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Connecting with others
University of Houston professor Brené Brown 
is adamant: vulnerability has its place at work. 
The respected academic has come to this 
conclusion after studying vulnerability and 
shame for the past 15 years. 

What’s an example of how vulnerability can 
effectively play out at work? Let’s say two 
managers are asked to cut services in their 
department for budget reasons.

•	 Manager Rose decides which service cuts 
will be made without consulting members 
of her team.

•	 Manager George admits to his team 
members that he’s at a loss as to what 
services to cut and asks for their help. 

Most employees would prefer George’s 
approach. That’s because it’s only when 
we’re showing our vulnerability that we 
truly connect with others. This can seem 
counterintuitive, particularly in the workplace, 
where we’re often under the impression that 
bravado is admired.

Four myths of vulnerability 
In her 2010 TED talk, which has gone viral, 
and in her book Daring Greatly, Brené Brown 
touches on the four big myths of vulnerability:

•	 Vulnerability is a sign of weakness.
•	 We can opt out of vulnerability.
•	 Vulnerability means letting it all hang out.
•	 We can do it alone.

Brown says that when she meets with 
business people, more often than not, she 
is told that they “don’t do vulnerability.” She 
insists that we are all vulnerable, whether or 
not we show it. Courageous leaders are aware 
of their vulnerabilities and even show them 
in certain contexts, seeing this as a sign of 
strength.

Baring our souls?
But just what is vulnerability? According to 
Brown, it is the courage to show up and be 
seen. It is exposure to uncertainty, risk and 
emotions. Simply put, being vulnerable is 
doing something with an open and honest 
heart. Relationships teem with vulnerability. 
Since the workplace is full of relationships, 
it is also a hotbed of vulnerability. Still, it is 
not baring our souls to everyone. Instead, it 
is sharing our feelings and experiences with 
those who have earned the right to hear 
them. That’s the paradox, according to Brown: 
“Vulnerability is the last thing I want you to 
see in me, but the first thing I look for in you.”

An underappreciated asset
Author Keith Ferrazzi has said, “Vulnerability 
is one of the most underappreciated assets 
in business today. Everyone has something in 
common with every other person. You won’t 
find these similarities if you don’t open up and 
expose your interests and concerns, allowing 
others to do likewise.”

Fuelling innovation
Innovation is the heartbeat of vulnerability, 
says Brown. When we put an idea on the table 
and let colleagues pick over it, it’s hard not to 
take criticism personally. 

How vulnerability plays out at work

“Vulnerability is the last thing I want you to see in me, 
but the first thing I look for in you.”
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Read all about it! 
Brené Brown, Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We 
Live, Love, Parent, and Lead, New York, Gotham, 2012.

TED Talk by Brené Brown, The Power of Vulnerability:
www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_on_vulnerability.html

“Why the Best Leaders Are Vulnerable,” Inc.: 
www.inc.com/kimberly-weisul/leadership-why-the-best-leaders-are-vulnerable.html

Keith Ferrazzi with Tahl Raz, Never Eat Alone: And Other Secrets to Success, One Relationship 
at a Time, Crown Business, 2005. 
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Making way for 
vulnerability

“I participate in the 
mentoring program despite 
my initial feeling that I had 
little to offer as a mentor. 
My vulnerability showed 
through right away! It’s been 
very enriching as we learn 
from one another. Indeed, in 
modern management, where 
collaboration and differing 
views are encouraged, 
vulnerability plays a major 
role.”

Rachel Fontaine-Azzi 
Graduate Studies
Faculty of Arts
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Innovation is usually born of mistakes and is 
always born of courage and the tolerance of 
risk. Business writer Erika Andersen points 
out that a good leader is always in a state of 
learning. Clearly, trial and error is the ramp-
up to innovation. Holding back on new ideas 
or failing to give needed feedback usually 
indicates a fear of shame, of feeling belittled 
and of being wrong. 

In fact, being the superhero who has an 
answer for everything can erode credibility. 
People might see us as unwilling to reach 
out to gather all the information needed. 
Collaboration – not competition – is valued 
more than ever, given the complexity and 
widespread uncertainty of today’s work 
environment. 

Ways to walk the talk
Here are some concrete ways of showing our 
vulnerability at work:

•	 Expressing an opinion that is contrary to 
popular belief.

•	 Asking difficult questions whose answers 
may change our minds about an idea or 
ourselves.

•	 Letting go of trying to control the 
outcome of a meeting.

•	 Fostering dialogue even when we believe 
in the merits of our own point of view.

Self-worth on the line
Key to dealing with vulnerability in a healthy 
way is to avoid attaching our self-worth to 
how our ideas are received. For one thing, the 
“Not Invented Here” bias is rampant, which 
denotes a tendency to reject ideas that are 
not our own. In any event, we are always more 
than an idea, an opinion or a presentation. 

We should also keep in mind that courage 
and comfort don’t often co-exist. But it’s 
better to feel uncomfortable now than to be 
full of regret later. “Vulnerability sounds like 
truth and feels like courage,” sums up Brené 
Brown.

As Sigmund Freud said: “Out of your 
vulnerabilities will come your strengths.”
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Consult the list of workshops 
offered by the CODL.

https://web30.uottawa.ca/hr/
web/en/node

https://web30.uottawa.ca/hr/web/en/node

