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1) Turn to your neighbor 
(preferably someone you don’t 
know well).

2) Take ~60s per person and 
respond to this prompt:

“Tell me about 
yourself.”



3) Remember what you said . . 
. and DIDN’T say.  We’ll come 
back to that later.
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Vulnerable leadership requires intentionality when 
choosing which parts of yourself you choose to 
emphasize, especially during the moments that matter.
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What is vulnerable leadership, 
and why does it matter?

What does vulnerable 
leadership look like in 

practice?

How do we effectively lead 
with vulnerability?



What is vulnerable leadership, 
and why does it matter?



Geo/Socio 
Political Tensions

The Rise
(and/or Bubble) 

of AI

Financial and 
Labor Market 
Uncertainty

Loneliness and 
Mental Health 

Epidemics



“Quiet Quitting” has been 
replaced with “Quiet Cracking”

https://www.cnbc.com/2025/08/25/quiet-quitting-is-a-past-trend-why-workers-are-quiet-cracking.html



Problem
When fear takes root in your organization, 
more people stop prioritizing helping each 
other, and instead prioritize helping 
themselves.



Solution
Vulnerable leadership is the 

antidote to the problems that can 
arise from fear throughout your 

organization by nurturing trust and 
connection.

Problem
When fear takes root in your organization, 
more people stop prioritizing helping each 
other, and instead prioritize helping 
themselves.



Why is vulnerable 
leadership effective?



In Nov 2021, I gave a keynote . . .



In Nov 2021, I gave a keynote . . .

. . . about how I was struggling with 
depression, anxiety, and burnout

and I knew I wasn’t alone.



It started with a 
single interview . . .



which turned into 
more interviews . . 
.



which turned into 
keynotes,  
workshops, . . .



and hundreds
of very honest 
conversations
over the last 
four years.



Why did people want to 
hear me speak?



say something

We really wanted

REAL.

that would actually

to hear from a leader



What does vulnerable 
leadership look like in practice?



“Conventional” Leaders Vulnerable Leaders

Keep their message as palatable as 
possible in order to minimize risk

Choose a message that deeply resonates
with those that most need to feel seen 
even if it requires a courageous risk

Keep it high level, speak in terms of 
general trends

Zoom in all the way to a specific human 
story (ideally their own)

Only talk about struggles that they’d 
already overcome

Openly share about their current 
struggles that they have yet to overcome
demonstrating that “we all struggle.”
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“The wound is the place 
the light enters you.”

- Rumi, 13th century poet



Exercise #2 (do this as homework)

Conventional Leaders Vulnerable Leaders

Keep their message as palatable as 
possible in order to minimize risk

Choose a message that deeply resonates
with those that most need to feel seen 
even if it requires a courageous risk

Keep it high level, speak in terms of 
general trends

Zoom in all the way to a specific human 
story (ideally their own)

Only talk about struggles that they’d 
already overcome

Openly share about their current 
struggles that they have yet to overcome
demonstrating that “we all struggle.”

1) Take a picture of this slide.
2) Later today, reflect to yourself: “In terms of vulnerable leadership, 

where do you feel YOU (not WE) could improve?
3) Pick one person you will share your insights with after this talk.



In the moments that matter, 
how do leaders actually apply 

these insights?



Case Study: Google’s layoff on Jan 20, 2023



Case Study: Google’s layoff on Jan 20, 2023

The following two photos were 
taken on the the same day









Problem
Not only were many of us never trained to be 
vulnerable in the workplace, we were explicitly 
trained to NEVER be vulnerable in the 
workplace.



Solution
Your capacity for vulnerability can be 

systematically built and increased 
over time like the strength of a 

muscle.

Problem
Not only were many of us never trained to be 
vulnerable in the workplace, we were explicitly 
trained to NEVER be vulnerable in the 
workplace.



“The 15% Rule” (Carole Robin)

Comfort
Zone
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3) Push AT LEAST 15% into the 
discomfort zone

Exercise #1 Revisited

“Tell me about 
yourself.”

1) Turn to your neighbor
2) Take up to ~1m per person 

and respond to this prompt:



Exercise #1 Revisited

3) Push AT LEAST 15% into the 
discomfort zone

“Tell me about 
yourself.”

1) Turn to your neighbor
2) Take up to ~1m per person 

and respond to this prompt:



One last lesson on real 
talk on vulnerable 

leadership
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Vulnerable leadership requires intentionality when 
choosing which parts of yourself you choose to 
emphasize, especially during the moments that matter.

Often Poorly Dressed
Cat Lover Who Struggles to 
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Vulnerable leadership is taking a risk and showing your 
heart (wounds, scars, and all), because it's the most 
powerful way I know of to let people know that they matter.



Thank you.
newtoncheng@gmail.com

@newtoncheng
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Nurturing a Culture of Vulnerable 
Leadership

Set the 
tone with 
STORIES

Define a 
safe SPACE

to 
experiment

STRETCH
and try 

new 
behaviors



Set the 
tone with 
STORIES

Define a 
safe SPACE

to 
experiment

STRETCH
and try 

new 
behaviors

SUSTAIN
and build 
on new 

behaviors

Nurturing a Culture of Vulnerable 
Leadership
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