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Every time we introduce ourselves to a new client, investor or potential business 
partner, we take a risk.  In those first awkward moments - as we struggle to come up 
with something clever to say - we feel a bit vulnerable.  

We try to supress those natural feelings of vulnerability, striving to appear cool and 
comfortable.  No matter what, we tell ourselves, we mustn’t show any weakness! 

But who decided that vulnerability is a weakness?  What if it’s actually a virtue?

In her New York Times bestseller Daring Greatly, Dr. Brené Brown challenges 
everything we think we know about vulnerability, and in the process dispels the myth 
that it is a shortcoming in any way, shape or form.  “Simply put, vulnerability is at the 
core, the heart and the center of just about every meaningful human experience,” 
writes Brown. There’s no running away from it.  “And if we spend our lives waiting 
until we’re ‘bulletproof’ before we walk into a new arena, we may ultimately sacrifice 
experiences and opportunities that may not be recoverable.”

If you don’t know anything about Brené Brown from her other books, her blog, her 
appearance on Oprah, or her TED video that went viral, let’s catch you up …

Brené Brown spent the first few decades of her life trying very hard to outrun, and 
outsmart, her vulnerability. Brown is a fifth-generation Texan with a family motto of 
“lock and load.” By middle school, she’d developed a nearly impenetrable “suit of 
armour” that kept her from becoming too engaged with other people.  She constantly 
told herself: “Keep everyone at a safe distance and always have an exit strategy.”

Perhaps because she was so acutely aware of her aversion to vulnerability, as a 
young adult, Brown chose to become a full-time shame and empathy researcher, 
which eventually lead to a career as a research professor at the University of 
Houston Graduate College of Social Work.  She spent six years developing a theory 
that explains what shame is, how it works, and how we can overcome it.  But it was 
only after about twelve years of deep investigative work that she finally understood 
the role that vulnerability plays in our lives. 
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These new insights created a rather awkward personal dilemma for Brown. She 
began to ask herself: “How can I keep writing and talking about the importance of 
vulnerability in an honest way without actually being vulnerable myself?”

Daring Greatly
One fateful day, in June 2010, Dr. Brown finally found her answer.  Weeks before 
she’d accepted an invitation to speak at TEDxHouston, and when she asked the 
TEDx people what they wanted her to talk about, they said, “We love your work. Talk 
about whatever you want.  Just do your thing.” 

Today, Brené Brown’s talk is one of the most watched talks of all-time on TED.com, 
with almost 20 million views and translation into about 40 languages.   But the funny 
thing is, Brown herself has actually never watched it.  To this day, she’s too afraid to 
do so.  And that’s because on the morning of the talk, Brown spontaneously decided 
to set aside her prepared remarks, and instead got up there and spoke from the 
heart.   The topic of her address was vulnerability, and she delivered it with sincerity 
and gusto.  The audience loved her for it.

Looking back on it, Brown now remembers that summer day in Houston as her 
signature moment to “dare greatly,” as President Theodore Roosevelt once 
encouraged his fellow citizens to do during his infamous “Man in the Arena” speech 
on April 23, 1910.   Roosevelt urged the American people to “spend themselves 
on worthy causes,” even at the risk of possible failure or humiliation.  “The credit 
belongs to the man who is actually in the arena,” he said.  “The man who, even if he 
fails, at least fails while daring greatly.”

The experience of giving the Houston talk, backed by her years of diligent research 
on the subject of vulnerability, finally led Dr. Brown to write her book, Daring Greatly. 
After many long discussions with her publisher about the possibility of doing a 
business-focused book, or a parenting book, or a book for teachers, or a book for 
red haired people with blue shoes, Brown realized that there only needed to be one 
book.  Because no matter where she went, or who she spoke to, the core issues 
around vulnerability were identical: fear, disengagement, and yearning for more 
courage.  And the practical solutions to overcoming our sense of vulnerability - or to 
embracing and accepting it as a natural part of our being - are pretty much the same.   

But before we jump into solutions, let’s take a few minutes to understand what it is 
that’s driving our feelings of vulnerability, and also look at some of popular myths and 
misconceptions that keep us from recognizing and dealing with those feelings.

Vulnerability Myths
Dr. Brown’s first step in changing the way we experience and embrace our 
vulnerability is better understanding what it is  that we’re up against.  This begins by 
looking more closely at what’s wrong with our pervasive “never enough” culture.

In today’s society, many of us spend inordinate amounts of time calculating how 
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much we have, want, and don’t have, and how much everyone else has.  What 
makes this constant assessing so self-defeating is that we’re often comparing our 
lives, our marriages, and our business ventures to unattainable, media-driven visions 
of perfection. So it’s no wonder we feel like we’re coming up short!

The default state becomes a pervasive feeling of never having enough. For Brown, 
the best way to tackle the “never enough” problem is to embrace what she refers to 
as “wholehearted living.”  Wholehearted living is about engaging in our lives from a 
place of worthiness. It means cultivating the courage, compassion, and connection 
to wake up in the morning and think, “No matter what gets done and how much is left 
undone, I am enough.”

How do we begin to shift our mindset away from a “never enough” orientation 
towards a more wholehearted approach?  According to Brown’s research, the 
willingness to be vulnerable is the single most important value embraced by all of 
the women and men whom she would describe as “wholehearted.” These people 
attribute just about everything that matters to them in life - from their professional 
success, to their marriages, to their proudest parenting moments - to their ability to 
be vulnerable.

So what’s keeping us from embracing our vulnerability and becoming more 
wholehearted?  For starters, there are three powerful societal myths that stand in our 
way.   Much of the real estate in Daring Greatly is devoted to confronting and busting 
these myths once and for all.

Myth #1: “Vulnerability Is Weakness”
“The perception that vulnerability is weakness is the most widely accepted myth 
about vulnerability, and also the most dangerous,” writes Brown.

Because of the sheer pervasiveness of this myth, many of us actually feel a sense of 
contempt when we encounter others who are less capable - or less willing - than we 
are to mask their true feelings, suck it up, and soldier on.  

“What most of us fail to understand, and what took me a decade of research to learn, 
is that vulnerability is the cradle of all the most vital emotions and experiences that 
we crave,” writes Brown.  “Vulnerability is the birthplace of love, belonging, joy and 
creativity. It is the source of hope, empathy and authenticity. If we want greater clarity 
in our purpose or deeper and more meaningful spiritual lives, vulnerability is the path 
to get us there.”

Brown acknowledges that this may be a bit hard for some people to swallow, 
especially when we’ve spent our lives thinking that vulnerability and weakness are 
synonymous.  But it’s actually true.   Researchers in the fields of psychology and 
social psychology have produced very persuasive evidence on the importance of 
acknowledging vulnerabilities. For example, studies have shown that a person’s 
level of “perceived vulnerability,” meaning his or her ability to acknowledge and 



Daring Greatly

                   TheBusinessSource.com                                                                                          All Rights Reserved
             

4

get comfortable with being emotionally exposed, greatly increases one’s chances 
of adhering to a positive health regimen. In other words, people who are more 
comfortable with being vulnerable, and showing their vulnerability, are also more 
likely to go to the gym and stay fit.

If you’re still unconvinced that vulnerability is a strength, it might also be instructive 
to look more closely at the actual definition and linguistic etymology of the word 
“vulnerable.” According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, the word vulnerability is 
derived from the Latin word vulnerare, meaning “to wound.” The definition includes 
“capable of being wounded” and “open to attack or damage.”  Merriam-Webster goes 
on to define the word “weakness” as “the inability to withstand attack or wounding.” 

Just from a linguistic perspective, it’s clear that these are very different concepts.   
Being open to attack or damage (i.e. being vulnerable) is not the same thing 
as being unable to repel attacks or withstand wounds.   Clearly, none of us are 
born bulletproof. The only question is, are we going to see the fact that we’re not 
bulletproof as a weakness, and use it to justify why we’re avoiding uncomfortable 
encounters?  Or are we going to accept the reality that none of us are bulletproof and 
that doesn’t make us weak.

Myth #2: “Guys Don’t Do Vulnerability”
For guys in particular, it can be harder to show vulnerability.  But even when a guy 
chooses not to show his vulnerability for fear of being perceived as less of a man, 
he’s still a human being, and that means vulnerability happens.   

For any guy, the problem with going through life constantly masking his vulnerability 
is that he may end up engaging in behaviors that are inconsistent with who he 
really wants to be.  At best, this translates into missing out on opportunities and 
experiences that might have led to a richer, fuller life.   At worst, this actually means 
pursuing risky behaviors that may end up detracting from, or sabotaging, the kind of 
life he wants to have. 

Myth #3: Vulnerability Is Letting It All Hang Out
Can’t there be too much vulnerability? Isn’t there such a thing as oversharing?

Brown would be the first to admit that vulnerability has its limits.  By no means is 
she suggesting that we should bare our souls the first time we meet someone. We 
shouldn’t lead with “Hi, my name is Brené, and here’s my darkest struggle.” That may 
be desperation, or attention-seeking.  But it’s not vulnerability.

Vulnerability is about sharing our feelings and our fears with people who have earned 
the right to hear them.  In other words, it’s okay to be vulnerable around people we 
trust.

Strategies For Vulnerability
Having de-bunked some of the myths that keep us from recognizing that 
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sometimes it’s perfectly okay to be vulnerable, Brown then reveals some practical, 
everyday strategies for peeling off the “masks and armor” that so many of us have 
accumulated over the course of our lives. Masks make us feel safer by revealing 
less of ourselves (even when they become suffocating). And armor makes us feel 
stronger (even when we tire from dragging the extra weight around).

Brown was surprised to discover that we all share the same basic array of masks 
and armor.  The three forms of shielding that we discuss below are what Brown 
refers to as the “common vulnerability arsenal.”  These include (1) foreboding joy, or 
the paradoxical dread that clamps down on momentary joyfulness; (2) perfectionism, 
or believing that doing everything perfectly means we’ll never feel shame; and (3) 
numbing, which has to do with embracing chemicals and other potentially harmful 
substances that deaden our feelings of discomfort.  With each shield, we also 
highlight some Daring Greatly strategies, which are all basically variants on “being 
enough” that have proved to be effective at shedding and dismantling the masks and 
armor we wear.

Foreboding Joy
When Dr. Brown started asking her research participants about the experiences that 
left them feeling the most vulnerable, she didn’t expect joy to be one of the answers.  
She was shocked to hear people say they were at their most vulnerable when, for 
example, they were standing over their young children while the little ones were 
sleeping; or even when her participants were acknowledging how much they love 
their husbands or wives.

Prior to hearing those stories, Brown was convinced that she was the only person in 
the world who stood over her children while they slept and, in the split second that 
she became engulfed with love and adoration, she pictured something really terrible 
happening to them.

The fascinating thing is, of the thousands of parents Brown has interviewed over the 
years, over eight percent acknowledged having that same experience. Why does this 
happen?

Brown suspects it’s all part and parcel of the vulnerability armor we construct to 
shield ourselves.  We’re trying to beat vulnerability to the punch. We don’t want to 
be blindsided by the incredible hurt we’d experience if anything were ever to happen 
to our children. We don’t want to be caught off-guard, so we literally practice being 
devastated.

The problem is, when we spend our lives thinking this way (i.e. dwelling on worst 
case scenarios), we can’t hold space open for the emotional rewards of pure joy.

The antidote to the problem of foreboding joy is practicing gratitude. In fact, every 
participant who’s ever told Brown about his or her ability to stay open to joy also 
talked about the importance of being grateful for what they have.
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Brown uses the word “practicing” because her research participants spoke of 
tangible gratitude practices, more than merely having a general disposition toward 
feeling grateful.  In fact, they gave specific examples of gratitude practices that 
included everything from keeping gratitude journals, to implementing family gratitude 
rituals.   It’s about being more conscious and aware of how fortunate we are to have 
what we have, and appreciating those people and things in the moment.   It’s about 
being more present in our daily lives. 

Perfectionism
Like vulnerability, perfectionism has a considerable mythology around it. As such, 
Brown suggests it’s helpful to start by looking at what perfectionism actually isn’t.

Perfectionism is not the key to success. In fact, research shows that perfectionism 
almost always hampers achievement.   It’s also one of the more self-destructive anti-
vulnerability shielding behaviors, simply because perfection doesn’t exist.  It’s an 
unattainable goal.

Brown found that most of us fall somewhere on a perfectionism continuum. When it 
comes to hiding our flaws, managing perception, and wanting to win over folks, we’re 
all hustling a little. For some folks, perfectionism may only emerge when they’re 
feeling particularly vulnerable. For others, perfectionism is compulsive, chronic, and 
debilitating.

Regardless of where we are on this continuum, if we want freedom from 
perfectionism, Brown says we have to make the long journey from “What will people 
think?” to “I am good enough.”   This all comes down to being kinder to ourselves, 
through our own self-talk.  We should learn to talk to ourselves the same way we’d 
talk to someone else we care about.   If we wouldn’t be overly hard on the other 
person in the same situation, then similarly we shouldn’t be overly hard on ourselves.

Numbing
One of the most universal numbing strategies is what Brown calls “I’m so crazy-
busy!”

“We are a culture of people who’ve bought into the idea that if we stay busy enough, 
the truth of our lives won’t catch up with us,” laments Dr. Brown.  To be sure, some 
of the anxiety we experience as human beings is naturally hardwired and there’s 
not much we can do about that.  But a lot of it is environmental - too many of us 
are over-extended by trying to accomplish too many things at once.  We have to let 
ourselves believe that we are enough in order to say we’ve had enough, explains 
Brown.   Setting boundaries is important, and allowing ourselves to fall into the trap 
of being “crazy busy” to avoid confronting our vulnerability is never a sustainable 
path.

If you’re wondering whether “numbing strategies” also refers to doing illegal drugs or 
having a few glasses of wine after work, Brown’s answer is emphatically yes.  Brown 
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argues that, as a society, we need to re-examine the whole idea of “taking the edge 
off.”

Never mind the obvious health risks that come along with drinking too much, or 
abusing other substances.  There’s also the fact that substance abuse cheats us out 
of doing the hard work that’s necessary to come to grips with our vulnerability, and 
embrace it as a necessary ingredient to positive-risk taking.

Getting Comfortable With Hard Conversations
Many businesses and organizations these days have become so numbers-focused 
in their performance evaluations that giving more nuanced, constructive feedback to 
employees is becoming increasingly rare.   In part, this disturbing trend is technology 
driven - because recent advances in mobile computing technology allow us to 
measure things more readily and affordably, supervisors now have access to more 
hard data about their employees than ever before, and so naturally they’re using it.

But that’s only part of the story.   When Brown asked groups of managers and 
front-line workers across a bunch of different industries why there’s such a lack of 
feedback in their organizations, the major reason they gave was the same: people 
aren’t comfortable having hard conversations.  It makes us feel vulnerable.  This is 
true of both managers, who are responsible for giving feedback to their employees 
so they can learn and grow, and also of the listeners on the receiving end.

This is a big problem for corporate America.  Without honest feedback there can be 
no transformative change, and our economy is in desperate need of more innovation 
and transformative change.  What’s more, when we don’t talk to the people we’re 
leading about their strengths and their opportunities for growth in a meaningful way, 
they begin to question our commitment to them. Disengagement soon follows, which 
leads to absenteeism, turnover and other big problems.

“A ‘daring greatly culture’ is a culture of honest, constructive, and engaged 
feedback,” writes Brown.  “People are desperate for feedback - we all want to 
grow. We just need to learn how to give feedback in a way that inspires growth and 
engagement.”

For Brown, improving feedback loops in business settings isn’t all about teaching 
managers and employees about how to become more comfortable with hard 
conversations. That never works.  “One of the greatest mistakes I see people 
make over and over again in the feedback process is ‘armoring up’ for a tough but 
necessary conversation.  To protect ourselves from the vulnerability of giving or 
receiving feedback, we get ready to rumble.”  The result is often that our adrenaline 
kicks in, and the rational part of our brain that would have otherwise been open to 
growth and new ideas simply shuts down.

That’s why, for Brown, the key to improving feedback loops in organizations comes 
down to being more willing to embrace our inner vulnerability, and normalizing that 
discomfort with the people we lead.  To help move things along, as a leader, you 
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could say: “We know that real growth and learning are uncomfortable, but it’s going 
to happen here anyway.  You’re going to feel that way sometimes.  But that’s OK.  
We want you to know that it’s normal, and it’s an expectation here. You’re not alone 
and we ask that you stay open and lean into it.”

Studies have shown that the simple and honest process of letting your employees 
know that some discomfort is normal - which is also why it’s so important - actually 
reduces fear and anxiety over the long term.   As people allow themselves to 
experience that feeling of vulnerability, and not run away from it, they become open 
to growth and change.

Leaders Must Model Openness 
A few years ago, Brené Brown had the opportunity to spend a long weekend with 
fifty CEOs from Silicon Valley. The theme of the leadership retreat was “disruptive 
innovation,” so in her conversations with the business leaders, Brown encouraged 
them to really zero-in on this fundamental question: What’s the most significant 
barrier to creativity and innovation?

What emerged as the number one barrier to innovation was the fear of introducing 
an idea and being ridiculed, laughed at, or belittled.   This sort of behavior simply 
cannot be tolerated in any organization, says Brown.   And especially if you’re in a 
leadership position, it is absolutely your responsibility and duty to model the kind of 
behaviors you expect to see.

When you lead by removing your own personal mask, and shed your suit of armor, 
it’s a good bet that many of your colleagues will do the same.  There’s some very 
persuasive leadership research that supports the idea that vulnerability and courage 
are contagious. In a 2011 Harvard Business Review article, Peter Fuda and Richard 
Badham use a series of metaphors to explore how leaders spark and sustain 
change. One of the metaphors is the snowball. The snowball starts rolling when 
a leader is willing to be vulnerable with his or her subordinates. The research by 
Fuda and Badham shows that this kind of behavior is almost always perceived as 
courageous by team members and inspires others to follow suit.

Will you be the courageous person who starts the snowball rolling?

Conclusion
Like all of us, Brené Brown knows first-hand that vulnerability feels uncomfortable.

But when we think about it - when we really step back and examine our lives - what 
do we tend to regret more?  The chances we took … or the ones we didn’t?   The 
fact of the matter is, nothing is more uncomfortable than the feeling of standing on 
the outside looking in, and wondering what it would have been like if only we’d had 
the courage to step into the arena.    



Daring Greatly

                   TheBusinessSource.com                                                                                          All Rights Reserved
             

9

Because just like Teddy Roosevelt reminded us all those years ago, the point of 
daring greatly is not about whether we win or lose.  It’s about believing in ourselves, 
and being willing to expose ourselves to genuine emotional risks, regardless of 
what others might think or say.   Because becoming more vulnerable is not only 
the pathway to greater success at work, and in life.  It’s also the pathway to joy and 
fulfillment.   And that’s a dare worth taking.
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