A SHEEP
IN A WOLF’S CLOTHING
A CONVERSATION
WITH SUSAN CAIN

Interview by Mike Wallberg, CFA MJ

Ms. Cain’s seven years of research and writing yielded one
of the most important social studies of the 21st century
and has had a profound impact on the way society views
temperament. Her acclaimed book, Quiet, remains a bestseller
on the New York Times, and countless other, lists fully seven
years after its publishing and her TED Talk is one of the series’
most watched, with 21.5 million views and counting. Her
training as a sheep in wolf’s clothing helped her reinvent
herself (again) as an acclaimed researcher, author, speaker,
and now “Quiet Revolutionary.”
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Growing up as a thoughtful, reflective person in a society that
exalts the “Culture of Personality,” Susan Cain always felt a
sense of friction she couldn’t quite identify. In spite of that
friction, she succeeded in the extrovert’s world, graduating
from Princeton, Harvard Law, and then heading to work as a
Wall Street attorney… but in 2005, she decided it just wasn’t
worth it. That friction – her introversion – was still there,
and she needed to understand it so she embarked on an
ambitious project researching and writing about this “thing”
that defines one-third to one-half of us. She discovered
along the way that introversion has physiological markers
that date back to infancy, and that introverts offer important
contributions to leadership, creativity, and innovation – when
their needs are understood and respected.

Susan Cain: Thank you so much.
For those that don’t know what
it is, can you maybe just tell
us briefly: What is the Quiet
Revolution?
The Quiet Revolution is basically a
movement of people all over the world
who are committed to harnessing
the talents of introverts in schools, in
workplaces, and in society in general.
All right, and this was kicked
off, as I understand it, from
your writing of Quiet. Can you
please tell me what your central
motivation was in writing that
book to begin with?
It was basically… this was something
I’ve been thinking about since I was a
little kid, and the motivation was that
I looked around and saw that we lived
in a global culture that contained this
massive contradiction where on one
hand, I saw introverts contributing to
society in ways that were because of

– and not in spite of – their quiet and
careful temperament. On the other
hand, we have this global culture that
tells everybody that they’re supposed to
be bold, non-deliberate extroverts, and
the truth is we really need both kinds.
We need both kinds understanding
each other. We need each type of
person being able to sometimes adopt
the skills of the other type, but what
we’re living with right now is a lopsided
culture that would benefit from a more
balanced approach, so that’s why I
wrote it.
I would also say, I looked around and I
saw so many introverts living with a lot
of unnecessary psychic pain of feeling
“not okay” with being the way they
were, not comfortable with their own
preference of how they wish to spend
their time, and that seemed like a huge
waste of energy, talent and happiness.
The book was published in 2012.
Can you tell me what impacts
you think the book may have
had on people’s attitudes toward
introversion? If you look across
the spectrum, whether it be in
the workplace, relationships,
families, are there any stories that
stay with you about how this book
has changed people’s lives?
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Michael Wallberg, CFA: First off,
I just wanted to tell you I loved
your book. It was amazing, wellresearched and written, and
inspiring for me as a writer, so
thank you for that gift.

Yeah, there are a lot of them. I mean,
for one thing, I’ve been amazed by how
receptive business culture has been
to this concept, so I’ve been brought
in to speak and to consult with all
different kinds of companies all over
the world. People who have been at
the top echelons of these companies,
they really get it that a third to a half
of their workforce are introverts and
they’re probably not doing as much
as they could. Now when people talk
about diversity and inclusion efforts,
increasingly, introversion is high on that
list.

book that exemplified the cult of
personality, and where success was
reserved only for the extroverted,
that is particularly remarkable.

Given Harvard was one of the
settings you explored in your

at self-promotion?... and it’s not that
these things aren’t important but, those

are the qualities that are emphasized,
and the qualities that introverts might
be bringing are less noted, and I
think companies are really starting to
understand that and they’re asking
That’s true, so for that shift to have taken for help.
place in that particular sub-culture is, I
One of the biggest questions that I get…
think, all the more revealing.
I don’t think I’ve ever, ever worked
I’m curious about your corporate
with a company that didn’t express the
engagements. Could you walk me
following concern, which is, “We know
through briefly what that looks like that our people have good ideas, but
- what do folks want you to come in when we get into a meeting, we’re only
and talk about? How do you engage hearing from a few of them. How do we
with them? What kinds of things
get that information out there? How
are you talking to them about?
do we create an environment where
introverts are more likely to share what
I saw this at Harvard Business school,
There are all different types of
a professor there told me that when
companies. In particular I hear a lot from they know and make everybody more
she used to teach in her classes about
pharma companies, finance companies, engaged?” So companies bring me in to
give talks to their workforces or their
personality type, she would have the
and also companies that have large
leadership teams.
students take assessments to understand staff who are creative, because so many
their own type. She said it used to be
creative people tend to be introverts. I
One of the things you talk about
that she apparently had classes that were think what’s happening is in all these
in your book is the use of online
composed of 100 percent extroverts;
companies, they are realizing that their
idea generation. So without giving
nobody wanted to admit being an
valuable staff is usually introverted
away all the secret sauce, can you
introvert. She said in recent years that’s and that they’re asked to function with
tell me what kinds of things you
completely changed, and now half the
very extroverted norms, so that when
advise companies on, to aid in idea
class are avowed introverts, and that’s
it comes time for performance reviews,
generation?
because it’s become culturally more,
for example, people are evaluated based
somewhere between acceptable and
One of my favorite techniques I’ll
on: How forcefully do they speak up
admired.
probably talk about when I come to you
in meetings? How effective are they

guys next week is a technique that comes
from the world of education, called

Think-Pair-Share. The idea is you’re in
a meeting and you have a question to
think through. Instead of opening it up
to the floor and having a kind of freefor-all where everybody has to jockey for
positions, you assign people into pairs
and you have them discuss the problem
just within their pairs, which is a way of
getting everybody to think more deeply
and helping the more reticent be able to
articulate their ideas, but in a quieter,
more one-on-one way. You then invite
the pairs to share with the group, and
you invite each member of the pairs to
share their partner’s point of view in
reference to their own. All these things
act as nature’s lubricant for getting the
ideas out that otherwise would’ve been
there, but don’t get expressed.
I was interested in your comments
on effective leadership, where you
quoted Peter Drucker as saying
that in that of all of the research
he did, none of the best CEOs
were charismatic, or cared much
about charisma. This struck me
because I found that in my work as
an equity analyst, we’d meet four
CEOs a week in our offices and I’d
say of those, probably 99 percent
of them at least pretended to be
extroverted. If I think about them,

they were often the tallest people
in the room and the loudest, and
had the strongest handshake, but
if I’m pushed to name the three to
five most effective creators value
that I dealt with over that time, it
was the quieter, thoughtful ones
who listened to your questions and
reflected and in the end, actually
added value.:
Yeah, I know, isn’t that such an
interesting thing?
You know, from the world that you’re
talking about, there was actually a study
of an investment bank in London that
found that the most effective traders
tended to be introverts. I found this
really interesting because there’s all this
data that shows that introverts take a
more careful and deliberate approach to
decision making and that often gets read
as meaning that introverts won’t do the
bold thing when it’s necessary. I mean,
it is true that introverts are more, “look
before you leap” types of people, but it
doesn’t mean that they won’t make a
move. It just means that they deliberate
before they make the move, and that
can be really useful. We really need both
ways of being.

Exactly, and it’s interesting that
they can be effective, because
the stereotype of the trader, in
addition to being bold, is that
they have to act quickly. So,
it’s interesting that they find,
even with their extra time spent
deliberating, they’re taking the
time, the market is moving, but
they’re still taking the time to make
the better decisions, rather than
making a series of bad ones.
Right.
One of the other areas that I found
really interesting in the book,
was your work on the value of
introverted leaders… the idea that
the introverted personality type
can actually be more effective
in leading people who are more
proactive because they listen to
and incorporate others’ ideas into
their decision making. My question
for you on that is: Can that be
somewhat of a virtuous cycle,
where if you insert an introverted
leader into a passive workplace,
have you seen any research
that suggests that you could
actually start a process of creating
proactivity among employees if they
felt like they were being heard?

Oh, that’s interesting. I mean, it’s a good
question. That particular set of studies
came from Adam Grant at the Wharton
School and he found that extroverted
leaders delivered somewhat better
results with non-proactive employees. In
a situation where you need internal force
to come in and rally people and inspire
them, extroverts tend to be better at that.
I want to say, you know, with all this
stuff, it’s not like extroverts can’t do what
introverts do well, and vice versa. We all,
kind of, take on roles when we need to.
It’s just certain ways of being come more
naturally.

getting into, but would continually be
shouted down by the aggressive trader
types. The situation was described as,
“So on the one side of the table, you have
an aggressive rainmaker, and on the
other side, you have an introverted nerd,
and who do you think won?” But if that
person, and other people like them had
been listened to, then the situation we
saw within Enron and later with 2008
might have unfolded really differently.

The psychological studies around this
stuff find that if you give trading and
gambling-type scenarios to introverts
and extroverts, you see that extroverts
tend to have more risk-taking, more
You talk in the book about your
impulsive reactions to those settings.
findings around the Credit Crisis
They are much more likely to be focused
of 2008 and how personality type
on the potential rewards as their
played a role in that. Could you
brains are more oriented to them, and
quickly recap what you found in
so literally don’t see as much of the
that research?
potential warning signs, even when the
So, what was happening during the years warning signs are there.
leading up to 2008 is that we were living
If the liability for extroverts is that
in a financial culture that increasingly
they’re not seeing the warning signs, the
lionized the people who wanted to kind
of “go for it,” and anybody who expressed liability for introverts is that they tend to
risks in any kind of especially concerned see the warning signs, perhaps too much.
That’s why I always go back to saying,
way was increasingly marginalized. A
my God, we really need both of them
great example of this goes back to 2001
in any type of situation. But, when you
Enron, where someone internally kept
combine the culture that I just described
trying to sound the alarm on these
with the fact that the type of person who
various transactions that Enron was

was consistently rewarded was the one
who is neurobiologically predisposed
not to see warning signs and instead to
be focused on the shiny reward… that’s
when you get into trouble.
How can introverted equity
analysts apply this research?
I think one place it could really start is
with self-awareness. I know you were
asking more about introverts, but I’m
going to start with extroverts. If you are
an extroverted equity analyst, if it rings
true to you what I’m describing that
you are somebody that tends to orient
to rewards and to the prospect of, you
know, the shiny prize… if you know that
about yourself, be aware of that bias, and
recognize that you need to have people
around you who will remind you of what
the potential downsides are.
Is this the opposite of what you
were asking?
Not at all. It’s just answering it
from the other direction – which
is to say, be aware of your own
blind spots and your own risk. If
you’re in a role that requires you
to think clearly about both risk and
reward and you are predisposed
to addictive personality-type
responses, then be aware of it.

That’s what I’m taking away from
your comment.
Let’s pivot if I may to Susan Cain,
the introvert. Can you please
describe what a “Free Trait
Agreement” is, and what the
elements are of yours?
A Free Trait Agreement acknowledges
that we all have our preferred ways of
being, but we all sometimes need to act
out of character for the sake of a project
that matters to us. This comes from the
work of the Canadian psychologist and
professor, Brian Little. And a Free Trait
Agreement would be acknowledgment
that not only are we doing this, but
our colleagues are also doing it, and
we should accommodate each other
and understand, okay, my extroverted
colleague over there is being really quiet
for three hours, so that I can have the
pleasure of focusing in silence, so now
let me reward that person by going out
for coffee with them. You know, so it’s
accommodating each other.

talks, so that’s all pretty out there. But I
always make sure to have plenty of down
time built in to those speaking trips
where I just get to be on my own and
enjoy it. I love going back to the hotel
for just a drink and a talk. And I really
honour those. I’ll turn down invitations
that seem really fun just to make sure
that I have my down time because I know
how much I need it.
Readers of your book will recall
the image of you struggling with
the expectations to be extroverted
early in your life, as you attended
camp and were encouraged to
shout slogans rather than read
your trove of books. If you could go
back and talk to the young Susan
Cain sitting on her bunk at camp,
what would you tell her?

I would just say, that for all those
millions of times that you’re going to ask
yourself whether your own preference of
hanging out and reading or hanging out
with one friend, as opposed to seventeen
at a time… for all those times that you
And you can make a Free Trait
sat thinking there was something a little
Agreement with yourself, which I do all
bit wrong with you for those preferences,
the time, so for example, as you know,
you know, just forget that. Half the
I’m on a plane right now to go give a talk people in the world feel the same way,
in Charlotte, North Carolina, and then to they’re just not saying so and there’s a lot
Vancouver on Sunday to give two more
of benefit to that way of being.
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