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	Meeting strangers can be genuinely uncomfortable for introverts, and the degree of distress varies with where a person falls along the introvert spectrum. There is a reason the phrase is "first impression": you get exactly one opportunity to make it. It also doesn't wait until you open your mouth. It begins the instant you step into a room. This is why plenty of introverts steer clear of new people altogether, worried that they will fumble the impression they leave. With that in mind, this chapter is devoted to helping you leave a strong one.

	Remember that other introverts exist, and a good number of them wrestle with the same worries you do. You are not alone. Your tastes, thoughts, and anxieties are neither strange nor extreme, and nothing about you is wrong. This book will not attempt to repair you, because nothing needs repairing. Instead, think of it as a guide for finding your way through the world of extroverts and social situations, so that it feels far less frightening.

	First impressions work on a psychological level, since they can shape the way others perceive you. Are you familiar with the halo effect? It is tightly connected to first impressions. When a person meets someone new and the encounter goes smoothly, they notice some positive traits in that individual and then automatically presume that the individual has further positive traits too.

	Consider an example.

	Toby has applied for a restaurant job. A student, he wants to earn money by waiting tables. The restaurant manager phones him and asks him to come in for an interview. Toby shows up wearing shorts, flip-flops, and a Metallica t-shirt. One glance is enough for the manager to conclude that Toby doesn't suit the restaurant. The interview must still take place, though. While the manager poses his questions, Toby laughs often and appears not to treat the occasion seriously. When it ends, the manager shakes his hand and tells him, "We'll give you a call." Naturally, no call ever arrives. The manager never realized that Toby would have made an outstanding waiter. Toby simply hadn't bothered to dress up, because he was confident that he had the necessary skills.

	Now imagine Toby had chosen a different approach.

	Once Toby receives the interview invitation, he puts on a buttoned shirt, a coordinating tie, dress pants, and polished black shoes. When he arrives, he greets the manager courteously and answers each question with careful attention. Right after the interview, the manager tells him, "Congratulations, you've got the job!"

	Why was Toby hired? The manager experienced the halo effect: if Toby cared enough to dress well for the interview, he would surely care about the work itself. Since Toby was courteous and friendly, he must be very capable of communicating with the restaurant's customers. All in all, the manager thought highly of Toby, merely because of how he was dressed.

	In other words, when your first encounter with someone goes well, the halo effect starts working in your favor. That buys you time to gradually bring them around to your way of thinking and to your preferences, particularly where socializing is concerned. 

	Prioritize Being Comfortable

	Somehow, the way most people think makes it easy for them to brush aside anyone who appears ill at ease or short on self-assurance. You have probably seen this played out faithfully on screen, since films like The Way Way Back, The Perks of Being a Wallflower, and The Edge of Seventeen frequently portray situations of this kind. What makes these films valuable is that they raise awareness of how introverts think and help viewers make sense of their behavior.

	Introverts feel most at ease in places they know well, whether that is their own home or the company of a tight circle of friends. Once they step outside that comfort zone, unpleasant feelings can creep in, including unease and, at times, a measure of anxiety. That said, being an introvert does not automatically mean you battle social anxiety. Chapter 4 will explore this topic in greater depth.

	You have likely come across the saying "fake it 'til you make it." People argue over how well it actually holds up, yet it can serve as a tool for coping with social settings. I realize that doing it is harder than describing it, but allow me to explain why it can work once you put it into practice.

	Every human brain, whether it belongs to an introvert or an extrovert, resists change and prefers that things remain as they are. For this reason, the brain gives priority to forming habits, which are actions carried out on a regular basis. Neurons activate and build pathways that set these behaviors in place, making sure the person keeps repeating them. Brushing your teeth, eating breakfast, driving a car, riding a bike, and taking the same route to school, work, or any other obligation are all examples of habits.

	How can you tell whether something has turned into a habit? If you are able to do it without thinking or spending much mental effort, then it is a habit.

	What do you habitually do when you enter a room full of people, or when you are about to meet someone new? Do you hunch over, fold your arms, and stare at the floor for most of the time? If you do, you are free to behave differently. Remember that the person or people you meet will judge you based on how you come in. That is simply how humans operate.

	Rather than hunching, walk tall and look straight ahead. If that idea frightens you, fake it! Act as though you are confident. After you have done this several times, your brain will start altering the habit. Neurons will activate and form new pathways that match how you decide to enter a room or approach someone you are about to meet. This is the wonder of the human brain: it can be reprogrammed to serve your needs. Although at the start you are only faking it and acting confident, your brain will come to believe that you are sincere. You will feel bolder and more energized as you face the social situation.

	Make up your mind that occupying space is something you can do without discomfort. You have exactly as much claim to room as anybody else. When you deliberately command the area around your body, your mind follows and you begin to feel stronger. It also signals to everyone nearby that you are relaxed and easy to approach, a message you could never send while tucked into a corner and guarding yourself.

	Whenever you are with other people or chatting with them, avoid planting yourself too far off. Distance plays a big role: if you sit or stand well away from someone, forming a bond becomes hard. Position yourself near enough to build rapport, yet not so near that it seems like you are invading their personal area or picking a fight. If you can tell an argument or clash of opinions is starting to form, shift toward the person's side instead of facing them. Facing someone feels confrontational, whereas standing beside them makes them sense that you are literally on their team. It is a psychological trick, and it genuinely works!

	According to North American cultural norms, a person standing face to face needs a larger buffer of space, while someone at their side hardly matters at all. So you can position yourself directly beside another person and still keep communication open and clear.

	Barriers of the physical kind make emotional bonds harder to form, so the fewer there are, the easier connection becomes. If standing facing or beside someone is not possible and you are stuck at a table, clear away whatever sits between the two of you, such as centerpieces or drinking glasses. Doing so also shows that you care about them and about what they are saying. They will probably return that interest whenever you talk or offer a view.

	Stay humble and truthful about who you are at all times. Using "fake it 'til you make it" does not mean acting like someone you are not. It is merely a technique for psyching yourself up, so that you have enough confidence and readiness to walk into a social encounter. It was never intended to build a phony image that earns you a supposedly higher social standing. If people discover you were posing as somebody else, your reputation will suffer badly. Prepare your mind, even get yourself pumped up, but remain yourself.

	Consider Jenny, who faces a social predicament: her company's end-of-year gathering is coming up fast, and attendance is mandatory! As an introvert, she feels a great deal of unease just thinking about it. She knows that attendees
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