOWING YOUR NEEDS MAKES GETTING HELP EASIER


In a study conducted by Elizabeth Morrison, former vice-dean of the NYU Stern School of Management, she wrote that the greater the volume of questions posed by new employees, the more likely they are to go beyond their cubicles to find help—and this venturing out is linked to their improved chances of success in the company. But introverts say it’s very difficult for them to ask questions in a new environment. This is because introverts often thoroughly evaluate many different facets of a problem. For example, rather than just picking one person and asking them the question, the introvert follows a thought pattern like this: Who is the most suitable person to ask this question? Will I be bothering them too much? Don’t they have some extremely important tasks that they have to get back to? and on and on. Here’s a way to get around this from the get go: after you introduce yourself to your new coworkers, take advantage of the opportunity to ask them if, later on, they can teach you some of the ropes when you have a question related to their tasks and skill sets. Oftentimes, they’ll agree, or they can direct you to someone who can help; this way you have the information you need to prevent your wheels from spinning too hard when you have a question you need answered.


The clearer you are when you ask the question, the more likely you are to get a helping hand. Instead of saying, “Excuse me, do you know how to use the system for the quarterly sales report?” it is better to say, “I have a question about the quarterly sales report, and I might need about five to ten minutes of someone’s time to understand it more clearly. Who could I ask for help to make sense of it?”


WHEN YOU DON’T SPEAK ELOQUENTLY, BUT YOU CAN GET YOUR IDEAS ACROSS


I’ll just give it to you straight: introverts aren’t typically the most arresting of people. The good news is that extroverted managers will actually realize that we’re fully capable. One of introverts’ strong points is that they listen intently to others. This kind of listening is also one of Faisal Al-Khalidi’s methods for turning a disadvantage into an advantage to help you build up self-confidence. By listening attentively, if we add on to our introvert’s sensitivity, we can often respond in a targeted and sage fashion, impressing the speaker, and from there, we can begin to build up conversations and make them meaningful and impressive to others.


Let me use two of my younger female friends as examples; one is quite extroverted and lively, and the other is introverted and quiet. When they attend a social event together, the one who always receives invitations to meet up with others later is the introverted girl. Are you surprised by this? The extroverted girl believes it’s because her introverted friend always asks good questions. Even though she can only handle talking with one or two people at a time, when she speaks, it always makes the other person feel as if “she really gets me.” This just goes to show that you don’t need to be like an extrovert, who is always talking themselves up in front of a crowd; instead, you can pay attention to the few people you talk to and show genuine interest and care.


Everyone who’s rolled around for some time in the workplace knows that just because someone is good with words doesn’t mean they can get results. When it comes to speaking eloquently and confidently, introverts are often given the short end of the stick. If this is the case with you, for the time being, just trust your supervisor or manager. The extroverted supervisors I’ve asked have all said that, in fact, they are thankful when their team has some introverts on board, because they’re more thorough, they think more deeply, and they can see upcoming hurdles further down the line. They also mentioned that as long as you give introverts enough time, they’ll give you results beyond what you ever imagined possible.


These managers know it all. They’re looking at the overall situation, which they can see quite clearly. But if you want to take the initiative, you obviously cannot wait around all day for your supervisor to notice your good intentions, you’ve got to act.


Matt Chapman, the vice president of Mindjet, an innovation services company, believes that cloud technology tools are an up-and-coming opportunity for introverts. For example, we can use LinkedIn and other social platforms to develop our professional networks so that we don’t have to attend social activities in person, and we can use cloud technology to share information and express our ideas without having to squeeze ourselves into a conference room and shout them out over other people. Chapman also says that when introverts take advantage of these technologies, they can use more effective and comfortable ways to put their ideas out there. The ideas that come out of a conference room crammed with twenty-plus people aren’t necessarily the greatest or the most innovative.


An example of cloud technology that could help introverts is the messenger app, WhatsApp, which is used throughout much of the world. Even senior executives habitually use it, and as a result, WhatsApp has almost become a primary communication method. In the past, you always had to pick up the phone and take a number of deep breaths before you dialed the number. Now all you have to do is just type whatever you need to say. You can change the wording as many times as you want before you send off a message. You can even add some fun or cute stickers or emojis to your conversation. In other words, you can thoroughly avoid having to take those deep breaths.


If you want to understand the interests and values of a person you’re working with, add them as a Facebook, Instagram, or LinkedIn contact; this might help you learn a thing or two about them. You don’t need to get into a deep discussion with them in person; the speed with which you’re communicating by using tech is a hundred times faster than it used to be; you can now quickly and directly use written words to get to know the other person. Of course, tech will only ever be a tool. Your own communication abilities and capabilities are still a prerequisite.


INSTEAD OF WAITING TO BE CALLED UPON, BE PREPARED AND TAKE THE INITIATIVE


Your own strength means nothing unless it’s seen. At this time, the help you get from tech advantages still has its limits. In addition to job performance, which can be clearly quantified by things such as sales figures, my experience is that the most effective way to be noticed is by managing up—basically, managing your manager. Another way is by taking the opportunity to impress your managers on your own terms.


I did this by regularly or sometimes randomly scheduling a meeting with my manager; at these meetings I’d give them a one-on-one progress report and my thoughts about and plans for future projects. To an introvert, this kind of prescheduled, isolated personal conversation is a lot easier to manage: you can prepare for it, it doesn’t have to be public, and you are apt to be able to have a deeper discussion. The extroverted managers I have worked with also liked it when I used this method because it allowed them to sit down and get a clear understanding of what I’d done as their subordinate.


Another way to control your narrative is to give a presentation. Doing so often influences how your managers and coworkers see you. It’s true that introverts sometimes falter when they get up on stage, but with adequate training and preparation you can conquer anything. You don’t need advanced knowledge or special techniques to make a presentation; you just need to get off your duff, spend more time preparing, and ask several of your friends to give you feedback and ideas for improvement. With just these pointers, you’ll no doubt make progress!


DON’T WORRY! EVERYONE STRUGGLES


I was talking recently with an extroverted friend of mine when he told me something unexpected: “Being too extroverted can also be a hindrance to social interactions or in the workplace. It’s not just you introverts who have to work on yourselves.” When I heard these words come out of my friend’s mouth, I was shocked. How could this even be possible? Do extroverts also need to practice? What exactly is it that they need to work on? My friend asked me a question in response: “Have you never encountered someone who is desperately trying to get acquainted with you but it feels like it’s too much of an effort from your perspective?”


In that instant, it was like a switch was flipped in my mind: “Right, it’s not just introverts who have to work on themselves. Extroverts need to as well.” In this world, each person is being socialized. Everyone is training themselves on how to act under social norms, how to hone their own way of being accepted by others, and even how to be liked.


So, what I’m really trying to say is this: Don’t worry! New environments, new friends, a new job—It’s not a big deal. Let’s practice together!









  

PART 2


Introverts Getting Interpersonal









  

Chapter 7


QUALITY, NOT QUANTITY


“WHAT DO YOU DO WHEN you go to work and you see the security guard by the elevators? Every day, I nearly frighten myself to death when I think about accidentally making eye contact and having to speak with him.”


“I’ll teach you. First, you need to take initiative. You need to beat him to the punch by telling him ‘good morning’ and then take advantage of this by walking away quickly . . . That’s all you need to do.”


“And what if he continues to talk to me?”


“Mmmm . . . I haven’t had a breakthrough on that front just yet.”


This was a conversation between me and a woman who I considered to be at the top of her game; she founded a top-tier startup company and excels in business development. Yet even though she has a lot of innovative skills and accomplishments, she can’t deal with a simple conversation with the security guard in her office building.


For an introvert, interacting with someone without preparing first is like walking barefoot through a minefield. Maybe it’s the “You’re here early today!” spoken by the barista at the coffee shop, or when your coworker from a couple cubicles down walks over and says, “What did you end up doing yesterday? You look so tired.” All these conversations and more can set off a million little dramatic plays within our minds. “Oh god! Should I tell her the truth? I can’t quickly think up a decent-enough response to get her to go away, but I really don’t want to talk to someone I barely know about the argument I just had with my husband before leaving the house this morning. The atmosphere’s already a little bit stiffer. If I quiet down again, will she think I’m hard to get along with or unapproachable? What do I do? Think fast!”


Veteran introverts like me have a standard operating procedure for the security guards of our world; we use deemphasized filler words like “yeah,” “uh-huh,” “mhmm, yeah . . . right” and then quickly bolt off to where we need to be. Although this sometimes directly leads to the death of a conversation, rather than starting one, that’s OK because we’re more afraid of spending some of our precious, rationed energy on the security guard, the coffee shop barista, or that overly enthusiastic stranger at the gym.


We can’t use this escape method on our friends or coworkers, though. My limited life experience tells me that being a conversation-killer usually doesn’t end well. When you kill a conversation, very often you also kill the opportunity to be included in the decision-making core of a team. As introverts, our homework is to get others to realize that we are capable and interesting without them needing to talk to us as much.


REGARDING “FRIENDS,” WHAT I REALLY MEAN IS . . .


How I define the word friend is perhaps a little bit different from how most people define it. I always used to be surprised that someone would call a person they only met once their friend, or be BFFs with someone that they had only just met half an hour before. But after gradually socializing myself, I also developed my own definitions for all sorts of friendships.


To me, a friend is someone you really know and can trust; you do not feel weird or have any misgivings when you’re around them, and sometimes you are close enough to get to know their family. If either of you gets into a bind, you’ll be there for each other, willing to give each other the shirt off your back and help each other out. By setting such a high bar for friendship, introverts like me filter out many people quickly. As a result, I don’t have too many friends. I don’t know what day it’ll be when everything goes to hell and I need some monetary help, but the number of loan sharks asking me if I need a loan will probably number more than my real friends.


DEVELOPING DELICATE WORK RELATIONSHIPS


Are you all set when you have only a handful of friends? I’ll lay it on a little sweeter for you: making friends is a strategy for the best of the best. The truth is that if you only have a handful of good friends, you don’t actually have a lot of people by your side. The benefit of having more friends is that you have more resources, regardless of whether you’re looking for someone to go out and have some fun with or whether you’re looking for some people to share nice gigs and study opportunities with. As long as you have a large-enough-for-you group of friends, or you have enough friends with similar life situations or similar backgrounds, making connections will be a lot smoother and faster.


That being said, not all introverts are so lucky. If you’re looking for people to hang out with, you might come face to face with predicaments like not having enough people to go out with to get the Groupon discounts on a shopping spree; or when you’re switching jobs, you might end up clicking endlessly through job search engines like Indeed.com instead of having referrals. Workplace roadblocks are particularly obvious. For example, because of your introversion, your boss might think you’re incapable of quickly building cohesion with your coworkers, that you’re a shut-in or, even worse, that you’re a cold or unsociable non-team-player. Even if you’re great with your work, actively helping your colleagues doesn’t win you any brownie points. Instead, your coworkers think you’re distant, especially when you get straight to the point when talking about something. You skip the idle chatter at the beginning of a discussion to drive the atmosphere toward the business end goals. But the reason why you do this is actually because you think that idle chitchat and wasting time talking about trivial things is much more draining on your mood than being direct and getting to the point. You don’t want to exhaust yourself from the onset.


If you feel like you’re getting nowhere in the extroverted culture, let me share a piece of advice: try northern European and Eastern Asian workplaces; they’re more introvert-friendly because of cultural differences. There are even some books out there that discuss the overseas work environments of Japan or northern European countries compared to those in the US.


The situations I’ve encountered in the US have been a little more severe. In a couple of my previous jobs in America, the excessively extroverted culture made my everyday work seem like an extreme sport. It was hard for me to ever spend my lunch break alone. As a result, after I got off work, I’d feel completely disinclined to go anywhere. I’d just succumb to my desire to stand out on a terrace by myself where nobody would talk with me; I’d lean against the railing and let the breeze hit me. I was so drained.


But the good news is that the entire world is changing—albeit slowly. In the past, people used to say things like “so-and-so is being very quiet,” which often carried a negative connotation. It was like saying that the person was very slow to respond, that they didn’t have any thoughts on any topic, or that they didn’t like having to communicate with others. It was basically a generalization that meant they thought you couldn’t do your job. Today, however, when people say that someone’s quiet, what they’re really saying is “they’re very quiet,” literally. Because introverts manage their relationships in a deep and focused manner, their delicate social circles often have results that you wouldn’t think of off the top of your head. For example, take my introverted friend—though she doesn’t have many friends overall, the ones she does have have all stuck by her side for over ten years. She’s attentive and very loyal to her friends. Even on her honeymoon she took the time to buy her friends souvenirs. Because she relies deeply on these relationships as her foundation, many of her career opportunities have been introduced to her by her friends’ friends. Why are her friends willing to help her network in this way? Because each of them is willing to go to bat for her. There’s nothing more valuable these days than trust.


THE WORKPLACE IS AN EXCELLENT FRIEND-MAKING SPOT


I’m sure you’ve heard people say that it’s hard to make good friends once you start working, right? In the beginning of my career, I actually believed this to be true. After all, everyone’s just so busy, and it’s even more challenging to eke out the time for social hours after you start your own family. That said, I’ve organized a lot of meetings throughout my career so far. After each wraps up, I get a steady stream of thank-you emails saying things like “Thank you for inviting Dr. So-and-So, too. We’ve been wanting to catch up for a long time; now we finally had a way to reminisce.” Notes like this show that even catching up with people you consider your friends is a challenge. And it’s all much harder when you’re trying to get acquainted with new people, hold a conversation with them, and slowly building up your friendship, bit by bit.


Some people also say it’s almost impossible to make real friends in a workplace because they believe everyone’s trying to compete, outwit, even deceive each other. There’s a line from a Japanese TV show called Little Giants that goes like this: “Your enemies will appear as if they’re your friends.” I have a couple of friends who adamantly separate their work life from their private life. They don’t let loose any secrets, info about their family, or any other personal updates to any of their coworkers. Once they’ve left the office for the day, they never look back. Their reasoning is that they come to the office to work, not to make friends.


Sometimes it feels as if the workplace is a war zone, and I feel it’s a bit unrealistic to try to make friends on a battlefield. However, in these past few years, I’ve been having a lot of mixed feelings about this. Among my introverted friends, I-Wei Lai, an author who writes about mathematics, has written similar thoughts about this issue on Facebook. This is what he has to say about it:


Through promoting research collaboration opportunities in mathematics, I think I made a couple of good friends (at least from my perspective). Because of our work relationship and several opportunities to continue working and meeting up with them, we’ve gradually become friends, and we’ve slowly come around to talking about all sorts of things once we’ve finished our work; the scope of what we talk about is expanding little by little. I don’t need to consider whether or not I should say “this” or “that” sentence or consider if I’m taking up too much of the other person’s time. After I finish talking, I get into a relaxed mood. That’s how I know these friends from work. We learn each other’s priorities by working together in the most challenging situations, we gradually get to know we share similar core values and personalities. We don’t need a relationship based on purposeful reward, we’ve never once intentionally tried currying favor with each other, and we’ve spontaneously built up this unspoken compact between us without consciously thinking about it. I know that when I’m facing problems, the other person will without a doubt give me the shirt off their own back; conversely, I’m also willing to take on my friend’s burdens as if they were my own. A relationship where we occasionally have in-depth talk is what Zhuangzi [a Chinese ancient philosopher who was active 200 years after Confucius] once wrote several thousand years ago: “A gentleman’s friendship is as insipid as water.” I think this is an ideal way of looking at friendship.


When I finished reading this post, it resonated deep within me. Coincidentally, I-Wei Lai and I have known each other for a long time, we are both homebodies, and recently I’ve been discussing work issues with him. Much like I-Wei, I discovered that the friends I’ve made in recent years have all been people I’ve gotten to know through work. Because everyone’s competing for resources and opportunities in the workplace, it’s so much easier to see the values people hold close to their hearts. Because everyone’s got a lot on their plate, it’s easy to quickly understand how and why people prioritize for life’s issues. Because we’re jointly taking on the task of bearing our crosses, we’re not only able to see each other’s attitudes in how we face adversity, but we can also establish a revolutionary bond and faith for mutually dealing with difficulties. Perhaps all of these aren’t things we can easily do when in school, in a leisure group, or while speed dating. I-Wei told me, “Work turns out to have been a good reason for introverts to force themselves to go outside of their comfort zone,” and I replied, “Of course . . . How else would we make friends if we didn’t work?”









  

Chapter 8


YOU DON’T WANT TO FACE INTERPERSONAL CONFLICTS, BUT . . .


ALICE WORKED AS AN ASSISTANT MANAGER in the financing industry. “Forget about it” and “Never mind” were her go-to pet phrases. She didn’t like having a conflicting opinion to everyone else and she was afraid of being seen as different from others in her department. Alice always believed that “If I can blend in with the group and make everyone happy, they’ll like me,” or she’d think, “It’s fine. My ideas are just so-so, they don’t matter. The important thing is that the meeting concludes, and that we’ve reached our goals.” Sometimes she’d go as far as to tell herself, “I want this to be the perfect presentation. I don’t want to hold everyone back or become a burden or else they’ll hate me.” She always put other’s ideas before her own, and because of that, everyone thought of her as unimaginative or idea-less. Not only did the managers think she didn’t have any ideas, her colleagues all thought she didn’t have any sense of existence or survival. Because of her high level of empathy and because she put the team first, Alice never made waves within her department. One day, however, when she finally had to face an assessment and needed to discuss who was to blame for a major issue, her empathy and willingness to put the team first quickly became a liability.


It began with an internal communication mishap between Alice’s department and another department that resulted in Alice’s company accidentally charging a customer in Alice’s portfolio twice. Unfortunately, this client was notoriously cautious about money and became very upset. Technically, all the charges and transactions are processed and managed in the computer system, so that such a mistake could ever happen with their accounts really sent this client into a rage. As a client manager, Alice normally had a great relationship with this client—she could always put herself in her customer’s shoes, and the client in turn put a lot of trust in her—so her managers had given Alice the responsibility of maintaining contact with this client. But this time, when she was facing such an explosively angry customer, she completely lost any sense of what she should do. She could only think about running away and hiding somewhere. All of a sudden, this peaceful, harmonious, happy-go-lucky woman seemed like a completely different person.


It wasn’t easy, but with the help of her manager, Alice was able to placate her client with a face-to-face meeting. But when she got back to the office, she was raked over the coals by her supervisors about the business incident, which became another major obstacle for her. The truth of the entire matter was that another department’s employee, who was supposed to support Alice in taking care of her clients’ inquiries, had mistaken Alice’s instructions and had therefore handled it wrong. However, because Alice was so empathetic, she didn’t wish for her colleague in the other department to be written up and reprimanded for this incident, and she didn’t want that colleague to be the one to shoulder the burden, so when several departments came together for a meeting to deal with the issue, she chose to respond gently by saying, “Perhaps it was me not communicating clearly that caused you to misunderstand. In the future, I’ll double-check with you to make sure you understand so we can avoid the same problems happening in the future.”


Because of how Alice responded, her manager completely lost any power he had to control the situation from his end. Fortunately, the manager in the other department knew that his own department was at fault, so he didn’t say anything in response to Alice, and the whole thing blew over nicely. When Alice walked out of the conference room and thought that everything was all smiles and roses, she let out a sigh of relief. Therefore, she was totally blind-sided when her boss called her into his office to berate her. “It was obviously the other department’s fault! All you had to do was let him rightfully take the blame! What were you thinking? Why are you trying to take the blame for someone else?! Was there an email record from the time? No! There wasn’t! Sooner or later you’re going to end up getting yourself into a bigger pot of hot water by doing stuff like this and I’ll end up being dragged down by you!”


Alice was shocked. She didn’t expect that her way of dealing with problems would make her manager so incredibly angry. In her heart, she thought, “Ugh, there’s no way for me to make anyone happy. I completely fumbled the ball in front of my supervisor, and none of my department colleagues like me either. Forget about it, I’ll just grin and bear it.”


HANDLING CONFLICTS


When I was first starting out at work, I encountered a situation similar to Alice’s. At the time, I was a planning specialist, and I had a client who needed a customized gift. I told the Sales department that this was doable, at which point Sales sent a professional reply to the customer telling them we could fulfill their request. Unfortunately, the communication link was wrong; the Product department actually said that they couldn’t provide this option. In an instant, I had massively messed up, but I felt that I was just a small cog in a giant machine; I didn’t have any power to deal with this kind of cross-department conflict between the Product, Sales, and Planning departments. All I wanted to do was find a place to crawl under and hide.
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The book Highly Sensitive People in an Insensitive World points out that, among those who are highly sensitive, 70 percent are introverts. A highly sensitive person might easily pick up on a nearby vibe that isn’t right and start to feel uncomfortable . . . they might even go so far as to think that they’re responsible for something, or that they did something wrong. They’re apt to feel the need to just get out of Dodge ASAP. For the highly sensitive person, conflicts bring psychological pressure and physiological fatigue, and this is especially the case for sensitive introverts. As a result, many introverts tend to avoid conflict and conserve their energy. However, no matter whether it’s in your personal life or in the workplace, if you’re always choosing to flee, then the things under your control will gradually dwindle.


METHODS YOU CAN ADOPT WHEN FACED WITH CONFLICTS


Conflicts can also create great opportunities to explore new ways of communicating with and understanding each other. Don’t waste the crisis; use it to create opportunities instead. Here are some methods you can consider when facing conflicts.


Take a breather for a bit, but remember to come back.


The moment conflict erupts, it’s particularly hard for introverts to bear, adding on to the chaos that’s going on in their minds. They might feel stuck, unable to do anything for their own benefit. My recommendation is that they first get away from the place of conflict or take some time to collect their thoughts and feelings. But after they’ve done so, they need to remember to reengage with the conflict, face up to it, and solve it. If you find yourself in such a situation, you could propose a different time to revisit the issue at hand: “Let’s meet up again this afternoon to discuss this issue. I’ll inform people from the relevant departments and take care of collecting the relevant information. We’ll work it out then.”


Listening compassionately is not the same as agreeing.


Don’t interrupt. Don’t interject. Pay close attention to the messages so you can figure out what people care about, and then you can understand where they’re coming from. Consider making room for common ground; this is one of the greatest abilities an introvert has at their disposal. But remember: empathizing with and respecting the other party’s feelings does not mean you have to agree with their viewpoints.


Take charge of your communication opportunities.


Some introverts don’t like expressing their own emotions or thoughts, especially when they are under tons of pressure. They practice all sorts of possible scenarios in their heads about what can happen once their words leave their lips. The more they think, the more they’re unwilling to speak. But if they don’t speak their mind at that moment, it could be a missed opportunity for communication.


Let it go.


Introverts are people who are good at thinking deeply. It’s easy for them to put information coming into their minds into long-term storage. As a result, you need to remind them that after the conflict is over, they don’t need to keep holding onto the thoughts and feelings that arose from the conflict. Take, for example, a mistake that I made several years ago in the workplace. To this day, I still remember it like it was yesterday. As long as I remember a conflict I had with a specific person, I’m afraid to talk with them because I’m afraid that they might still have a conflict with me. Even if holding on to past conflicts can help you remember a good lesson, secretly holding these memories, thoughts, and feelings, and accumulating these hard lessons in your mind is not healthy over the long-term.
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It took three separate department managers in our company to deal with the saga of the specialized product for my customer. The issue finally got straightened out, drawing the curtains closed on that drama. What influenced me the most was that once things had settled down, one of the managers took me aside and told me, “The office is not a big place . . . if you have any concerns in the future, just take a couple steps over to that department and talk to them directly.” I realized later on that running away from face-to-face communication is a major crux for introverts when it comes to interpersonal communication.


FACE-TO-FACE COMMUNICATION ISN’T ALL THAT SCARY


Even though introverts are always masterfully using written communication, some conflicts are actually caused as email exchanges or text messages pile up. I have been in situations in which clients, project managers, and information consultants constantly used email for their communications because of time zone differences and language-related issues. In one instance, a computer system went haywire. The English-speaking project manager then needed to continuously apologize to the Chinese-speaking customer and communicate in numerous emails to explain the possible reasons for the issue and future measures that the company would put in place to prevent any future issues. However, the client was obviously not feeling very happy and lost their patience. The tone of their emails was full of distrust, and the wording was getting more severe with every reply.


In a flash, I knew the situation wasn’t right. I intervened by promptly calling the customer and communicating in Chinese, at which point I discovered that the issue could be fixed; it was just a misunderstanding that arose and was aggravated by too many emails, especially since cultural and language barriers separated my company and the customer. The customer had limited English proficiency, and, in the absence of body language and facial expressions, they couldn’t completely understand what the other party was trying to express or the tone of the words or sentences. When the customer felt frustrated while reading an email, they’d get defensive and not think about how to solve the problem. Instead, they’d focus on holding the person responsible and making them accountable for what they did.


In The Introverted Leader: Building on Your Quiet Strength, Jennifer Kahnweiler writes about the management style of Matt Underwood, a middle-school principal. Even though Underwood would promote using emails as the basis of communication, he’d just use it to exchange strictly basic information. The reason he gave is that “directly standing in front of someone can convey many expressions that just can’t be made with a keyboard or a computer screen.” I saw with my own eyes how a boss was treating his introverted colleague when he yelled, “Is there anything that you can’t say to me in person? When I am in the office, the door is open anytime. If you have time to write an email, how is it that you’re not able to spend a simple five minutes to have a conversation? Once I’ve finished reading the email, I still need to call you in and discuss the matter in person anyway, so what’s the point of writing an email?”


Corporate consultant Sylvia Löhken also suggests that, regardless of what work you as an introvert are responsible for, when circumstances permit, you should leave your computer as much as possible and walk around the office a lot. Take advantage of talking one-on-one with other introverts, who are masters of that skill. But her advice, especially for introverted managers, is that when they walk around and talk with their colleagues, they will express much more effective communication than they would in a conference room.









  

Chapter 9


SHAKING OFF THE EMOTIONAL INFLUENCES OF OTHERS


INTROVERTS FIND IT EASY to feel others’ emotions; for highly sensitive people, this is especially true. Introverts have the advantage of being able to read between the lines by observing others’ words and nonverbal cues. They can make a decision or a judgment with the tiniest of hints; however, a drawback to this is that introverts are more likely to be affected by others’ emotions. I think that introverts are mostly quiet when they talk and they don’t like intense phrasing and expressions. They’re calm when communicating and they’re practical and realistic in what they talk about. The opposite type of person (an extrovert) is around as well, of course. They might have a quick-tempered personality and a booming voice and be full of guts and vim; often such extroverts are explicit with their expression of their good and bad moods. I like this kind of person most of the time because they’re candid, have big hearts, and are often pretty loyal friends. But I’m not as great as they are in their mastery of being able to “talk things over.” This is what they define as their communication style; in my mind, it is just arguing or yelling.


One time, coworker S from the next department over and coworker M from my department were having a heated discussion in the hallway. As M’s manager, I asked both of them and S’s manager to go into the conference room with us to clear things up. When they trudged into the conference room, S started to go off the rails and berate M and me. Even though I was a manager, and I was supposed to mediate the situation, I was completely incapacitated by this behavior and was unable to think. It was like I was facing off against a massively stimulated psychological shield mechanism. All I could think about was trying to seek shelter from this emotional bomb that was going off next to me. But where in this meeting room could I go to duck and cover? I could only stand where I was and listen. S continued shooting off a continuous barrage. I couldn’t find any opening in which to insert my two cents.


Because this whole situation was flooded with a massive influx of irrational behavior from my perspective, I found myself wondering whether S really wanted to express anything or just blow off some steam. I waited for S to stop going off like a machine gun, and then, with a gentle tone, I turned my head towards S’s manager and said, “Excuse me, but could you tell me what the situation is now?”


After the incident, I was told that those twelve words completely changed the atmosphere in the room. Originally, S was being condescending and blaming me the whole time. My response, however, had gently and resolutely expressed two things: firstly, it should be the manager who explains what is going on calmly and not a huge cacophony where everyone is yelling; second, it’s OK to express your emotions, but at the end of the day, we’re going to have to communicate reasonably.


In actuality, I wasn’t thinking about much at that moment. I was just shut down by S’s voice. But my comments let S’s manager know that allowing their subordinate to continue going on their tirade wasn’t helping anything. After the communication style returned to a pace I could deal with, I understood the ins and outs of the whole situation; I also found out what the whole crux of the problem was: people had different interpretations of the language of an email. Finally, I suggested improvements, such as creating a systematized communication mechanism for the group so they could avoid possible misunderstandings that arose from private negotiations. In the end, the conflict was smoothly defused.
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When dealing with all sorts of different personalities in the office or the workplace, introverts will almost wish they could cut off their social antennae. If they could, perhaps they wouldn’t be burdened by so many emotional influences from others. Some people will either run away as a result of extreme emotion or ignore their inner voice.


Eckhart Tolle, reputed to be one of America’s most popular writers of psychology by the New York Times, once said something like this: if there’s no way for you to perceive your feelings, meaning you’ve cut yourself off from them, then you’re going to have physical problems arise later on.


When people see how quietly I respond to conflicts, they say things like, “You’re too kind. Others are just going to walk all over you. When people are talking with you in a booming voice, you ought to be yelling back in response. Otherwise, people are going to think you’re a wimp!” Responding with a counterstrike may sound like a good strategy, and many introverts have tried to toughen up, but in the end, yelling back has the opposite effect of what they were intending, including that they feel guilty for yelling, in which case they say things like, “I’m really sorry. I’m not trying to be so mean.” In addition, trying to toughen up produces an incongruous pressure that stems from a mismatch between their behavior and their personality. They wonder, “Am I really this kind of person? Why am I changing like this?” In addition, during arguments where people shout and holler at each other, it’s easy to lose the focus of the argument, which can then morph into a venting session about their dissatisfaction, and as a result, the arguments lose all their meaning.


TRY TO PULL AWAY AND DELAY BATTLE ENGAGEMENT


You don’t need to force yourself to positively address the other person’s rage. After all, this is never an introvert’s forte. First, calmly try to postpone the actual battle. Try looking at the issue from the other person’s perspective, for example, analyzing the situation to yourself: “He’s my boss. He’s really pissed right now, but I don’t know why he’s suddenly gone nuts. Has he lost his mind, or is it something stupid that one of my dumb colleagues did? I didn’t step into a minefield, did I?” Once you start imagining scenarios that explain your boss’s behavior, you will find it easier to clear up the situation.


Delaying your battle engagement is quite helpful to an introvert. If the other person continues to give a berating barrage, you don’t need to push yourself to refute or explain immediately; by waiting for the person to finish their tirade, you buy yourself more time to think. If the engagement is imminent and the other person demands that you give an answer immediately, then you need to do your best to stall to gain time. For example, you can say, “I don’t have the information you need on hand; let me work on it right away. I’ll go talk to the such-and-such department supervisor to sync all the information together, and I’ll get back to you in twenty minutes. Would you also like someone else to join us when I do?”


WHEN ANALYZING SITUATIONS, TAKE CARE OF YOUR EMOTIONS


When you are using the time you’ve won and are analyzing conflicts of interests, remember to take care of your own emotions.


A few years ago, I had a coworker who was really fantastic at her job. The boss really liked her go-get-’em work ability and would even give her his own clients, and with both great skill and ease, she never let her boss down. At one point, however, her boss suddenly started to become very picky and determined to find problems with her work. He would pick apart the errors in her internal application sheet, but he didn’t seem to care whether others submitted it; he would also blame her for having long conversations with clients over the phone when she was cultivating them, even though, months before, he used to shower her with accolades and compliments for the same behavior. When this sudden change started, colleagues would jokingly say that the boss was going through menopause and would be back to normal after a bit; however, his behavior became more and more volatile as time went on. The boss would often lash out at my coworker and make her very uncomfortable.


As soon as she realized that the situation wasn’t right, she began analyzing whether there was a problem with her work or her communication skills. After doing some simple deduction, she felt confident that everything was correct with her own performance. But then why had her boss started to shoot her down? Her coworkers were easy to get along with, so she felt she could rule out the possibility of them having reported her for some unknown reason. After she eliminated the potential problems one by one, what she was left with was that her boss might be having a control-relinquishment issue. She figured out that her boss didn’t actually like handing off his best clients and connections to her, and that her performance may have threatened the boss’s authority.


After calmly judging the situation, she asked herself, “Which of these things makes me more uncomfortable? The boss being on my case all day or that I will no longer get the thrill and glory I feel from work I do on my own? Do I want to quit? If I quit my nine-to-five and start up my own business, do I stand a good chance of succeeding?” After evaluating all the possibilities, she believed that if she’d be nagged and dragged down by her boss over every little thing, she’d rather quit; but considering the current reality, she didn’t think she was yet capable of leaving and bringing the clients with her. In the end, she decided to take a step back so she could move forward.


First she told her boss privately that she was fine with cutting back on the amount of responsibility she had with many clients; secondly, she decided that regardless of which client order she was negotiating, right after she closed the deal, she’d immediately give her boss a report and thank him for his guidance. She’d say that it was all thanks to the boss that the clients decided to place their orders, even if the boss was actually praising her for these feats during meetings. It all came down to how she framed her work. After a lot of adjustments, her decisions paid off and her boss stopped nitpicking at her. She went from being torn down every day to getting back into her boss’s good graces, and she discovered that her performance was still hinging on decisions she made herself.


After she related this whole matter to me, I asked her how she knew her boss didn’t want her stealing all his thunder, and she replied, “The boss was a superstar when it came to business development. Very few people like him would be able to let go of this kind of prominence.” It was just a matter of textbook-level empathy analysis.


ARE INTROVERTS REALLY INCAPABLE OF GETTING ANGRY?


Many people mistakenly think that introverts can’t get angry. The reality is that an introvert’s way of expressing anger is a bit less raw or obvious. Someone who’s really not that great at picking up on signals might not even pick up on an introvert’s anger. On the other hand, introverts often think other people are too quick to fly off the handle or don’t think deeply enough and therefore end up hurting their feelings pretty easily.


Physiologist Walter Cannon proposed the fight or flight response back in 1929. Cannon explained that when organisms face a threat, the threat incites a series of neurological and physical responses, which ultimately lead to a decision to either stay and fight or run away. This theory is broadly used in many different applied areas. When introverts are faced with large amounts of stimuli, such as high-pressure situations brought about by negative emotions, they have this fight or flight response. They can choose to hunker down (eliminate the source of stress and knock out the angry party) or flee (leave their stressful situation in some way, either by putting in their earbuds or by leaving the physical space of the conflict).


However, I really like what psychiatrist Ilis Sand wrote in her work, Highly Sensitive People in an Insensitive World: How to Create a Happy Life. She put out a method—a middle road between blaming others and taking responsibility. By adopting this middle path, we can stay in a high-pressure situation but still strive to decrease stress and tension. When we try to solve office conflicts, both parties often seek out who is ultimately responsible for the mess, but Sand suggests that we abandon this dichotomy and instead put the emphasis on having the two sides try to understand the other’s opinion or thinking on the matter. This is especially important for introverts; if we don’t like getting angry or having shouting matches, and we’re always silently going along without expressing our own thoughts and feelings, not only will this not help our interpersonal communication in the long run, but it might also lead to and create physical and mental illness if we’re not careful. A decent way of expressing where you’re coming from is to carefully and calmly talk about how you’re involved in the situation and provide neutral information about possible solutions. For example, if you are talking to a group of customer service reps, you might say, “I know your instinct is to respond to the client and solve the issue as quickly as possible, but it will take about an hour to fix each document. If you all send in what you’re working on right before you get off work, I’ll be swamped and there will be no way I’ll be able to get any of it done on that same day. If you need it done before you get off work, please get it to me before noon.”


This statement can be broken down like this:


[image: Images]    I know your instinct is to respond to the client and solve the issue as quickly as possible (masterfully expresses empathy).


[image: Images]    But it will take about an hour to fix each document (provides neutral information).


[image: Images]    If you need it done before you get off work, please get it to me before noon (expresses a request).


Sometimes it’s all too easy to be put at a disadvantage in a work environment in which you need to quickly respond to events. But then again, as long as your position is clear, and you’re using a method of expression you’re comfortable with, then you’ve actually found your own style. After all, the important thing about communicating isn’t just about how you express things, it’s about how you get the other person to fully receive your information.


Shouting in a loud voice or beating the table is a communication method, but for introverts, it may not be the most effective. Circumspectly suggesting things after deep consideration is also a way of communication, but when the other party is an extrovert, it’s likely to be abandoned because they’re already on to the next item on their agenda. Each person communicates differently. Introverts don’t need to force themselves to become extroverts. Respecting each person’s differences and finding an effective communication method is far more important.


YOU MIGHT NOT LIKE ME, BUT YOU CAN TRUST ME


Sometimes we may place emphasis on the wrong thing. In the workplace, relationships are mostly built upon common goals. Although it’s important to build friendly relationships, what’s more important is whether or not you’re capable of helping the other person solve a problem, whether you can be relied upon, whether you can be invited to join the team to work on an important project, or whether the team can ask you to meet with an important client while they’re out of the country. Sometimes this relationship of trust is even a life-or-death affair. For example, when NASA astronauts are on an assignment in space, NASA often needs astronauts from different cultures and upbringings to build tacit relationships and understandings and have a high level of trust while carrying out missions within short time spans.


In 2011, the team on the International Space Station (ISS) needed to carry out a highly sensitive mission: they had to control a mechanical arm so it could grab hold of an incoming supply ship that was flying erratically in a zero-gravity environment. This mission was expected to be extremely difficult—equivalent to grabbing a swerving car travelling at 350 miles per hour and then touching a specific button in the car from the outside. If the team members failed, the supply ship would crash into the space station, and even if the crew didn’t die, they’d lose all their supplies. Because this was a life-or-death mission, the mutual trust between astronauts who had never met prior to being assigned together to the space station was of critical importance. Before they went on their mission, they hadn’t had a lot of time to get to know each other. What made matters more interesting was that among the astronauts, there was a Russian commanding officer who fully believed that women did not belong in space. But lo and behold, guess who just so happened to be on his team? A female astronaut!


When wilderness training and leadership expert John Kanengieter was helping the NASA training team, he emphasized using a work relationship based on the idea that “You may not like me, but in critical moments, you can trust me.” The emotions and responses we have in the workplace, such as anger and criticism, for instance, are just due to stress most of the time. The way to trigger a stress minefield isn’t the same from person to person. Some people can’t stand passive coworkers. Some people can’t deal with critiques saturated with veiled negativity. The response to workplace stressors isn’t the same for everyone either. Some people get nervous. Some people start to make excuses and blame others. Some start to pretend that whatever they do is A-OK.


Kanengieter led the NASA trainees on an eleven-day Man vs. Wild–style exercise before they went to the ISS. He wanted these NASA trainees who were going to carry out high-pressure missions to observe their points of pressure overload, their degrees of stress tolerance, and their emotional responses when they were exposed to an extremely unfamiliar environment and/or high pressure. After eleven days, this group of astronaut trainees, who might face potential death together, knew each other’s stress responses. Maybe they didn’t like each other, but they knew who was capable of taking the lead under what circumstances. The life-or-death space mission came down to the Russian commanding officer and the female astronaut working together. The Russian commanding officer described it this way: “And then Cady started moving the arm and she moved it so nicely, so controlled, and she went there like nothing and zoom! And she got it.” When the NASA headquarters in Houston congratulated the team on smoothly completing the mission without a hitch, the Russian commanding officer in charge of this harrowing mission even joked back, saying, “Houston, we have no problem.”


As introverts, when you face all sorts of stresses and pressures, instead of yelling emotionally or starting to blame your coworkers, exploit each other’s strengths and try out this kind of analysis: “He’s yelling because he thinks we might screw up this case, and the pressure’s on. I can expertly do my own part and at the same time let him know that if we both do our parts well, we still have a greater than 50 percent chance of taking care of this issue.” After all, regardless of whether you’re someone who’s just gotten their foot in the door or in a managerial position, being crowned “emotional” isn’t a good result at all.









  

Chapter 10


COMMUNICATION TOOLS—CHOOSING THEM WISELY, USING THEM EFFECTIVELY


WHEN I WAS WORKING FOR a state government in the US, summer interns came to my office for their work. Most of them were highly qualified college students. Most of them had some pretty stellar family and educational backgrounds, and they were especially passionate about international trade, international relations, and foreign policy–related areas.


Among them was one intern who left a strong impression on me. She was a fairly quiet Chinese-American girl. She had studied at a well-known university along the West Coast. She was absolutely brilliant and had very clear thinking, and her project proposals were always orderly and clear. The only thing that struck me as odd was that she didn’t like to speak over the phone. It didn’t matter whether she was dialing out, receiving a call, or leaving a message. Without fail, anything that had to do with picking up a phone made her anxious. You’d see her entire body shrink back from the phone when it rang. Many times, you could even see her hyperventilating while the phone was ringing away. As I think back on that now, I realize I was also a lot like her. We’re all introverts.


THE BRAVERY OF TALKING ON THE PHONE


When I was in college, my classmates would work at telemarketing gigs during the summer. Some of my classmates took great pleasure in this kind of work; they thought nothing was better than sitting in an air-conditioned office, yakking away on the phone, clocking their hours and getting paid. When I saw them handling everything with ease, I was surprised, because to me, working as a telemarketer seemed akin to being punished for losing a game of truth or dare. In the end, just how many bets would I have had to lose to be “rewarded” with continuously talking to strangers about the weather or movies, just to make them interested in a product or to invite them to experience our company’s services?


The reason introverts don’t like picking up the phone is because phone calls come without warning, and anyone could be on the other end of the line. The other person could talk with you about anything in the world. And while they are doing so, you need to be thinking and listening so you can make a decision about how to respond at the drop of a hat. In addition, taking a call is only going to break your train of thought and interrupt what you’re doing right at the moment. But if you don’t take the call, then you feel guilty or bad for not doing so.


Introverts also don’t like to make calls. It falls outside their comfort zone. “Will I be disturbing this person if I call them at such-and-such a time?” they might think, or “The phone’s already rung three times. Maybe she’s trying to plan out a very important proposal. I’ve just bothered her right now. I’m so sorry.” And then there’s the stress of multiparty conference calls in which it’s possible that they might misunderstand something because they can’t hear someone clearly, or even worse, they might lose the connection. Phones are just an overall disaster zone for introverts.


Try the following methods to conquer your fear of talking on the phone:


Install a caller ID app onto your phone.


Of all the apps out there, I personally think the most amazing one is a caller ID app. Incoming phone call recognition is the only line of defense for introverts and others who have phone call anxiety. This app helps screen out telemarketers and other annoyances. You can know in advance who the incoming call is from, which helps you brace yourself and get the right mental mojo going to take a call, allowing you to save your energy for work.


First explain how much free time you have to talk.


If you don’t have a lot of time or you don’t want your time to be taken up by a distracting call, when you pick up the phone, you could first say to the other person, “I have about five minutes to talk. Is that enough time?”


Ask questions.


Prior to having a conference call or a long phone meeting, ask the event host to first provide a list of discussion items.


In conference calls where there’s a large group and only audio is available, remember to say your name first for easier recognition. Don’t be afraid of asking questions, because when you can’t see someone’s body language or expressions through the phone, needing a confirmation is normal, even preferred.


Resolutely stick to your prepared content.


Before making a call, first send an email to the other person to notify them of the things you’d like to discuss. In addition to just reminding yourself, by doing this, you can also immediately jump into a more effective and deeper conversation. If you’re making a cold call to a stranger, write down your goals for the conversation on a Post-it note and place it next to you when you make the call to serve as a reminder.


Maintain your rhythm of speech.


Especially when engaging in important discussions in which the person on the other end of the call holds a relatively high position, introverts are apt to strain themselves due to their nervousness. Sometimes, introverts encounter complete silence on the other end of the phone or the person on the other end is talking a mile a minute. In either of these situations, introverts can feel stuck in a bind—either they’ve been dealt a completely awful set of cards or they have to show their hand without being able to give it more thorough consideration. When faced with this kind of situation, remember to take a couple deep breaths, and bring the speed of the conversation to a controllable rhythm so that you can think and speak at the same time.


Designate a response time.


If you’re unable to make an immediate decision on the other person’s proposal while on the phone, you could first respond with “I need time to think this over. I’ll try my best to get back to you with an answer at five, but if I can’t, then tomorrow at noon, at the latest. Is that OK with you?”


Know when to use the phone.


When you fail to pick up the phone and take the call, use email or text to leave a message.


If it’s the other person who didn’t pick up, you can write an email or send a text through WhatsApp or another messenger. Some people will respond directly with a text.


Many introverts love to use email to get information out. Some circumstances definitely warrant it—for example, sending a notification about an important date, when you’re communicating a lot of information, and so on. But in some situations, even if you’re not comfortable using the phone, making a call is the better option. Some topics for discussion might be sensitive or important, or require precision and accuracy, such as the contract price, strategies for competing with rival companies, or talks related to negotiations. Some touch upon secrets and the people involved need to protect themselves against these secrets being kept or forwarded in writing; some items of discussion require the phone because they need to be discussed frequently (such as offers and responses to pricing); and some are extremely important (such as inviting certain people to take up a position of high standing in the organization). Apart from providing a channel for immediate communication between two parties, talking over the phone gives you plenty of time to explain your ideas and positions and listen to the other person’s thoughts and ideas. Instant messaging programs might be popular, but believe me when I say that many people still think picking up the phone sometimes builds more trust.


Lastly is the balancing issue of efficiency. I even think this particular point is an exception to what I’ve just written. In fact, many times I’ll choose to make a quick phone call, anxiously wait for the other person picking up the phone, or feel fortunate when taking a particular call, because the reason boils down to a four-syllable word: efficiency. Some things are much simpler to discuss in a three-minute phone call than having to spend thirty minutes writing an email or using WhatsApp and then waiting half a day for a response. When you’ve thought about the results, you’ll think it’s actually not such a big deal to make a phone call. It’s more important to quickly solve matters.


GETTING THE HANG OF VIDEO CONFERENCES


My job often requires that I communicate with my coworkers overseas. In order to guarantee that the communication goes smoothly, and to make our team cohesiveness much more tight-knit, all our transnational meetings are done through video calls. Indeed, we can see each other’s expressions and gestures while in a video conference, which makes it a pretty awesome way of communicating. However, I don’t like seeing my face on the computer screen; this makes me feel out of sorts, even to the point of knowing that as long as I know others can see me, I’ll feel entirely uneasy, my mind will be in a complete fog, and I won’t know what to do. It’s easy to get hit by a wave of nervousness each time you’re in a video conference.


For introverts, when compared to phone calls that can suddenly ring anywhere at any time, video conferencing often feels more predictable. You can clearly pin down the main points you want to talk about. You can prepare before the meeting and effectively lower the uncertainty and potential annoyances. The only difference is that you will be seen by others—often a gut-wrenching point in the minds of introverts.


Introverts can do the following things to grapple with video calls:


Set up your video equipment a good five to fifteen minutes in advance.


In addition to preparing your main discussion points beforehand, it’s very important to make sure that you’re settled down for the video conference; make sure you’ve adjusted the camera lens, that your clothing is perfect, and that you are slowly getting yourself into action mode.


To get in the proper state of mind, first, plan out your ice breakers for the video conference, especially the ones for the first topic.


The first thing you say will often be a greeting like “Good morning,” or “Good evening”; you might also ask the other person how their day is going. If you have more people in the video conference, you’ll often have a little bit of an awkward, nerve-wracking silence while you’re waiting for everyone to come online. You can prepare one or two chit-chat topics in advance to fill in that void between you and whoever else shows up before everybody is ready. After all, a bunch of people staring at each other through the camera without saying a single word is pretty weird, right? If you really can’t think of something to say, or the other person is a manager or supervisor (note: in Asian culture, people of a higher level may not want to chat with you), and you’re uncertain about how to talk with them, you could say, “It looks like we’ll be waiting for a couple of minutes. Let me make sure everyone knows about this meeting. I’ll talk with you in a sec.”


Use communication tools to help take attention away from your face.


Everyone likes when people actually have something worthwhile to say or have pertinent suggestions. In video meetings, you can use facial expressions, hand movements, paper materials, and online briefs to help communicate; everyone’s attention will concentrate on those tools or methods and not on your face.


Voluntarily take down meeting minutes.


If you don’t need to be the host or an important speaker, and nobody has been designated to jot down meeting minutes, you could volunteer to record them. Introverts like listening closely and paying attention to details. We’re very suitable candidates for meeting minutes. Moreover, after a wave of discussion, everyone will be thankful for the person who volunteered to take down the important points in the meeting.


Although phone and video conferencing are formal communication methods, communication isn’t just limited to these. It also includes talking in the break room, in the hallway, and in other informal places. In fact, informal communication can be just as or even more effective than phone or video. The next time you run into your coworker in the break room, you could casually ask about the progress on a project or ask, “Is so-and-so client doing OK? It seems like they haven’t sent us anything in a while.” Perhaps you might come across an unexpected treasure-trove of information!









  

Chapter 11


COOL AND COLLECTED ON THE NEGOTIATING BATTLEFIELD


THOMAS IS INVINCIBLE. No matter whether it’s business development or price negotiations, he’s always full of confidence; he’s forever coming back from the negotiating table with spoils of war. In the workplace, he’s successful in every endeavor, and he’s never disappointed the boss. As someone who was once a professional soldier, he sees negotiating as being a lot like combat or following the jungle rules of survival of the fittest. He locks onto a goal, plans out a strategy, and launches offensive after offensive until the other party capitulates and raises their white flag in surrender.


It sounds like Thomas is a classic business superstar! He’s the kind of man who has a bold vision and strategies; he’s full of energy, talking non-stop, and delight just radiates from him when he’s making business deals, right? Actually, Thomas told me he’s an uncompromising introvert.


AMBITIOUS INTROVERTS


In a Forbes magazine interview, Morra Aarons-Mele, founder of Women Online/The Mission List, said that “We all believe ambitious people are probably extroverts who speak in a booming voice, who are always gathering a crowd. The reality is that there’s no relationship between ambition and personality.” Self-proclaimed as a super-introverted hermit and entrepreneur, Aarons-Mele thinks that people of all kinds of personalities have their own weapons, but introverts often underestimate the business-lethality they can bring.


Another example is Hillary Moglen, the CEO/principal of the leadership development and strategic communications firm RALLY. In her twenties, Moglen discovered that she was a through-and-through introvert, but she struggled unsuccessfully to pretend she was an extrovert because she thought that only extroverts could survive in the workplace. After several years of struggle, she finally looked truthfully at her preferences. She hated social interaction and hard-selling a product to someone. She decided she wouldn’t pretend to be this kind of person ever again, and she left the company that thought she should be more sales-rep-like or chattier. Now, she’s described as “someone you need to work with,” even if she still doesn’t believe she’s good at selling anything.


Aarons-Mele described Moglen as a “role model for people in sales.” She doesn’t chit-chat about her private life that much, and as long as she has an opportunity to meet with a client and develop her profession, she shines like the central character in a hit film. All of her clients come to her by word of mouth because she’s always being praised by her old clients.


Thomas has a similar reputation. When he first started, his coworkers all thought that he was just being mellow when he was negotiating with people, and they were worried that he’d just be pushed over easily. But when he started getting case after case after case and solved all of the thorny problems his company was dealing with, his coworkers were shocked to realize that he was such a dynamic, powerful force to be reckoned with.


HOW CAN THESE INTROVERTED QUALITIES HELP YOU?


Compared with extroverted qualities that everyone admires, such as being chatty and bringing their own spotlights wherever they go, some introverted qualities are not as obvious but are still extremely valuable.


Listening closely


Top-tier headhunter and career coach Dandan Zhu believes that a good sales rep needs to be able to get an answer. With that in mind, companies train their sales personnel on how to ask the right questions in order to understand the client, obtain internal information, or find clues they can use to help them win orders or clients. However, Zhu, an extrovert, often has to “remind myself to shut up.” Even if we ask the right questions, if we don’t listen, we’re no better off than we were before.


The same answer to different ears may end up with results as different as day and night. Morra Aarons-Mele believes that introverts are every company’s secret weapons because they have the ability to listen deeply. Introverts pay attention to the real needs of customers, often with greater effectiveness than those talking with clients for several hundreds of hours. Morra Aarons-Mele shares her own experience winning a big contract. “We had seven meetings. I sat there from start to finish, closely listening to what they [the clients] really wanted.” Extroverts often aren’t able to do this. But for introverts, regular ole listening is familiar and easy.


Developing craftsmanship rather than business attitudes


Because introverts are more sensitive and possess a lot of compassion and empathy, they often quickly understand another person’s feelings. They intrinsically know that everyone wants to buy things, but nobody wants to be sold something. In fact, most introverts won’t try to keep talking to coerce a sale from a customer. Doris Märtin, author of The Introvert’s Secret to Success, believes that this kind of self-restraint actually allows customers to trust the person trying to make sales.


Additionally, introverts are really good at managing long-term and in-depth relationships. Morra Aarons-Mele used this metaphor to describe this reality: “The businessman cares if you’ve made transactions or not, but craftsmen care about whether or not the client is happy even long after the deal is sealed. This is the difference between a business attitude and a professional craftsmanship.” Henry Ford, the inventor of the first mass-produced car, once said something like this: “Selling one car does not mean ending a transaction but starting a relationship.” The professional craftsmanship of introverts is an important factor for maintaining such relationships.


Relying on your analytical abilities—researching, listening, and responding


Columnist Geoffrey James wrote that, different from the traditional business model, which consists of these three steps—introducing, convincing, and adhering—an effective business model should research the client, listen to their needs, and respond. These are three master skills that introverts possess, but that extroverts have to exert more energy to achieve proficiency. Collecting information online, reading, analyzing information, listening closely, and other similar activities all require patience, maintaining a mind open to new ideas, and matching up with the other person’s pace to respond to and successfully seal the deal.


Entrepreneurial consultant Sylvia Löhken believes that introverts can use their expert analytical abilities to scrutinize the positions and conditions of both sides of a business deal. She adds that introverts have an innate ability to put emphasis on harmony and are much more easily able to create a space for negotiation to reconcile the needs of both parties.


THE GOAL IS TO TAKE THE KING PIECE


I once heard of a case where a PR firm was going to hold a mega event. They planned to go through an artist agency in order to invite several international performers and artists to come to Taiwan for a show. The timing was tight, so the ticket sales and advertising had already been kicked off while the firm was waiting for the artist agency to countersign the deal. Nobody was prepared when, two weeks prior to the event, the artists began demanding a price raise of 16 percent or else they wouldn’t come perform. Because both parties only had a verbal agreement, they didn’t have anything in writing. The PR firm could only continue to communicate with the artist agency. To make matters worse, the artists insisted that they wouldn’t talk without being paid more. But if the firm had to pay another 16 percent, it would mean that the entire event would lose money. So, if this was your PR firm, what would you do?


This PR firm’s general manager only spent two seconds figuring out how to settle the issue. He told the project manager, who was sweating bullets at this point, that “we’re going to have a little chat with the artist agency and tell them to take an 8 percent cut of the profits.” When dissecting the stakes of the entire issue, it became obvious that the artist agency’s compensation only came from profits made from the entire event, and if the exhibition didn’t go off at all, then they wouldn’t be able to make a dime. When the PR firm gave them this ultimatum, they considered it, and agreed to share 8 percent of the increase with the PR firm. In this way, the artist agency would make a smaller profit, and the PR firm wouldn’t lose any money. After quickly considering what was at stake, the PR firm executive displayed his analytical abilities by finding a third option outside of taking a financial hit from hosting the event or calling the whole thing off.


When we’re facing down a smaller number of people, introverts often aren’t at a loss. Headhunter Dandan Zhu believes that


When business talks come to an end, it’s often just one person who makes a decision, at most two. An extrovert’s specialty is in facing a crowd of people and fully using their charms. In this instance though, those charms aren’t useful. Put another way, this kind of place is the domain of introverts. In such an event, introverts are not necessarily disadvantaged; even more so, events like these may actually be favorable for introverts.


This quote makes me think of one of the times I went to the US on a business trip. I went to discuss a procurement case that could garner my firm a massive sum of money. Before the negotiations began, we discussed strategies with our American counterpart and went through a rehearsal for these strategies. I sat next to my supervisors and listened closely to their thoughts, and at the same time, I was thinking about how we were going to pull it off. When the extroverted supervisor finished endlessly spouting off his ideas, my American partner suddenly turned to look at me and said, “The quiet ones are often the most circumspect. This is something I’ve learned through several decades of experience. I’d like to hear what Jill has to say.” It looks like an introvert once had him in the business equivalent of check mate.









  

Chapter 12


ADVICE FOR INTROVERTS WHO TRAVEL FREQUENTLY FOR WORK


THE NATURE OF MY JOB often requires that I travel. Such travel might be a round trip where I’m traveling back and forth on the same day, or I might be sent out for a much longer period of time. I might be traveling within Asia; I might have to fly a full day to go halfway around the world. Each time I go on a business trip, I need to mentally prepare for a long time. The moment I leave, I need to very carefully calculate the energy I’m spending.


CAREFULLY ALLOCATING AND LOWERING YOUR ENERGY EXPENSE


If you’re trying to figure out ways to lessen the amount of energy you’re spending on a business trip, one way is to ask for a higher business trip budget; for instance, if you’re flying, you might ask to be booked in a business class seat instead of economy, or you might ask to be booked in a four-star or better hotel instead of a motel, or you might just ask to have your lodging located close to the meeting venue. The benefits of these adjustments might include guaranteeing yourself a good night’s rest. Unfortunately, some businesses, don’t have the financial leeway to make such changes for their employees traveling on the company’s dime. If this is the case for my trip, I’ll use some other slightly more flexible personal options including going through some formalities before my trip. I might check in to my flight in advance and pick the seat I want. This way, not only do I decrease the time for which I’m feeling anxious or a sense of urgency, but I can also guarantee that my trip will be a bit smoother and more peaceful. If it’s a short flight, I often like sitting in a window seat to avoid my sleep being disturbed by people walking down the aisle; if it’s a long-haul flight, I’ll choose an aisle seat so I can go to the lavatory whenever I need to and so I don’t have to bother other people by doing acrobatics over them saying, “Sorry . . . excuse me . . . coming through.” These are examples of how, with a little bit of attention and preparation, you can save a bit of your mental energy.


After the plane’s wheels touch the ground and the business itinerary starts, I have to carefully allocate my energy. For example, I don’t schedule more than one private meeting with big clients on the same day. If I know I’ve got a few exhausting meetings, I will arrange for these to be on different days. In between, I can squeeze in a few clients with whom I’m much more familiar or I can set up some relatively simple lunch or dinner meetings. I’ll also get up early and plan out a mental map of the events I have to attend throughout the day: Today, I have to meet with that client. Who’s attending the meeting? What are the goals of the meeting? What questions might they ask? After the meeting or conference, what cafe do I want to go to for a mental recharge? Where is the next meeting? How much time do I need to cut across town for that meeting? How can I make sure I get a chance to rest for a bit along the way?


When you’re on a business trip, it’s hard to avoid running into unexpected situations occasionally. Temporary schedule changes and changed flights (ticket issues, gate changes, and so on) are all common. For introverts, prior planning and confirmations can reduce the risk of such sudden changes. Also, as long as you can find an anchor in the middle of these changes, you can still end up winning and come out on top.


CREATING A PORTABLE COMFORT ZONE


For introverts who become nervous easily, creating a kind of mobile mental space that they can take everywhere and dart into for protection is a must when they’re on a business trip. You can imagine this kind of space as a mental monastery, or a protective bubble belonging to just you, like the absolute terror forcefield in the manga and anime, Neon Genesis: Evangelion. Some options for creating this forcefield include wearing a thick wool scarf that you can wrap around yourself, wearing sunglasses that completely conceal your eyes, stowing a little therapy doll in your briefcase, bringing along your favorite perfume that you can spritz on yourself, wearing a pair of earbuds so you can listen to your favorite music, or wearing a big hat or a meat dress like Lady Gaga to keep others at bay (OK . . . maybe that’s a bit much). In short, you can regain your energy by using these small items and the familiarity they give you to create that sense of being protected and having control over your environment.









  

Chapter 13


INTROVERTS IN A CROSS-CULTURAL WORKPLACE


KAROLIINA KORHONEN IS THE ILLUSTRATOR of a popular online comic series called Finnish Nightmares: An Irreverent Guide to Life’s Awkward Moments. Everyone I know who sees it forwards it to me. Even more than a year after the comic strip was first published, there are still people who think, “Ha ha, that’s so introverted, just like Jill!”


Matti, the main character in Korhonen’s comic strip, is a classic introvert, just like Korhonen herself. Incessant little dramas are being played out in his mind every day: “I’ll be late if I don’t leave the apartment now, but there are people in the hallway . . . what do I do?” or “I’d like to try some, but please . . . I don’t want to talk with the salesman,” or even “Why are you so close to me? Oh my God! You just touched me!” When someone is moving away from the seat next to him, on the other hand, he thinks, “Did I do something wrong to make them not want to sit with me?”


Psychologist Laurie Helgoe, in Introvert Power: Why Your Inner Life Is Your Hidden Strength, wrote that cultures can be divided into those tending toward introversion or extroversion. Finland, Norway, Iceland, Sweden, Denmark, and other northern European countries are true introverted cultures; America, Cuba, and many other countries are considered extroverted cultures.


What’s interesting is that even if we’re born in extroverted societies, that doesn’t necessarily mean that the majority of people are extroverts. For example, according to NERIS Analytical’s estimates, there are actually 0.004 percent more introverts in the US than extroverts. After learning that the number of people used to compute this sample was more than 22 million, I felt a little relieved. Even in what, to me, originally looked like an overly outgoing American culture, about half of the population is just like me—introverted. At least 11 million people can understand what I go through!


For introverts who were born and raised in East Asia like me, and who have a career tied to an outgoing America, our work experience is essentially a struggle with an extroverted culture. After my time in the US studying and working, when I returned to Taiwan, I started working in a sports agency, where I was responsible for introducing Taiwanese players to Major League Baseball. Later, I worked in a state government job. Right now, I’m working in a US-headquartered organization. Even after spending such a long time in the States, I still think of myself as being clearly incompatible with this extroverted culture.


In Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, Susan Cain brought up a classic example of introverts situated in extroverted cultures—Harvard Business School. She described the business school as a place that prides itself on “cultivating leaders who will change the world,” where students “plan nightclub events and parties all day long, or otherwise, just talk about the super-fun excursions they just went on. Harvard Business School strives hard to have its students turn into people who are good at, and love, talking. Take for example that they teach students how to carry themselves with 100 percent confidence when they don’t have enough information or when they’re only 55 percent certain about something.” This point is really pain-inducing for the Harvard Business School’s introverts.


Although my alma mater has a long history with several reputable programs and plenty of outstanding alumni, it’s definitely not like Harvard, whose alumni occupy 20 percent of the executive spots listed among Fortune 500 companies. Even so, my first bit of cultural shock happened right away there, during my first course, when the professor was explaining the class grading criteria. Thirty percent of my grade in that class was for in-class participation. “Class participation means attendance, right? That’s what Taiwanese professors mean when they write it,” I thought. I’d soon be struggling to stay afloat. It turns out that in graduate school, if you didn’t want to come to class, you didn’t have to, but if you did go, you were required to speak. It didn’t matter whether it was discussing the subject in small groups, giving presentations in front of the class, or asking the professor questions about the lecture content.


I worked my tail off, but I just couldn’t participate that way. When I first started, I thought it was just a language barrier, but in fact, these obstacles were not cropping up in my personal or work life. I once thought that it was a problem in my study routine, but after being in my program for three months, one of my professors told me that my performance was on par with my classmates. Several years later, I read Susan Cain’s Quiet, and that is when I figured out that the reason I struggled was because this wasn’t a teaching system suited for introverts. From school to the workplace, countries with extroverted cultures believe in an ethos that “a fluid ability for expression and a great social interaction ability means you’ll build a successful person.”


For a while now, the industry trends have been changing. When the influences from the tech industry became increasingly apparent, the general public’s attention slowly shifted from the Wall Street model where people can speak with charm, to the streamlined and pragmatic ethos of Silicon Valley. More and more companies, such as Pixar and Microsoft, have adopted a flexible office setup, allowing workers to have a suitable space for group discussion or independent thinking.


INTROVERSION AND EXTROVERSION ARE COMPLEMENTARY, NOT OPPOSITIONAL


It’s easy to forget that when introverts think they’re not adapting to extroverted culture, extroverts are guilty of the opposite: not accommodating introverted culture. In Introvert Power: Why Your Inner Life Is Your Hidden Strength, Laurie Helgoe shared how former Asian bureau correspondent to the Washington Post, T. R. Reid described his experience living in Japan. In the US, we phrase a sign like this: “Private lot, violators will be towed,” but what Reid’s neighbors in Japan would write is “Sorry, but we respectfully ask that you not park your esteemed vehicle in front of our driveway.” Laurie Helgoe describes this cultural complementarity as yin and yang. These qualities are not the same, but they mutually attract each other. This might explain why Americans love yoga and Japanese manga so much and why Japanese people think it’s cool to wear a T-shirt with English written on it.


GETTING ALONG WITH PEOPLE WITH DIFFERENT PERSONALITIES


Introverts and extroverts are like ying and yang; they are so different that if they work together nicely, the power and efficiency of the team they make are enormous. In a workplace scenario, here are some tips for getting along with people on the other end of the spectrum.


Exhibit work performance and efficiency.


As a Chinese proverb goes, “If there’s no partnership out in the workplace, then there’s no friendship in private.” What everyone is looking for in the workplace are results and performance. If you get good results and high efficiency at work, if you can make the bosses happy and make your team members work in a more relaxed fashion when you’re on the team, anyone will appreciate working with you.


Show respect.


Respect each other’s work styles, rhythms, work goals, and teams. This is one thing I’m most thankful for when it comes to American culture. It seems as if as long as you can reach your goals, almost every type of work method is given respect. In many offices, if an issue comes up suddenly, or if you don’t have the capacity or bandwidth, everyone involved in the project will come together to discuss a Plan B. You don’t need to keep racking your brain for an excuse, you just need to be honest and upfront. Similarly, if your company has an optional social get-together or event planned, and you don’t want to attend, you can just say so directly. Nobody’s going to give you a hard time over it.


Crack out the humor.


Introverts might not be able to make witty jokes on the fly (and please don’t expect us to turn on a dime and respond to something), but if a usually calm and serious person occasionally lets loose with a light topic or makes a joke, the result will usually be good. It’ll make people think, “Oh, I thought they were just so serious all the time, but really, they’re actually pretty funny. They’re like a deadpan comedian. They’re not so dull after all!”


Actively help others.


If you use your strengths as an introvert—by being meticulous, by paying attention to details—to actively help solve extroverted coworkers’ problems, perhaps with writing and figures and so on, your handiwork could help them resolve work issues and avoid trouble they wouldn’t want to touch with a ten-foot pole. But you probably don’t want to use this tactic often, or you’ll be spending all your time dealing with others’ problems. If you’re very happy doing so, and your company pays you for it, however, then that’s another story.


EMBRACING DIFFERENT CULTURES


If you think that introverts in an introverted culture are like fish in water, you might want to guess again. I lived in Russia for a period of time. I still think Russians are as cold as ice, personality-wise. Each time I would talk with them, I felt like I was trembling in fear all the time. I was afraid I was being rejected or ignored. When I look back on it, I think, “Oh, isn’t this how others view us?”


I’m now overseeing some markets across Asia, including East Asian countries, which are pretty introverted cultures. When I want to get along with my colleagues from these places, I need to act extroverted: I need to put on an outgoing, lively, even aggressive face. Truth be told, it isn’t very relaxing having to be like this.


If you have to live in an extroverted culture, it’s best to try to enjoy the benefits of living in that culture! For example, if another person always has a topic for a conversation in mind, you don’t need to think of something to say. Also, extroverted cultures don’t hold back on handing out compliments and encouragement like candy. To me, even hearing things like “You’re such a special person to me; with you here, I can rest easy” is just so embarrassing! My American colleagues didn’t hold back when calling me a fundraising miracle or “our money-making monster from Taiwan.” I once even got called a “legend.” No, they are not the least bit stingy with compliments (isn’t extroverted culture crazy?). What I learned from this is that you need to embrace different cultures and not limit your possibilities for any reason, especially for introversion.


I almost forgot to mention, the state in the US I lived in the longest was Minnesota. The largest portion of its population is descended from Scandinavians. A common stereotype of the state’s people is “Minnesota Nice”—people there are often polite, reserved, and friendly. They don’t like conflict. They keep a low profile. They are calmly restrained and are not interested in being the center of attention. Aside from it being too darned cold, Minnesota is a great place for introverts.


CHALLENGES INTROVERTS FACE IN THE WORKPLACE


Introverts are not comfortable with sudden attention; they’re embarrassed by praise. They also don’t feel like they can take credit for their achievements and don’t feel comfortable making a scene by slamming their fists on the table and shouting at others, for instance. Introverts are often embarrassed to ask others for help and don’t like to make phone calls because they’re concerned about bothering the person on the other end of the line. Introverts have difficulty marketing themselves and sometimes find it impossible to fight for their benefits or a raise. They don’t like to win first place because they don’t want the attention.


Sometimes senior executives or bosses put pressure on introverts by euphemistically saying things like “you look like you’ve got the hang of things,” or sometimes they’ll just directly blurt out something like “Why aren’t you like so-and-so, shooting the breeze with your clients?” Introverts don’t like to express their thoughts in the middle of a meeting and, as a result, often appear not to have opinions or ideas—suddenly having your name called is much worse than being ignored. Sometimes introverts run into well-intentioned people who ask them if they’d like to share their thoughts. When this happens to you, it might seem as if the spotlight is shining on you. Your mind goes blank. You hear the sound of your heart beating faster. You desperately hope that someone suddenly chimes in and ends the long, awkward silence.


For introverts, each day of work is a challenge; in the workplace, misunderstandings are the bane of introverts everywhere. You might have heard something like this: “Introverts aren’t good at interpersonal relations.” This kind of quick categorical phrasing is common, but it’s just a crude, over-simplified way of boxing and labeling introverts. HR wouldn’t expect department managers to make staffing decisions based on misconceptions like these.


FOCUSING ON BRINGING THE BEST OUT OF YOU AT WORK


Many introverts in the workplace are playing out a drama with thousands of acts and scenes in their heads and are always getting tangled up inside: “Why am I incapable of being like so-and-so who can start a conversation effortlessly?” they might think, or “Why do I have to think of the answer to that question from a moment ago now? It’s already too late!” or “My host partner said he wouldn’t be able to attend for the time being; did he just leave me standing here holding the bag?” All of this internal drama might make you think that introverts are at a disadvantage, but in fact, introverts have many unique advantages, which we cover in the next chapter. Remember, instead of thinking about how you can’t beat people with wonderful forehand swings, it’s better to just work on your backhand swings and agility so nobody can beat you.


There are unique advantages that may help introverts to shine in the workplace:


Introverts are deep thinkers.


In the evolution of biological life, the fittest survive—the genes that can precisely respond to the environment and adapt. Introverts seem to be wired differently than extroverts. Whereas extroverts are oriented toward rewards, introverts have developed survival strategies to avoid danger, save on energy, and reduce instances of failure. Introverts often can’t talk about anything on the fly that they haven’t already spent some time thinking about. They dislike impulsive behavior. They think a lot before they express their ideas. The benefit of this behavior is that when they do speak, their thoughtful dialog can make the listener feel good; they might think they are being given the proper consideration and attention they deserve, and this resonates with the listener. This kind of special trait allows introverts to fully prepare before they act. You won’t see introverts being late for an event; they already carefully calculated the time they needed to get there three days ago. Nor will you see them rushing to meet a deadline at the last minute; they’ve planned out their time and have been working to meet it methodically.


Introverts are good at listening.


Being able to listen closely is one major element of successful communication. Introverts are expert observers and are adept at reading between the lines. Because they can absorb and understand information and think deeply, they’re better able to understand what’s important to others, they can sift through information to find what is meaningful, and they have an easier time looking at that information in light of its background context. The main actor in the movie Life of Pi, Adil Hussain, describes director Ang Lee this way: “His directing style is very sensitive and quiet. When he’s talking with you, it’s almost like he’s whispering. He’ll never yell over from the director’s chair or get an assistant to tell you. He’s always communicating, himself. His communication isn’t just speech—it much more resembles a kind of energy exchange, giving people a way to act. So, even a novice like Suraj Sharma has a way to perform so remarkably.”


However, introverts who like to watch and observe tend to overinterpret others’ thinking. Although sometimes they end up stressing themselves out because of it, according to others, introverts often know what others’ thoughts and needs are. In the workplace, this kind of ability is crucially beneficial to sealing the deal.


Introverts excel at having single-minded focus.


Compared to extroverts, introverted people are more capable of maintaining focus on whatever they do: and important goals, deadlines, and duties they are given. They can carry out their tasks for a long time with great concentration. Psychologist Hans Eysenck, often quoted in academic research papers, says that introverts can “focus on the work at hand and avoid wasting their efforts on unrelated social interactions.” In addition, because introverts crave stability, they won’t only focus on short-term goals. Compared to extroverts, who are comfortable with the short-term results, introverts are advocates of waiting to see success.


Introverts have perseverance.


Introverts aren’t easily discouraged; instead, they focus on their goals and persevere. Psychologist Angela Duckworth calls this trait grit. She believes that grit is a better predictor of future success than natural talent, IQ, family income, or other factors. This characteristic is especially important and requested as we climb the corporate ladder and pursue senior management positions.


What Georgetown University associate professor Cal Newport calls “deep work,” is a similar concept. He writes that being able to create deep and rare results fearlessly with single-minded devotion is an ability that can create values. Whether senior managers can succeed depends on whether they can lead and whether their long-term projects have meaningful value; they won’t get anywhere just by replying to a bunch of emails and holding several meetings every day. This skill set is actually an introvert’s area of expertise.









  

PART 3


Great Introvert Counterstrikes for Social Events









  

Chapter 14


USING AN INTROVERT’S TRAITS TO TURN SOCIAL EVENTS INTO YOUR HOME FIELD


WHEN I SETTLED on this chapter title, I could not help but laugh out loud. To put it a little more bluntly, I doubt if there’s any way for introverts to feel at home in any social event. This probably seems nearly as impossible as a Yankees fan and a Red Sox fan getting together. However, what about introverts who need to work primarily with social-networking gigs or want to make this type of work their livelihood? There are still things we can do!


[image: Images]


The first time I attended the New Year’s Tea Party event held by a high-level government authority, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, I tried to get the attendance list beforehand, because the event would be filled with a whole bunch of people I didn’t know. Not only was I not able to get my hands on that list, but they wouldn’t even respond to my request! I reminded myself that I’d been in my professional field for almost ten years. There were bound to be several people I knew at the event. I talked myself into thinking that attending this function would be no different than just sitting down and watching a show. I tried to convince myself that there wouldn’t be anything awkward about it. But when I walked into the event hall, I discovered that I had been too optimistic—not only did I not recognize anyone immediately, but there wasn’t a single seat in the entire place! Everyone was wearing formal attire, and they were all chatting in circles. As soon as I walked in through the doors, I panicked and only saw a sea of dark hair. The waves of people’s laughter and idle chatter rushed at me like an overwhelming tsunami of sound.


If it weren’t for the organizer’s division chief, who came to escort me into the hall, I would have beat a hasty retreat. By the time I got there, everybody else had already formed groups and they were all chatting away. The only company I had was my lonesome shadow, awkwardly standing in the middle of this opulent banquet hall. By some miracle, I received a phone call at just that moment, and it gave me something to do for the first thirty minutes of the event. After the phone call ended, when I went back to the strange, seemingly never-ending event, the thought, “What on earth am I doing here?” seeped through my mind at least fifty times. “From this day forward, I’m never going to attend anything else like this unless someone puts a gun to my head!”


The following night, another unfamiliar event was taking place—the Girls in Tech 40 Under 40 awards ceremony, and I was a winner. With the previous day’s experience in mind, and because I was not someone with a tech background, I kept hesitating before I headed out the door to the event, tearing my hair out about whether I should exposed myself to another occasion totally filled with strangers and whether I even deserved the honor I was expected to receive there. In the end, I braced myself and put on a nice dress and makeup. This wasn’t due to any shred of bravery on my part; it was because I had already told the event host that I’d be there and I just didn’t want to break my promise.


Although these two events were both unfamiliar, my experience with the second event was poles apart from the first; I made many new friends from those in attendance. In addition, I learned a lot of new things about tech that I hadn’t known before and even got the chance to build up new business opportunities! After I had returned home, my feelings about the entire thing had changed completely—I was still ecstatic.


Only one day passed between these two functions. The event I thought I had more control over took forever to end, and the one that I didn’t have any background knowledge of went by almost eerily smoothly. This experience precisely showcases my decades of struggle with social engagements as an introvert.


As I reflected on my experiences, I realized that I learned several great lessons that can serve as the principles for introverts in any social event.


SELECTIVELY PICKING YOUR BATTLES


Energy is an introvert’s most important asset. Before setting off to attend any social functions or engagements, make sure you know exactly why you need to attend. Don’t get me wrong, being selective doesn’t mean “over-cautiously picky.” There are events that we need to go to even if we don’t want to, and, in these cases, we still need to think positively and take the challenge so that we can gradually expand our comfort zone.


In my earlier-described experience, it was an honor to be invited to the New Year’s Tea Party event, and if I hadn’t gone, it would’ve been an embarrassment for me. I went to the Girls in Tech awards ceremony because I was to receive an award and it had been an honor to be invited. I thought that if I didn’t attend, it would also be an embarrassment for me. Moreover, my goal that year was to help/empower women to do anything they set their minds to. I wanted to learn how I could contribute to that goal. The compulsion to go was the same, but the inner driving force for me to get out and go to these events was different, and the effects varied tremendously. By selecting the social events you will attend based on how you feel about them in the moment, you can prioritize the ones that motivate you more, and by doing so, you’re off to a good start for thriving in the event.


PREPARING WELL


The type of situation you are preparing for will also influence your decisions on how to prepare. For example, the main reason for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ tea party was to allow attendees to talk freely with each other; that was why the planners didn’t schedule a lot of programs or provide any seating. Similarly, the Girls in Tech awards ceremony’s speaking arrangements were fleshed out really well, and the planners created a feeling of community sharing and engagement.


For introverts, listening to speeches is one of the best ways to not burn through energy at an event. To prepare for a specific event, before it kicks off, see if you can understand the flow of the event or the event’s seating configurations, or try arriving early to familiarize yourself with the venue. If there’s a relatively relaxed event flow, I recommend asking the organizers whether you can have a list of attendees, or ask whether other people you know are going to be there. By knowing that there will be someone there that you know will help, you create an anchor for yourself.


SITTING UP FRONT, GETTING ON STAGE


At the Girls in Tech awards ceremony, I was an award recipient, so my seat was already chosen for me well in advance. Even though I had to get up on stage and give a short acceptance speech (which I was unaware of prior to the event), having a chance to get on stage was actually advantageous for me because it saved me from having to introduce myself to and impress the strangers in the room. This may not sound very intuitive, but the more introverted you are, the closer to the stage (or person in charge, sponsor, and so on) you should sit. Similarly, the more introverted you are, the more you should go up on stage and give a speech. If you sit toward the front, you can easily be seen by the speaker, and if you get up on stage and talk, you can avoid having to do one-on-one introductions and having to make awkward ice-breakers.


For the two minutes that I was up on the stage, my speech went like this:


I’d like to say thank you to the organizer of the event. I actually don’t know why I’m a recipient of the Girls in Tech awards, I’m not even in tech! [The audience began to laugh.] Before I left my home today, I was on pins and needles about whether I should come here. I was talking with one of my American male friends who pinged me. He asked me, “Do you have a cell phone?” “Yeah,” I replied, “What about it?” “Then you’re in tech!” he replied. (cue a chorus of laughter)


I thought, women should really have this kind of attitude. We don’t need to be so sweet and polite, or too resistant to becoming the focal point of anything, and so I came. I work for Give2Asia. In the past, we’ve helped many remote villages in Taiwan as well as promoted science education for students. In the future, we hope to help even more Taiwanese, but especially women, obtain an education in tech. Thank you for this honor.


Giving this short speech worked to my advantage; by the time the mingling session began, everyone knew I was the woman who didn’t have a background in tech. Judging by the efficiency, it’s extremely worthwhile to use that two-minute self-introduction up on stage to avoid dozens of ice-breakers down in the crowd during the meet and greet.


Now let me explain how to smoothly pilot your way through social occasions using the ways of the introvert.


STEPPING BOLDLY INTO SOCIAL FUNCTIONS


I once participated in an online workshop held by entrepreneurial consultant, writer, and marketing company founder Ilise Benun, called “Don’t Get Pushed Around: An Introvert’s Guide to Getting What You Need at Work.” At the time, I became aware of an attractive guy in the studio with Benun—his eyes were clear, the way he spoke was quiet, and he exuded a kind of noble but slightly subdued aura. He was exactly the kind of character that girls would fall head over heels for in romcom movies. The moment I saw him, I thought, “What’s this person doing taking this class? This guy doesn’t look like he needs any sort of guidance on how to fit into the workplace!” But I was wrong; it turns out that, in the first class, this guy stated that if he runs into a complete stranger or needs to talk about something he’s not familiar with, he loses all his confidence and fears saying the wrong thing. He worries that others will think he’s an impostor or not good enough for the job.


His description sounds very familiar; social venues are scary places for introverts. They’re like an inescapable reality show where you’ve got to wholeheartedly throw yourself into the mix. When you’ve got a social engagement, you’ll spend all your time for a week prior to the event freaking out about it, getting all tangled up, and debating back and forth with yourself about whether you can get yourself out of going. After this long struggle, you will finally fight your way to the venue and arrive at the event. The three hours at the event will suddenly feel like thirty days. You will pretend to be relaxed and poised with a penchant for smiling. You will muster all your strength and energy to try to present yourself as humorous, you’ll try to give off an active aura up until you leave the venue and finally burn up all your energy; then all you’ll want to do is go back to your home or hotel and bury your face in a pillow. You doubt the intelligence of whoever decided to come up with this idea of networking, and you also hedge a bet on how many days are left until you have to attend another social function for work, family, or random reasons you don’t even know of yet.


In order to blend into society, we have to make some effort. In addition to practicing social cues at home or forcing ourselves to participate in activities or social functions, we go online and look up articles from content farms with titles like “The Art of Three-Minute Networking” or “10 Tips for Easily Building Up Your Connections”; our fingers hover over the keyboard full of hope for a solution to our problems, but after just a few minutes, often, we sadly close our internet browser. There’s a Chinese proverb that says “Breaking one’s arm three times can make one a great surgeon.” Even though I can’t call myself a doctor, I’ve had many setbacks, and I’ve gradually come to the conclusion that this saying is pretty useless for introverts. How you manage different people and scenarios with the right words for each situation has nothing to do with reading articles, or perfectly reciting a couple of guidelines or principles from memory. I know all the guidelines; I even bear them in mind: I’d like to look the person with whom I’m conversing directly in the eye, I’d like to wear a smile on my face, and I’d love to employ a strong handshake to leave a good impression, but my actual problem is that I just don’t have the ability to execute these skills during a conversation! Moreover, regardless of how relaxed the conversation is apt to be, I have to steel myself and practice continuously.


In recent years, I’ve given speeches for various occasions, from entrepreneurs’ small groups with about a dozen people to massive events with several hundred people; the greatest challenge for me isn’t getting up on stage for a speech, but how to interact with people before getting up on stage and after I’ve left it. This is especially the case when I’m holding onto some internal hopes. For example, perhaps I am hoping I can get some people to donate, that I can continue to work on a project or an activity with an important client, and so on, but I often feel embarrassed to ask; I can’t do anything but twist up a piece of my dress fabric between my fingers and give a meek smile.


After I built up a bunch of scars from continually putting myself in such circumstances, gradually people I met for the first time at the events started using descriptions such as “lively, energetic introvert, quick-witted” or other improbable words to describe me. If you’re also an introvert, I can share a practical way for making social functions your home front, or at least something that you don’t have to struggle with.









  

Chapter 15


DECIDING WHETHER TO GO


“DO I REALLY NEED TO go to this business-related function?” ought to be the most important question you ask when determining whether to go or not. Aside from a few functions that you are required to attend, you always have a choice in the matter. Let’s step back a little.


My company once discovered that a particular rival company had high-handedly infringed on our business scope. Not only did that company directly poach our partners and clients, they even bragged about it with a pageantry of dining functions and events. It was like they stepped on our national flag. Once I found out about this spectacle, I immediately discussed the rival’s behavior with my CEO and the top-level managers at our headquarters. They quickly decided they wanted to have an even larger event with even more pizzazz and flare. However, the person in charge of our business in that country was a veteran introvert with plenty of experience. After he received our decision, he responded to us the following day with a well-organized letter explaining why hosting an event at this point wouldn’t be ideal. His counterproposal was to consolidate the partners and clients through one-on-one personal meetings instead. After going through a flurry of back-and-forths to iron out the details, my CEO was convinced. We would use the resources we already had and our colleague’s abundant connections. To be sure, a precise and pragmatic consolidation of partnerships is far more effective.


From my example, you can see that if you carefully consider your options, you might find that you are able to get the same or even better results with a different option than the one originally posed. Let’s use this line of thought to evaluate whether or not to attend a social function.


Before attending a social event, ask yourself the following:


[image: Images]    Why do I absolutely have to attend?


[image: Images]    Who is the event organizer? How many people are attending? Who else is going?


[image: Images]    What does this event have to do with me (or my job)?


[image: Images]    Is there anyone I know among the other attendees?


[image: Images]    Aside from social networking, what else can I do at this function?


When you’ve thought through your responses to these questions and have decided to go to a social function, here are some tips to reduce your anxiety and maximize the outcomes from it.


MAINTAINING A POSITIVE ATTITUDE


For most introverts, just thinking about spending two hours in a houseful of strangers until your brain is numb and your legs turn to Jell-O is enough to prevent you from attending a function. And forget about achieving any of your objectives! In fact, if you really don’t want to attend an event in the first place, believe me on this one—it will be obvious that you don’t want to be there as soon as someone sets their eyes on you!


John Corcoran, a business consultant and the founder of Smart Business Revolution, suggests that it doesn’t hurt to go back and revisit your original intentions. You might ask yourself, “Why do I need to go? Is it because it’s a routine business exchange that my supervisor wanted me to attend? Is it to broaden my horizons or for work or personal development?” If you’ve already decided you’re going to attend, try incorporating a mentality suggested by Susan Jeffers, author of Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway; she says that no matter what happens, you can handle it! And if after you reassess your intentions, you don’t even have half an ounce of motivation, then don’t go! Staying at home and reading a book would be more rewarding.


Give up negative attitudes like these: “I really hate going to these things,” or “If it wasn’t for the purpose of building my network, there’s no way I would go.” Instead, uphold a positive attitude and try thinking productive thoughts like “I’m going!” “I can bump into some friends I haven’t seen in a while, or maybe I will meet several people I can get into a deep conversation with,” or “I’m going to go check out the projects others are working on or to see whether there’s something else I can help them with.”


SETTING YOUR GOALS IN ADVANCE


Beth Buelow, author of The Introvert Entrepreneur: Amplify Your Strengths and Create Success on Your Own Terms, suggests thinking long and hard about what your goals are for participating in an event, what kinds of experience(s) you can gain from it, what kinds of skills you can practice while there, and so on. Whether you want to learn more about your field of practice or how to shake hands to make an impression, make sure you come up with some goals for what you want to accomplish. A goal doesn’t have to be all-encompassing, but it does need to be pretty concrete. For example, I might make a goal that I want to get to know three strangers at the event I’m going to today, or I want to exchange business cards with one of the participants. Don’t go overboard—a goal that’s too big will only make you hang back, and an abstract goal is impossible to track. Once you’ve set a reasonable goal that you can evaluate, and after you reach some modicum of success, you’ll form a positive feedback loop.


I once went to a massive event attended by over a thousand people from forty-seven countries; it was a multiday event that spanned several evenings with dinner banquets and cocktail socials. There were no seats for any of the activities, and everyone was holding onto their plates of food or their drinks, just standing about and talking with one another. When I was faced with entering an entire ballroom-sized venue filled with strangers, my entire head went numb. Still, I reminded myself that I didn’t have to do anything that made me uncomfortable and that I could leave whenever I wanted. My goal for the event was just to speak to one person. That was all I had to do. Because I was so flexible with my goals, my mental load was quite light, and I took full advantage of the event’s special information to figure out which people I might want to talk with, and I actually ended up having a very successful time throughout the event. I not only completed the task laid out before me by my CEO, I also gained clients from four different countries. I spent a long time talking to an American CEO and finalized a deal for a training course with more than 300 nonprofit organizations under their company’s flag/ownership. As I continued to converse with this CEO, he said, “Thanks for reaching out to me. I’m an introvert, so this kind of event is sometimes a bit scary.”









  

Chapter 16


PREPARING BEFORE A SOCIAL EVENT


TWO ADVANTAGES MANY INTROVERTS HAVE are that we always plan ahead and we’re good at strategizing. Before attending social events, utilize these advantages to armor yourself to get the maximized outcome. Here are some practical tips you may find helpful:


Take care of yourself.


You really need to have loads of energy when you attend events. I suggest stocking up on lots of rest before and being prepared to rest more after events. You may also need a warm-up before the event; in my experience, getting to the venue location ahead of time helps. Each time I attend an unfamiliar event, I arrive at the venue at least a half hour before it kicks off. This way I can acquaint myself with the place, get in-tune with the flow of events, and allow myself to get in the zone. I also use this time to find a place to escape when things get a bit too dicey (such as a restroom). You can use this extra time to practice smiling in front of a mirror and to try to build yourself up. It’s like going into a haunted house—as long as you know where the ghosts, zombies, and murderous clowns are going to pop out and try to scare you, you can beat anything that comes your way. If you do that, your problems become a lot simpler.


Know yourself to know others.


Before you go to any social events, conventions, conferences, or the like, pretend as if you’re an investigative reporter and do research in advance. What I’m saying here is that you need to research the other attendees’ professional background information on the web. At the same time, work on coming up with a good way to introduce yourself; for example, “My name is XX and I work with XX at XX company. I’m mainly responsible for projects related to XX. Recently, I’ve been busy with (or my goal is) XX. I very much look forward to getting to XX goal.” Simon Sinek, in his book, Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action, says that when we have trouble connecting with influential people it’s most likely because we talk too much about what we’re doing and how we’re doing it. He goes on to say that what really makes people pay attention is when you tell them why you’re doing what you’re doing.


First think very hard: “If I continue this conversation . . .”


All good things must come to an end, but if you’re talking to someone you’re really drawn to or someone who carries a lot of weight in your (target) industry, you’re probably not going to want to let an opportunity to continue to speak with them slip away, right? . . . Right? So, what do you need to do? First, do your homework so you know as much about the other person as possible, and then, at the appropriate time, say something along the lines of “There’s supposed to be a really interesting cafe nearby. Would you like to come with me to check it out?” Continuing your conversation is apt to be a much more effective strategy than just asking them about business opportunities or calling them directly later.


If you can’t force yourself to part ways with a potential VIP, then I’d advise that you remember the saying “quality isn’t quantity.” Face reality! We all know that introverts don’t have any way to dance around the event room like a butterfly fluttering around in a meadow. Grasping the opportunities before us is much more beneficial than blindly grasping at straws without any goals in mind.


Look for an exit.


I once went to a party at someone’s mansion, deep in the mountains. When everyone was slowly dispersing and making their way back home, not a single taxi driver either got lost in the area and stumbled upon the event or was willing to ferry passengers, which led to about half of the people who came, most of whom were a wee bit tipsy, feeling more than a little bit awkward about how they were going to get back home.


I also knew a guy in my field who drove to a dinner and couldn’t leave because his car was basically locked into a parking garage. He didn’t realize he had overstayed the car retrieval times. As a result, he had also inadvertently created some scheduling issues for a female colleague who had come with him to the dinner.


Plan your exit. If you leave in an awkward way, your departure will definitely eat away at your entire night’s efforts. Author Laurie Helgoe has some suggestions for how to prepare for awkward situations: “Think about some phrases to prepare for when you’re ready to leave, and even arrange in advance for a phone call at a certain time to ‘rescue’ you from the event.” If you ride in someone else’s car to the event, make sure you have some money on you so that when you want to leave, you have enough for a taxi.


Think about what to wear.


Someone once said that if you want to succeed, you need to do 110 percent compared to another person’s 100 percent. When you attend events, it is much the same. The CEO of image-consulting firm Real Men Real Style put it this way: “You want to do about 110% when it comes to looking your best when you’re at an event.” You don’t want to look too shabby compared to everyone else at the event, otherwise, it’ll be hard to make an impression. Wear something that’s eye-catching, but not something that’s horrendously outlandish. Doing that will just scare people away from you!


Also, you can never have too many business cards, and make sure your LinkedIn file is updated and your phone is fully charged before the event so you can add contacts.









  

Chapter 17


PRACTICAL ADVICE FOR ADAPTING TO SOCIAL OCCASIONS


NOW YOU’RE PREPARED and it’s time to make an entrance. You’re standing at the entrance to a lavish banquet hall. Inside the doors, there’s a beautiful selection of self-serve catered food, glasses are filled to the brim with a selection of drinks from the bar, and some brisk music plays in the background. What you’re facing is a couple hundred random people. All are wearing formal attire with their own slightly unique pieces of flare. These unfamiliar guests are moving about with elegant manners, talking and laughing. Do you want to head on in? Here’s some help on how to handle it.


Blend in slowly.


You don’t need to force yourself to stand in the center of the room (this is oftentimes what the female lead does in a chick flick, right?) or go everywhere shaking hands with everyone (that’s a job for a politician, not you). All you need to do is find a rhythm that’s comfortable for you; when you make eye contact with someone, smile, and blend into the venue with a short or upbeat greeting. Gradually familiarizing yourself with the mood of the place can help you stave off excessive energy burnout.


Make up some topics for on-the-fly conversations.


In his book Talking with Confidence for the Painfully Shy, Don Gabor suggests that you “prepare a couple [of] topics that you can talk about with ease, such as a book you recently read, a great restaurant you went to, or something interesting that happened on a recent vacation.” For business professionals, business trip experiences (such as a specific location’s weather or food), work insights, and current industry situations are all great topics for conversation. Keep in mind, though, that these are all padded topics to ease you in to what you really want to say to a prospective partner or client. It’s best to start off with a relaxed topic about something common; for instance, you could ask, “How did you hear about today’s event?” Starting off by talking about your work can also make it easier for the other person to follow along with what you’re saying.


Help the host.


You can be proactive and ask the event organizer or the host if there’s anything you can help with, such as setting up computers, testing out the projector machines, helping guests check in, or preparing drinks. Volunteering is always one of my favorite ways to pitch in.


In addition, try not to place emphasis on yourself. Instead of always thinking that “this is so boring, this is getting kinda painful, I want to leave,” you can pay attention to the event and make sure the guests are all comfortable; you can give others support by smiling wherever possible, nodding your head, and maintaining eye contact. Oh, and by the way, by doing these things, you might just come to the rescue of another introvert!


Focus on small group conversations and leave gracefully.


Groups made up of one to three other people are perfect for introverts; it’s easier for you to find your voice in a small group compared to a larger group. If you want to join an ongoing conversation, don’t be inconsiderate or rude and butt your way in. As long as you slowly work your way closer to the group, people will often automatically open up a spot for you. When you gain a foothold, briefly introduce yourself or express some of your own ideas about the topic at hand.


Remember: your objective should be to establish meaningful connections. That doesn’t just mean getting the other person’s business card and calling it a day; it’s more about working on a business relationship. Rather than having unflagging perseverance to stay to the end, it’s better if you leave before you’ve spent all your energy. Remember to say something like this when you leave: “Thanks for sharing your info with me. I’m glad I got to meet you today. Let’s keep in touch!” With all this in mind, you can end the conversation gracefully and leave the event.


Keep pursuing contacts effectively.


Now that you’ve left the event, the most troublesome part has come. You prepped in advance, everything seemed to have gone well during the event, but now is where most people tend to fail. After the event, many don’t contact the people they met.


Regardless of what kind of venue I’ve been to, if I encounter politicians and exchange business cards with them, they’ll send me letters or text messages all the time. Of course, in general, people don’t need to and don’t always have the time to keep up with every person they meet like this. To us introverts, effectively winning over key people is far more important than increasing our overall number of contacts. But remember, quality over quantity! So, what’s next? Should you write that polite email to your VIP, saying, “I’m happy to have met you”? About 95 percent of the time, you won’t get a response. The remaining 5 percent of the time, you might, but that’s probably the end of the communication. When you do reach out to your target client or partner, try to do so in a systematic, continuous way to increase their familiarity with you and to increase their sense that you have a path of reliable and insightful communication. If it’s been awhile since you’ve conversed, this is not a time to share jokes with them or suddenly hit them with a sales pitch like “Our company is having a special sales price for XX product. Would you happen to be interested?” Reliability and familiarity aren’t things that jokes and sales pitches will help you with.


John Corcoran, author of How to Increase Your Income in 14 Days by Building a Relationship with VIPs, brings up several methods you can use to be effective in following up on contacts.


Set up a follow-up timeline.


As you are probably aware, it’s a lot easier for introverts to communicate in written form rather than talk in formal social situations. But now that you’ve conquered the formal gathering and the most difficult part has passed, don’t give up communicating. After the event ends, I recommend that you immediately sort through the business cards you gathered and contacts you added, and organize them based on their industry, their job position, their relationship to your own career, and the degree to which they spoke with you. There are great technologies out there to help you do this quickly. You should set up how long you want to wait to contact them and the ways in which you plan to contact them.


Introduce mutual contacts.


One of the best ways to avoid thinking up a topic for conversation is to introduce mutually relevant contacts from your network. When you do so, you’re proving your value and continuing to warm your relationship with your new business contact. If you can also help give publicity to the other party—for example, by promoting a seminar organized by that person, or by recommending their company’s most recent value packages—your standing with your new contact will be even better.


Actively use social media.


You can use blogs to highlight your accomplishments and abilities. LinkedIn is also a powerful social tool for people in the workplace; join as many groups and add as many contacts as you can, and remember, “circles” have greater influence the larger they are. In some countries, people tend to use Facebook frequently even for professional purposes. Even though some believe it’s not very formal, if you use this platform deftly and share mostly industry-related info, it can actually bring you and your work colleagues closer. You might also discover that the profile pictures you choose to post can also help your targets remember your appearance more than the business cards you gave them can.


When you’re sharing information on social media or via emails, however, be careful about what and how often you share. Although it is easy to share seemingly useful articles, for instance, doing so might actually be counterproductive. CNN once conducted a survey that showed that, on average, nine-to-fivers get about eighty-five emails a day. If you’re not certain whether the person you’re contacting will be interested in what you have to share, think twice about sending it.









  

Chapter 18


GETTING UP ON STAGE


ON A BALMY EIGHTY-TWO-DEGREE SPRING day in Southeast Asia, I was at Manila’s Financial Center, nervously sitting in an awe-inspiringly international conference hall. The event was an international forum with industrial representatives, professionals, scholars, nonprofit organization leaders and the like from close to thirty countries; we were all there to discuss how to prevent and solve increasingly frequent natural disasters.


Behind the sprawling stage was a deep navy-blue flannel curtain. It looked as elegant as the blue of a summer night sky. A classic-looking, solid-wood podium stood off to the left side of the stage; it looked like a leaf floating on boundless ocean waves. “When it’s my turn, I will definitely try to hide behind the podium,” I was already planning deep down in my heart. The conference was on a tight three-day schedule; I was slated to go up on stage on the afternoon of the second day. As they appeared on stage, I looked up at speakers from various countries; they all seemed professional, and calm and collected, and the tone of their voices successfully conveyed the experiences of how their nations dealt with natural disasters. I knew that it would be my turn before long. My mind kept going back to this one singular thought: “This is such a big mistake.” I kept asking myself, “Why am I here, why now?” I thought of this whole speaking event as my own natural disaster. It was just too ironic.
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Two months before this speaking event, I had responded to the organizer about helping host the forum. They had told me, “The forum host is only responsible for the opening remarks, introductions, transitions between speakers, the question and answer session, and the closing remarks. When you add it all up, your speaking time won’t be more than ten minutes.” However, over the following two months after that phone call, I kept banging my head on the proverbial table, blaming myself for taking on this job. “Don’t you know that the whole forum is going to be conducted in English? Natural disasters aren’t your area of expertise at all, and everyone in the audience will be an expert. You’re the only Taiwanese person in this entire forum. If you don’t do a good job, you’ll make Taiwan look bad.” Each day, I wanted to write a letter to the organizer with an excuse to back out: I might have said that it was likely that I’d be sick on that day, or that because of a travel schedule conflict, I wouldn’t be able to attend the conference . . . Unfortunately, I just didn’t have it in me to write a cop-out letter like that.
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Although it wasn’t even anywhere close to the event’s starting time, I had already begun to frantically look up speech info for the few remaining minutes. I was trembling as I prepared my speech and a humorous conclusion. After I’d finished reviewing my speech, I started to make crazy efforts to memorize the entire speech. And this was all after I had been reviewing it as I packed my bags, while I waited to board my flight, when I was eating my in-flight meal, and when I was sitting in bumper-to-bumper Manila traffic. Although, realistically, the speech was only ten minutes in total, I felt about as nervous as a president about to make their inaugural address. When it was finally my turn to go up on stage, I was so nervous I thought I was going to have a stroke. My American colleague that I often work with came over and took my hand, saying “Good luck!” Compared with the warmth of his giant hands and his relaxed smile, my hands and heart were as cold and clammy as those of a vampire, and I had the blank expression of a zombie on my face. I apologized to him in a stiff tone: “I’m sorry, my hands are like ice. I’m just so nervous.” He was all smiles: “Your hands are freezing! But as soon as you go up there, I know you’ll be amazing!” My Indian colleague came over and she stroked my cheek, saying, “Oh dear. Don’t worry, just show ’em what you’re made of!”


Their encouragement seemed to work . . . for maybe three seconds. That scary feeling is nothing out of the ordinary for introverts, but let’s look at a couple methods we might be able to use to lessen its impact.


IT’S NORMAL TO FEEL NERVOUS


Whether or not you get nervous on stage has nothing to do with being an introvert or an extrovert. Public speaking expert Nick Morgan wrote in a Forbes magazine article that only 10 percent of people love public speaking. According to neurologist Theo Tsaousides, when humans are faced with a threat, they engage their autonomic nervous system, secreting adrenaline in preparation to fight or flee. In our minds, public speaking is viewed as just such a threat—it is the equivalent of being psychologically exposed to unfamiliar environments, circumstances, or unknown groups of people. Introverts are more likely to see public speaking as a potential threat to their reputation and image. Add onto that situations in which we are afraid of criticism or feel we lack experience, oratory skills, or techniques and the result is that we feel this threat quite viscerally.


As for how we conquer fear or timidity, Susan Cain described this as the process by which what she refers to as the new brain appeases the old brain. The more ancient part of our brains (called the limbic system, but specifically the amygdala) evaluates whether there are threats in our immediate environs (for example: Are there wolves nearby? Is the cliff next to me so steep that I’ll shatter my entire body if I fall over the edge? If I stand in this conspicuous spot out in the open, will I become some predator’s next meal?). Over the course of human evolution, a new part of the brain evolved around the limbic system, called the neocortex, specifically the frontal cortex, one of whose functions is to placate fear.


The struggle every speaker has before they go up on stage is the amygdala saying: “Don’t go up there! It’s dangerous. You’ll be exposed, and it’s simply too chaotic. You’ll die!” The frontal cortex then responds, “It’s OK. Calm down. Settle down, settle down. You’re only going up there to give a speech. There’s no danger. Nothing bad’s going to happen.” In other words, stage fright is the result of the evolution of humans’ biological systems. Many people struggle with it; it’s not just you.


In her book, The Introverted Leader: Building on Your Own Quiet Strength, Jennifer Kahnweiler shared what professional speaker and author of The Confidence Zone Scott Mastley said to her: every single speaker will get nervous, but a good speaker will remind themselves that they’ve prepared before they go up on stage. They’ll recollect their past experiences with success, as well as the good experiences and information they’re about to share with the audience. Yes, as you might have guessed, this is the job of your frontal cortex.


There are two ways you can help conquer your fear up on the stage: desensitizing and image training.


Desensitizing is the process of forcing yourself to be exposed to the things that scare you, causing the amygdala to gradually lower its sensitivity. For example, someone who has acrophobia might make themselves often climb up a very tall ladder. Of course, you have to carefully control and adjust the level of fear in a desensitization process. Calling the process “overwhelming the beast” might make it easier to understand. For instance, you might assume that it could be helpful to skydive, BASE jump, or paraglide to conquer your fear of heights. However, doing something extreme like this could actually backfire and create a negative associative memory, fear, and worry. In the long term, it is better to take little steps toward assuaging your fear.


Image training, on the other hand, is for positive reinforcement within the brain; you imagine a perfect situation or scenario with a perfect result. Providing yourself with a serene and spectacular scene will help supplement your energy and decrease your anxiety. Athletes in near-constant high-pressure environments often use this method. For example, whenever I’m invited to give a talk, I always request photos of the venue or video clips of previous events in the venue. These help me imagine how it will feel when I’m giving a talk there. Getting used to this scenario in my head reduces the level of anxiety I experience during the actual event.


Perhaps it’s pretty awful to focus too much on your fear, but as long as you take the first step to conquering it, the other steps will gradually appear before you. During the training process, remember to adjust the stimuli to an appropriate level. If you push your self-training to the extreme, the results are apt to be the opposite of what you were aiming for—you might end up scaring yourself into never going back on a stage again, which could ultimately limit the opportunities to build or expand your personal brand.


THE POWER OF ROUTINES


When you are facing unknown venues, unfamiliar crowds, and unknown situations, falling back on routine business procedures or set personal rituals will help. When you get yourself into the groove, you can avoid anxiety.
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He’s beaten several different unbelievable records and he’s been referred to as “Ichi-God” in Asia. His name is Suzuki Ichiro, he’s a famous baseball player, and he’s a perfect example for what I’m talking about. Every day over the past twenty years, Suzuki Ichiro has kept the following schedule: he sleeps for a full eight hours, eats curry-rice for brunch, and heads over to the baseball field at 2:00 p.m. for a massage, warm up, and running training. At precisely 4:30 p.m., he joins his team for group practice. When practice is over, he takes his cleats and gloves off, brushes and scrubs them clean, and then goes home and follows the same steps to prepare for the following day’s practice or game. Because of these habits, not only did he make an example of himself, he was not injured in any of the intense games he played in for ten years. This record lasted until 2017, when he finally sustained an injury during spring training because he and a teammate collided, which caused a flurry of sensational news.
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People use many different routines and habits to prepare themselves to go up on stage; some people listen to a particular song on loop, others only use a specific briefing pen, and still others bring their own portable speakers to the events. Not only do these habits help people relax, they reduce the risk of something unexpected happening. Entrepreneurial consultant Doris Märtin and professional HR development consultant Jennifer Kahnweiler suggest two such tactics for introverts: get to the event venue early and make sure to give yourself some time alone.


Arriving at the venue early can allow you ample time to adapt to the new environment, to test out equipment, and to avoid the panic created by being late for whatever reason. Often, the organizer will be thrilled that the speaker has come early so they also don’t have to worry about last-minute problems. The spare down-time you’ve gained by being early will help you mentally prepare, conserve your energy, and carry out image training.


SHORT TIPS FOR GETTING YOURSELF STAGE-READY


There’s an art to finding the balance between pushing yourself out of your comfort zone and maintaining your confidence level. You want to explore your possibilities, but at the same time, it’s probably not the smartest idea to scare yourself too much to the extent that you never want to do this again. When it comes to getting yourself on stage, here are some tips you can follow.


Spread out your speeches.


I never book two speeches on the same day; that’s just asking for a disaster. That said, you don’t want to have too long of a break in between speeches or you’ll get rusty.


Distinguish speech patterns and practice one method at a time.


Speeches, broadcasts, film recordings, TV interviews . . . they all involve public speaking, but the skills needed for each platform are very different. I usually pick one category to practice, such as live speeches, where the audience cares more about a lively atmosphere, and when I’ve gotten that type down pat, I’ll challenge myself again with another category; for instance, broadcast interviews in which pronunciation and tone matter more.


If I’m not feeling my performance is 100-percent fluid and decide to go ahead with another category anyway, I may just end up raising my risk of screwing up during performances because my proficiency and acumen aren’t polished. If this is the case, I have to increase the time I spend preparing.


Look for and harness positive reinforcement.


Introverts are prone to reflecting on every single moment. Each time I finish a speech, I often replay the mental tape of it in my head; sometimes I even feel regret and despair while obsessing about which part of the speech I could have done a better job on, which parts weren’t so witty, which parts I had clearly practiced but couldn’t seem to nail down while on stage . . . In fact, in my case, I even write down what I think I did wrong as a sort of reference to review later on. At the same time, I try to remember not to get stuck in reflections too long. I’ll sometimes look around at the audience, seeking signs of positive feedback. I’m looking for encouragement, a recommendation, or a positive evaluation from the event organizer, all of which are motivators to keep me moving forward.


When I think back on being the host at the first seminar that I brought up as an example earlier in this chapter, I remember feeling so stiff and that both my hands and feet were freezing. I could hear nothing but the sound of my own heart beating. I inhaled deeply as I stepped up on that stage, and took hold of the microphone. For the next hour, my brain went blank. I was in a complete fog. I don’t remember anything that happened. When I became aware of myself again at the end of the seminar, the audience was giving me an enthusiastic round of applause.


After I got off the stage, the representative from Japan came over and started talking with me, saying, “You looked so calm and confident, and your dress is so beautiful. You must be so proud!”


The rep from Malaysia told me, “Out of the entire event, your speech was the most engaging of all.”


A speaker from Italy said, “I especially enjoyed your hosting—it was so enthusiastic, so full of vigor . . . It was like a breath of fresh air.”


After watching a live-stream of the event, my American colleague told me, “Your hosting was impeccable! You were so enthusiastic, and the ending just hit it right out of the park!”


The wife of a speaker from Nepal walked over and tightly grasped my hand, saying, “Thank you.”


But none of this was as great as when the director of the organizing company came up to me after the event and said, “You’re from Taiwan, aren’t you? You were excellent!”
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Public speaking skills are becoming more and more important in the workplace. It doesn’t matter if you’re asked to speak in a department meeting or in an outside speaking event. You’re apt to come across a speaking situation in which you have to face a bunch of eyes staring back at you. One time, when I was organizing my materials for a speech, I had the sudden realization that I had already done more than a hundred public speaking events. From events where it was just a couple of faces here and there, to ones where almost a thousand pairs of eyes were staring back at me—from Asia to the Americas and beyond—I thought it must be quite hard on my amygdala and frontal cortex to have dealt with all of these past events, constantly clashing with each other. If they were to be reborn to live another life, they probably wouldn’t want to be reincarnated into someone with an introverted personality.


I’ve got a lot of experience with public speaking, and my frontal cortex has gotten a lot of training to deal with stage fright and effectively calming down my amygdala; still, though, each time before a speech, a part of me wants to hide in the restroom and not go up on stage. But to be completely honest, it’s easier to give a speech than make small talk with strangers. After all, public speaking is a highly controllable situation. As long as nobody suddenly comes up onto the stage, and if you seriously practice and train for your speech, you won’t do too terribly. If you’re like me and you’re dealing with the same speaking troubles, then perhaps you can also refer to the prepping methods that I’ve stockpiled over the years.


When compared to shooting the breeze or chatting with someone, a speech is actually a lot easier to manage and control. You already know the venue location and the speech content; you already know your well-prepared speech material; and you know the typical things that could happen while you’re on stage. You know you’re not going to have a conversation up there. Nobody’s going to act like Kanye West and forestall you or interrupt you. You can even set limits on the tone of the Q&A and the number of questions the audience can ask. And remember, as soon as you walk out on stage, you’ll have the audience’s full attention for at least thirty seconds, so take your time before you begin speaking!


You might be thinking, “Who wants people to pay attention to them anyway? That’s the most terrifying part!” Let’s break it down: when you have a conversation, you need to both listen to what the other speaker is saying and think about something you’ve experienced in the past that you could contribute to the conversation. On top of that, you need to consider when exactly to add your thoughts to the conversation so you won’t be considered rude for interjecting. You also need to come off looking intelligent. It is only then, after so many complicated steps, that you get yourself just a teeny tiny bit of attention in your small group.


On the other hand, when you’re up on stage speaking, you only need to be concerned with yourself—the entire audience will probably already be aware of what it is that you’re going to talk about. In this case, your cost-performance value is already extremely high. Under this premise, the key is perfect preparation—something that introverts can do very well. I really believe what my public speaking coach told me: 90 percent of the effort happens off stage. As long as you prepare well, before you come up on stage, you’ve already made yourself 90 percent perfect (see, my frontal cortex has already been well-trained, right?).
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Different types of public speaking require different kinds of preparation. A twenty-minute business briefing and a one-hour-long paid speech have entirely different performance styles and modes of preparation. You might find yourself asking questions like the following: How do I design the structure of the presentation? How do I use visual aids? How do I present with my body language and tone? How do I tell a story? How do I successfully get the audience absorbed in my information and actions? Plenty of books and online resources can help introverts better prepare.


FACING A DIFFERENT CROWD EACH TIME FOR THE FIRST TIME


I was once a hardcore fan of a particular rock band. Not only did I watch every live event they played online, but I also listened to their songs far more times than the number of events they would ever play. I even memorized song lyrics and knew the lead vocalist’s unconscious habits. When I went to the concerts, I discovered that the vocalist would sometimes sing more intensely, and at others, he would be a little mellow or laid back. This is what I call his spirit. That’s right, even if it’s from a video clip, the audience can feel your spirit. To introverts, the difference between having and not having spirit might crop up when you’re still preparing a speech topic, long before you ever get on the stage.


An introvert’s stimulation comes from within—for instance, you think about whether or not something has value or meaning. For example, when the speech topic is something you find critically important in your philosophy and you’d really like to share what you know, you’re more likely to be motivated to prepare your speech and your talk is apt to be a bit more lively because you’re more likely to be invested in the outcome. Your values and motivations matter.


In the cases when you’re a professional speaker, expectations are even higher. What workplace motivational instructor Lewis Hsieh shared with me says it best: “Even if you’re already very familiar with the routine, you need to at least make it look as if you’re incredibly invested.” This also applies to government personnel, politicians, singers, and artists in that they all face crowds of people and repeatedly attempt to get their message across to their audiences. Singers travel around the world, singing the same songs, constantly on repeat; politicians speak about their political ideals. Both need to perform as if each time they appear is a totally unique performance for their audience—just like what Joe DiMaggio said: “You never know when someone may be seeing you play for the first time.”


I once went on a month-long speaking tour in the US. For the entire month, I faced different audiences with the same speech topic. When I came to the end of the tour, I was almost completely worn out and ground down. I started to think about why the organizer didn’t simply show a filmed version or play an audio recording of my speech. After my teammates realized how drained I was, they would constantly remind me, “The audience probably can’t tell how you’re feeling, but we can tell you’re tired. Keep it up!” From that point on, in addition to deeply admiring every singer who ever went on tour, I became more determined not to let people figure out just how exhausted I was, even if it meant faking it. Back-to-back public speaking really eats up all of introverts’ energy. Let me share how I save my energy.


FINDING YOUR OWN STYLE AND EMBRACING IT


When you stand on the stage, you might be tempted to imagine yourself performing similarly to your idol, whether that is Steve Jobs or Barack Obama; you might even imitate your idol’s speech style, hoping to create the same stage effects and charm. This is great, except there’s just one teeny tiny little problem: you’re not them!


I really like the following example; it’s related to just being yourself.


Collin Balester was deemed one of the top-ten rookie baseball players when he first made it to the major leagues, but after three years, he became a major enigma for his team. Off the field, he was a very happy and carefree young man, and he didn’t have any physical issues that hindered his game. But at the beginning of his major league career, his performance on the field and what everyone imagined it would be were like night and day. A psychologist later discovered that Balester differed from the majority of perfection seeking high-caliber players. He was easy-going and happy, and always wore a relaxed smile, but the problem was that on the inside, he was too concerned with his own and others, differences. He strongly desired to become a highly self-disciplined perfectionist, but in pursuit of that perfection, he lost his original personality, and this loss managed to influence his on-field performance. After going to counselling, Balester finally accepted his own style and realized that successful players come in all shapes and sizes; this was something confirmed by many other senior players who found themselves in similar situations. He finally chose to believe in himself and used his charms as a dark horse among the big leaguers.


Public speaking is much the same. Each person’s style is different. Some people are impassioned; some are more gentle and sincere; some are really gifted with words and expressions; some are experts at using dark humor. As an introvert, if you force yourself to behave in a certain way, you’re apt to feel similarly to Collin Balester—you won’t manage to pull off another person’s act, you’ll feel miserable trying to, and you won’t have grown into your own style.


Finding your own comfortable style is the best way to save and economize on your energy. For example, when speaking at normal volume, maybe you’re speaking at about 50 percent of your voice’s capability; when you get up on stage, you only have to increase your volume slightly to 60 percent. If the audience needs your voice to be any louder than that, instead of trying to yell, just ask one of the event personnel to increase your microphone volume. Similarly, if you like to calmly analyze things, don’t force yourself to be funny or make jokes; your audience will be able to tell that you’re not being genuine.


As for how you find your own style, start from your past experiences and small-scale practice. Which of your past speeches was really effective or which ones did you think went smoothly? Why do you like that particular speech more? What’s the reason everyone else likes it? Keep working on your speech after you’ve figured out some of these answers, and then invite others to provide their ideas and suggestions. Next, tweak everything slowly, and then gradually you’ll have developed your own style!









  

Chapter 19


DOES STAYING SILENT MEAN YOU’RE NOT CONTRIBUTING?


WHEN I WAS WORKING for a state government in the US, I once had to attend a high-level interstate meeting. There was spotless, plush carpeting in the meeting room. The ceiling was decked out in pretty light fixtures and the room was filled with other nice decor. Attendees were dressed to the nines, wearing almost regal-looking suits. There were even representatives from the federal government in attendance. Obviously, this was an important occasion—one in which you had to sit upright and act solemnly—and, embarrassingly, our team was late to the meeting!


The meeting entered into its last phase. I still hadn’t recovered from my shame and embarrassment at being late. All I could think about was quickly ending this meeting that had started off so inauspiciously and on the wrong foot. But just as I was thinking the meeting was going to wrap up and I could make my escape, my American coworker, a female lawyer, who was sitting next to me, took me off guard and suddenly raised her hand to voice her ideas. Usually, in a meeting like this where people pay a lot of attention to hierarchy, all the people who speak up are directors and managers. I would never speak up, much less expect my coworker to do so.


At the finish of the meeting, I quickly ran over to her side and asked her, “Hey, are you OK? You decided to state your piece in the meeting. We had no idea beforehand that you were going to say something. What made you want to speak up?”


I was surprised by her response. She said, “I didn’t want to speak either, but we were already late for the meeting. If I didn’t speak at any point, it would have looked like we hadn’t contributed anything at all.”


For me, being introduced to this concept of “not speaking equals not contributing” was like being startled awake with a good slap on the back. Most of the time, I like to work on my own in silence. If I know that I’m going to have an entire slot of time that I can fully devote to the task at hand without being disturbed by a meeting, a client interview, a phone call, or a random check-in from the coworkers, I’m happy to just hunker down and keep plowing ahead with my own work.


I don’t need to beat around the bush to say it: this experience had a great impact on me! In my next job, I wanted to put as much effort as I could into making sure I wasn’t boxed into a personal stereotype as the “person who’s quiet and probably doesn’t know anything.” I tried out a lot of different styles of expressing myself that weren’t so bad, but it was never magical until Facebook became a thing.









  

Chapter 20


PICKING AN APPROPRIATE SOCIAL PLATFORM


OUR TEAM IS SPREAD ACROSS several countries and time zones; as a result, we don’t have the ability to really get to know our coworkers. We’re not like the coworkers who share an office. We can’t easily know what a colleague is wearing on a particular day, how they’re feeling, or what their weekend plans are. When we talk, the communication method we use the most, often daily, is video conferencing. Each time we have a meeting, we need to plan out our time in advance, settle on an agenda, and work hard within a limited amount of time and with the precision of a surgeon to reach consensus. In this kind of work environment, we may check in with each other quickly at the beginning of the meeting but not much personal information is shared. I find personal connections are hard to build in this work environment, and without such connections, sometimes I wonder if maybe I just appear as if I’m cold and unfeeling and my only function is to work myself to the bone.


I’ve decided that getting my coworkers to understand me and not just see me for my work ability is pretty important. To this end, I’ve started to draft a plan to show who I am outside work. Currently, I’ve noticed that one of the most effective ways to introduce my personality is through social media including Facebook, LinkedIn, Instagram, Twitter, and other sites and platforms.


It can’t hurt for introverts who value privacy at work to use different social media to try to shorten the distance between themselves and their colleagues. Generally speaking, I use Facebook to communicate with friends, to post family pics, fun activities, and trips, and to relay more personal information. LinkedIn, on the other hand, I use strictly for professional purposes and to communicate with my coworkers. The things I share on LinkedIn are pretty much just information on industry trends and other related activities and events. I even have foreign business associates who don’t bother with traditional business cards anymore. They just connect directly with each other through LinkedIn.


The situation in some countries might not be the same, though. For example, in some Asian countries, LinkedIn’s footprint isn’t very big yet, and it’s not likely to replace Facebook’s, which people tend to use for professional purposes as well as personal. With that being said, you might use social media a little differently when you’re in a different country. After carefully going through your privacy settings, you can share articles on current events through targeted marketing, research, or the workplace, and you can provide your own viewpoints. You can also show a side of yourself that’s not easily found when you’re in your nine-to-five environment.


There is a science to picking a platform, however. Based on what Jennifer Kahnweiler shared in Quiet Influence: The Introvert’s Guide to Making a Difference, social media researcher Gina Carr describes Twitter as being the equivalent of a cocktail party conversation. The posts are short, swift, and to the point and don’t have to be deep, but they can be broad/far-reaching. You can meet people from completely different backgrounds using Twitter too. Carr describes Facebook as similar to a backyard barbecue party. You have some degree of connection with your contacts, close or distant, as you do with the other guests at a barbecue. You can establish your own community with these connections.


When finding common non-work-related topics, interacting on social media is no less effective than socializing face to face. Even when you meet internet friends in real life, it feels as if you’ve already known them forever. You can skip small talk and get right to the point. It’s just perfect! For introverts, this is a strategy worth trying.


Another effective platform is the group platform made up of Facebook Community Pages or LinkedIn Groups (hereafter, Facebook and LinkedIn communities). Instead of having your personal information be the focus of your personal page, you can use social media groups like Facebook and LinkedIn communities to communicate with a group of people with commonalities; everyone can share and exchange their ideas. I’m not involved in any more than a handful of communities on social media, but I actively communicate with other people in the groups. Even if I don’t leave comments or speak up in ongoing discussions, I at least click the Like button a lot. We once had an in-person network gathering for one of the communities of which I’m a member. The other people who showed up were business professionals with similar interests. Of course, we couldn’t avoid introducing ourselves. Right when I was nervously standing up and started to utter the words “I’m Jill, I . . . ,” several participants suddenly blurted out, “Ha ha, you don’t need to give an introduction! Everyone here already knows you!” This is an example of the visibility I gain through using social media. For introverts, it’s also an example of how you can avoid having to market yourself to people you’re meeting for the first time.


You may be wondering how to draw people to your social media pages. My methods for attracting people to my Facebook page weren’t too “professional.” What I mean is that all I did was change my background to a picture related to my favorite sport of all—baseball. This might seem trivial, but I promise it was useful, at least for North Americans and East Asians; you can immediately bridge the gap between yourself and others by doing something similar. When it comes to the first step in optimizing your social media account, among all the expert professional opinions, I think the most pertinent is that of Seth Stephens-Davidowitz, a data scientist, a New York Times columnist, and the author of Everybody Lies. When he was asked about how to attract more people to click over to your profile, he said, “The sensible strategy is to replace an okay profile picture with a really good one.” His personal experience with a dating profile change worked well.


USING YOUR WRITING TO EXPRESS YOUR IDEAS


Although social media is a fast and convenient form of communication, it’s not good at documenting past information. When someone adds you as a friend, if all your recent posts are not relevant and/or entertaining, they’re not likely to give you any credibility toward your overall business image. Your new contacts might not know where to go to find your more serious content. Moreover, the layout of the platform might not be easy on the eyes for in-depth articles you post and/or for articles in which photos/illustrations are needed in-between paragraphs.


As you know, written expression is an important weapon in the introvert’s arsenal. Because of this, if you need to use your writing to establish your influence, I recommend that you also use other forms of media, such as blogs, websites, or internet newspaper columns in addition to social media. Use these methods to perfect the expression of your viewpoints and promote your ideas.


As an introvert, you may find marketing yourself through writing to be a much more effective way for conducting business than meeting face to face. For a while I had an established column on the professional women’s platform CAREhER. I wrote articles for less than two years, but even now, a couple of years after I stopped writing, I’ve been approached by some people who got to know my stances and my business acumen through that column. People continue to find me through various online platforms and hire me for consultations. Now that I think back on it, even though it took a lot of time to write those long pieces for CAREhER, because I didn’t have a word limit, I could express my ideas fully and share my feelings on various topics, as well as interact with others. I find this deeper communication to actually be more effective than social media.


Georgetown University associate professor Cal Newport has never used social media; he actually believes that everyone should quit using it. His reasoning is that “the creativity on social media is just way too simplistic, even going to the point that there’s no market value whatsoever. If we can spend long amounts of time engaged in deeper, more meaningful and valuable creation or study, then even if you don’t have Instagram, people will still find you. And the reason for this is because your products will have a market value.”


BEING STRATEGICALLY EFFICIENT


In her book, The Introvert Entrepreneur: Amplify Your Strengths and Create Success on Your Own Terms, Beth Buelow reminds us that social media has its merits, but in essence, it’s also a time and energy vampire. It’s like what Jim Collins, author of Good to Great, said: “Technology is an accelerator for a company’s kinetic energy, not an innovation machine.” If you put too much effort into running social media, you’ll be unable to focus on your actual work; that’s definitely something you want to avoid.


Social media isn’t a panacea. It’s incapable of replacing human contact. To say it a little more bluntly, you’ll waste too much time and energy trying to manage your accounts if there’s no big correlation between using social media and your work. If there’s no way for social media to make your efforts more precise and more effective, then all it is is a toy that will distract you from making any real progress. No matter whether you’re investing money, time, or energy, Buelow suggests that you spend some time investigating your purpose in using social media so you can work on using it more effectively.


BEFORE YOU START USING SOCIAL MEDIA


Here are the questions Beth Buelow suggests you consider before you get set up:


[image: Images]    Where do your target audiences hang out on the internet and what do they want to read?


[image: Images]    How available do you want to be?


[image: Images]    Is the platform you chose reliable? Is it user-friendly? Does it have a large coverage/spread over the market?


[image: Images]    Does the platform allow you to share your content easily?


[image: Images]    Is the focus of the platform business, personal, or both?


PROTECTING YOUR PERSONAL SPACE


Introverts put a lot of emphasis on privacy. I honestly don’t like to put my personal affairs online. However, because of the public nature of my work, many Facebook users will go out of their way to add me as a friend. When I first began my online presence, I wouldn’t add anyone who I hadn’t met before in the flesh or that I didn’t know of. Later on, when I started to use my private Facebook page as a platform on which my connections could exchange information, almost like it was a mini Craigslist (I might provide and match funding information, for example), I realized that if I was always so closed off from the general public, I wouldn’t be able to help as many people. That’s when I started to relax my friend-adding standards. I discovered that as long as I planned everything carefully, I could still reach a balance between my private life and communicating with the broader public. Take, for example, the way I can carefully distinguish/categorize who my target audience is through my privacy settings. Even though I end up having to spend more time to sort and organize my group lists, I can keep people I barely know from finding out more private things about me. For example, when I shared some recent frustration and was seeking support and advice from friends, I blocked the category “business partners” because they don’t need to know the personal challenges I’m facing.









  

PART 4


Show Your Natural Talent! Self-Advancement for Introverts









  

Chapter 21


THE INTROVERT AND THE SUPERSTAR HALO


BEING A STAR IS PERHAPS one of the things an introvert is least good at or willing to be. I have often found myself thinking, “But the boss only likes superstar workers!” Is this something that you feel too?


The world of sports is an easy place in which to compare the performances of all sorts of players. Based on the analysis of Michael Lewis, the bestselling sports author of Moneyball and The Blind Side, star players aren’t necessarily the ones who score the most. It looks as if they’re getting the most scores when you just glance at the scoreboard, but if you’re paying attention, the reality is that the score is increasing because they have more opportunities to shoot. Sports legends usually build their reputations on the sacrifices of others. To give you an example, in 2010, the NBA’s Miami Heat already had one star player, Dwayne Wade, but they went further and signed on two more superstars, LeBron James and Chris Bosh. In his moment of triumph during a press conference for his signing, James put out a bold statement: he said they were going to win seven consecutive championships. In the end, though, they couldn’t even manage to win the first championship title. This proved something else Lewis said: “The stars are overrated and the role players are underrated.”


The following year, when many Heat fans were hugely disappointed by the team, the low-profile Shane Battier walked into the limelight and joined the star-studded, championship-losing team. He brought along a colossal change—he helped the Miami Heat win championships for two consecutive years, earning his team the second longest winning streak in NBA history with twenty-seven consecutive wins. Battier has been called the “No-Stats All-Star” by commentators. That year, then current star player LeBron James would ask Battier’s opinion before a game. During an important match, fans would even shout at the coaches from the sidelines, “Get Battier out on the court! How’re we gonna win with him on the bench?!” Even after Battier hung up his jersey and retired, he was rehired by the Miami Heat as the vice president of basketball development and analytics.


When Battier was little, he dreamed of becoming a baseball player, but because he was too tall, he was picked for his school’s basketball team instead. He eventually made his way to the NBA, where he had a fourteen-year-long career as a professional player in the most competitive basketball league in the world. Not long after he was picked for the NBA, Battier discovered his skill sets, talents, and build were far different from other players; he defined himself early on by saying, “My job isn’t to become the best small forward but to be the most helpful one.” Even though Battier thought of himself as simply mediocre and average, and his coaches thought of him as being “super smart and calm, almost alien-like,” the coaching team had discovered during analyses of each of the games he played in that, as long as Battier went out onto the court, the shot rates and scores for each player on the team were much higher. As for defense, perhaps he couldn’t block Kobe Bryant all the time, but as long as Battier was out there playing, Bryant’s scoring rate was obviously lower.


Battier’s qualities proved a maxim for successful teams—it is far more valuable, and often a team’s greatest asset, to have helpful teammates than it is to have a player in the limelight.


THE POWER OF INFLUENCE DOESN’T ALWAYS COME FROM BEING IN THE SPOTLIGHT


Adam Grant is a long-time entrepreneurial consultant. At just thirty-six, he has already carved out a place as the youngest tenured professor at the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of Business; he is also the author of several bestselling books. In addition, Grant is a consultant for multiple Fortune 500 companies; he’s been named a World Economic Forum Young Global Leader and a Thinkers50 Most Influential Global Management Thinker. You could say he’s a superstar himself, but if asked, he would probably say there’s no such thing as an all-star team. It doesn’t matter whether you’re talking about a soccer team that wants to kick its way to the World Cup, a professional NBA team that’s spending a good amount of resources to market itself to the world, or a Wall Street consulting company that pulls in hundreds of thousands of dollars in a single second, Grant tells it like it is: “If the entire team is made up of stars, then it’s a team that’s destined for failure.” Real influence doesn’t necessarily come from being in the limelight. Even an often–ignored introvert who doesn’t catch everyone’s attention can play an indispensable role in a team.


Grant specifically summarizes one important characteristic for being successful—modesty. This single characteristic easily expresses three different aspects of such a person:


[image: Images]    They know their weaknesses and where they’re lacking.


[image: Images]    They put the benefit of the team ahead of personal benefit.


[image: Images]    They study and practice constantly.


Introverts are naturally gifted with characteristics like being low-profile, humble, and group-oriented—all of which are workplace qualifications. The value of these kinds of characteristics lies in them having an impact on and being infectious to the entire vibe of the team. When others see someone showing compassion, altruism, and unselfish behavior, they will then naturally feel moved, feel admiration, and want to better themselves. This is the result of moral elevation within a group. In other words, if there’s a Battier on the team, not only will the entire team’s performance improve, the team’s vibes will also become more harmonious, and members will be more helpful toward each other. An example of this is the under-resourced Butler Bulldogs basketball team, who won their way into the National Collegiate Athletics Association (NCAA) Championship for two years straight. Players who are carefully recruited by Butler University must abide by their number one rule: be a team player. The words team above self hang from everyone’s tongue, the words are metaphorically on everyone’s jerseys, and they are also carved into the walls of Butler’s gymnasium. If a player doesn’t adhere to or agree with the Butler Way, then the player basically has no choice but to leave the team.


THE ROLE PLAYER STARS


Let’s now go back to the idea that all bosses like a superstar. Let’s look at an industry where money talks the loudest and organizations can offer multimillion-dollar contracts to employees—Major League Baseball. In 2014, the Miami Marlins signed on Giancarlo Stanton for an astronomical sum. After an unexpectedly short three years, the major league underwent a massive change—teams were no longer willing to spend massive amounts to sign star players. The signing market went extremely cold and big-name players who couldn’t negotiate a good price either had to lower their salaries or were forced out. As a result, many A-list players couldn’t find a team.


Tsuhan Fan, a sports writer who is also the senior vice president in business analytics of a major marketing firm, wrote that he discovered the main reason for this change in pay scale. After the teams completed the statistical analysis and estimates for all related pieces of player data, they discovered that signing a single star player using a massive pile of money wasn’t nearly as cost-effective as signing contracts with role (average) players.


This is not just happening in professional baseball teams; other industries are also showing similar trends. Wall Street and Silicon Valley have both gradually walked away from their belief in mythical, managerial superstars. After matching their objectives with complete performance evaluations, employers are discovering what they care about is the level of contribution a player can make and the realistic results of this contribution for the entire team. It’s no longer subjective stars’ traits or haloes that allow them to make the cut.


This is a great piece of news for introverts. As long as they can find their own edge, put all their specialties and traits into play, bring their advantages to the fore, and show everyone what they’ve got, they can become an indispensable part of the team and be their own trailblazers.









  

Chapter 22


MIXING AND MATCHING FOR ULTIMATE TEAM COOPERATION


YOU DON’T NECESSARILY NEED every newly hired employee to take a personality test, “because introverts and extroverts are actually very easy to differentiate,” says author Susan Cain. As a manager, your biggest goal is, of course, to make greater and more masterful use of the abilities of each team member. You can create the best situation—a kind of one plus one is greater than two—by creating synergy using everyone’s innate talents. Many studies have proven that a team composed of both introverts and extroverts is highly effective. Determining how to fully combine and bring the greatest skills and results of both introverts and extroverts to the team, as well as to inspire the best team chemistry, is the job of the manager.


There’s an art to creating such a team: How do you simultaneously manage the group and inspire both types of employees? How do you get introverts to express their opinions and ideas and get extroverts to settle down and listen? Which type of management style is most conducive to building a stage for this personality dichotomy so they can mutually benefit each other? The real operations of the team certainly need to be based on team situations and incorporate plenty of communication and tweaking after trial and error. Maybe you can try out a couple of the following methods!


UNDERSTANDING TEAM MEMBERS


Introverts and extroverts have their own methods to their madness that just aren’t the same. Even though it’s easy to distinguish between the personality types, it’s not necessarily easy to manage either one. The good news is that the introvert-extrovert spectrum shows a normal bell curve distribution, meaning that most people possess both introverted and extroverted qualities. The only difference is in the proportions.


Harvard Business School professor Francesca Gino believes that “leaders always need to begin from a place of understanding their team members.” Some people like independent work, and others like to discuss business openly with a group before making a decision. Some employees can work on a single project for long periods of time whereas others are great at multitasking. After managers figure out the preferences and expertise of their team members, they need to have a way of getting everyone to bring their strengths to the table. It doesn’t matter whether they need to decide the method for rewarding subordinates or assign the right type of work to the right employees; managers all rely on their everyday observation as well as communication.


DISCUSSING AND COMMUNICATING OPENLY AND HONESTLY


In the process of interviewing several employees and managers, I found that both sides having different expectations was one main reason for friction between the parties, or, in the end, for a parting of ways between an employee and the company. I often heard the phrases “The work I do and what I was told I would be doing aren’t the same,” “The boss is always demanding that I do something that can’t be done. He wants to force me to become someone I’m not,” and other similar complaints. Sometimes, the reason introverts aren’t up-front about their gripes and dissatisfaction is because of the socialization process; it is during this process that introverts learn how to wear an extrovert mask well enough to float on by in the workplace to survive.


Instead of trying to clearly delineate whether coworkers are introverts, extroverts, extroverts with a sprinkling of introversion, or introverts who can carry themselves as if they’re extroverts, it might be better to be directly open and honest about who everyone is and to discuss things without biases. For example, people in the office could ask, “Under ideal circumstances, what’s your most effective working style?” or “Are you up to joining work-related networking events? If so, how many times a week is your limit?” By taking part in this kind of conversation, we can largely hit the mark in understanding everyone’s preferences. You don’t need to take up a predetermined position in the process, such as meekly saying something like, “I like a team that stays in the office and doesn’t join social occasions.”


BEING OPEN TO DESIGNING FLEXIBLE WORK TIMES AND STYLES


The flexibility mentioned in this section doesn’t necessarily mean work-hour flexibility; instead it refers to the kind of flexibility that allows introverts and extroverts to use their own master skill sets to arrange their own work. For example, let’s say an office has a rule that no meetings can take place before 12:30. Colleagues can use this freed-up morning time in the office to focus on projects independently.


Another example is when companies like mine allow employees to work remotely from home on Wednesdays and Fridays. Working remotely allows employees to use their time more effectively. Having predetermined in-office days can guarantee that when a discussion is necessary, it can be scheduled when all can take part.


At the end of the day, these rules only have one goal in mind—providing flexibility. This gives everyone the power to create the most effective work style for themselves. In this way, extroverts have a chance to find people to talk to so they can recharge their extrovert batteries, and introverts can easily use their own work time to their advantage.


ENCOURAGING INTROVERTS TO SPEAK, ENCOURAGING EXTROVERTS TO LISTEN


Northwestern School of Management professor Leigh Thompson’s research shows that in a meeting with just six people, two people do 60 percent of the talking. The higher the number of meeting attendees, the worse this dynamic gets. When most people just sit in the conference room without uttering a peep, it’s impossible to get contributions from everyone. Not only does this show that meetings have lost their meaning, it represents a waste of resources. If you want meeting effectiveness to reach a peak, first provide all the attendees with meeting materials and make a rule that everyone needs to finish reading the materials before the meeting. Prior to the start of the meeting, you can also explain that everyone needs to contribute. Or you can first talk one-on-one with the people on the team who like talking the most and encourage them to listen more, think, and keep an open mind toward others’ ideas.









  

Chapter 23


WORKING WITH PEOPLE ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE SPECTRUM


HISTORY IS REPLETE WITH EXAMPLES of successful introvert-extrovert teams, from US president Franklin Roosevelt and his wife Eleanor, to Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg and CEO Mark Zuckerberg, to Apple’s cofounders Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, to tennis superstars Serena and Venus Williams, and so on. I once interviewed two marketing managers, Jason and Jillian. These two were probably the most polar opposite in terms of introversion and extroversion that I’ve ever met.


When they were paired, these two, whose personalities couldn’t have been any more different, could barely find any intersecting points of interest or common ground for discussion. When everyone else viewed this pairing, they couldn’t help but bite their nails and worry.


Jillian is deeply calm and doesn’t speak a lot, but when she is given responsibility for something, she turns into a well-disciplined soldier in how she prepares to handle the task. She likes thinking by herself instead of brainstorming with others. She can give a well-thought-out opinion on the topic at hand. Her coworkers learned long ago to appreciate her attentiveness, but they’d probably never describe her using the word enthusiastic.


Jason, on the other hand, is friendly to a tee. He’s always saying hi to every other person in the office. He talks with everyone about every conceivable topic under the sun. His noggin is like an explosively expanding universe. He can come up with bold and imaginative ideas of all sorts in the blink of an eye. Every client who comes into contact with him always ends up becoming best friends with him. His colleagues like shooting the breeze with him. Everyone in the entire office building seems to know who this guy is. Jason is a social butterfly, the best friend of everyone. He often arranges ping-pong competitions for the entire building. After work on Fridays, he invites people from several different departments to go out and sing karaoke. Sometimes, it takes him a half an hour to pour himself a drink because so many people come up to talk to him at these impromptu soirees.


Each time Jason held such a party or a social event, he extended a polite invitation to Jillian, but she never showed. Jillian doesn’t enjoy parties; she likes to be alone at lunch, or if she does eat with anyone, she eats with just a single female workplace friend. As a result, prior to being paired to work on a project, Jason and Jillian had had almost no interaction outside of work discussions. And even at work, their discussions were just the bare minimum. If Jason didn’t have anything to say in time, Jillian would already be out the door. Jason thought that Jillian was unapproachable. He didn’t know what she was thinking or even how she thought; Jillian, on the other hand, thought that Jason was always chasing unnecessary attention, absent-minded in serious occasions, and a pain to try to have a deep discussion with.


It was obvious, from their personalities and preferences to the way they performed tasks and their individual communication styles, that these two were completely inconsistent. The pairing had everyone on pins and needles when they first started working together. Their manager decided to first have them organize an internal training together to see how they’d fare. To put it bluntly, not many people put bets on the work partnership between these two succeeding. Others just hoped that as long as the two could manage to work together and not be at each other’s throats, this test assignment would be considered successful enough.


What really took people by surprise was that after some repeated discussions while organizing the events, Jason and Jillian began to get along with each other over the long term. They both seemed to work up their own kind of workplace synergy and began to turn their internal training assignment into something shockingly spectacular. It was like they had to remove their broken sunglasses so they could see a better, brighter picture. Their manager’s gamble succeeded; it was like he stumbled upon a gold mine. He became more and more relaxed with each case he handed off to Jason and Jillian. At first it looked as if they were as incompatible as oil and water, but the two of them kept finishing each project with flying colors, and now they’re actually the work team that nobody bats an eye at or worries will fail.


THE EXTROVERT’S VIEWPOINT


This is what Jason had to say about his work relationship with Jillian:


Jillian takes a long time to mull things over. She’s really detailed. But, sometimes, I think she’s a bit neurotic. Any time I have a great idea, she’ll think it over for a while but she’ll always come up with an excuse to say “but” or “I’m afraid that . . .” and burst my bubble. Then, my whole excitement for my idea is gone. Zip. Zilch. Nada. But . . . I’ve also found that she’ll always keep my ideas in mind. In the ten minutes that I can belt out five different ideas, she’ll bring up these ideas from a completely different approach within our discussions on the following day. They’re still my ideas, yeah, but Jillian can integrate them and make the whole thing more fleshed out. She’s really awesome at doing that. Not even I can come up with the changes to my ideas that she comes up with.


Jillian enthusiastically does the mind-numbingly trivial tasks that I hate doing, such as writing out a project proposal, checking the formatting, and looking for typos. She goes through all the steps on top of the entire project, checking them off one by one, and making sure that all our ducks are in a row. She even takes into account how our partner vendors feel. At first, I thought she was pretty cold and indifferent, and pretty distant. After I started working with her for a while, I learned that she’s actually a very thoughtful and considerate person. Of course she is! That’s how you know she sees you as a good friend.


Occasionally, I still invite her out to my parties. As long as I tell her who’s going, and that she can leave early, she’s more likely to actually show up. In short, I give her the time and space to let her think about it. If I force her to come to a party, she’ll flee for sure! (laughter)


THE INTROVERT’S VIEWPOINT


From her own standpoint, Jillian had this to say about Jason:


Jason’s got tons of friends, he’s always doing something, and he’s got a lot of ideas. He talks a mile a minute and it’s hard to catch up with his thinking process. Sometimes, when we’re halfway through discussing something, he’ll waltz over to the neighboring cubicles and start chit-chatting/shooting the breeze with whoever’s there. Right when we’re in the middle of discussing something serious! Our meetings often break early, and I’m pretty peeved about it. I think he doesn’t respect others, or anything that we’re working on. I’ve found that sometimes, when we’re still talking for a second about A, the next second we’re suddenly on topic F, and the next thing I know we’re on W. At the end of our discussions, not even Jason seems to know what’s doable. Before we’ve even finished, he’s already run off to somewhere else.


However, in spite of all that, I do have to say he’s extremely creative. I don’t know how or where he comes up with so many ideas. He can do a lot of things for me that I think are annoying or require a lot of energy like fighting for grants or sponsorship, or calling someone to ask for a price cut, or inviting other departments to attend company functions. Even strangers seem to make friends with him really quickly. Everyone likes him a lot and is happy to help him. He’s like a hunting dog. When we need something, we set him loose and he’ll come back every time with our prey. As long as I can get him to do something and come back with results, that’s all I could really ask for.


When it comes to communication, I have to spend a lot of time reminding him, and trying to pull him and his head from out of the clouds and get him back on the right track. As long as I can tell him exactly what I want, he works his hardest to do it. When we first started working together, I thought he was too self-absorbed and didn’t care what others thought, and that it wouldn’t be easy to communicate. Later I found out that since he has so many ideas, he’s actually quite flexible. It’s not like he’d actually go out and try every idea that he talked about. I guess I don’t have to take everything he says so seriously. (laughter)


Sometimes he’ll ask me to come out to one of his parties. He likes events with a lot of noise and commotion. If there’s someone I know pretty well at the party, or if he can spend a little bit more time helping me deal with strangers, then I’ll go. However, I refuse to stay at the party for a long amount of time. Hah, I guess it’s fair enough that he’s probably gotten used to me turning down [most of] his party invitations by now.


THE MANAGER’S VIEWPOINT


Let’s take a look at how the manager who paired them up thinks and feels:


I had a certain level of understanding about each of these two. I mainly placed them together because I wanted to see if they could even give complementary advantages to each other’s work at all. In the beginning, what I worried about most was that Jason would think that he alone was doing the most work and that Jillian wasn’t pitching in, and that Jillian would think all her work she was painstakingly performing wouldn’t be recognized or respected. If this happened, it wouldn’t do any good for the team vibe or organizational culture.


When these two first started, they really spent a lot of time trying to break ground. We’re fortunate in that both of them have a lot of experience and a strong work ethic and were willing to strive hard at making sure their duties were front and center, and that they’d work hard to come together on their project assignments. The hardest thing for them to get a handle on at first was each other’s workflow and rhythm. One would quickly take care of tasks and the other one would slowly and meticulously check through them. All the way up until now, Jason is like a fish to water when it comes to working in a team. Jillian is far better at independent work. Originally, I hadn’t planned it so that Jillian would do the researching and Jason would be responsible for implementation, but based on my trust and wanting them to try things out first, I let them divvy up for themselves who does what work. All I did at first was talk about the importance of the task and setting up a foundation of mutual respect. The next thing I knew, they had already completed it. According to the results of team members with totally different characteristics, the way they work together was the best result I could possibly imagine.


THE INTERVIEWER’S VIEWPOINT


At the end of the interview, I asked both Jason and Jillian, who were sitting beside me, “If you need to work together on the next case, would you still be willing to work together on it?” Jason spoke up first.


“I’ll put it this way: She’ll be totally embarrassed by me saying this, but I’m glad it’s her I’m working with. I can’t think of a better partner in the world.”


“I’m sorry. This extrovert is being such a drama queen, sorry about that,” Jillian, sitting at my side, awkwardly replied.


Jason looked over at me, “You see? She’s teasing me. That means I’m her friend!”


When the interview was ending, I asked Jillian what was the aspect she liked most about being Jason’s coworker. She replied that Jason respected her boundaries. On top of that, there were several times where she thought that their relationship built up a tacit understanding that allowed her to feel like he knew her and that she was safe. She gave an example. There was once a video conference call where they talked about how to solve a tricky situation involving trade secrets from a client company. After Jason said his piece, he suddenly asked Jillian, “You don’t like that idea, yeah . . .?”


“Mmm, maybe. I think it’s a bit risky, though. What gave it away that I don’t like your plan?” Jillian said.


“As soon as you heard all of what I had to say, your hands started to contort. That’s super obvious, no?” Jason replied.


Jillian said she cherishes and appreciates this kind of camaraderie and tacit understanding. I asked her, “And did you tell him thanks?”


“I wrote him a note.” Jillian gave an almost imperceptible smile as she gave her answer.


[image: Images]


“When you have a team of introverts and extroverts working together, you have the best of both worlds,” says inventor and entrepreneurial consultant, Adam Lehman. Many specialists and research results exhibit that as long as there’s a way for people to work together, a group mixed with introverts and extroverts will have the best results.


In fact, many introverts have expressed that their best friends and coworkers are extroverts. Lehman further says that “working with introverts is the most rewarding experience I’ve had to date. Extroverts like me can get so much help from our introverted colleagues, and introverts can also go much farther with us at their side.”


In a few words: Embrace your own personality and create your own value. Moreover, you don’t have to exclude working with anyone. When people with all different personality types and communication styles work together, both sides can learn something and grow. By using others’ strengths to supplement your own and by using your own advantages to help others, you can improve yourself and help your team become stronger at the same time. This is one of the best things workers can do in the office.


Little Secrets for Working with Introverted Coworkers


[image: Images]    Before divvying up the project/job tasks, provide the team with as much complete information as possible; this gives your introverted coworker(s) a chance to get to know the context.


[image: Images]    If an introvert is made aware of the context and what is at stake on a particular project, they can come up with a more focused solution.


[image: Images]    Introverts need to be given the time to think and get their work done. The don’t function particularly well on the spot.


[image: Images]    Introverts may not be forthcoming with ideas during a brainstorming session, but you can go ahead and ask them what they think.


[image: Images]    Introverts don’t like a lot of attention, if any. You aren’t likely to get a great result if you suddenly ask an introvert to give their opinion during a meeting with a bunch of people who turn toward them to listen.


[image: Images]    They pay attention to the particulars. Introverts think about the nitty-gritty details and various possibilities over and over and over again. If you give them the keys to the kingdom, any emergency plan, a Plan B, and a way to manage risk, the project will take care of itself.


[image: Images]    In general, introverts don’t need a lot of supervising. They can take care of themselves pretty well.


[image: Images]    Probing an introvert repeatedly about their progress on a project will cause them to have a neural CPU overload. If you want to know how they’re progressing, set up a schedule and goals and ask them to be active in updating you on their progress.


Little Secrets for Working with Extroverted Coworkers


[image: Images]    Extroverted coworkers give rapid responses and don’t think twice before speaking. If they need to be more cautious about something, it is best to remind them of that early on.


[image: Images]    Extroverts like building relationships and marketing themselves. As long as it gets them out there and making a name for themselves, in their minds, no decision is ever wrong.


[image: Images]    Extroverts like to talk and build connections, regardless of whether they’re meeting new people at a seminar or talking with some stranger while making cold calls. This is their area of expertise. This is where they feel most at home.


[image: Images]    Extroverts don’t like tasks that are overly repetitive or have too high a level of rigidity. Such tasks make them lose interest faster than you can blink.


[image: Images]    Extroverts like to set up their own viewpoints while conversing. In other words, they like thinking while they speak. Encourage them to talk and they’ll think out loud.


[image: Images]    Extroverts like standing in the limelight. They need the manager’s attention and support. If they have outside praise (say, from other departments), even better!









  

Chapter 24


MANAGING UP FOR INTROVERTS


CRAIG’S WORK TEAMMATES think of him as an indispensable person. His work is always well-thought-out, diligent, and task-oriented. He’s responsible for taking care of several important projects. Yet the more Craig works, the less he knows how to communicate with his boss. Sometimes, he thinks his boss is demanding way too much, to the point that the project becomes impossible. Sometimes Craig thinks his boss’s time constraints are too tightly scheduled, and Craig ends up having to submit a half-baked project. At other times, the budget isn’t large enough for the project. In the end, Craig has no choice but to settle for less, but each time, his compromised results always land him in the boss’s office to be chewed out. His coworkers all tell him that he’s got a lot of capabilities and perhaps it’s just that his boss doesn’t know how to utilize Craig’s strengths. Craig is someone who values harmony, but this situation makes him feel pained . . . Even though he likes his job, he feels that if he has to keep working like this, he’ll come to a breaking point and be forced to quit sooner or later.


Karl Moore, a professor of management studies with positions at both Oxford and McGill Universities, said this: “If you want to be a good leader, the most important thing is to put your focus on those below you. The second most important thing is to manage those above you.” Not everyone has someone below them who needs to be managed, but almost everyone has a manager.


Managing upward isn’t another way of saying flattery. The purpose of it isn’t to get some kind of benefits or perks, but to reach a place of effectiveness and efficiency at work. If their subordinates lack the ability to manage upward, the boss might not get a handle on the work conditions of their team members and therefore might be unable to see their work results. For an introvert who’s naturally disinclined to boast, or fight to be seen, managing up is difficult. Although being diligent and down-to-earth is important, sometimes it’s just as, if not more, important to make sure you have enough resources and support for tasks. In addition to managing expectations nicely, good upward management allows you to showcase your hard work and success to management.


UNDERSTANDING YOUR MANAGER’S PREFERENCES AND COMMUNICATION STYLE


As Sun Tzu said in the Art of War, if you know your enemy and know yourself, you can fight a hundred battles without defeat. If you plan to make your boss or manager an important target of communication, first learn which kind of communicator they are.


Understanding your boss’s communication type


American psychologist William Marston came up with a personality classification that he called DISC that had four distinct types: dominance, influence, steadiness, and conscientiousness. Although it’s impossible to avoid having some outliers if you’re only using these four classifications to include everyone, you can begin by using these generalizations to understand which type of personality your manager is. It helps to first understand their behaviors and communication style.


Dominance-oriented managers


Dominance-oriented managers are goal-oriented. They have a reason behind each action. They like challenges and innovation, and they like controlling the entire situation. They’re not pushovers and they don’t have any patience for nonsense. If you have this kind of boss, it’s best to immediately take care of the assignments they give you and frequently update them about your progress and results. This kind of manager tends to like a clear communication style where the main points are evident and delivered quickly and accurately. When you approach this type of manager, give them options, evaluations, and suggestions to select from. This is the decision-making style they like the most.


Influence-oriented managers


This type of manager is sociable, communicates through frequent speech, pays attention to people’s feelings and mood, and is able to excite and persuade others. This kind of manager likes to share things, so you need to acknowledge them frequently and give them some sense of who you are. This type of manager is also quite open to accepting new thinking and likes innovations. However, they aren’t as good at following and staying involved in a long-term idea or project. If you need to do something over the long-term with them, you’ll have to check in and remind them about the project on a regular basis.


Steadiness-oriented managers


These managers have a warm personality, respect groups and traditions, pay attention to plans, and patiently listen, but they are often haphazard in the way things get done. When communicating with this type of manager, use stock phrases such as “for the good of the company/department . . .”; doing so will help your proposals stand a better chance of being approved by this manager type. However, that said, this type of manager may not have much appetite for any overly progressive “pie-in-the-sky” ideas you might come up with. It’s also a tall order to get them to prevail over everyone else’s dissenting views.


Conscientiousness-oriented managers


Conscientious managers are always trying to get to the bottom of something, are careful in their pondering and mental musings, value data and analysis, and are sometimes perfectionists. This type of manager is not really the kind to hastily jump into spur-of-the-moment projects. Often, they think about the ramifications and details very carefully. With this in mind, don’t expect that you’ll be given the go-ahead five minutes after you tell them about a project proposal that they are completely unfamiliar with. These managers are also logic and detail oriented. When communicating with them, prepare all of your materials completely ahead of time. Of course, ensure that any numbers you present are accurate, and come up with a logical framework for discussing the project with them. If you do all of this, you should be golden.


If you’ve already hashed out and polished a proposal, how should you go about getting your manager’s nod of approval? Greater-China Innovation Management speaker Jacky Liu gives us the best example. For dominance-oriented managers he suggests giving them a one-page summary of the proposal. For influence-oriented managers, he suggests making it pretty. For steadiness-oriented managers he says to make it practical. And for conscientiousness-oriented managers? The thicker the project packet, the better.


How to show off your capabilities and take credit elegantly


Prior to every end-of-the-year evaluation, Rei loses sleep and gets stomach cramps. Even though she’s been in an office environment for twenty years and has a stellar work performance, she still heartily dislikes the season for annual planning, especially when it comes to performance evaluations, promotions, and raises.


Rei has a low opinion of her job performance. Unfortunately, she has an extroverted manager who likes those who can actively demonstrate how they feel their job performance is going. When speaking of performance evaluations, he often says one particular phrase: “Come on over, talk to me.” Each time Rei hears this sentence, she shrivels up inside, and she just can’t seem to utter a single word, no matter how many times she has practiced what she wants to say. She compares herself to her other coworkers; even Crystal, who is so much younger and just joined the company, can wrap up her past accomplishments easily. Only Rei is skittish about it. Rei often thinks she can’t talk about conditions for her salary, a promotion, or anything. She has obviously had success in sales in the last year, but she’s too timid to speak up to ask for a promotion or a raise.


Many introverts don’t know how to show off their capabilities and don’t feel comfortable self-promoting; that’s why they think they can’t manage up. Let’s visualize managing upward as if it were a cake; these self-marketing skills would be the frosting or fondant on the surface of the cake. At the end of the day, a good manager who’s worth their salt should be able to see the entire cake for what it is, not just judge it based on the outer surface. In addition to the decorations on the outside, it’s very important that the cake itself actually tastes good. Introverts think that even if their decorating skills aren’t as good as someone from Cake Boss or perhaps Tammy/Becky/Sharon from a couple of cubicles over, they can still whip up something that suits their manager’s/boss’s tastes and make a splendid cake. Self-promoting is not something introverts excel at, which makes our work performance similar to a cake without fancy decoration. However, by accurately understanding the customers’ preferences and priorities as well as perfect execution, we can still let the cake speak for itself rather than needing it to be pretty.


For those of you who belong to the introvert crowd, it doesn’t seem to matter what kind of management style your boss emulates. As long as you learn how to communicate, there’s a way to manage up.


FINDING THE RIGHT APPROACH, BEING WELL PREPARED


Adapt your way of communicating to your boss’s, and then you will be on the same page.


Remember: the person who needs the adjusting and tweaking is you; don’t go around trying to change your boss. Introverts need to learn to speak in person with their extroverted managers, because even if they’ve prepared a pretty written project proposal, that extroverted manager still appreciates hearing them say it out loud. If you’re working with an introverted manager, on the other hand, remember to give them your materials before you speak to them in person; list the topics you want to discuss so they have some time to take a look at and consider everything before the meeting. Introverts are pros at this type of preparation. Preparation is something that’s appreciated by every kind of manager.


Dealing with dominance-oriented managers


When preparing to meet with this type of manager, first make a summary, and pick your points carefully, then add on your own evaluations and suggestions. For example, “There are three important points from the other party’s proposal: [give a short description of these and how they differ from yours]. I don’t agree with them because of [x, y, z reasons]. I think we have two choices: we can find a third-party to work with, or we simply don’t go through with a deal. Based on [X] reasoning, and after making my estimates, I think we should move toward [accepting or not accepting the offer].”


Working with influence-oriented managers


Prepare to say “Sir, yes, sir!” Also, you might need to give your evidence to back up your recommendation at the same time, saying something like this: “This is the entirely newly formulated idea. The first one ever in the industry! We can increase the estimated visitor rate by 20 percent, and the goal is to get the satisfaction rate up to 90 percent.” When you’re done talking about the plan, you can tack on your own ideas and thoughts, such as adding in a question like “So, can we add on 15 percent to the budget?”


Working with steadiness-oriented managers


Be prepared to refer to a lot of past project examples and experiences. For example, “The event’s current progress is like this. We hosted a similar event for the past three years. For those events, the budgets given to us by the general manager were 10 percent more than today’s budget. The general manager was also very satisfied with the results we achieved. Do we follow in those footsteps and add 10 percent to this budget?”


Dealing with conscientiousness-oriented managers


The more sound, thorough, and detailed the information the better, for this type of manager. For example, “This event is based on these pieces of information (you pull out a well-organized chart or infographic). According to reports A, B, and C, as well as past experiences (you start presenting your previously prepared reports) and customer responses (pull out your other well-designed infographics), if we increase this kind of budget and that kind of process once more, I predict a successful result that will increase our [X] by 20 percent!”


UNDERSTANDING YOUR MANAGER’S GOALS AND MOTIVES


Managers have their own pressures and goals they need to meet. These are often closely related to the goals and pressures of upper management, department goals, and overall company objectives. Corporate consultant Jennifer Kahnweiler puts it this way: “Your objective is to help your manager reach their goals, and their job is to help their own manager or boss reach theirs.” Because of this, it doesn’t matter if it’s negotiating salaries, setting goals, or conducting performance evaluations, remember to see the bigger picture. In addition to your own goals (for example, performance evaluations and key performance indicators [KPIs], you also need to understand your boss’s, the department’s, and the company’s goals and priority hierarchy. Then you will be more able to see how your own abilities will help reach the broader objectives of everyone involved.


Often, managers won’t be opposed to anything as long as that thing helps the department or the company. What they care (far) more about is the order of priorities and the rate of effectiveness at which things get done. For example, say the General Affairs staff knows that the company’s IT department needs help, but the General Affairs manager probably doesn’t want their subordinates to put aside their own work to help the IT department with their lame techniques, thus spending countless hours helping IT solve their own technical issues.


Kahnweiler suggests that as long as we actively try to understand the first three to five overarching goals of those in positions higher than ours, we’ll be able to understand how to organize resources and time. That way, we can effectively help our managers and establish a feeling of trust that we’re all in this together. If you can actively pay attention to industry trends and competitor info as well as think about ways to break through limitations or find ways to excel beyond the competition, you can also become a prized worker. If you don’t know how to discuss broad plans with your boss or manager, perhaps you can reference and ask yourself the ten questions listed in the following section. When you understand the larger goals of your department or company, you can go a step further and take a look at the resources at your disposal. You can even help your department think of the next steps while working on your individual development.


ASKING GOOD QUESTIONS AND TRACKING CONTRIBUTIONS


Based on Kahnweiler’s suggestions, here are some questions you might want to ask your boss.


[image: Images]    What is our department’s greatest contribution to the organization that it can’t go without?


[image: Images]    Certain departments will sometimes work with our department, but sometimes they’ll take a portion of our resources. Generally speaking, what does our typical collaboration with them look like?


[image: Images]    What is your definition of and expectations for my job position? What can I do to add more value to this position?


[image: Images]    What are the goals of department colleagues in a similar job position to mine?


[image: Images]    I see that this job position currently has challenges A, B, and C. How would you recommend I deal with them?


You can also ask yourself these questions.


[image: Images]    If I take my job position, abilities, and experience into account, how should I assist my manager?


[image: Images]    In the next quarter or next year, what things can I do to help my manager or the department?


[image: Images]    What special projects can help me highlight my skills and expertise and allow my manager to immediately see my capabilities or influence?


[image: Images]    What special projects are there for which I don’t have any skills or abilities but that I still hope to participate in?


[image: Images]    What subset of my manager’s knowledge, experience, and skills do I want to learn from them? Which projects can I help my boss with so I can relieve some of their burden?


Lastly, remember to record your contributions. Kahnweiler points out that introverts often suffer from “undersell syndrome.”


When you undersell yourself, others are less likely to know what you’ve accomplished. To break through this syndrome, you need to religiously jot down your accomplishments whether it is finding a new vendor, helping the department save an overhead of 2 percent, or attending certain negotiations and contributing to the department’s project cooperation. Even if you think your smallest accomplishment has no significance, write it down. You don’t want to wait until the moment before your evaluation meeting to try to jumpstart your memory. What managers and bosses care about is results and performance. The best way to give them these is to regularly remind your boss of your contributions and then ask for more suggestions and support for further developing your expertise skill set.









  

Chapter 25


ARE INTROVERTS SUITED TO LEAD TEAMS?


EACH TIME I WATCH Iron Man I can’t help but praise Robert Downey Jr. for performing as Tony Stark, a super-genius full of self-confidence and a massive amount of arrogance that never seems totally off-putting to others. He is probably one of the most charming superheroes out there. But Tesla’s Elon Musk, is not this kind of person. “Basically, I’m a reserved, introverted engineer. I’ve spent a lot of effort and energy training trying to avoid stuttering when I get up on stage to make a speech. . . . As a CEO, I have to do this.”


In addition to Musk, investment-guru Warren Buffett, Facebook-founder Mark Zuckerberg, Apple’s Steve Wozniak, Google’s Larry Page, and Microsoft’s Bill Gates are all famous introverted entrepreneurs. They’re the movers and shakers of the world. Introverted leaders may not have the same leadership style as flashy and eye-catching extroverts, but their temperaments are well worth putting on display.


THE SPECIAL LEADERSHIP TRAITS OF INTROVERTS


So how important is it for a good leader to be charismatic? Peter Drucker, described as the founder of modern management, expressed that over the past fifteen years, he’s worked with all sorts of CEOs—those who are deeply private and seldom come out of their shells, those who are extremely communicative, almost to excess, those whose decisions are about as transient as a flash of lightning before they bolt away from the meeting room, and those who are prudent and take their time. Yet Drucker thinks “charisma does not by itself guarantee effectiveness as a leader.”


Jim Collins, consultant and lecturer on business management and company sustainability and growth and author of Good to Great, surveyed multiple enterprises and businesses that seemed fresh with the prospect of success. He discovered that not a single CEO was believed to be a dazzling leader full of charm and charisma. Their successes actually came from being highly modest and having a strong professional demeanor and countenance. Collins categorizes these people as Level 5 Leaders. They’re extremely ambitious, but the kind of entrepreneurship embodied by these people is for the organization’s benefit and for reaching collective goals. It’s not ambition for their own personal benefit or fame. He continues by saying that introverted people are often more comfortable with solitude; they spend more time floating around in their inner universe. Because of this deep pondering, they can reflect more and pay more attention to deep thinking, observation, planning, imagination, creating, and providing solutions, and they can dive deep into research and complete implementation of their decisions. Collins also summarizes their traits as including being humble, calm, and quiet, and having self-inhibition, self-control, reservedness, and even shyness.


When Jennifer Kahnweiler, a corporate consultant who has been engaged in long-term studies, teaching, and training on the subject, published The Introverted Leader back in 2009, there still wasn’t a lot of research or studies done on introverted leaders. She wrote in the book that “There’s nothing showing that extroverts are more effective leaders than introverts.” This is what she told me when the second edition was published in 2018: “Even though it’s the same book in general, I rewrote an extremely large part. You simply wouldn’t imagine that within ten years’ time, the workplace consensus toward introverts has nearly done a one-eighty. Now you know how introverts have always been really neglected.” One of my favorite sayings, “Still waters run deep,” puts a final touch on a culmination of ten years of Kahnweiler’s wisdom. Compared with those whose leadership charms are easily seen, introverted leaders are always quietly showing their endlessly deep influences without fanfare.


INTROVERTS WHO CAN FLASH-CHANGE INTO EXTROVERTS


Socializing is a never-ending process for learning and adapting to social values and rules. Most introverts have undergone different environment training throughout their lives, like at home (moms and dads who push and prod them to go out and play/interact with other kids), at school (teachers who have class rules where they have to speak up and participate in order to get a good grade), in the workplace (bosses who believe that actively speaking is the best way to show positivity), and in other training scenarios. Many introverts can switch between introversion and extroversion to some extent, and some introverts can force themselves to put on an extroverted facade.


Socializing not only shapes introverts to become workplace talents, but it can also lead introverts to become excellent team leaders. Wharton School’s Adam Grant has pointed out from his research that, in an environment where everyone is actively contributing ideas, extroverted leaders put more emphasis on personal self-expression. For the listening-attuned introverted leaders, however, it’s easier for them to adopt suggestions and recommendations and to come up with a decision that’s most beneficial for the entire team. When a team member puts out an innovative management idea, an extrovert might think, “You’re saying you can make the team better, is that right? But I’m the star of the team!” But introverts, on the other hand, might think this: “Oh, that’s pretty good, but I like the aggressiveness of the other approach too. Maybe it would be better to try to combine these two ideas!” As long as you can come out of your shell and concurrently pay attention to your teammates and their needs, you can give them even more space for growth and development.


I have a friend who I’ve known for over ten years. She’s an introvert, but she’s been trained to be extremely good at chatting, and she has her amazing ways of working with all sorts of people. Because they’re not typically mainstream, introverts often need to spend effort to tweak themselves and adapt to extroverted work or communication styles and techniques. As a result, even if introverts are responsible for outward-facing positions such as sales, publicity, and/or marketing positions, they can also use the skills they’ve trained for with blood, sweat, and tears to successfully suit their own work needs with advantages from both worlds.









  

Chapter 26


BEING A GOOD INTROVERTED MANAGER


“I’M NERVOUS WHEN TALKING to others; how could I possibly ever become a manager? How could I ever lead anyone?”


“Being a manager is so scary! Couldn’t I just not take the promotion, instead?”


Each time someone comes up to me all distressed and asks me questions like these, I just want to give them a hug and tell them, “There is a way, my friend. Have you seen how awesome Bill Gates is?”


Cambridge University professor Brian R. Little, an internationally acclaimed scholar and speaker in the field of personality and motivational psychology, explored behavior that influences individuals and their workplace in his work Me, Myself, and Us: The Science of Personality and the Art of Well-Being. He points out that in general, people often think that leaders have to be extroverts, that they have to exude leadership characteristics like the main character in the Wolf of Wall Street, driving their coworkers and companions onward and upward, and even captivating their contenders with charm.


The reality, though, is that leadership styles shouldn’t be pared down to just one type. Calm and inwardly focused introverts can also achieve top leadership roles—Bill Gates and Warren Buffett are classic examples of this. The important thing is in how you as a leader recognize the situation and use your strengths to your maximum ability. Bill Gates once said, “Smart introverts will find their own strengths, like being willing to use a slot of time for deep thinking, going through an overview of literature, and exceeding their own expectations to solve a problem.”


Regardless of whether you are an introvert or not, becoming a manager is a fraught process in many people’s opinion. When you are promoted to a managerial or supervisorial position, it means that the company is willing to allow you to take on more responsibility. You may be flattered with the acknowledgment but continue to doubt yourself. “Am I really capable of succeeding in this role?” you might ask. Or perhaps you are thinking, “As a manager, I will need to spend so much time communicating with and hand-holding with my team members; I could have completed this long ago all on my own; this will hurt my efficiency.”


Contrary to stereotypes, introverted leaders actually have several aces up their sleeves as leaders. Here are some examples:


Be able to keep an eye on the goals.


Extroverted leaders often suffer from shiny object syndrome (SOS). Here’s what I mean by this—an extroverted leader is more likely to be distracted; even if they are enthusiastic about the task when they start out, their interest may wane suddenly because they find other goals that seem brighter and shinier. By comparison, introverted leaders are more focused and attached to completing a series of goals. Even if they’re opening up new tasks, they’re also upholding an ethos of “it is best to do the task well the first time.”


Excel at fighting as a team.


Because introverted managers don’t like being put in the spotlight, they gravitate toward focusing on utilizing others’ talents. When compared to extroverted managers who emit their blinding radiance in every direction, introverts give their subordinates opportunities to shine. Take a look at gaming software developer Valve Corporation, the creator company of Steam. When they introduce their team is on their website, there are no domineering photos of a company president here. Instead, you see just a line of text that says, “Boss-free since 1996.” Isn’t that awesome?!


Be low-profile; it is an advantage.


In an age in which things are judged by the number of likes they get or followers they have, it seems like there’s nothing wrong with having a high profile, but someone working diligently in a low-key fashion will gain more advantages. Some extroverted enterprises use every kind of media and every channel at their disposal to ensure that they’re always seen. Each and every move of theirs needs to be the center of attention. In contrast, hundred-year-old brick manufacturer Acme Brick, floor-making industry leader Shaw Industries, and other similar companies who outperform their peers don’t spend too much time on engaging with the media; they just focus on their work. Nobody knows what their next step will be. They’re like ninjas—you thought they were in front of you, but suddenly they appear behind you. They don’t announce their business development plans and areas out loud; as Sun Tzu said in the Art of War, they fight the enemies where they’re not, meaning they attack the enemies where they are least expecting it. This kind of company is truly competitive.


Employ active listening and strategic thinking.


Introverts are intrinsically blessed with these two abilities. Introverted managers can augment these two components to bring themselves even more advantages. Leadership coach Lou Solomon believes that after listening intently to the team, managers should use the information gained from them to make a foundation and then take it a step further by asking them questions like “Why are we doing X this way?” or “How can I assist you?” A good manager should be farsighted and able to see the bigger picture. They should have a holistic plan for the team’s operations, how it can reach its goals, and what direction it should be taking. Such strategic planning is something that results from an introvert’s expertise in deep thinking and consideration.


Make good use of small group or one-on-one discussions.


Introverts excel at speaking to small groups of people, so it is not surprising that introverted managers can use this trait to arrange meetings. Whether they are managing by walking around and making themselves visible or available or managing using small meetings, introverted bosses can display their strengths in situations where the number of people is limited.


However, one of the responsibilities of managers is increasing the opportunities for group member interactions; therefore, make sure you also provide a channel for team members to communicate with each other. By being available and offering help during meetings, a manager can prod compassionate introverts to be a bit more involved in the meetings or can lower introverts’ sense of looming anxiety when they step out of their comfort zone. In addition, when introverted managers are assigning different tasks, they should not timidly refrain from doling out work because they don’t like the task themselves and don’t want others to suffer. On the contrary, they need to let their subordinates try a few more things. Even if the team members bungle it the first few times, they can still learn from that experience and work on it until it becomes something they’re good at or that they like.


Transform conflict, do not avoid it.


It’s hard to avoid coming face to face with conflict at work. If you are an introvert, it’s likely you’ll want to run away to avoid the conflict. But if you’re a manager, you can’t do this; you need to maintain an open mind, respect the other side (remember: respecting doesn’t necessarily mean agreeing with), and find a point of commonality that both parties can accept. It wouldn’t hurt to ask questions such as the following: “Why do you think [XYZ]? What are you worried about or afraid of? What is the worst-case scenario for you?” By asking these questions and allowing the parties to express their thoughts and fears, you can alleviate their worries and concerns.


COMING UP WITH A UNIQUE INTROVERTED LEADERSHIP CHARM


Introverts don’t need to put up an extroverted front or study how extroverts develop leadership charm. Introverts already have their own methods for connecting with their team members. Lisa Petrilli, chief operating and marketing officer for the To Be A Woman Global Empowerment Platform, believes that the majority of introverts are really fascinating, that they can inspire their team, and that they possess leadership charm and charisma; in addition, she thinks that this is because they are experts at critical thinking and are goal-oriented and that they bring these qualities into their leadership style. What you need to work on is making sure you are generous with your time and are transparent with the knowledge you have so you can share it with your teams. As a manager, you don’t ever need to feel embarrassed or apologize for your introversion; just learn to work with it. After all, everyone likes a genuine person.


If you were to say that introverts and extroverts are like two ends of a spectrum, very few people would be located at the ends. Many more would be in the middle. Where you fall on this spectrum is just a matter of whether you tend to lean toward introversion or extroversion. I love the ending/sign-off from a podcast episode created by Wharton School’s Adam Grant and authors Susan Cain and Brian Little: “Your personality matters, but your ability to adapt matters more. Who you become is not about the traits you have, it’s about what you decide to do with them.”


An intriguing aspect of human society is not only that there’s more than one way to survive and thrive, it’s that you can do this all in the workplace. As long as you can shine brightly and show off your strengths, your talents, your advantages, and an irreplaceable value, even if you’re quiet as a little lamb, you can still lead a pride of lions, which sounds a heck of a lot more amazing than a lion leading a flock of sheep.









  

IN CLOSING


SUSAN CAIN DESCRIBED INTROVERTS using the analogy of orchids—they may need a bit of protection and coaxing while they’re still growing, but once they’ve matured, they can blossom all the same (and they can even sell for oodles of money to boot!).


I’d like to share something that the Wharton School of Business’s Adam Grant wants to remind us of: “Understand yourself, but don’t be tied down because of it. When you learn more about who you are, you’re more capable of consciously surpassing your limits. You don’t need to limit your potential based on labels like ‘introvert’ or ‘extrovert.’”


If you’re intrigued and want to learn more about me, I’d like to welcome you to visit www.injill.com, or join the LinkedIn community “Introvert Café,” where we can come together and share big issues and trivial nonsense from our workplaces and lives. I also look forward to seeing the future workplace transform into a beautiful orchid garden where introverts aren’t kept from blossoming to their full potential.
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