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INTRODUCTION The Power of Good Awkward
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If you told me years ago that I, Henna Pryor, had anything in common with the Hollywood goddess that is Jennifer Lawrence, I would have asked, “What have you been smoking?”


Lawrence is a famous film actor, globally known for her string of blockbuster hits—The Hunger Games series, Silver Linings Playbook, and American Hustle among them. In a few short years, she tallied up a long list of accomplishments, including appearing in Time magazine’s list of the “100 Most Influential People in the World” and winning every award under the sun: Oscars, Golden Globes, People’s Choice, and even the Teen Choice Award for Best Liplock. She is also most people’s definition of drop-dead gorgeous.


So we’ve got a woman with stunning good looks, gobs of money in the bank, global admiration, movie opportunities that seem to drip from the sky with little effort, and she’s a good kisser?


Hmmmmph. I guess the perfect human does exist.


After years of watching her win at the game of life, the laws of social science1 suggest that most of us should dislike her. History shows that the more successful someone becomes, the more jealous and envious we start to feel, and ultimately, that person’s meteoric rise to success makes us (ahem, me) feel wholly inadequate. If people like her exist, how could this dorky Pakistani girl from Delaware ever measure up?


Surprisingly, even in the most frenzied height of her popularity, most of us don’t hate Jennifer Lawrence.


We love her.


YouGov is a national ratings service that polls millions of people to calculate popularity scores for thousands of things, from brands and companies to people like Jennifer Lawrence. As of this book’s writing, her score is sky-high, with only 9 percent giving her a “dislike” rating.


Why do we find her so endearing and magnetic when we perceive everyone else with similar levels of beauty, fame, fortune, and talent as having been conceived on another planet?


The short answer: she’s awkward.


Despite her early efforts, Lawrence never seemed to acquire the levels of hyperpolished social decorum of Old Hollywood actresses. When she won an Oscar for Best Actress in 2013, she tripped over her dress on her way to accept the award. “You guys are just standing up because you feel bad that I fell, and that’s really embarrassing, but thank you,” she quipped.


Early in her career, when she tried to be a model for Abercrombie & Fitch, she was cast for a photoshoot of models playing football on the beach. “The other models played football in a pretty way, but not me,” she told talk show host Graham Norton. “My face was bright red, and I was sweaty with flaring nostrils.” They didn’t use a single photo of her from that shoot.


She is so stumbly, fumbly, messy, ungraceful, and perfectly awkward that, during an interview with Jimmy Fallon, she expressed how frustrated she felt when people labeled her natural state of inelegance as some sort of “shtick.” In truth, she confessed, she is routinely mortified by her outward actions.


Over the years, Lawrence has learned to lean into her less graceful edges and to transform those moments into something purposeful and incidental. Instead of aiming to avoid them, she’s accepted them as a valuable part of her innate character. She publicly flaunted all the inelegant personality traits and perceived societal flaws that I spent most of my life desperately trying to hide.


And it worked.


In 2012, the review website IndieWire described Lawrence’s off-screen persona as “down-to-earth, self-deprecating, and unaffected.” It feels like she is one of us. Her style oozes accessible confidence—one we might embody someday. Bottom line, most people find her awkwardness to be a really good thing.


Until I was in my twenties, I personally didn’t know that was an option. I only knew Bad Awkward.


The year was 2004. I was in my second year at my first grownup job at a prestigious public accounting firm and was assigned to a project for a new partner—we’ll call him Ed. One late night in the office during the busy season, the team took a short break to unpack our takeout dinner and the conversation turned to luxury handbags.


Now, Ed appeared to be a guy with simple tastes. He ordered chicken fingers for dinner, mentioned he’s not one for “fancy vacations,” and delighted in simple things like Sweet Baby Ray’s BBQ sauce on his wings during Eagles games and his family RV trips to the shore. I thought I had a pretty good read on the guy.


So when the luxury bag topic came up, I decided I wanted to be seen as real and relatable. “I don’t understand why anyone spends thousands of dollars on those things,” I said. “A less expensive bag can carry your stuff just as well, and that money could be better spent feeding the hungry. I can’t help but think that those people are just self-absorbed egomaniacs who care more about flaunting their own status than anything else.”


Ed stopped his ketchup-soaked chicken finger just short of his mouth, looked me dead in the eye, and said, “You may not want to tell my wife that. She’s the head of Product Development at Dolce & Gabbana.”


CRINGE. Foot, meet mouth.


My swing at Relatably Real looked more like Self-Righteous Bonehead. At that moment, all I wanted was to do my best Homer Simpson impression and slowly back away into the bushes. I flushed with embarrassment and the moments that followed were thick with awkwardness.


After a few seconds—that felt like hours—I blurted out, “Oh, that’s so cringey. I’m sorry. I’m mortified.” By admitting to my feelings right away, we were able to share an exaggerated grimace-face and ultimately laugh it off. We moved on from the incident, but not without a ding to my ego, a vow to myself to avoid small talk for the rest of my life, and a strong desire to never feel this brand of Bad Awkward again.


As the years went on, I started to observe and experience awkwardness with a deep curiosity, and what I learned took me by surprise.


Jennifer Lawrence’s story isn’t at all different from that of the superstars we respect in the business world: Sara Blakely, Guy Raz, Melinda Gates, Arianna Huffington. In professional spheres, the highest performers often have one major thing in common that doesn’t get nearly enough airtime. They’ve found the key to thriving in the gap between their two selves—the person they see themselves as and the person the world actually sees. Instead of trying to smooth out the self-conscious bumps, they’ve leaned into embracing the embarrassing and celebrating the cringe.


Even if you believe that’s true at a cursory level, it seems the higher our own professional ambitions climb, the more we tend to condemn our own awkwardness. We avoid it like the plague and work hard to eliminate it at all costs. Over the years, many of us have come to think of awkwardness and confidence as contradictory.


But research has proven something surprising. Through that research and two decades of professional experience, I’ve learned that the most confident people you’ve ever met—the ones you adore and admire and feel drawn to the most—are the most awkward, both inwardly and outwardly. They just figured out how to make awkwardness work for them and befriend the living hell out of it.


They don’t seem arrogant. They aren’t immune to clumsiness. Their awkwardness makes us feel like we’re learning and growing alongside them. They make us feel instantly comfortable, and we translate their willingness to show us their bumpy edges as a form of primal, almost animalistic confidence. Their awkward confidence is grounded confidence. It directly correlates to the number of professional risks they’ve been willing to take. That courage has paid dividends in their careers.


So how do we take the power of awkward confidence and harness it ourselves, at work and in life? How can we use the awkwardness we already feel to take more professional risks and become braver?


Those answers are what you’ll find in this book. You’ll walk away from these pages with a surprising new perspective on one of our most shared emotions, a deeper understanding about how your own feelings of awkwardness may have held you back in the past, and a fresh toolbox filled with practical strategies for increasing your tolerance for awkwardness and taking risks in the future—no matter how cringey they may feel.




So, What Is Awkward Anyway?


Awkward. It’s one of those words that feels in your mouth the same way it feels in your body. Even saying it aloud creates a clunky movement between your lips and your tongue and the roof of your mouth. It’s an imperfect, ungraceful, prickly word, and an equally prickly feeling.


We’ve all had our own versions of those cringe moments at work. Awkwardness often emerges as a result of an unexpected conflict or unplanned event, an odd social encounter or an embarrassing moment. Here are some common ways you might have experienced awkwardness:




The Unwanted Hug: You start to hug a colleague, but they don’t reciprocate, resulting in an awkward, “What do we do with our hands now?” moment.


The Offbeat Outfit: You show up to a work function in a completely different style than everyone else (e.g., in a full suit when everyone else is in jeans and Birkenstocks), making you feel out of place.


The Awkward Silence: During a meeting, you’re asked a question you don’t know the answer to, leading to an uncomfortable silence that seems to last for hours.


The Shot-Down Suggestion: You speak up to share a new idea with your leadership team, only to have it immediately dismissed, which makes you feel overcome with embarrassment.


The Mishandled Compliment: You try to compliment a colleague, but it comes off as strange or inappropriate, creating an awkward exchange.


The Delayed Deadline: You take on an ambitious stretch project, only to have to sheepishly announce in the team meeting that you won’t hit the deadline as planned.





We could easily keep this list going, but I’d be surprised if you didn’t read at least one of those and immediately conjure up the memory of a similar experience, complete with a fresh wash of cringe. (You’re welcome!)


But let’s take that starting point and break down the word even more. What does “awkward” actually mean? (Professor Pryor saddling up to the podium here with a few working definitions):


awk·ward/´ôkwerd/




	
1 Difficult to use, do, or deal with2

“I need to have an awkward conversation with my boss.”


“It was an awkward negotiation, but we figured it out eventually.”


“He’s an awkward customer” (a difficult person to deal with).




	
2 Causing or feeling embarrassment, worry, or inconvenience3

“You have put me in a very awkward position.”


“Her suggestion was followed by an awkward silence.”


“I was the only one who spoke up and it felt a little awkward.”




	
3 Lacking ease or grace (of movement or expression)/not natural or relaxed4

“This email is written in a way that’s awkward to read.”


“He’s too awkward to give our company keynote.”







What’s interesting about all these definitions is they have three unwritten characteristics in common:


1 They’re all 100 percent subjective. Most conversations around awkwardness are through the lens of a social or emotional construct. A person or circumstance is not, on its own, “factually” awkward. It’s up to others to deem them or it so. “You can’t experience awkwardness unless you have an emotional state change. Unless you feel something different,” explains mental performance coach Collin Henderson. “It boils down to the understanding that feelings aren’t facts. Just because you feel a certain way doesn’t mean what you’re feeling is true. Because our actions and behaviors aren’t based on the truth; they’re based on our perception of the truth.”5


2 To be subjective, they all require an “other” to be involved. Subjectivity means it’s based on or influenced by our personal feelings, tastes, or opinions. The “other” could be a feeling created by another person (in the case of embarrassment or lack of grace) or an opinion of a situation or circumstance (in the case of a clunky email). If you trip over your own two feet on the way to the kitchen or butcher the pronunciation of someone’s name when you’re reading a company memo out loud at home, is it still awkward if no one else is there to see it or hear it? Most of us would answer no.


3 The feeling of awkwardness is learned. Depending on the context, awkwardness can be looked at as either a state (a temporary feeling we experience) or a trait (an adjective to describe who we are). In either case, it’s not something we’re born with. As young kids, most of us didn’t think twice about singing off-key at the top of our lungs or showing off our very best air-punching, hip-swinging, shoulder-shimmying dance moves in the kitchen—even when we had an audience. We just didn’t care who was watching.


These threads woven through the various definitions of “awkward” are key to understanding when something or someone qualifies as awkward. But to get to the heart of what awkward is, we also need to put it in context with the entire, larger family of forces that guides our social behavior at work.


I like to think of the forces that guide our social behavior as nesting circles. I’m a chocolate fiend, so personally, I like to think of them as the Ferrero Rocher of Social Behavior.


On the outside, we have the outer layer of chocolate and chopped hazelnuts. Those are the laws of science. These are forces of science, like physics or biology. As much as some of us might like to, we can’t wear shirts made out of hot lava to work. They just don’t stay on very well.


Nested inside of that is the crispy wafer layer—those are legal laws. There are legal forces we can’t ignore. For example, the lawmakers in my home state of Pennsylvania have a little rule about not lighting up a cigarette in the office. They don’t find that ideal.


[image: An illustration shows a paper cup with the layers nested inside labeled from the center Self-Consciousness, Etiquette, Legal Laws, and Science Laws.]


Then comes the creamy, chocolatey layer. Those are social expectations—things like cultural norms and etiquette. Now that some of us are back in the office, it’s not illegal to sneeze directly into your boss’s face without covering your mouth, but people do frown upon it and punishments mostly include social rejection and disapproval. People might call you gross or rude. (Me. I’m people.)


And then finally we get to the center, the whole roasted hazelnut: our self-consciousness. This is where awkwardness sits. Fitting, because our self-consciousness kinda makes us feel like a nut, doesn’t it? There are two kinds of self-consciousness: private and public.


Private self-consciousness involves our tendency to turn inward and closely inspect our inner selves to uncover our feelings, motivations, triggers, and fears. The easiest way to think of private self-consciousness is as a kind of personal self-reflection. Private self-consciousness also points to the less visible, hidden parts of ourselves that are harder for others to see at the surface, such as our beliefs, aspirations, and values.6


Public self-consciousness, on the other hand, is an awareness of the self as it’s viewed by other people. It’s these aspects of ourselves that feel like they’re on public display. It points to the qualities about ourselves that we believe give other people an impression of who we are, whether we ask for it or not. If we were wearing a high-tech, mind-reading helmet at these points, it would read something like, “In this moment, everyone is seeing who I really am.”


[image: An animated image shows the difference between private self-consciousness and public-consciousness.]


As you might expect, awkwardness is a form of public self-consciousness. We feel it at those times when a gap is created between the person we see ourselves to be and the person we believe they see on display.


[image: An animated image shows a man staring at his reflection on a broken mirror.]


Self-consciousness casts this diffused light over all the social dynamics that live in the dark corners. The ones that even etiquette doesn’t reach. For example, it’s not a violation of biology to shake your boss’s hand for a little too long. It’s not against the law, either. And the etiquette for how long a handshake should last isn’t black and white.


But it is awkward.


“Oh my God, I shook his hand for, like, three minutes straight. Why did I do that? Now I’m sweating, my face feels hot, and my stomach is starting to knot. Is he going to tell someone in his next meeting about how weird I was?”


Why do we feel this way? And worse, why do we fixate on it? Because social acceptance is a very real and hardwired human need. Feeling awkward is a signal from our modern brain telling us something feels socially unsteady. It tries to protect us from making a mistake that could harm our standing in our community. It helps us fit in and cooperate, and addresses the whisper-quiet mental scan we make to check on the approval of others.


Like many other emotions, just how awkward we feel exists on a continuum and at various levels of intensity. It can depend on many factors, like our own levels of general self-consciousness, the particular situation at hand, and the audience involved. While one situation might bring up feelings of mild, fleeting embarrassment that dissolve after a few seconds, a different situation might knock us totally off balance, leading to Level 10 discomfort and anxiety that replays in our minds for days and weeks, and a kitchen garbage can full of empty pint cartons of Ben & Jerry’s Phish Food. (Not that I’d know.)







What Awkwardness Is Not


I want to quickly make a distinction of what a state of awkwardness is not: Being awkward is not the same as being inept or failing. People sometimes use these words synonymously, but there’s a huge difference that’s important to note.


Being inept, by definition, often implies complete failure, inadequacy, or total lack of skills or competence in a specific area.* If you show up to work or step into entrepreneurship and people describe you as inept, you’re not likely to go very far. While I certainly wouldn’t want to hire an inept anesthesiologist to put me under before a major surgery, I’d be fine hiring an awkward one.


Being awkward is also not the same as being vulnerable. Researcher Brené Brown characterizes vulnerability as “the emotion that we experience during times of uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure.” While overlap exists between awkwardness and vulnerability, for the framing of this book, awkwardness is lower on the scale of emotional exposure. It doesn’t require the same levels of emotional disclosure and usually isn’t as personal. It’s more subjective and situational.


Imagine two people showing up at the Oscars in the same dress. “It’s not necessarily intimate. It’s not saying, ‘I did something wrong’ but rather it’s only an awkward situation right now,” explains organizational psychologist and author of The Good Fight, Liane Davey. “I don’t think awkwardness necessarily has to have that impact on self-esteem. But the fact that we can’t even cope with awkwardness means that we’re in trouble, because you’ve got to get through awkwardness to get to vulnerability.”


And herein lies one of the biggest challenges I’ve seen in the last few years: While I worship at the altar of all things Brené Brown, I’ve seen ambitious leaders and professionals jumping to faux-vulnerability rather than getting comfortable in the awkward, messy middle first. If we can’t embrace that messy middle as a stepping stone, our chances to display true vulnerability are low.


I look at it this way: awkwardness is an invitation to vulnerability.




Awkwardness is an invitation to vulnerability.
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When you feel comfortable in that space first, then authentic, emotionally intelligent, courageous leadership—leading others and leading ourselves—is within much closer reach.


One of my group coaching clients, Anna, was a senior VP at a large telecom company when the sudden work-from-home sweep began. “You know what’s hilarious?” she asked. “This whole time, I swore our CEO was a personality-free dullard. I was convinced he wore a suit to bed and didn’t know how to laugh.”


In her decade working at the company, the CEO came across as corporate and closed off. When the world was forced to start working remotely, suddenly he was giving virtual all-hands meetings from his kitchen island, with his kids tugging on his sleeve and the dog barking in the background. He fumbled through one awkward situation after another from his home “office” and was flustered, off his normal rhythm of speaking and losing his train of thought—and everyone in the company loved it. They loved him in a way that felt new and unfamiliar.


What was happening?


During the pandemic, teams around the world relished the chance to see their senior leaders in “Good Awkward” situations that showed off their perceived imperfections. For the first time, these leaders had their less-polished edges showing and people ATE. IT. UP. Sometimes in our quest to be seen as credible and professional and sophisticated, we forget the value of our humanity. It’s like looking at a beautiful piece of pottery. The cracks are what make it special and interesting.


Anna’s team is back to a hybrid format now, but I learned that her CEO has since dropped wearing the daily suit (except for important meetings) and has lightened up significantly in companywide calls. Letting others see his human, awkward, and less-polished side has had a measurable and statistically significant impact on improved ratings from the entire leadership team toward him as an executive leader. In the months that followed, the CEO discovered that embracing his awkward side allowed him to find a clear pathway to his authenticity, helping him better connect with his employees, improve morale, and make it easier for him to lead with more empathy and to make better decisions for the company.









The Cost of Avoiding Awkwardness


If embracing our awkwardness has such strong potential to help us succeed at work and in life, why is our instinct to avoid it at all costs?


Research7 from the Association for Psychological Science discovered that in early adolescence—kicking up around age eight8—our brains change. We start to internalize social norms and become much more self-conscious. Over time, we inevitably violate those social norms and feel bad or embarrassed. After we have enough of these awkward experiences, we start to act in ways that avoid the negative feelings that come with them.


Every time we experience one of these awkward moments, it feels like a little bruise to our risk-taking muscles. When we’re overcome with awkwardness after putting ourselves out there on purpose and it blows up in a puff of embarrassing smoke, we’re generally not too keen on doing that again. Thanks, but no thanks.




Sometimes in our quest to be seen as credible and professional and sophisticated, we forget the value of our humanity.
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We feel awkward enough when the emotion pours over us in low-stakes circumstances, but the feeling amplifies exponentially in a high-stakes moment. On those occasions, it becomes all too easy for us to tangle what we feel with who we are. We slowly program ourselves to look for who we are through the lens of society’s expected norms. Who do other people see? Does what I’m doing fit in with their expectations of me? And most importantly, do they approve of who they see?


As we continue into our professional lives, our experience and confidence go up, but so does our deep desire to fit in with those expected norms. As a result, our tolerance for risk-taking goes down.9 It stops us from taking the small, strategic action step that could change everything for the better, like negotiating for our worth or speaking up when we have something valuable to add or taking credit when we deserve it.


[image: An illustration shows a balance that weighs “Desire to fit in confidence experience” more on the left and “Risk Tolerance” low on the right.]


The great paradox is this: We’re all humans who crave belonging and acceptance badly, but applaud those who don’t seem to care about it. We love and appreciate awkwardness when we see it in others, yet we still fight it off in ourselves. Living in this tension is a huge key to learning how to use awkwardness as a valuable tool for success.







How to Embrace Awkwardness


A useful starting point is understanding what awkwardness is and isn’t, but knowledge alone doesn’t help us take the professional risks that’ll get us to where we want to go. Throughout my two decades in corporate America, I watched incredibly smart professionals get passed over for better opportunities, salaries, promotions, and projects. They’d be scratching their heads about how their less-qualified, less-interested colleagues were getting ahead while they remained stuck. The main difference? Their colleagues embraced the inevitable awkwardness that accompanied each transition point along the path of professional growth.


Later in this book, I’ll teach you the actionable steps you can take to train your brain to embrace these moments like they do. As much as we try, we can’t avoid or eliminate these experiences, so instead we’ll learn how to be ready for them when they arise. When opportunity knocks, you’ll be ready to answer. I know, because I too had to learn how to embrace the awkward.


I grew up a clumsy, firstborn daughter of immigrants—one who didn’t dress like my friends and wore my hair in long, oiled braids while the “cool girls” got to hairspray their bangs 90 degrees vertically. I was someone who brought spicy keema paratha to school for lunch, which didn’t remotely match the aroma of everyone else’s PB&J on Wonder Bread. I was someone who didn’t know the first thing about The Beatles or Fleetwood Mac because I never heard that music playing in our house.


The “me” I eagerly wanted to present to the world was always clashing with the “me” the world was seeing, and not a day went by that I didn’t feel impossibly awkward about it.


To this day, I’m someone who regularly says “You too!” when the server tells me to enjoy my meal, goes in for the hug when other people go in for the fist bump, replies to a digital request with “Go tit” at least twice daily (until I “Got it”), gives entire presentations with melted chocolate on the backside of her pants, and blurts out the first thought in her head, even when no one asked.


But interestingly, peers and colleagues regularly tell me that I—like Jennifer Lawrence—have cracked the code on awkward confidence. I’m proud to say that feels mostly true, although code-cracking sounds much cooler than anything I’ve ever done.


As a workplace performance expert who focuses on building braver teams and optimizing for peak performance, I’ve also worked with thousands of clients who craved this exact type of confidence for themselves. Not the manicured, out-of-reach brand of confidence, but the kind that feels real and true and accessible.


In our work together, we discovered that the best way to embrace awkwardness is to intentionally spend more time with it. The same way we strengthen other types of muscles, building the mental muscle of awkward tolerance is something that requires focused attention and specific mental exercises. As I learned more about this unique emotion, I found myself leaning on the specific strategies I’ll teach you in this book: implementing my SUCK Framework (a four-part process to practice), learning how to use humor and levity in moments of awkwardness, and fast-tracking awkward tolerance by bolstering our improvisational skills.


Over and over, my clients have noticed measurable improvements in their own risk-taking at work, but also a remarkable difference in their relationships with their teams, families, and friends. This new style of confidence didn’t just feel better on the inside—it looked better on the outside too.


It turns out, the key to success isn’t eliminating awkwardness. It’s conditioning for it instead.


Through my own training and countless hours of research, I’ve collected and come up with science-backed strategies to help people embrace challenges with a new outlook and a mindset that helps them move through feelings of awkwardness—whether these have been a familiar companion for many years, or are relatively new.


If you want to know how to be more courageous and take more strategic risks in the moments when it counts—without feeling frozen by the world’s inevitable awkwardness—this book is for you. And if you wish you could get out of your own head and into some kind of action in favor of making strides toward your own improvement—even if that action looks like a mud-splattered mess in the process—then this book is definitely for you.







Why Embracing Awkwardness Matters More Than Ever


As humans, we’ve been experiencing awkwardness for centuries, but in a world that went hybrid very quickly and required us to shift our social behaviors very suddenly—inviting awkwardness into every aspect of our previously compartmentalized lives—we’d all benefit from some mental muscle training. Me, most of all.


I’m the main character in a tale that could have gone down in the Awkwardness Book of World Records. It was my first meeting with a new client after we started convening in-person again. Since I hadn’t led this type of meeting in a while, I was feeling more nervous than usual. The stakes felt high. This large-scale training project had the potential to raise my profile considerably in my field. I really wanted to nail it.


I took a deep breath and gave this suited gentleman 15 minutes of my finest sales pitching. As I was wrapping up, he looked me square in the eye and raised his hand in front of his face. I flashed him a huge grin and met his palm with my own in a boisterous high five.


He raised an eyebrow and said, “Henna, I was holding up my hand to tell you to stop.”


Ugh.


Had I forgotten how to behave around other humans that quickly? Way to lose your touch, Pryor.


Pre-pandemic Henna might have interpreted the raised hand correctly, but post-pandemic Henna sure didn’t. Like everyone else, I was out of practice. New York Times writer Kate Murphy explains that, under normal circumstances, we have tons of opportunities to practice our social skills, such as how to read other people’s words, gestures, and expressions, and how to appropriately respond to unplanned or unexpected moments.10 But in the height of the pandemic, when we went into various states of isolation, we didn’t have the same chances for unplanned, in-person, face-to-face social interactions. Our social skills took a nosedive.


The science backs this up. Research of workers whose jobs are more isolated in normal times like astronauts, polar explorers, and soldiers found that both their social and risk-taking skills can atrophy, just like physical muscles that aren’t used regularly.11 Mental and social muscles become underused and aren’t primed to do any heavy lifting, so we feel socially anxious, afraid of taking risks, and unable to tolerate what used to feel mundane in the past. Allowing ourselves to be consumed by the Bad Awkward has scary consequences to not only our careers, but to our mental health, relationships, and overall ability to reach our true potential.


Most of us aren’t polar explorers, but we were all collectively knocked off balance after a period of extended social isolation, and finding our footing feels like the clumsiest effort of all time.


Our fast-changing digital era also adds a new layer of confusion. Conversations and interactions that once felt organic, easy, and routine are different now, and we’re still figuring out how it all works. (“Four exclamation points? Crap. Are they pissed at me?”) These days, everything feels awkward.


Social media filters and artificial intelligence (AI) advances are also creating a world where it doesn’t feel okay to be awkward or imperfect in any way. In the virtual world we live in, we often feel like we live in a fishbowl. It feels like everyone can watch us mess up or fall down. We’re not conditioned to ignore it.


The youngest among us might have it the worst, and not only because they’ve had fewer experiences in general than their older peers. Their parents belonged to a generation who subscribed to the idea that people should “only do what you love and what you’re good at.” Their parenting ethos was “let me steamroll the path for my sweet child.” As such, we’ve got a new generation of young workers who have no idea what it feels like to stumble through something. Even if it’s low-stakes—and especially when it’s high-stakes—it’s hard for them to navigate awkwardness.




Awkwardness isn’t a weakness to fix. It’s your greatest asset for professional and personal growth.
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I want to start by telling you a truth that took me way too long to learn and even longer to believe: Awkwardness isn’t a weakness to fix. It’s your greatest asset for professional and personal growth.


I’ve seen how this single shift in mindset—embracing the Good Awkward—has created monumental and measurable leaps for my clients:




	Moving to new jobs or taking leadership positions that once felt out of reach


	Negotiating huge pay raises or advocating for their needs


	Successfully navigating the most difficult conversations—both professional and personal


	Speaking up and taking credit when needed


	Finding the courage to start a new business or pursue a personal dream


	Building better team dynamics and communication or personal relationships





Embracing my awkwardness has directly led me to the career of my dreams in less than three years. Doing it stumbly and fumbly and messy has given me two TEDx talks in the span of 90 days (both promoted to TED.com), a calendar packed with speaking gigs at high fees with incredible clients, a coaching roster with a waitlist, and a circle of mentors and friends I still pinch myself over. Frankly, if you told me this would be my life a decade ago, I would have bought you a one-way ticket out of fantasyland.


By the end of this book, my hope is that you too will learn to wield your awkwardness as a secret weapon. I hope you’ll feel empowered to take the right next step toward your biggest, beefiest goals—and not just in spite of your awkwardness, but because of it.




My hope is that you too will learn to wield your awkwardness as a secret weapon.
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Prepare yourself. To use your awkwardness as an advantage requires making mental shifts and letting go of old beliefs. But here’s what I know: You’ve felt awkward before and you’ll feel awkward again. That’ll happen whether you choose to read the rest of these pages or not. But now, you have an opportunity to get good at it. The path won’t always be easy. There’s no way around it—only through. If looking cool is your number-one priority, this isn’t the book for you.


But if society’s version of coolness has eluded you your whole life and another strategy feels like it might fit the bill a little better (she writes as she shoots her hand to the sky), then let me be the first to offer you a seat next to mine on the Cringe Cruise. You might feel a little seasick at times, but we have Dramamine and ginger ale, and we’re on this ride together.


The truth is, you’re already so much more powerful than you realize. It’s time to harness the secret superpower you already have as a force for good.


Awkward and upward!




Every single time I go anywhere I tell myself: Don’t be awkward. And then … I be awkward.


—Glennon Doyle
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* The Oxford Dictionary defines being inept as “having or showing no skill,” and Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary adds “generally incompetent” and “lacking in aptitude.”
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