
 

In   preschool,   we   are   taught   about   opposites.   Black   and   white,   up   and   down,   hot   and   cold. 

But   it   takes   a   long   time   to   learn   shades   of   grey,   middle,   and   tepid.   Extremes   can   be   exciting, 

loud,   and   boisterous;   think   Ellen   DeGeneres   crossed   with   Lady   Gaga   and   Miley   Cyrus.   But   it   is 

the   middle   ground,   the   “golden   mean”   that   helps   us   strike   a   needed   balance   in   our   lives   and 

keeps   from   the   restrictions   of   thinking   and   living   only   inside   the   proverbial   box.   One   of   the 

labels   that   we   often   place   on   ourselves   is   that   we   are   either   ran   introvert   or   an   extrovert.   The 

truth   is   that   we   are   neither.   We   are   all   ambiverts   (the   mix   between   introvert   and   extrovert). 

 Today   we’re   going   to   explore   the   personality   spectrum.  None   of   us   are   wholly 

introverted   or   extroverted,   but   most   people   tend   to   fall   on   a   particular   side   of   the   spectrum. 

Because   of   this   wide   range   of   personality   possibilities,   we   need   to   understand   both   sides   of   the 

spectrum   in   order   to   appreciate   the   differences   between   ourselves   and   other   people.   To   do   this, 

we’re   going   to   look   at   the   dichotomy   dilemma,   the   negative   effects   of   personality   stereotyping, 

and   the   steps   we   must   take   in   order   to   “imagine   others   complexly,”   in   the   words   of   “The   Fault   in 

Our   Stars”   novelist   and   wise   sage,   John   Green.  

            First,   let’s   look   at   exactly   what   introversion   and   extroversion   are.   The   Oxford   English 

Dictionary   defines   extroversion   as,   “the   fact   or   tendency   of   having   one’s   interests   directed 

exclusively   or   predominately   towards   things   outside   the   self.”   In   contrast,   introversion   is   defined 

as,   “the   direction   or   tendency   to   direct   one’s   thoughts   and   feelings   towards   one’s   self.”   A   2012 

Forbes   article   notes   that   51%   of   Americans   are   introverted.   The   psychologist   Carl   Jung   who   first 

coined   these   personality   descriptors   explains   that,   “There   is   no   such   thing   as   a   pure   extrovert   or   a 

pure   introvert.   Such   a   man   would   be   in   the   lunatic   asylum.”   Because   of   this,   we   need   to 

recognize   our   own   personality   type   in   order   to   understand   how   we   best   interact   with   the   world 
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and   the   people   around   us,   but   we   should   not   put   a   restricting   box   around   ourselves   simply   for   the 

sake   of   easy   classification   by   societal   standards. 

            This   leads   us   to   an   important   question;   how   would   you   define   yourself?   You   might   say 

that   you   enjoy   exploring   your   thoughts   in   the   comfort   of   your   own   mind.   You   might   say   that 

you’re   ambitious   and   enjoy   social   situations.   You   might   be   into   chanting   Gregorian   hymns   and 

then   screaming   into   your   pillow   –   I   make   no   judgements.   Your   personality   can   also   vary-   maybe 

you   love   spending   crazy   Friday   nights   out   late   with   your   friends,   but   you   also   like   to   spend 

Sunday   morning   hiding   in   your   room   with   your   favorite   book   and   a   warm   cup   of   tea.   In   order   to 

be   self-aware,   you   must   recognize   whether   you   are   typically   drained   or   energized   by   social 

situations.   This   self-understanding   will   allow   you   to   choose   environments   and   relationships   that 

are   most   fulfilling   to   you. 

            No   matter   how   you   see   yourself,   it   seems   society   is   always   eager   to   define   you.   For 

example,   the   2013   Buzzfeed   listicle,   “25   Frustrating   Things   About   Being   an   Extrovert,”   depicts 

extroverts   as   constant   attention-seekers   that   are   always   the   life   of   the   party.   In   contrast,   Sophia 

Dembling   claims   in   a   2013   Psychology   Today   article,   that   introverts   “dismiss   the   world,”   and 

“never   show   enthusiasm,”   kind   of   like   an   Extemper.   Pressures   to   belong   often   make   us   feel   we 

have   no   choice   but   to   behave   according   to   society’s   standards.   The   classic   1985   film,   “The 

Breakfast   Club,”   even   features   the   shy   nerd,   the   basket-case,   the   rebel   who   doesn’t   quite   fit   in, 

the   ambitious   jock   and   the   popular   pretty   girl.   Sounds   like   sweeping   generalizations   to   me. 

While   this   might   work   for   Molly   Ringwald   and   Judd   Nelson   –   Not   so   much   in   real   life.   When   we 

must   fit   into   one   distinct   box   or   another,   it   unfairly   restricts   the   potential   of   who   we   can   be. 

             

To   understand   our   present   ideas   about   personality,   we   need   to   understand   our   past.   In 

lawyer   and    negotiation   consultant    Susan   Cain’s   book,   “Quiet:   The   Power   of   Introverts   in   a   World 

that   Can’t   Stop   Talking,”   we   learn   that   Western   culture   has   tended   to   gravitate   more   towards   the 

introverted   lifestyle.   In1908,   the   United   States   honored   and   encouraged   private   behavior.   Yet 

today   it   seems   that   most   of   Western   society   now   favors   extroverts   over   introverts.   But   why? 
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According   to   Cain’s   previously   mentioned   book   this   changed   around   the   turn   of   the   20 th  century. 

People   became   fascinated   by   those   who   were   daring   and   enthusiastic.   The   culture   of   capitalism 

and   the   sudden   interest   in   entertaining   others   swept   not   only   the   American   workplace,   but   social 

circles   as   well.   The   value   of   introverts   has   diminished   over   the   past   200   years   because   society 

has   decided   that   being   reserved   and   contemplative   is   not   ideal   in   our   competitive,   fast-paced 

world. 

            Now   that   we   have   an   idea   of   these   two   opposing   concepts   our   society   rests   on,   we   can 

evaluate   the   harmful   effects   of   viewing   others   based   on   these   binaries. 

            To   start,   let’s   look   at   the   misconceptions   that   this   “introvert/extrovert”   dichotomy   has 

created.   The   ways   that   we   present   personality   in   the   media   and   in   our   opinions   of   others   create 

stereotypes,   labeling   extroverts   as   obnoxious   and   introverts   as   antisocial.   When   we   label   people 

this   way,   we   place   them   in   boxes   that   limit   and   discourage   people   from   the   expression   of   their 

own   unique   personalities.   A   study   conducted   by   Michael   Inzlicht,    professor   of   psychology   at   the 

University   of   Toronto,    showed   that   when   participants   were   faced   with   negative   stereotypes   they 

became   more   aggressive,   they   had   trouble   with   making   rational   decisions.   Time   and   time   again, 

we   label   ourselves   as   introverted   or   extroverted   because   it’s   who   we   believe   we   should   be.   If   you 

tell   yourself   that,   as   an   extrovert,   you’re   too   clingy   toward   your   introvert   friends,   or   that   as   an 

introvert,   you   don’t   prioritize   your   friends   enough,   then   you’ll   inaccurately   place   yourself   in   one 

of   the   aforementioned   boxes.   We   need   to   recognize   that   we   each   occupy   our   own   unique   point   on 

a   spectrum.   Your   best   friend   may   avoid   the   craziness   of   loud   games   like   you   do,   but   she   may   also 

hide   from   group   discussions   that   you   find   engaging.   You   are   both   introverts,   but   you   are   unique 

and   fall   on   different   parts   of   the   personality   spectrum.  

            Our   culture   of   the   “Extrovert   Ideal”   combines   with   these   misconceptions   to   create   a 

general   favoritism   towards   extroverts   and   an   ignorance   of   the   advantageous   qualities   of 

introverts.      Susan   Cain’s   book   explains   that   solidarity   can   lead   to   creativity,   but   collaboration   can 

often   destroy   the   inspiration   for   creativity.   Marketing   manager   Krista   Wolfe’s   2014   article, 

“Introverts   in   the   Workplace,”   corroborates   this   notation,   explaining   that   introverts   use 
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self-management   to   benefit   the   company,   which   is   often   perceived   as   hesitation.   The   qualities   of 

introverts   are   often   overlooked   because   we’ve   convinced   ourselves   that   being   social   and 

opinionated   is   the   key   to   having   a   happy,   successful   life. 

            Now   that   we   have   evaluated   our   problem   and   its   causes,   we   can   figure   out   how   to   solve   it 

on   an   institutional   and   personal   level. 

            On   an   institutional   level,   schools   are   one   of   the   first   places   that   people   are   judged   based 

on   their   personalities.   Children   in   schools   across   the   United   States   are   expected   to   participate   in 

group   work.   You   remember   group   projects,   were   you   the   one   who   did   the   all   the   work   or   did   you 

get   someone   else   to   do   it   all   for   you?  

This   carries   over   into   the   workplace.   Business   journalist,   Chris   Joseph   gives   an   example 

of   the   negative   effects   of   group   work   in   his   article,   “The   Disadvantages   of   Teamwork   in   the 

Workplace,”   where   he   explains   that   when   people   are   expected   to   work   together   to   complete   a 

task,   someone   will   sit   back   and   let   others   finish   the   work;   this   lack   of   effort   causes   low   morale 

and   conflict   in   the   workplace.   Group   work   is   meant   to   let   the   team   communicate   with   each   other, 

but   it   actually   slows   the   team   down   by   forcing   them   to   find   an   efficient   way   to   produce   their 

result.   We   need   to   allow   individuals   to   be   independent   in   their   work,   but   they   also   need   to   be 

able   to   give   their   input   and   listen   to   others   when   group   work   is   assigned.  

            Additionally,   introverts   and   extroverts   must   give   credit   where   credit   is   due.   In   some 

cases,   an   introvert   will   say   something   in   a   soft-spoken   manner,   yet   when   an   extrovert   says   it 

louder,   they   receive   all   the   credit.   Author,   Beth   Taylor   summarizes   the   advantages   and 

disadvantages   of   group   work   in   her   2014   Pay   scale   article.   She   states   a   good   work   strategy 

would   be   to   pair   2   people   together,   rather   than   5.   Introverts   will   feel   more   comfortable   because 

they   aren’t   as   overwhelmed,   and   extroverts   will   still   be   able   to   express   their   ideas   by   bouncing 

them   off   of   at   least   one   other   person. 

            In   the   workplace,   introverts   and   extroverts   are   expected   to   handle   their   own   work   while 

still   communicating   with   others.   To   communicate   properly,   introverts   and   extroverts   must   begin 
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to   understand   how   the   other   thinks.   Education   advocate,   Carol   Bainbridge   explains   in   her   June 

2016   article,   “What   is   Extrovert   Behavior?”   that   extroverts   do   their   best   decision   making   when 

they’re   conversing   in   a   group   of   people.   Introverts,   however,   do   their   best   soul-searching   when 

they’re   alone   with   their   thoughts.   I’m   not   saying   we   should   lock   an   introvert   and   an   extrovert   in 

a   room   and   force   them   to   sing   Kumbaya   together,   but   introverts   and   extroverts   are   slowly 

starting   to   realize   that   if   we   don’t   have   moments   of   silence   as   well   as   moments   of   adventure, 

then   we   lose   the   beauty   of   communication   with   both   ourselves   and   others.  

Even   more   important   than   how   we   treat   others   on   an   institutional   level   is   how   we   treat 

others   on   a   personal   level.   If   we   continue   to   let   these   stereotypes   define   who   we   are   as 

individuals,   we   begin   to   develop   a   bias.   Introverts   may   start   to   think   that   extroverts   are   nothing 

but   loud   and   unintelligent,   and   extroverts   may   start   to   see   introverts   as   boring.   We   must   look   at 

all   the   ways   society   views   introverts   and   extroverts   and   decide   if   that’s   the   way   we   want 

ourselves   to   be   seen. 

So   today,   we’ve   established   that   we   are   not   exclusively   introverts   or   extroverts.   First,   we 

evaluated   why   introverts   and   extroverts   are   part   of   a   spectrum.   Then,   we   examined   the   effects 

that   societal   misconceptions   have   on   our   lives.   I   imagine   a   lot   of   you   in   this   room   might   not   have 

known   much   about   introverts   or   extroverts,   which   might   mean   that   you   didn’t   know   some   things 

about   yourself   either.   So,   remember,   next   time   you’re   feeling   the   pressure   of   being   labeled   as 

solely   black   or   white,   tell   yourself   that   grey   is   ok   and   that   we   have   so   much   more   to   us   than   just 

50   shades.  
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