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Introduction: An Introvert’s Journey to Leadership

			Entrepreneurs are natural outsiders. They look at the world and think about ways it could be made better. They come up with novel strategies and bring enthusiasm and drive that attracts others to the mission. They’re undeterred even when the skeptics say it can’t be done.

			That’s the positive side of being an outsider. But being an outsider can be both a blessing and a challenge to overcome for an entrepreneur.

			In some ways, I’ve been preparing for this challenge my whole life. Growing up and as a young professional, I was always labelled as quiet and hard to read. I’ve always felt out of sorts at parties, often more comfortable inside my head and with ideas than with the loud, unpredictable nature of large gatherings of humans. I’ve long been the quiet guy in these settings—with friends, at school, or in a professional setting. Being the quiet person in the room has usually meant ceding the mantle of leader to others. It was easier, felt more natural, and left less room for doubt and embarrassment.

			For years, in college and even into my early professional life, I was ashamed of how I allowed my introversion to prevent me from stepping up as a leader. I felt that my quiet nature was costing me the career milestones I wanted to achieve. I became determined to change myself. Early on in this journey to become a leader, I threw everything into practicing how to behave less like myself and more like the extraverted leaders I saw climbing the ladder. I tried to compensate for my quiet nature—forcing myself to “get out there,” reviewing book after book on how to grab some of the momentum of social and professional interactions that came naturally to my extraverted colleagues. I even joined an improv comedy troupe to get in the habit of more spontaneous and animated interaction.

			I thought it worked for a while. But as a worker bee, it always took a lot of extra energy to present myself as a “leader.” I was more comfortable supporting others on the team. I was able to get things done by playing to my strengths in crunching numbers, reviewing scientific articles, and being an effective second fiddle in group discussion with experts. I thought I was hiding my more limited capacity for personal interaction and quiet nature well.

			But at some point, I realized that I was hitting a ceiling. As an aspiring young associate at a venture capital firm, when I was given my long-awaited shot to actually join a company board, I was drained by the effort it took to be the louder, forceful, extraverted person that I thought I needed to be. Nobody was fooled. Rather than get into the flow of strategic conversations that didn’t follow a predictable path, I was waiting for the right moment and for the perfect thing to say. Of course, the moment would pass, and I missed out on the crucial moments in meetings. I wasn’t able to make a compelling case for my own strategic ideas. At best, I looked mute. At worst, I looked lost.

			The dissonance between how I was leading and where I wanted to be in my career started to affect my confidence and my career outlook. I had specific expectations—that I wasn’t meeting—about the impact I could have for my organization if I was “on track.” My mentors, to their credit, were aware of my limitations and tried to help with well-meaning feedback. “Get out there more,” they’d say. “Don’t play it so close to the vest.” They meant well, and I tried to follow their advice. I responded by doubling down on projecting as the type of leaders I read about who were charismatic, loud, self-assured. As my wife will tell you, I wasn’t born the most emotionally attuned person, but even I could sense that persona wasn’t authentic for me, and it wasn’t going to work.

			My wake-up call came one day. I was leading a group of experienced scientists several decades older than me on a project to test a treatment for muscular dystrophy. The science was new, untested, and uncertain. We had to triangulate the needs of a demanding inventing scientist and a rigid large pharmaceutical company that was our collaborator in order to keep the project funding going. We needed at least $1 million to get the key experiments done. While our investor gave us some startup funds, we needed all collaborators to agree and finalize our relationship. Then, we ran into some fairly typical obstacles. An experiment didn’t go as planned. A disagreement between collaborators over something small escalated into something big. The inventor went radio silent. The company didn’t get off the ground.

			In moments of tension and challenge, as I know now from experience, a leader finds a way to build the resilience of the team, communicate, meet people at their level, settle them down, and solve the issues at hand. In this case, everyone, from the inventor to the scientists to my mentors and investors, headed for the exits when the project ran into some typical challenges. This opportunity for me to lead ended in an avoidable failure.

			People on the team gave me some blunt feedback. It was a gift, even if it hurt at the time. The lead scientist didn’t think I was doing a good job. She wasn’t shy in sharing this perception with my mentors. Hearing this negative feedback secondhand was painful (and probably should have been handled differently by the scientist). In hindsight, this was exactly what I needed to get past this cycle of trying to outwork my quiet nature as a leader.

			The short version: the depth of my communication and style did not engender the vision, passion, and trust needed to keep the team together through adversity. The team had a sense that I wasn’t sharing all of the information, that maybe I was holding something back. Trying to be a different kind of person didn’t help matters. It finally happened: trying to “get out there” and use a style that wasn’t authentic became extremely detrimental to my effectiveness as a leader.

			Getting the ball taken away stung badly. But it was a wake-up call I needed. I didn’t want to give up my ambition to lead an organization that brings medicines to patients, but if I was going to achieve this goal, I knew I needed to come up with a new way to lead that was a better match for my personality. The way I was doing things wasn’t working, and it wasn’t going to work.

			Somehow, despite my setback, I was given another shot to build more companies. I resolved to do something different. Since then, I’ve helped form nine biotechnology companies. These companies have delivered FDA-approved medicines for patients, advanced many more into human trials, executed on three initial public offerings, and inspired larger pharmaceutical firms to invest and collaborate with us. One of these nine companies grew to become Spero Therapeutics, which I lead today. The journey at Spero has been a thrilling ride, from the founding in 2014 with just a $400,000 investment to discovering our first medicines, to going public, to advancing our medicines in clinical trials.

			 It has also been a journey of tremendous growth for me and a complete transformation of my mindset. I went from seeing my personality as something to hide to one that gave me strength. I realized that there was no one way to be an effective leader. I learned to embrace my own authentic style and bring the best of who I am to my organizations.

			This book is for fellow introverts and quiet folks to have an alternative to the lonely, exhausting, and ultimately ineffective strategy of trying to act like the (particularly American) extraverted ideal of a leader. I have been where you are, frustrated at not being as effective as I can be, and drained every night as I tried to copy the extraverted ideal of a leader. As I have continued my career in business and talked to many dozens of quiet leaders for this book, it turns out I’m not alone.





Chapter 1

			The Quiet Leader’s Struggle

			Who do you picture when you think of a dynamic leader that inspires people to join them, invest with them, and follow them? Chances are it’s someone who’s outspoken, gregarious, energized by large and small group interactions—a classic extravert. These traits are also what we associate with those destined to rise up the ranks and become the leaders of tomorrow.

			However, most of us (a recent survey suggests nearly 60 percent) are introverts—people who are not energized by social interaction and who need less stimulation from people around us.1 There are also many extraverts who just aren’t gregarious or outspoken by nature. People from either group with “quieter” personalities (we refer to them as “quiet leaders”) might be labeled as aloof, intense, hard to read, or worse yet, not as competent as our extraverted peers.

			Charles’ Story:

			Charles loved many parts of his job as CEO of a drug discovery startup—studying the science, building a team, and executing a strategy. Yet he dreaded the annual pilgrimage to Miami for one of his investor’s annual meetings. His fellow CEO colleagues looked forward to it every year—attendees included hedge fund managers, CEOs of large pharmaceutical companies, and high-potential executives looking to join the next great startup.

			Theoretically, one could (and many CEOs did) network for days and even well into the nights over dinner, drinks, and after-hours parties. As an introvert, Charles felt drained each night after doing his best to match the energy of his colleagues. On top of being on empty, he felt he let his business down as other CEOs kept pushing forward, and he felt that his peers and the organizer of the meeting were judging him for not doing as much as he could. It also seemed as if he was the only one, that being an introvert wasn’t compatible with the image of a successful leader. This feeling both of exhaustion and feeling not quite good enough was not a sustainable place for him to exist. He needed to find a way to make these required parts of cultivating followership for his business sustainable.

			Charles is far from alone. Many quiet leaders who work hard, know their stuff, and bring value to the table are stymied by what their peers and superiors assume about their competence and ability to drive results. Company leaders often notice the people who speak up in meetings and pay less attention to the quieter people in the room. The perception of a quiet leader (or their fear of being perceived) as an aloof, intense, less competent professional can prevent many from reaching their leadership ambitions. These perceptions have real consequences as aspiring quiet leaders strive to move up the ladder in the leadership structure. In a 2006 survey, 65 percent of senior corporate executives viewed introversion as a barrier to leadership; other studies have showed the correlation between perceived effectiveness and extraversion, including one study looking at U.S. presidents.2

			Further, the idea that a different, less extraverted style needs to be accepted and effective is critical in a society that’s increasingly diverse—not just across neurotypes but also across gender and culture. Many organizations are making investments to try to build a leadership structure that reflects the diversity of the world around them. For this change to occur, companies will also need to rethink some longstanding perceptions about the personality traits of effective leaders.

			Further, companies should recognize how these misperceptions about leadership dovetail with preconceived notions about women and minorities to add extra barriers to advancement. Quiet female leaders should not have to contend with the misconception of being soft or not decisive enough. Quiet leaders of other cultures should not have to contend with misconceptions about their command of the language or their assertiveness. In this way, diverse leaders who are quiet leaders are “double outsiders” by virtue of their background and how they interact with the world (we will explore the intersection of quiet leadership with being part of another group underrepresented in leadership in Chapter 9). Well-meaning advisors who focus on superficial fixes to help a double outsider “fit in”—a cultural outsider’s accent or wardrobe—are missing an opportunity to help these leaders be effective and still be their best, authentic selves. New frameworks of understanding effective leadership are needed today, as an increasingly diverse group of leaders (including many quiet leaders) will lead best if they can lead in their own authentic way rather than trying to copy an extraverted style.

			A Better Way

			So how can those of us with quieter personality characteristics rise to lead at the organizational level? Many of us feel forced to “fake it” when we lead in a world full of extraverts or forgo leadership opportunities entirely because we think, “That’s not me.” The pressure to fit into the ideal affects many of us—a recent UK survey suggested nine out of ten people reported feeling pressured to act in an extraverted way.3

			The issue is further complicated by the limited nature of most “advice for introverts” books, workshops, and general messaging. Introverts tend to get the same (well-intentioned but unhelpful) advice, i.e., “Just practice networking, you’ll get used to it!” “Stop overthinking it, just do what needs to be done,” or “Get over it.” In other words, again, fake it. That kind of advice demonstrates that many people—including some introverts themselves—profoundly misunderstand quiet leadership and expect introverted and other types of quiet leaders to conform to the extravert’s world if they want to hold senior leadership and C-Level positions.

			This is not a sustainable solution—not for quiet individuals and not for the organizations they serve. Introverts who assume leadership roles without an authentic style risk burning out and hitting a ceiling on their effectiveness. Many more who cannot harness their unique strengths may never be tapped to lead at all. Organizations that allow this to happen are not getting the most out of their work force, and individuals who suffer this fate could be getting more fulfillment and velocity from their careers.

			The consequences of trying to fake it for too long can be insidious; they can lead you (they did for me) to feel that something’s missing from your career, and you never feel quite “good enough.” They can also be larger, even for those that manage to succeed spectacularly at pretending to be an extravert. The concept of “introvert burnout” or “introvert hangover” is real, and the draining nature of pushing yourself to have social interaction after social interaction can affect those quiet leaders that identify on the introverted side of the scale.4 Sometimes, this burnout can be quite visible. Neil Rudenstine, president of Harvard University from 1991 to 2001, was brave enough to go public with his severe case of burnout.5 He made some important changes in his life to combat this, including reducing his grueling fundraising schedule.

			The good news is that these barriers do not have to hold quiet leaders back. This is a book by a quiet leader for current and aspiring quiet leaders, building on the experiences of experienced quiet leaders who have road-tested different ways to be effective without being the loudest person in the room. It is for all of us who do not identify as extraverts (or who don’t possess the “louder” traits that many associate with leaders) and explores the why and the how of becoming
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