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CEI 038: Engagement and Vulnerability 

 

Megan 
Dougherty 

Hey, there, and welcome to episode number 38 of Connect, Engage, 
Inspire; the Firepole Marketing podcast with Danny Iny, creator of 
Firepole Marketing and bestselling author of engagement from scratch. 
Online entrepreneurs like you tune in to this podcast every week to learn 
how to build an engaged audience that connects with their humanity and 
drives their business to success. 
 
In today's episode, Danny and I, have a frank conversation about 
vulnerability. What it is? Why it's scary? And why we do it anyway? Let's 
get on with the show. 
 
Hi, there. I'm Megan Dougherty, and I'm here today with Danny Iny, the 
creator of Firepole Marketing. Danny, one of the things that we're most 
known for at Firepole Marketing is our authenticity and vulnerability. At a 
high level, can you talk to every one about what that's about? 
 

Danny Iny Yeah. It's really interesting because this has really become kind of central 
to who we are, what we do, and what we teach and preach to our audience 
and to the online community in general. And it's not something that we 
set out to kind of build a business around. It's not like we said, okay, let's 
build a business around vulnerability and authenticity and marketing. We 
wanted to teach people how to do marketing well and effectively. And 
being vulnerable and being authentic, it's really just about being honest. 
 
So it's not like we just did because it made sense to do and it's just how we 
look at things. But it created a really interesting and really powerful 
resonance with a lot of the people who discovered what we do and came 
across our message. And so, it's kind of evolved into this, you know, big 
part of who we are and what we're doing. 
 

Megan 
Dougherty 

And in the context of a blog or an online based business, what is really 
meant by authenticity and by vulnerability? 
 

Danny Iny That's a great question. Authenticity is one of those words that's been 
thrown around so much in so many different context that you got to 
sometimes wonder, do people even have any idea what they're talking 
about? I mean, or is it just kind of a buzz word that seems to get attention 
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without having a lot of substance. 
 
And the truth is that it does have a lot of substance when used to mean 
something real. Authenticity is about being true to who you are, what you 
believe, and what you’re feeling and letting all of that come through in an 
honest and authentic—pardon the reuse of the word there. But in a true 
way kind of making it really clear, and up front, and transparent of what's 
really going on. 
 
And this is very challenging to people because any situation where 
authenticity has value or vulnerability has value is a situation where there 
is something to share that was not completely what was planned, right? So 
the picture of the organization or even the individual who is completely in 
control, and everything is working exactly the way they want all the time, 
there's no vulnerability there. Vulnerability comes into the picture when 
something did not work out the way you wanted it to, whether that means 
the results were less than satisfactory, people were not completely happy, 
something came up and you have to change your plans or your directions. 
In some way shape or form vulnerability means saying either, “I didn't see 
this coming, I didn't expect things to go this way, I'm not sure how to 
handle this.” There’s a level of instability, and insecurity, and uncertainty 
that is honestly communicated and shared, and that's what vulnerability is 
about. And that's very scary for people, right 

Megan 
Dougherty 

It definitely is. Do you think you could give an example of a time when you 
or Firepole Marketing had this kind of experience? And then explain what 
happened to our audience? 

Danny Iny Sure. Well, a really easy example. I mean, this is probably not going to air 
until early April, but we're actually recording this in late February. So we 
just recently did this first pass launch of this idea of live events series that 
we’re thinking of putting on in different cities in the world. 
 

So we travel to a city and put on a one-day training in person for some of 
the members of our community who wanted to attend and would benefit 
from the stuff that we will talk about. And so, we spread the words, saying 
“Hey, we're thinking about doing this. Is this something you're interested 
in? People were very enthusiastic. “Yes, absolutely, I'd love to be there.” 
 
So we put something quick together. We put together a place where 
people can go and buy tickets to actually going to book a spot at the event. 
And after some initial excitement, the response really trickled down to 
almost zero. And this was really surprising because two days earlier, we 
have, like, 500 people who responded very positively saying, “Yes, I 
absolutely want to do this. I'll spend whatever it takes. I'm really excited 
to be a part of it.” 
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So there's clearly a kind of disconnect. Now, what a lot of companies 
would do in that situation is either lie. You know, just project yes, sales 
are great and we're really excited about the thousands of people are going 
to attend and kind of make something up there. We're just kind of quietly 
sweeps it under the rug. Just kind of stop communications around it. It’s 
just one of those projects kind of disappears and hopefully fades out of 
memory. 
 
But most organizations would not want to call attention to the fact that 
hey, we put this thing together and it's not working the way we had 
planned. And what we actually did is exactly that. I sent an email to our 
entire audience saying, “I'm confused, I'm not sure what's going on. I 
mean, we floated this idea, you said, you were super interested but now 
people are not buying tickets. So what's going on? What am I missing?” 
And it was not a petulant kind of email. It was not me being, like, how 
dare you not buy a ticket or anything like that. It was just a very honest 
picture of the fact that we tried to do this, we thought this is what would 
happen. It did not happen that way and I could use some input or some 
guidance to understand what's going on. 
 
And this worked very well for us in a few ways. First of all, people really 
appreciated the honesty and whether they end up buying a ticket from us 
for this particular event or not, it reinforces that we are honest people, we 
tell the truth about what's going on which means that we can be trusted. 
And that's huge. Sooner or later when people think about doing business 
with us, that's something that they're going to ask themselves, can they 
trust us? And so, that goes a long way. But it also help in a very specific 
and tangible way with that campaign because people came back with some 
real feedback like “I was really excited about it, but X, Y, said came into 
the picture or I really wasn't clear about how this or that would play out.”  
 
And they shared with us what the actual issues were which meant that we 
could deal with it and it kind of sours that whole campaign and turn it into 
something that's going to be great. We are going ahead with that. I'm 
going to be travelling to a whole bunch of cities in North America in the 
next couple months. I'm really excited to do that. And it wouldn't have 
been possible without having reached out to our audience in that way. 
 

Megan 
Dougherty 

And so, when you behave in a vulnerable fashion and are honest about the 
things that don't always work out the way you planned them to, people 
can often respond with more trust, more liking for you, and with great 
feedback about why things are going the way they are. Do you find that 
this is always the case with how people respond to vulnerability or are 
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there times when it doesn't work as intended or it might even backfire 
from what you hope will happen when you're honest about a mistake or 
something that didn't go right? 
 

Danny Iny Honestly, I can't think—I mean, I’m sure there are because stuff happens. 
But I can't even think of one example where authentic vulnerability was 
not well received. Situations where vulnerability is not well received is 
when it's not really authentic, when it's really more part of a PR stunt or 
something that you're doing to get attention, but it's not honest, it's not 
true. 
 
So for example if you screwed something up and you do them in a couple 
of way, say, we really messed up and we're sorry. But you don't actually 
act in a way that suggest you're sorry, you're not actually interested in 
solving a problem. It's really more about PR damage control than about 
actually expressing the way you're feeling. In a situation like that, it's not 
can be well received because you come off as a two-faced hypocrite, right? 
You come off as liar. You're not being vulnerable; you're just trying to 
manipulate the people who are receiving your message. 
 
So in cases where it's not authentic, in cases where it's just a front or an 
act or it's kind of window dressing on what's going to be happening 
anyway, that isn't going to be well received. But if you are honestly 
authentically saying, look this is what we try to do, this is what happened, 
this is how we're feeling about it right now, and it's honest, it's true which 
means you're going to be acting in a way that is consistent with that across 
the board. As long as there is congruence between everything that's going 
on, I don't see a problem, I don't see a challenge. 
 
I mean, one of the big concerns that business people have is well, doesn't 
this paint a picture of we don't know what we're doing. And there's two 
ways to look at it. The first is that you're always doing these kind of mea 
culpas, we screwed this up, then you really don't know what you're doing, 
right? 
 
I mean, it's not a question of appearing and confident, it's a question of 
actually being incompetent, right? That's the real issue there. And so, you 
can't actually be incompetent but that's a whole different business 
problem that you need to solve. You can't be making mistakes all the time. 
 
If you're only making mistakes occasionally, the fact is people know, 
right? Whether you call a little bit of extra attention to it by manning up 
and saying hey, we screwed up or sorry and we're going to fix it or you 
don't, people know. I mean, otherwise it wouldn't be a mistake, right? It 
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wouldn't be an issue. People are aware of that fact that whatever 
happened happen. 
 
And so, you're not really creating a problem that wasn't already there. And 
pretending it's not there kind of burying your head in the sand, the ostrich 
approach doesn't work in these kinds of situations. 
 

Megan 
Dougherty 

So as long as it's not on a super regular basis, honest authentic 
vulnerability really does have a lot of benefits. And it's not rocket science 
to be honest about what's going on. 
 
So still there are a lot of businesses who don't do it or won't do it. And do 
you think that that is mostly just a fear of being perceived incompetent or 
is there something else that play that prevents people from just honestly 
engaging about their vulnerabilities 

Danny Iny Well, there's a few things that are probably at play. And I mean, this is a 
lot harder for big companies to do because the organization has to be 
much more congruent around the message and that in a lot of cases it's 
much harder to get 1,000 people on the same page as to get 1 or 5 people 
or 10 people on the same page. That's already a challenge. 
 
There's also the challenge where in a small business or certainly with an 
individual entrepreneur or someone is running blog or something like 
that. The buck really does stop at the one person. Whereas, in a lot of 
organizations, especially larger organizations, that's not how it works, 
that's not the culture. 
 
So the person who's in-charge of messaging on the blog for example, 
might want to put out a message saying “Hey, we screwed up. We're sorry. 
But other people in the organization A don't want to acknowledge that. So 
B, they're not going to behave in a way that is consistent with that. So it's 
going to come off as an authentic and manipulative anyway. And C, the 
person who does publish that message might get fired. 
 
So there are a lot of challenges around that because you really got to get 
the whole organization on the same page. And that's really a big issue that 
vulnerability authenticity, this is not something that you can just put onto 
what's already going on like window dressing. It's something that's got to 
exists throughout the culture of an organization. So it's got to start at the 
top and work its way down from there. 
 
Another challenge to rolling this out, especially in bigger companies or 
kind of older fashion companies is the legal aspect. Because any lawyer 
will tell you, you don't want to publicly admit to having done anything 
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wrong, right? The thing that allegedly happened is, I spent—aspect like 
you never want to acknowledge that there is actually something that may 
have gone wrong because they feel like that might open you to liability. 
 
Now, I'll tell you what I think of that. But first, I want to be very clear to 
everyone. I'm not a lawyer. This is not a legal advice. But I did not… 
 

Megan 
Dougherty 

Allegedly, you're not a lawyer. Allegedly. 

Danny Iny But, yes, but like this is still what I think and I do believe it. Does 
admitting you are wrong expose you to extra legal liability? Maybe. But it 
decreases dramatically the risk of actual legal action because people sue 
you when they're mad and they feel like they have no other recourse. 
They're not going to sue you just—well, I don't know. I mean, we're in 
Canada. So maybe things are different here. But I don't think people are 
going to sue you just for fun, right? I mean, legal action is tiring, it's 
exhausting, it's complicated, it's something that you do when you're trying 
to resolve a problem nothing else seems to be working. 
 
And I actually remember something that came up I think years ago when I 
was in business school, I don't remember if it was a case or conversation 
or something. But the context was when we're talking about physicians 
and like doctors and the question of admitting to wrongdoing. And 
malpractice lawsuits are a very common thing particularly in the States. 
 
And so, the common wisdom is that you never want to acknowledge that 
you might have done anything wrong because it exposes you to all of this 
liability. But what the research found was that doctors who actually who 
are just upfront about saying look I made a mistake, I'm human, I'm really 
sorry, who acknowledge and who are apologetic were much less likely to 
be sued. And that makes a huge difference. I mean, ultimately legal action 
is kind of the last recourse when you feel like you have nothing else left. 
 
Now, again, I'm not a lawyer, this is not legal advice, I'm not telling you 
what is the legally appropriate thing to do. But I am telling you that as a 
business that deals with people, if you are just honest and upfront, you're 
going to give people much lesser reason to consider suing you. 
 

Megan 
Dougherty 

So being sued of legal action, those are kind of the biggest I suppose risks 
of admitting that you've done wrong or done incorrectly. Are there other 
risks associated with acknowledging your mistakes publicly to your 
audience, to your business, to your team, what's been your experience 
with that? 
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Danny Iny Actually, I don't think the legal side is the biggest risk or even perceived as 
the biggest risk. The hardest part of being vulnerable to someone is that 
it's scary. It's admitting publicly that you are not completely in control. 
You are not completely sure how things are going to play out. And sharing 
that uncertainly it requires a certain degree of confidence, especially in 
the beginning when you haven't kind of realized that people are very 
supportive and understanding when people are honest with them. 
 
It is not in human nature to kick someone when they're down. If someone 
says, “Hey, we screwed up, we're sorry. We need some help with this.” 
People are usually going to surprise you with how supportive and 
encouraging they are. 
 

Megan 
Dougherty 

And so, with that in mind, how do you sort of go about when you decide 
that it's time to come clean or come forward with whatever mistake or 
issue it is that you want to discuss, what's the best way to do it properly? 
How can you make sure to give enough information and be honest but 
also not get into over sharing or sharing things that wouldn't be 
appropriate to share as a business? 

Danny Iny That's a great question. It's a tough one to answer because it's such a 
judgment call and a subjective thing to evaluate. But a lot of it comes 
down to the simplest way to handle a situation is to be honest. I mean, I'll 
share with you. I had a conversation the other day with a colleague of 
mine. And this person was just in the middle of a launch, right near the 
end of the launch and there are whole bunch of technical issues really 
beyond their control that prevented a lot of the messaging that was 
supposed to go at around the launch from actually going out. 

Megan 
Dougherty 

Oh, that's awful. 

Danny Iny Yeah. I mean, we've all been there. It's terrible. And the question that the 
person was kind of grappling with all, how do I handle it, what do I tell 
people, what do I do? And my suggestion was why didn't you just be 
honest? Why didn't you just tell them, look, this is what happened, these 
things went wrong because of that we're going to extend the window for 
the launch to for another 24 to 48 hours because it's the fair thing to do 
because a lot of people would have want to get in and it's not fair to them 
that they weren't able to get in. They lost that opportunity because of 
these technology factors that are completely beyond the person's control. 
 
And the question asked, well, doesn't that make us look unprofessional? I 
mean, you know, we didn't have the technology figured out and we 
actually had something else that kind of blew up with the technology a few 
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weeks prior. I said, look, it all depends on how you present it. If it's just 
like oh, shocks, something didn't work again. So ha-ha we're extending by 
another day, that's not genuine because that says you don't actually care. 
If you're like “Hey, look, this is what went wrong, and this is the second 
time in three weeks. 
 
So first time we just thought it was a glitch, no big deal. But this really 
feels like a pattern. We're going to have to look at what we can improve 
with our systems, what we can upgrade. And if you take that seriously, 
which you should, because things are actually breaking every three weeks. 
That's a problem with the business, then, people will be understanding. 
And even—especially in the kind of industry that we are in where there's 
an educational leadership components, we're showing people how to do 
the things that they want to be doing, it's encouraging and reassuring for 
them to see that, hey, you can make mistakes and you can just own up to 
them, and that will be okay. 
 

Megan 
Dougherty 

Danny, that's great. Thank you very much. We're winding down on time a 
little bit now Danny and I want to be respectful of your time, and the time 
of everybody listening. So, you know the drill, as always we're big on 
implementability at Firepole. So if somebody is listening to this, and 
they're excited, they're inspired, they're energized about adding a little 
more vulnerability to their business and how they engage with their 
audiences and they decide to clear the next three hours of this afternoon 
to get started, what do you think they should do with those three hours? 
 

Danny Iny That's a great question. It's a difficult question because whereas with a lot 
of the things that we discussed, you can like tactically clear some time and 
do it. Vulnerability isn't something that you do, right? It's something that 
is present or not on an ongoing basis in your business. 
 
So rather than clear three hours today, I would devote, take five minutes 
every day for the next—do the math, however those three hours kind of 
get spread over the next month or two or whatever it is. Take five minutes 
a day to kind of review okay, what's happened today, and how have we 
presented it or not to our audience. However, we spun it. However, we 
kind of positioned it in the way that we want it or think we want to be 
positioned, and just ask yourself, what if we just told people the truth? 
What if we just told people this is what happened? What would happen if 
we did that? 
 
And asking on a daily basis will start getting you really thinking about how 
you can just share things as they happen. I was telling this friend of mine, 
I mean, the huge upside of building a business is really based on engaged 
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relationships with your audience, of being authentic and vulnerable is that 
you don't really have bad days You just have opportunities for more 
engagement as long as you're upfront about it and you're legitimately 
doing your best. 
 
So that's what I would recommend. That's what I would do. It's not an 
easy thing to do. It's not one of those things that's like clear three hours 
and put together your Facebook ad campaign and, it's not the simple. But 
the yield here, the return here is potentially enormous. It can be a game 
changer. So it's certainly worth it. 
 

Megan 
Dougherty 

Danny. Thank you so much as always for your time in putting this 
together. 
 
Perfect. And if anybody listening has any questions, comments, you can 
either leave us a comment underneath this podcast if you're on the blog or 
send an email to Danny directly at danny@firepolemarketing.com. 
 
Thanks for tuning in. You were just listening to Connect, Engage, Inspire, 
the Firepole Marketing podcast. If you enjoyed the show, we'd very much 
appreciate a rating and review here on iTunes and make sure to head over 
to firepolemarketing.com where you can get free access to top rated 
marketing books, dozens of special reports on engagement and audience 
building, access to expert Q&A with Danny, and a whole lot more. And of 
course stay tune for upcoming episodes on marketing, engagement, and 
successful online business. 
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