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CEI 056: Succeeding as an Introvert with Davis 
Nguyen  

 
Opening Hey, there, and welcome to episode number 56 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. 

For today’s episode, Danny connected with our friend and student Davis 

Nguyen at Speak for the Meek. Let’s get on with the show.  

Danny Iny Hi, there! I’m Danny Iny and I’m here today with Davis Nguyen. Davis, 

what’s Speak for the Meek? Where did that come from? 

Davis Nguyen Hi, Danny! It’s such an honor being on your podcast. So Speak for the 

Meek is the name of my blog. And Speak for the Meek, it actually started, 

I guess, you can say it started when I was in sixth grade.  

So growing up, I was very different socially. I felt a lot of times I didn’t fit 

in with the people around me. And I felt that one of the biggest problems 

was I just never felt like I belonged. I didn’t have friends, I was socially 

awkward, and I was more into my books than I was into making friends. 

There’s nothing wrong with that.  

But as I grew up, I realized that I wasn’t very happy. And I started 

reading books such as Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence 

People and Leil Lowndes about 92 Tricks to Building Relationships [sic]. 

So it’s basically things that build your social skills up. And as I age, I 

started using some of these techniques and I found that I was a lot of 

more confident in myself. I was a lot more friendly and I was able to 

approach people.  

And then in college at Yale, I started noticing that people around me, they 
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felt like they wanted the same thing, as in they would ask me, “Dave, 

you’re so social. How did you make so friends?” People don’t know I’m 

an introvert and I actually prefer really intimate settings. But being an 

introvert doesn’t mean that you don’t have any social skills.  

So I started Speak for the Meek after taking your Audience Business 

Master Class and identified that one of the biggest problems in my age 

group, which are just college students and 20-something was that all of 

them are trying to learn soft skills such as public speaking or learning 

how to build connections with people and just how to have a dialogue 

that isn’t about small talk all the time. And that’s where Speak for the 

Meek started.  

It was just a problem that I was facing for such a long time and one that 

when I see other people struggling with it, I could feel the pain and I 

wanted to offer a solution for it.  

Danny Iny And there is a big gap between feeling awkward and uncomfortable and 

being the, frankly, very socially competent, outgoing, friendly, pleasant 

company kind of person that you are today. I mean, it’s not just about 

having read How to Win Friends and Influence People. So what kind of 

happened in between there?  

Davis Nguyen Oh, good question, Danny. So, a lot of it was, as you will attest or any 

entrepreneurial blogger will attest that it takes a lot of trial and error. And 

for me, personally, it was putting myself out there. So everyday – so Dale 

Carnegie talks about one thing is being interested in the other person. 

And in order to be interested, you have to be a good listener. So before 

you have to be a good listener, you actually have to pay attention to the 

other person instead of thinking that the moment is awkward, start 

actually listening to what the other person is saying and picking up on 

cues.  

So for me it was just going out there and implementing what I learned 

from reading books and failing a lot. So, I remember the first couple of 

conversations, I tried to apply the methods in the book, smiling, I just 

failed. As in I felt awkward. I felt like this is so manipulative, so artificial. 

But the more I started doing it, it became natural. And then I noticed that 

it wasn't manipulative at all and in fact, it was a win-win situation.  
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For me, I felt more confident when someone approached me or when I 

approach somebody else. I didn’t feel like I wanted to go hide.  

And for the other person, they felt comfortable in my presence and we 

were just – I was learning a lot about the other person. So, I guess you 

would say that a lot of it was just trial and error throughout the years. 

And when I entered nine grade, so this freshman year of high school – 

well, seven years ago, I took it to the ultimate level, which is public 

speaking.  

So the first speech I ever gave was in third grade and it was about Dr. 

Martin Luther King. I came up there and I thought that public speaking 

came naturally because I would see else just come up on stage. So these 

are Bill Clinton and just these amazing speakers come up and they would 

just say really eloquent things. I thought I could do the same thing. And I 

actually had an anxiety attack.  

I froze up on stage, got an F on the project. But that was the least of my 

worries. I just didn’t want to do public speaking again. And in ninth 

grade, I realized that the biggest gap between me was I had these one-on-

one conversations after trial and error figuring out what people like to 

hear, what was socially appropriate. Things like that.  

But the hardest thing for me was connecting to a lot of people. And I 

figured the only way I can learn how to swim is to jump into the water. 

So I just signed up for my first public speaking competition in ninth 

grade. And of course, I didn’t win but throughout the process, I learned 

to redefine what it meant to be confident about myself in large group 

settings. I learned to care about the audience.  

So the same method as before, being interested in the other person but 

taking it to audience of 50, 500, 5,000—whatever the venue was. And over 

the years, I just honed my skills and I felt more confident about myself, 

my own public speaking skills and my ability to connect with people. But 

overall, I would say that it was all just trial and error. Learning, burning a 

lot and just living another day and realizing that everyday I was getting 

slightly better than I was the day before. 

Danny Iny So Davis, that’s really inspiring but I feel like you’re glossing over a little 

point that you just kind of touched on briefly and then kind of rush past. 
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That’s a big sticking point for people, right?  

I mean, when you look at any area of trial and error, trial and error is 

challenging when error is uncomfortable and painful. A lot of people 

would say, “Well, I don’t know how to handle it and it’s difficult and it’s 

awkward.” And that just stops them in their tracks. Their attitude is not 

going to be that the only way to learn how to swim is to jump in with 

both feet. They’ll say that’s how you drown.  

So did you make that mental switch? How did you kind of come to 

realize or decide for yourself that you can go out there and fail and even 

though it’s uncomfortable and awkward and unpleasant, on a certain 

level, it’s also no big deal?  

Davis Nguyen Thank you for pointing that out, Danny. So I suppose we could say that 

for me I was very scared of risk. As in I’ve seen my father failed three 

times in business and I know the repercussions of it. But for me, there are 

two things that just stuck out with me. The first was I realized that I’m 

always this constant pain. But if I didn’t do it, I would always have this 

regret. So I was stuck with the question of what would I rather do? Feel 

low pain now and then, later on, be comfortable and just be happy or do I 

just want to have this feeling of being uncomfortable in every social 

setting for as long as I choose not to jump in? 

And as for jumping in, the metaphor itself [jumping] into water, I 

suppose, there was no point I would drowned because I realize that the 

worse that could ever happen was already going on. For most of my life, 

every interaction I have with someone, they would tell me privately or 

even publicly now, I just socially awkward. As in, I didn’t know what to 

say. I would say the wrong things at the wrong time. So for me, it was 

just a normal day.  

But the conscious effort of trial and error is that I had conscious goal, 

which is to learn from every interaction I had. So I would go home and 

pretty much just go back to what I said, what the other person said and 

kind of mentally play in my head what the dialogue was like and figure 

out what I could have done better, what I did right. And instead of 

literally jumping in and trying to figure out how to swim, it’s as if I was 

watching videos of myself, as in how is my technique? Was I too 
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nervous? Did I breathe correctly? Were my [unclear]? How is my [craw]?  

And it also helps that I reached out to a couple of friends who are more 

social than I was and I would just ask them for advice. As in, it was very 

weird at first. You say, “Hi! My name is Davis. I had noticed we’re in the 

same class. You’re very social. I was really shy and I just want to know if 

you can give me some advice.” And it was amazing how helpful they 

were. As in, one of my – I guess you could say – one of my role models 

was my cousin, who is the exact opposite of me. Very popular, very 

outgoing. Everyone knew her and the only reason they knew me was, 

well, I was her cousin.  

So she would come along with me when we were little in middle school 

and part of high school. And then every interaction, she would tell me, 

“Davis, this is what you did wrong. You couldn’t tell it but the other 

person was feeling nervous because you said this and that.” And it was 

just having a role model or coach to tell me that I was wrong, so that 

helped.  

Two, knowing that the worst thing that could ever happen was that the 

other person thought I was awkward, which was for me, the default 

anyways because I couldn’t go lower than I was. And I realized that I 

wasn’t going to die of humiliation or anything but I was going to die of 

regret if I let this consume my whole life. And that helped me push 

through the trial and process was everyday just realizing that I’m going 

to get a little bit better everyday.  

Danny Iny Davis, that’s really inspiring. And it’s worth pointing out that it’s not just 

that you felt awkward and uncomfortable socially and you kind of got to 

a point where you could get by. I mean, on the strength of frankly, your 

initiative and your charisma, you’re really young and you’ve already 

done work with the industry leaders like Susan Cain and Keith Ferrazzi 

and Jenny Blake. How did you manage to make that happen?  

Davis Nguyen Thank you for asking. You know, you forgot to mention yourself, Danny. 

You are definitely an industry leader. Well, I realized that for the longest 

time – the same story when I was in elementary school – I always kept to 

myself because I believed that it’s the smartest person who will win in the 

end.  
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So I would look at my role models like Bill Gates or Steve Jobs and I 

would think, you know, they were really smart. I thought they got to 

where they are and I would constantly just read up, do the best, get the 

best grades in class and think that social skills—I don’t need those. I have 

academic skills and that’s going to take me somewhere.  

But it wasn’t until probably around college when I realized that it’s not 

always what you know but a lot of times, it is who you know. And I 

started reading your blog. I started reading other blog, Jenny Blake’s Life 

After College; Leo Babauta’s Zen Habits. And every single one of you 

guys; you guys are fantastic, you guys are smart, you guys were role 

models for me in college.  

And post after post, I’d noticed that you guys all knew each other. For 

me, as a reader, it just seemed like you guys are all isolated around the 

world; you in Montreal, Leo in San Francisco, Jenny in New York. And it 

was like how do you guys all connect?  

And it occurred to me that the reason why you guys are so successful is 

because you; one, you have initiative. But two, you’re willing to help each 

other out. And I just wanted to – for me, it just unselfish reason which is I 

was really impressed and I wanted to help you guys any way I could. 

Well, the selfish part was I would love to meet you guys but honestly, it 

was – I was really inspired by your work, Susan’s work with introverts 

and Jenny Blake’s work of 20-somethings.  

And what I did was I tried to connect with each one of you guys through 

email or through any other medium. But I figured, I have to be different. I 

have to figure out—all right, Davis, is a 20-something year old 20-

something in college. I’m not rich. I don’t have any social capital. I don’t 

have any connections. I don’t have any experience with business. What 

can I possibly offer Jenny, offer Danny, offer Keith, offer Susan?  

And I thought back to one thing that you talk about a lot which is the 

one-customer profile which is who is your target audience? What are they 

like? What are their habits? And that was pretty easy. So if I was trying to 

connect with you, you would be my one audience.  

And another concept you talked about was the pain problem – what is 

something that is very painful that’s facing that person? What can you do 
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to alleviate that? I realize that everyone can email you but there’s only so 

many hours in the day. So I had to ask myself, what is something that if I 

email them for the solution, what is it that I can provide?  

And I started looking through my role models for Jenny Blake who I 

invited to Yale last fall. Jenny at the time was preparing a talk that she 

want to give at Google called the Career in the Age of the App. But she 

hadn’t had an audience to practice with. And she wanted to have real 

feedback with real 20-somethings. And I reached out to her on email. I 

said, “Dear Jenny. My name is Davis. I’ve been reading Life After College 

for over five years now. I really love your material. I heard that you’re 

preparing this talk to give to Google and I realize that Yale might be a 

perfect place for you to practice.” 

And I made it easy for her to accept my request. I said I would get the 

funding for her to travel from New York to New Haven at Yale. I would 

make sure to have an audience so she wouldn’t have to do marketing. I 

made sure she had a place to stay, made sure that she had meals, and 

made sure that everything was covered. So all she had to do was take the 

train down to New Haven and give the talk and just do what she 

normally does. And afterwards, I would promise that everyone would 

give her feedback.  

So I would this for Keith. I would do this for you when you came to Yale 

and I would do this for all my role models, all my mentors. Instead of 

asking what can you do for me; I started asking the question, “What can I 

do for you?”  

And once I provided that value, I noticed that they will just say, “Yes, 

totally. I would love to take you up on your offer.” 

Danny Iny I mean, that’s been my experience with you. It’s been pleasant, easy, 

rewarding. It’s really been a pleasure to get to know you and to work 

with you. And it’s really inspiring to see. I mean, in a lot of ways, you did 

very similar to what I did in connecting with people like Brian Clark, and 

Guy Kawasaki, and Mitch Joel that led to my book, that led to etcetera, 

etcetera. You’ve done much the same thing. It’s the same pattern that you 

see over and over and over again but people dismiss it very easily. 

They’re like, “Oh, no. Well, you’re Danny Iny. You’re like whoever 
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people like to create rationalizations for why you can do it but they can’t.  

And it’s really inspiring to see how you just – you took it upon yourself to 

figure it out and you thought strategically about it. You didn’t do 

anything that anyone else couldn’t do; you just did a lot of things that 

most other people aren’t willing to put in the time and effort to do. And 

that’s where true success comes from. So, it’s really inspiring and I hope 

everyone who’s listening to this will really take that message and idea to 

heart.  

Now, I want to shift gears a little bit and talk about Speak for the Meek. 

So the people who are served by the work that you do are people who are 

introverts. So you said before yourself that being introverted and being 

socially awkward, it’s not the same thing even though people sometimes 

make that assumption. So what is an introvert exactly? 

Davis Nguyen So, good point, Danny. So a lot of people associate shyness with 

introversion which are not the same thing. So introversion as I define it, 

as Susan Cain and as we do in psychology is that people who have to 

recharge with time by themselves. While extroverts love the company of 

people, introverts can also enjoy people but after a certain time, it seems 

though our batteries are just drained and we need to go back to our 

rooms, we need to go to a library and we need to recharge.  

So overall, we prefer low-stimulant environments. So less parties, more 

book clubs, less clubbing and more quite dinners.  

Danny Iny And just having that awareness is really important. I mean, a lot more 

people are introverts than they tend to think because you tend to assume 

that anyone who can be outgoing in some context must be an extrovert, 

which is not at all true. I mean, I’m very much an introvert. And I’ve 

learned over the last few years, when I attend the conference for example, 

you know, I can be at the conference and I can put myself out there and 

do all that but at the end of the day, I’m tired and I’m wiped. And when 

people say, “Hey, do you want to come for this or that drink?” I’m like, 

“Sure, but let me meet you in a couple of hours,” because I know that I 

need to go back to my hotel room and just chill and recharge because I 

need that alone time.  

And it’s an important thing to be aware of because otherwise you could 
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just feel like, I’m really just not cut out for this. I can’t handle this. And 

that’s not the case, is it?  

Davis Nguyen Absolutely, Danny. And for a while, the books I was reading, Dale 

Carnegie, Never Eat Alone by Keith Ferrazzi, my mentor; these books are 

– they’re built for an extroverted ideal. As in they expect you to go out 

there and always be a people person.  

Introverts can be a people person but you point it out, as in it becomes a 

point where you feel so burnt out and after a long day at a conference, I 

like to go back even my friends are inviting me for drinks, I’ll say, I’ll take 

a [pause] on that. And sometimes, I just prefer to go back to my room and 

just relax.  

What happens is, about 40 percent of the world are introverts but the 

people who believe that they’re introverts but think that that’s a 

weakness and pretend to be an extrovert as I did throughout high school 

and most of college, you’ll find yourself you’re going to burn out. And 

then, your self-esteem goes down, your confidence goes down. And as 

you said Danny, you start to feel like you’re not cut out for this. But the 

fact is that you are cut out for it but you just need to re-channel your 

energy in different ways.  

As in, instead of trying to have a large number of 50 people, break it up 

and meet people throughout the day, one or one or in small groups, 

versus trying to force yourself to be everywhere at once, which is so 

draining. There are people who can do it. They’re wonderful and nothing 

against them.  

But for 40 percent of the population? We need a different way to 

approach the problem of how to handle social situations from an 

introverted point of view.  

Danny Iny Is that, like, if someone is an introvert and they’re like, “Well, how am I 

going to navigate all these different situations? Where did they learn – is 

that what’s Speak for the Meek is?  

Davis Nguyen Yes. One aspect, that’s where Speak for the Meek is different from all the 

other social skills out there as well as books is that, it’s focus primarily on 

people who prefer low settings, quiet settings versus having to go out 
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there. As in people who prefer one-on-one dinners versus dinner parties. 

It’s for people who want to have difficult conversations but aren’t really 

prepared to have that conversation.  

It’s introverts who sometimes like to overanalyze things which is a great 

thing that we have research-wise and making sure that things go 

according to plan. It’s great but for social situations where things should 

be a little bit more natural and spontaneous, sometimes we get in our 

own ways. And Speak for the Meek is a way for me to, not just provide 

the confidence to say, “Look, you guys are introverts. There’s nothing 

wrong with you guys. Here are some helpful things you might enjoy and 

some situations you might face and this is how handle it.” 

Danny Iny Awesome. So Davis, we’re coming up on our time but I want to just drive 

home for our listeners two points. There are two reasons that I asked—

well, three, I guess—three reasons that I asked Davis to come on the show 

today. And the first reason is Davis is awesome and he’s our student. 

He’s done such amazing things and we’re really proud of him. He want 

to showcase that. 

But beyond that, there are two things that I want people to take away 

from this. First, statistically speaking, 40 percent of the people listening to 

this are introverts and realistically speaking, it’s probably more than 40 

percent because there’s a bias in terms of people who are likely to 

gravitate to our message. So I want to encourage you guys to check out 

Speak for the Meek. There’s a lot there that’s going to do a lot for you.  

The other reasons I want you, and this is for the 40 plus percent who are 

introverts but for everyone who’s listening to this. I want you to pay 

attention to Davis’ example and everything that he’s done and everything 

he’s accomplished. It’s something that I want to point out in what he 

brings to the table. And this is something that I noticed actually when I 

visited you at Yale. I noticed this in several of the people you introduced 

me to as well. It was almost like a subgroup culture, I think, going on.  

You’re all really smart people. That’s no surprise going to Yale. It’s no 

surprise that the people that I would connect with in this way. But it was 

very rare and impressive combination of intelligence on the one hand but 

also work ethic and humility on the other hand. And bringing those three 
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things together, I think, has allowed you to do an awful lot.  

Can you speak a little bit, where does that come from? Because usually, I 

mean, the stereotype of the really smart jackass, it comes from 

somewhere.  

Davis Nguyen Right. Good question, Danny. So when people think of Yale University, 

they think of the typical white guy, blazer, owns a yacht, goes home in 

the summer to his home in Spain and so on. But Yale is such a diverse 

place and we all come from different backgrounds. As opposed to my 

humility and just my willingness to work comes from my background.  

So my family, they immigrated to the US in 1990, so before I was born. So 

my family, they’re political refugees of the Vietnam War. So they came 

here with literally just the shirts of their back and $200. I grew up mostly 

poor. So my family – I’m not embarrassed to say – we had welfare. We 

never used it and we had food stamps and place to just [unclear] regular 

nights when we have regular meals.  

But I remember growing up, in some nights, we will just have soy sauce 

and rice. My dad was a blue collar worker. He worked in an assembly 

line, so he was the only one working. And my family didn’t really know 

about Yale or how to get into college or pretty much anything. And I 

suppose that’s one reason why early on in life I didn’t feel like I fit in 

because I was known as the poor kid, the kid who wore the same shirt 

twice a week, the kid who can’t afford a bike. And a lot of things that my 

friends or my peers were able to do, I couldn’t afford.  

And pretty much all I had to do was I learned that – I started from the 

bottom. So I had nothing really to lose. And everything I took, every 

chance I took, it was a chance at getting something, getting somewhere 

higher. But I never forgot the people who helped me along the way. I 

never forgot the teachers who inspired me, my parents who supported 

me in what they could.  

I’ll never forget meeting mentors like yourself who just are willing to give 

their time and their advice. And so, I still think I’m really lucky because 

I’m 21 now and I work hard. But a lot of it is a lot of people care. And one 

thing that disappoints me is that a lot of people are afraid. The give their 

reason to not reach out to your mentors because they’re afraid that they 
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have nothing to offer. And in fact, everyone has something to offer.  

Just coming from where I am, realizing that I had nothing, I had no 

connections or anything. A couple of years ago I was just in high school in 

the worst – the news would call my high school the worst school in 

America. I think I’m so humble and grateful to have everything I have 

that every step up is going to be something new for me. And I suppose 

that’s where the humility comes from.  

The work ethic comes from just starting the bottom and everything else, 

the motivation is all there. I realized that there’s so much potential out 

there and the only reason that people are so scared is that they think 

they’ll fail. But as my dad who’s failed at business three times, each time, 

we’ve pretty much gone back to square which is just rice and soy sauce. 

It’s not the best meal but we lived.  

And for every email I send out to you or Jenny Blake or Susan Cain or 

Keith Ferrazzi, there are probably a dozen more people who didn’t give 

me the time and effort. But instead of dwelling on the rejections that I 

received, I am grateful for the people who did give me the time, their 

energy and just their resources because they could simply said no. But 

instead of focusing on what I didn’t get, I always focus on what I have 

and I’m grateful for.  

Danny Iny Well, Davis, that’s a very, very inspiring attitude. It’s something that I 

hope a lot of our listeners will take to heart and try to emulate, something 

that I certainly will aspire to be to bring more of into my life. So it’s an 

inspiration to me and I’m grateful to you for coming on the show.  

Davis, if people want to learn more about your work, where can they find 

you? 

Davis Nguyen They can definitely find me on www.speakforthemeek.com or follow me 

on Twitter which is just @SpeakfortheMeek.  

Danny Iny Awesome. Thank you, Danny.  

Davis Nguyen Thank you, Danny.  

Closing 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 
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And if you're loving the podcast and you've got a moment to spare, we'd *really* 

appreciate a short review and 5-star rating on iTunes (if you think we deserve it). 

 

Subscribe via iTunes 

 
Subscribe via RSS 

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, and a whole lot more.  

And of course, stay tuned for upcoming episodes on marketing, 

engagement, and successful online business. 
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