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To my partner Dan, who inspires me to keep showing up with vulnerability.







INTRODUCTION



Vulnerability equals death. Sounds pretty dramatic, right? But being vulnerable is the state of being exposed to a threat, and as human beings with a powerful survival instinct, we naturally seek to limit our exposure to threats. Predictability, on the other hand, ensures safety—because what we can predict, we can try to control. So predictability means survival, while threats are unpredictable. Predictability brings comfort, while threats breed fear.

What you do when exposed to this universal fear of vulnerability, and how you seek comfort to bring yourself back to the safety of predictability, determines your quality of life. The opportunities you pursue. The range of emotions you allow yourself to feel. The depth of your connection with yourself, others, and the world. It’s the difference between a life worth living and one filled with regrets. Emancipation or a self-imposed prison.

Embracing vulnerability is the bridge that can take you to the life and relationships of your dreams. The greater your capacity to understand vulnerability and lean into it in appropriate and constructive ways, the greater your capacity to experience profound joy, love, authenticity, and fulfillment. Here’s the catch, though: it’s going to feel uncomfortable and, at times, unnatural.

How the Fear of Vulnerability Shows Up in Your Life

Imagine this: Your boss announces that she is leaving. Her position is going to be open, and your coworkers are already gossiping about who is going to apply for the job. You feel a little spark of desire. You have experience, and you’ve harbored ideas about what it would be like to be in your boss’s shoes. But now that the opportunity is real and you have the possibility of applying for the job, your heart races and your gut flutters at the very thought of putting your name up for a promotion.

You’ve just felt the vulnerability of potential failure. It would be terrifying to apply for the job and not get it. It would also be scary to get the job and mess it up—what if you weren’t truly capable of pulling it off? So you don’t apply.

Now think about having a crush. The delicious daydreams. Putting together an outfit that makes you feel amazing and hoping you’ll run into this person. Your pulse accelerates during a moment of eye contact. You would love to go on a date, but you haven’t been asked out. Yet the thought of expressing your interest makes you want to vomit. What if you are seen as just a friend? So you don’t say anything. And that is the vulnerability of potential rejection.

These scenarios are examples of fearing vulnerability. You are terrified of the pain associated with possible outcomes, such as failure or rejection. So you adjust your behavior to reduce your emotional exposure to those threats and mitigate the risk of pain. That takes the form of avoiding certain actions, such as applying for the job or asking your crush out.

But vulnerability can also look like a direct action, such as breaking up with someone before they break up with you. Or holding yourself to impossible standards, trying to be more attractive, more successful, and smarter in the quest of acceptance.

Vulnerability feels like a loss of control, and your reaction may be an attempt to take back control, steering yourself away from threat and toward safety. However, your attempts to keep yourself safe can end up harming you. Maybe you would have gotten that promotion. Maybe you could have married the crush you never ended up dating. Maybe you end up successful, smart, beautiful—but miserable and alone.

The Benefits of Embracing Vulnerability

If embracing vulnerability is good for you but emotional exposure feels nearly unbearable, are you bound to experience intense levels of discomfort every time you try to be vulnerable?

Yes and no. In this workbook, you’ll learn how to feel safer while being vulnerable. And that includes knowing when it’s appropriate to be vulnerable, and at what level. At the end of the day, those feelings of discomfort associated with emotional exposure are necessary for survival. You wouldn’t stay in a burning building—you’d run for the exit. So you need discernment and self-trust in order to green-light vulnerability. It’s not an all-or-nothing thing. With some parameters in place, it will feel safer to hold space for your state of vulnerability (and the vulnerability of others)—and you may even reach a point where it feels amazing.

In this workbook you’ll acquire tools to get out of your comfort zone despite all the ickiness you experience when being vulnerable. That might include taking an action that feels scary or doing something that doesn’t feel intuitive at first. You will learn to accept that the feeling of sheer terror that can come with vulnerability never completely goes away. Discomfort is part of it, but you’ll become more comfortable with the uncomfortable.

The benefits of tackling such courageous inner work—and you are courageous for even opening this book—include increased self-acceptance, greater authenticity, a fuller experience of life, and relationships that are richer and more meaningful.

The beauty of this process is that you can’t work on vulnerability without accepting the parts of yourself that you’ve deemed too flawed to examine, let alone show to others. You can’t lean into vulnerability without honoring what is true and authentic for you. You can’t explore vulnerability without going to places you’ve never been before, some more exhilarating than you could ever have imagined. And finally, it would be impossible to cultivate vulnerability without noticing an immediate positive impact on the love you are able to give and receive. All of this makes the work worthwhile.

Included in this workbook are action tools to help you deconstruct vulnerability and turn it into a practice that will enrich your life and your relationships. From setting a vision for your vulnerability journey and cultivating self-awareness to building shame resilience and practicing authentic communication, you will explore 10 core pillars of vulnerability. First, through examples of interpersonal situations, you will learn why each of these pillars is important and how it shows up in real life. Then you will practice putting that pillar into action in your own life through self-reflection exercises (such as journaling prompts) as well as specific concrete actions.

Ready to dive deep? Just bring an open mind and a brave heart. A willingness to see and do things differently. And prepare for discomfort, knowing that there will be great rewards on the other side. Besides that, all you’ll need is a pen.







Chapter 1 SETTING A VISION AND INTENTIONS FOR YOUR VULNERABILITY JOURNEY




American professor of literature Joseph Campbell is most famous for his work on the hero’s journey, breaking down the stages of story and inner transformation that a hero undergoes while on a quest.1 If choosing to live with vulnerability instead of running away from it is an act of courage, you can think of yourself as a hero. And if you are reading this book, you’ve already experienced the first step of your hero’s journey: the call to adventure.

This is the moment when you are faced with a challenge or a conflict that disrupts the equilibrium of your day-to-day life and forces you into action. Your adventure begins. You leave behind what is familiar and comfortable and embark on an expedition filled with adversity but also opportunity and helpful resources, such as mentors and guides. You will ultimately conquer your obstacles and emerge victorious—and be profoundly changed in the process.

Regardless of whatever external event might have moved you to pick up this book, you probably didn’t stumble upon the idea of working on vulnerability by accident. For most people, the decision to prioritize vulnerability is a call to adventure forced by some external event, such as a painful breakup or an inability to experience nourishing relationships. It’s not the kind of stuff they teach you in school, yet it’s an essential life skill. And there comes a moment when you realize you can no longer go through the motions of life without it. And so your journey begins.

Before slaying any metaphorical dragons, though, it’s important to set a vision and arm yourself with intentions. Heroes in mythical journeys are able to persevere through difficulties because they have a strong “why.” They need to save their community. Reunite with a soulmate. Acquire some object. Whatever the case may be, it’s the ultimate outcome of the adventure that matters—an outcome a hero will go to great lengths to achieve.

When learning how to understand, embrace, and put into action the idea of being vulnerable, you’ll experience ups and downs. Without a clear vision in mind, you might be tempted to give up and revert to your old ways. That’s why it’s essential to remember your ultimate desire and keep going.

In this chapter you will be setting a vision and intentions for your personal vulnerability journey. By the end of the chapter, once you’ve completed the exercises it includes, you’ll understand your own desired outcome. You’ll feel connected to that outcome and motivated by it. You’ll truly understand what your call to adventure is all about.

You’ll also be armed with a set of guiding principles that can act as your compass on this adventure. Keep in mind that when you’re practicing vulnerability in the real world, you’ll interact with people who won’t always be as well equipped as you are to engage vulnerably, so you’ll need to lead the way. Fear not, though—this workbook is your ally and a resource that you can get back to at any point.

Getting Clear about Your Vulnerability Vision

Ready to start setting a vision for the ultimate outcome on your journey? Start by going through the case studies that follow. Answer the prompts to analyze the situation in each case study and identify common vulnerability pitfalls and their consequences. You can use those insights to determine what you want to experience in your life and relationships through the power of vulnerability.


CASE STUDY 1

Anna and John have been in a relationship for seven years. Since moving in together, however, the quality of their bond and their level of individual fulfillment has gone downhill. They make love less often, and when they do it feels like they are just checking a box. Date nights also feel like forced rituals, and they breathe a sigh of relief when they come back home, put on their pajamas, and get back to their respective post-work activities: watching sports on TV for John, scrolling on social media for Anna.

Anna is starting to feel increasingly resentful and dissatisfied. She longs to feel desired again and misses the spontaneity of her early dating experience with John. With an ache in her heart, she remembers the days when they couldn’t get enough of each other and had profound conversations for hours. Anna often lets out her frustration by blaming John for watching too much TV and not paying enough attention to her. As a result, John tenses up whenever Anna comes home from work. He feels irritated by her presence and anticipates her next complaint. He sometimes even starts doing some chore to avoid having to talk to her.

Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper for the following questions.

1. In what ways does a lack of vulnerability manifest itself in Anna and John’s relationship?

2. How is this lack of vulnerability contributing to their increased disconnect and dissatisfaction?

3. What could Anna do differently?

4. How could Anna lean into the fear of vulnerability to approach John?

5. What kind of different result could that lead to?

6. What could John do differently?

7. How could John lean into the fear of vulnerability to approach Anna?

8. What kind of different result could that lead to?


CASE STUDY 2

Omar is participating in a work meeting with peers and a couple of senior stakeholders from different teams, including his boss. The group is discussing unexpected issues that are preventing them from reaching their sales and customer retention targets. Poor communication between team members and department heads is leading to misunderstandings with clients. And Omar, a sales rep who deals with clients on a daily basis, has a really good idea of what could be done to improve the situation. He had even seen some of these problems coming.

Omar’s boss turns to him and asks him what he thinks and whether he has any ideas to share. He feels his face flush, and all of a sudden he feels really nervous. He tells her that he doesn’t have anything to add for now. She moves on to the next person, Omar’s teammate Lisa, who enthusiastically shares her insights and even suggests a strategy the team could adopt. Omar’s boss loves the idea and tasks Lisa with leading a project to implement her suggestion.

Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper for the following questions.

1. In what ways is a lack of vulnerability manifested in Omar’s choice to withhold his thoughts?

2. How could this lack of vulnerability affect Omar’s career?

3. How could Omar have leaned into his fear of vulnerability during this work meeting?

4. What different result could that have led to?


CASE STUDY 3

Marieke is a high-powered attorney. She works long hours, then comes back home to the glamorous apartment she’d always dreamed of as a penniless student. Her social life mainly consists of happy hours or weekend dinners with girlfriends. During those moments, she is funny and engaging. She shares sarcastic anecdotes about her coworkers and discusses her next travel plans. Sometimes her friends pour their hearts out about their stress or latest dating disasters, and Marieke encourages them or dishes out advice. But she doesn’t really have much to share on that front herself—she feels just fine.

She also catches up with her family by phone from time to time, when she feels guilty about how long it has been since their last call. Her sister Irene, who is a couple of years younger than Marieke, lives in the suburbs and already has two kids. When Irene calls to talk about her struggles navigating motherhood, Marieke politely listens. But she often feels the urge to get off the phone and get back to more pressing things, like the deliverables piling up in her inbox. Her next promotion is around the corner, after all, and she often continues working well into the night while sipping a glass of wine.

Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper for the following questions.

1. In what ways is a lack of vulnerability manifested in Marieke’s lifestyle?

2. How does it show in her relationships with friends and family?

3. How could this lack of vulnerability be affecting Marieke’s life?

4. How could Marieke lean into her fear of vulnerability with her friends and family?

5. What kind of different result could that lead to?



Now that you’ve spent some time reflecting on the different ways a lack of vulnerability can manifest, you’re ready to set a vision for your personal vulnerability journey. In the business world, a vision statement describes where a company aspires to be. It’s about an ideal future state that gives purpose to the existence of the organization. Using the prompts below, explore the desired future state that vulnerability can help you achieve, and the purpose of your vulnerability journey. Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper for the following questions.

1. What is the main reason you decided to get this workbook?

2. What, specifically, do you expect to get out of this workbook?

3. What’s missing in your life at present?

4.  What is most difficult for you when it comes to vulnerability? For example, you may find it challenging to express your feelings in relationships. Or you may struggle with the idea of losing control when showing vulnerability.

5. How is a fear of vulnerability holding you back?

6. How could embracing vulnerability benefit your life?

7. Complete the following sentence, thinking ahead about yourself and your life after completing this workbook. For example, “Now that I have successfully embraced vulnerability, my marriage is more fulfilling.”

Now that I have successfully embraced vulnerability, ____________________________

8. What are three outcomes that would feel like absolute wins at the end of this workbook?

9.  Would one of those outcomes have a domino effect, automatically making the other two more achievable?

10. Where do you think you will you be 10 years from now if you achieve this outcome? How could it impact your romantic relationships?

11. How might it impact your career?

12. How will it impact your relationships with friends and family?

13. Where will you be 10 years from now if you DON’T achieve this outcome? How would this impact your romantic relationships?

14. How would it impact your career?

15.  How would it impact your relationships with friends and family?

16. Why is now the best time to turn your ideal outcome into a reality?

You should now have a better idea of what you want and don’t want when it comes to vulnerability and its effects on your life. It’s time to craft a vision statement for your vulnerability journey! This can help you anchor yourself in your purpose while navigating the ups and downs of implementing the concepts you will learn in this workbook. Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper.

1. Close your eyes and think of the ultimate desired state that you want vulnerability to help you achieve. Sum it up in a single sentence. Need inspiration? Here are a few examples:


	
• “I am in the healthiest, most fulfilling relationship of my life.”

	
• “I am closer to my family than ever before, and our relationships are getting better over time.”

	
• “Intimacy is easy now, and I love feeling connected to myself and others.”

	
• “I have an open heart and live boldly and with courage.”



2. How will achieving this vision make you feel? Loved? Loving? Alive? Passionate? Fulfilled? Excited? List all the emotions that come up—and take a moment to feel their deliciousness.


Setting Intentions to Guide Your Vulnerability Journey

You might have heard of the concept of setting intentions. At worst, you might see it as a fluffy buzz phrase. At best, you kind of get it, but still feel that it’s a bit abstract. Says author and alternative medicine advocate Deepak Chopra, “An intention is a directed impulse of consciousness that contains the seed form of that which you aim to create.”2

Intentions are different from goals. Goals are specific things you want to achieve in the future. Intentions are guiding principles that you embrace and aim to embody in the present. They are more about the journey than the destination.

While the vision you set for yourself in the first section of this chapter is your motivator and the outcome you desire in undertaking this inner work, intentions are going to serve as the compass that helps you navigate your vulnerability journey.

At the end of the day, vulnerability is about being human. It’s an emotional state triggered by the fact that you are a social being with interpersonal dealings. And when you deal with people, context matters. For example, how do you decide that it’s safe to be vulnerable with someone? Opening up to a toxic coworker who bullies you at work isn’t always the best idea. Or how do you deal with the lump in your throat and the cold sweats you feel when you want to share your feelings and needs with your partner? You may know that it’s necessary for your relationship, but you still struggle to do it.

The truth is, there is no vulnerability roadmap. And that’s why having a compass—your intentions—is more beneficial than aiming to have a step-by-step map for being vulnerable. Such a map doesn’t exist. That said, every chapter of this workbook will help you deepen your understanding of vulnerability so that you’ll be able to apply it beneficially in different contexts and know how to answer such questions as those posed above. You’ll learn to feel confident about when it’s safe to open up, and you’ll know how to deal with the discomfort of being vulnerable when it becomes necessary.

While there’s no roadmap, setting intentions at the beginning of your journey is important. This will help you arm yourself with guiding principles to follow from this moment onward, while walking toward your vision and learning about vulnerability.

If you have a college degree, are currently in school, or have ever taken up a hobby that required you to attend classes or workshops to learn a new skill, you might have unknowingly set intentions for that learning experience: avoid procrastination, be organized with your notes, make new friends, have fun, and so on. Those intentions guided your focus and actions. Perhaps you let yourself be goofy in dance class because your intention was to enjoy yourself, not to become a professional dancer. Maybe you declined party invites in order to finish an important paper instead of leaving it to the last minute because you had the intention of not procrastinating. Or you joined a student organization to meet new people because making friends in college was one of your intentions.

Now that you’ve wrapped your head around the idea of setting intentions and how it applies to your vulnerability journey, let’s get started.

Intentions about Your Learning Experience

Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper for the following questions.

1. How do you want to approach this workbook? For example, you may want to aim to keep an open mind. Or you may decide that you will set time aside every week to complete the exercises. Define how you will make the most of your learning experience.

2. What will be your main focus?

3. What is the mindset you want to cultivate while working on embracing vulnerability?

4. How would you like to deal with moments when you feel a bit stuck?

Intentions about Your Relationship with Yourself

1. What are your expectations of yourself while doing this work?

2.  In what ways will you be kind to yourself while doing this work?

3. How do you want to approach moments of discomfort?

4. How do you want to approach moments of self-doubt?

Intentions about How You Want to Show Up with Others

1. How do you intend to lead?

2. How do you intend to love?

3. How do you intend to communicate?

4. How do you intend to listen?

5.  How do you intend to approach conversations?

6. What about difficult conversations and conflicts?

7. What about moments when others do or say something that isn’t okay with you?

Narrowing Down Your Intentions

1. Review your answers to the previous questions. Do you notice any common themes? Group your answers around similar themes—communication, for instance, or open-mindedness.

2. If you had to choose a few core words—such as kindness, compassion, courage—to sum up the intentions you’ve listed, what would they be?

3. Make a list of three core intentions (one sentence each) that you want to carry with you on your vulnerability journey. “I will communicate even when it’s hard” or “I will be kind to others and myself” are a couple of examples you can use for inspiration.

4.  Why is each of these intentions important to you?

5. How will you remember your intentions? For example, you might want to print them out and put them on your bathroom mirror as a visual cue. Or you might want to set daily reminders on your phone.

Take Your Vision and Intentions with You

Congratulations—you now have a clear vision and intentions for your vulnerability journey! You have answered the call to adventure, and you feel the pull of your desired outcome. You have a good idea of how you want to show up while reading this workbook and completing the exercises in it. And you know what to keep in mind when you connect with yourself and interact with others. With a strong sense of purpose and a compass in your pocket, it’s time now to venture further out.


	
1 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (Novato, California: New World Library, 2008).

	
2 Deepak Chopra, “5 Steps to Setting Powerful Intentions,” Chopra.com, July 1, 2020. https://chopra.com/articles/5-steps-to-setting-powerful-intentions.
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