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Introduction
The first time someone told me I was too quiet to lead, I was twenty-nine and holding a cup of vending-machine tea that I had not wanted and couldn’t find anywhere to put down.

It was my first proper performance review, three years into leading a team. My manager, a kind man with a booming laugh and a habit of drumming on tables, leaned back in his chair and said, “The work’s excellent. The team likes you. But you need to be more visible. You need to speak up. People don’t know what you think.”

I nodded. I said I would work on it. Then I went home and spent the evening rehearsing, out loud, to my bathroom mirror, the sort of confident interjections I imagined a leader would make. “Can I just jump in there?” “Let me push back on that.” “Here’s the thing.” I sounded like a man auditioning for a part in a play about a management consultant. My partner knocked on the door to ask whether I was on the phone.

For the next few years I tried to be loud. I spoke early in meetings, before I had worked out what I thought. I made jokes I did not find funny. I volunteered for presentations and then lay awake the night before, rehearsing. And here is the uncomfortable part: some of it worked. People noticed me more. I got a promotion. But I was also, by any honest measure, a worse leader during those years. I made faster decisions and fewer good ones. I listened less. I said yes to things I should have questioned, because questioning them would have meant pausing, and pausing felt like weakness.

It took me an embarrassingly long time, and one fairly spectacular failure I’ll come to later, to see that I’d been given the wrong advice. It wasn’t malicious, and it wasn’t entirely useless either. It rested on an assumption so common that hardly anyone stops to look at it: that whoever talks most leads best.

I went on to spend more than two decades in leadership roles, eventually running a large operations division, before leaving corporate life to coach leaders full time. In that second career I’ve sat with hundreds of managers, many of them technical experts who were promoted because they were brilliant at the work and then told, almost immediately, that the work was no longer the point. A remarkable number of them arrived carrying the same sentence I had carried: you need to speak up more.

This book is for them. It might be for you.

What this book is, and what it isn’t

The argument is simple enough, though living it takes work. The leaders who get the most done tend to do it by listening, preparing and watching closely, and then acting on purpose. Charisma and sheer volume have less to do with it than we think. Quiet people usually have these habits already, or can build them faster than they’d expect, and they can be turned into real authority: the sort that survives a reorganisation and a new boss who has never heard of you.

I’m not going to argue that introverts are secretly superior. I’ve worked for loud leaders who were superb and quiet ones who were hopeless. Volume isn’t really the problem, and quietness certainly isn’t the cure. The problem is that we have built a lot of our workplaces, our meetings, our promotion processes and our ideas of what a leader looks like around one particular style, and then treated anyone who does not fit it as a project to be fixed.

Nor will I ask you to become someone else. There’s nothing here on faking extroversion or putting on a confidence you don’t feel. What you’ll find instead, I hope, is more useful: ways to make the strengths you already have visible and effective, and ways to handle the situations, like the dominant colleague or the high-pressure meeting, that quiet people often find hardest.

If you have read Susan Cain’s work on introversion, you will recognise some of the territory. She did a lot to persuade people that a quieter temperament isn’t a defect. My aim is narrower and more practical. I want to talk about Monday morning: the meeting where you can’t get a word in, the update you have to write, the decision you have to make with half the information, the boss who thinks you lack presence. I want to give you things to try.

How the book is organised

Part 1, The Myth of the Loud Leader, looks at why we so often mistake volume for competence, what it costs teams when charisma runs the show, and what quiet leaders actually do differently when they’re doing it well.

Part 2, The Quiet Toolkit, is the practical heart of the book. It covers listening, preparation, writing, decision-making and staying calm under pressure, the five things I’ve watched quiet leaders do better than almost anyone.

Part 3, Being Seen Without Shouting, deals with the question that worries quiet people most: how do you get credit, build influence and handle loud personalities without turning into someone you don’t like?

Each chapter opens with a story and finishes with a short exercise I’ve called a Quiet Practice. A few take an afternoon. Others are worth running for a month. At the back you’ll find a self-assessment you can use to see where you’re strong and where you might want to focus.

A note on the stories

The people in this book are real in the sense that matters. They are drawn from my own working life and from years of coaching conversations. But I have changed names, industries, details and sometimes combined several people into one, both to protect confidences and because the patterns matter more than the particulars. I use first names only. Where I describe my own mistakes, I have resisted the temptation to make myself look better than I was. Where I describe other people’s, I have tried to be fair. When I mention research or the ideas of well-known writers, I do so in general terms rather than quoting figures I can’t stand behind.

One last thing before we begin. If you’ve been told you’re too quiet, I would like you to consider the possibility that the person telling you was describing their own discomfort rather than your shortcoming. That isn’t always true. Sometimes quiet people really do need to speak up more, and we will talk about how. But it’s true far more often than most of us realise.

You don’t need to be the loudest person in the room. You just need to be the one who was actually paying attention.
Part 1
The Myth of the Loud Leader
Chapter 1
Why We Mistake Volume for Competence
Grace ran the data platform team at a mid-sized insurer, and she was the reason the company’s quarterly reporting had stopped breaking. Everyone below her knew this. Fewer people above her did.

I met her in a coaching session she hadn’t asked for. Her director had booked it, with a note that said, in full, “Grace needs to develop executive presence.” When she sat down, she put a notebook on the table, squared it neatly with the edge, and said, “I think I’m here because I don’t talk enough in the Tuesday meeting.”

The Tuesday meeting, it turned out, was a weekly gathering of eleven senior managers. Grace described it with the precision of someone who had spent many hours watching it. Two people did most of the talking. One of them, Marcus, had a gift for summarising other people’s points slightly louder than they had made them, at which point the room would nod and the idea became, in some quiet administrative way, his. Three weeks earlier Grace had raised a concern about a supplier contract. Nobody responded. Twenty minutes later Marcus raised the same concern, in nearly the same words, and the director said, “Good catch, Marcus.”

“I’m not even angry about it,” Grace told me. “I just don’t understand why it works.”

Fair question. It deserves a better answer than “life’s unfair”.

The shortcuts we take

When people have to judge someone’s competence quickly, and in most meetings they do, they






What the shortcut misses




My own version of the mistake





A better set of signals








What Grace did next






Quiet Practice: The Corridor Audit
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