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Connections Brene Brown

Rediscovering the Art of Connection: Insights from
Brené Brown's Transformative Research

In a world that is more digitally connected than ever before, many of us report feeling
profoundly lonely. We scroll through curated feeds, attend virtual meetings, and send
quick texts, yet a deep sense of disconnection lingers. For over two decades, researcher
and storyteller Brené Brown has dedicated her career to understanding this paradox. At
the heart of her work lies a single, powerful concept: the fundamental human need for
connection.  Brown defines  connection  as  the  energy  that  exists  between  people  when
they feel seen, heard, and valued—when they can give and receive without judgment. Her
research,  which  has  spawned  best-selling  books,  popular  Netflix  specials,  and  a  global
conversation about vulnerability, offers a roadmap for building the authentic relationships
we all crave.

The Science of Connection: Why We Need Each Other

To  understand  the  depth  of  Brené  Brown's  work  on  connection,  it  is  essential  to  first
appreciate  why  connection  matters  so  deeply.  Drawing  from  her  grounded  theory
research, Brown argues that connection is a neurobiological imperative. We are hardwired
for it. When we experience genuine connection, our brains release oxytocin, the bonding
hormone, which reduces stress and increases feelings of trust and safety. Conversely, a
lack of connection triggers the same neural pathways associated with physical pain. This
is not merely a nice-to-have social skill; it is a biological necessity for survival and well-
being.

Brown's research consistently shows that the opposite of connection is not disconnection,
but  shame.  Shame,  which  she  famously  defines  as  "the  intensely  painful  feeling  or
experience  of  believing  that  we  are  flawed  and  therefore  unworthy  of  love  and
belonging," is the primary obstacle to forming deep bonds. When we feel shame, we hide.
We withdraw. We pretend to be someone we are not. This self-protective behavior, while
understandable,  creates a barrier between ourselves and others.  The journey toward
connection, then, is a journey away from shame and toward vulnerability.

Vulnerability: The Birthplace of Connection

Perhaps no concept is more closely associated with Brené Brown than vulnerability. In her
viral TEDxHouston talk and subsequent book Daring Greatly, Brown redefines vulnerability
not as weakness, but as the most accurate measure of courage. She defines vulnerability
as "uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure." It is the first thing we look for in another
person and the last thing we want to show them about ourselves. To build connection, we
must be willing to show up and be seen, even when there are no guarantees.

Consider the moments in your life where the deepest connections were formed. They



likely occurred not during times of triumph and perfection, but during moments of shared
struggle, laughter, or honesty. Perhaps it was a late-night conversation where someone
admitted they were scared, or a moment when you confessed a mistake and were met
with kindness instead of criticism. Brown calls these "vulnerability armors" that we wear
to  protect  ourselves.  These  armors—perfectionism,  numbing,  foreboding  joy,  and
cynicism—all serve to keep us safe from hurt, but they also lock us away from connection.
To truly connect, we must learn to take off these armors, piece by piece.

The Role of Empathy in Building Connection

Vulnerability  alone  is  not  enough.  For  connection  to  flourish,  vulnerability  must  be  met
with empathy.  Brené Brown distinguishes clearly between empathy and sympathy, a
distinction that is critical for meaningful relationships. Sympathy is feeling for someone; it
is a distant, often pitying response. Empathy, on the other hand, is feeling with someone.
It requires us to connect to our own experiences of pain and struggle so that we can truly
understand what another person is going through.

Brown breaks empathy down into four key components, which she often illustrates with
the metaphor of "a person in a dark hole" and a friend climbing down to join them:

Perspective Taking: The willingness and ability to see the world from another
person's point of view, even if you disagree.
Staying Out of Judgment: Resisting the urge to fix, minimize, or criticize the
other person's experience.
Recognizing Emotion: Being able to identify and name the feeling the other
person is experiencing, such as disappointment, fear, or grief.
Communicating That Understanding: Verbally or non-verbally letting the other
person know, "You are not alone. I get it."

Empathy is the antidote to shame. When we share our vulnerable stories in a shame-
prone culture, we risk being judged, dismissed, or shamed further. However, when we are
met with empathy, the shame loses its power. The connection that forms in that moment
is transformative. It is the foundation upon which trust, intimacy, and belonging are built.

Wholehearted Living: The Antidote to Disconnection

In  her  book  The  Gifts  of  Imperfection,  Brené  Brown  introduces  the  concept  of
"Wholehearted Living." This is her term for a way of engaging with the world from a place
of worthiness. Wholehearted people, according to her research, have a strong sense of
love and belonging. They believe they are worthy of connection, simply because they are
human. This belief is not contingent on their achievements, their appearance, their social
status, or their bank account.

Wholehearted living is the opposite of the "hustle for worthiness" that so many of us
engage in. This hustle is the exhausting, never-ending attempt to prove that we are
enough. It is driven by the fear that if we stop performing, achieving, and pleasing, we will
be deemed unworthy of  connection.  Brown identifies ten "guideposts"  for  Wholehearted
living, including:
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Cultivating Authenticity: Letting go of what people think and embracing your1.
true self.
Cultivating Self-Compassion: Letting go of perfectionism and treating yourself2.
with kindness.
Cultivating a Resilient Spirit: Letting go of numbing and powerlessness.3.
Cultivating Gratitude and Joy: Letting go of scarcity and the fear of the dark.4.
Cultivating Intuition and Trusting Faith: Letting go of the need for certainty.5.
Cultivating Creativity: Letting go of comparison.6.
Cultivating Play and Rest: Letting go of exhaustion as a status symbol and7.
productivity as self-worth.
Cultivating Calm and Stillness: Letting go of anxiety as a lifestyle.8.
Cultivating Meaningful Work: Letting go of self-doubt and "supposed to."9.
Cultivating Laughter, Song, and Dance: Letting go of being cool and "always in10.
control."

Each of these guideposts is a practice, not a destination. They represent daily choices to
lean into vulnerability and choose connection over isolation. The journey to connection is
not about achieving perfection; it is about embracing imperfection and recognizing that
our flaws do not disqualify us from love and belonging.

Daring Greatly: Connection in the Arena

Brené Brown's book Daring Greatly takes its title from a speech by Theodore Roosevelt,
which includes the famous line about "the man in the arena." Brown uses this metaphor
to describe those who are willing to show up, be vulnerable, and engage fully in life. The
arena is where connection happens. It is the difficult conversation with a spouse. It is the
creative project you are afraid to start. It is the act of asking for help. To dare greatly is to
understand that vulnerability is the path to courage, connection, and wholeheartedness.

However, being in the arena also means facing criticism, failure, and disappointment.
Brown introduces the concept of "the critic in the stands"—the internal voice of shame
and self-doubt,  as well  as the external voices of people who critique without risking
anything themselves. For connection to thrive, we must learn to hear the feedback from
those who are also in the arena (our "trusted advisors") and ignore the critics who are not
willing to be vulnerable themselves. This discernment is crucial. Not everyone deserves
access to our vulnerability. True connection requires boundaries and mutual trust.

One of  the  most  profound insights  from Daring Greatly  is  the  idea that  we cannot
selectively numb our emotions. Brown explains that we live in a culture that is terrified of
vulnerability,  so  we  try  to  numb  difficult  feelings  like  shame,  fear,  and  disappointment.
However, the biology of emotion does not allow for selective numbing. When we numb
the dark emotions, we also numb the light ones—joy, gratitude, happiness, and love.
Therefore, the path to connection requires us to feel the full spectrum of human emotion.
We cannot experience deep joy without also being open to deep pain. This is the price of
admission for a connected life.



Rising Strong: The Reckoning, The Rumble, and The Revolution

Building connection is not a linear process. We will stumble. We will fall. We will have our
hearts broken. In Rising Strong, Brené Brown addresses what happens when we fail, when
we are hurt, or when a relationship breaks down. Her research reveals that the people
who are most capable of forming and re-forming connections after a setback have a
specific  process  for  getting  back  up.  She  calls  this  process  the  "Rising  Strong"  process,
which consists of three stages:

The Reckoning: This is the stage where we "walk into our story." Instead of
numbing, distracting, or avoiding the difficult emotions, we get curious about them.
We acknowledge the feelings of hurt, anger, grief, or shame that we are
experiencing. The reckoning requires us to slow down and pay attention to our
emotional reactions.
The Rumble: This is the messy, gritty work of digging into our stories. Brown calls
it "rumbling with vulnerability." We ask ourselves tough questions: What is the story
I am telling myself about this situation? What are the facts versus what is my
interpretation? Am I taking responsibility for my part in this? The rumble is where
we challenge our own narratives, especially the shame-based ones that tell us we
are unworthy or that we are victims.
The Revolution: This is the final stage, where we write a new ending to our story.
Having reckoned with our emotions and rumbled with our narrative, we can now
choose a story that is more aligned with our values. The revolution is an act of
courage. It is choosing to re-engage in connection, to try again, and to love again,
even though we know we will get hurt again. It is the ultimate act of daring greatly.

The Rising Strong process is essential for maintaining long-term, resilient connections.
Without it, we get stuck in resentment, blame, and disconnection. With it, we can repair
ruptures and build relationships that are even stronger than before.

Practical Steps for Building Connections Brené Brown's Way

Understanding the theory is one thing. Applying it to daily life is another. Here are some
practical,  actionable steps inspired by Brené Brown's  research that  you can take to
cultivate deeper connections:

First,  practice  self-awareness.  Connection  with  others  begins  with  connection  to
yourself. Pay attention to your emotional triggers. When you feel the urge to withdraw,
get defensive, or lash out, ask yourself what vulnerability is being threatened. Name the
feeling. Brown's "Feelings Inventory" is a powerful tool for expanding your emotional
vocabulary beyond "fine" and "busy."

Second, lean into uncomfortable conversations. The most profound connections are
often  forged  in  the  fires  of  difficult  conversations.  Instead  of  avoiding  conflict  or
smoothing things over with platitudes, practice staying present with discomfort. Use "I
feel" statements to express your vulnerability without blaming the other person. Ask
questions driven by genuine curiosity, not a desire to be right.

Third, set boundaries with compassion. Brown is clear that the most generous people
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are also the most boundaries-driven. Connection does not mean being a doormat. You
cannot give away pieces of yourself without replenishing your own well. Saying "no" to
things that drain you is an act of self-respect that allows you to say a more wholehearted
"yes" to the relationships that truly matter.

Fourth, embrace imperfection in others. Just as you are learning to accept your own
flaws, extend that


