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Text Transcript
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YARO: Hi, this is Yaro and welcome to another podcast episode. I'm excited
today to have a guest who's had a lot of success in teaching topic, a highly
exci.ng topic for a lot of people around the world. I know I have to give a
shout out to Laura. She's such a super fan. Laura is my project manager. She
loves my guest. So I'm doing this for you, Laura. My guest today has... well,
he's got such a large audience, I think one of the person I've most heard
men.oned when it comes to the topic of language learning online. So that, I
think is a huge claim to fame. He's also a na.onal geographic recognized
language learner, a huge digital nomad traveler, 1.5 million blog readers, a
huge YouTube channel. So there's lots to talk about. I'd like to welcome Benny
Lewis to the show. Hi, Benny.
BENNY: Yeah, thanks so much for having me.
YARO: Benny, I actually visited Dublin for the ﬁrst .me ever a couple of
months ago, so I believe that's your home. Am I right?
BENNY: I'm about two hours outside of Dublin in Ireland, yeah.
YARO: Okay. Whereabouts were you born?
BENNY: I like to describe it as the asshole end of nowhere when it comes to
the idea that most people would probably have of Ireland.
YARO: Okay.
BENNY: But just the middle of Ireland essen.ally.
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YARO: So when I went on my liSle tour around the hills and the valleys, I
would not have stopped in your town along the way, is most likely the case?
BENNY: Most likely, yeah.
YARO: Okay. Now, growing up, were you planning to go to school? What was
the future in your mind as a teenager or even younger age? Did you think
business, did you think a career, "I want to travel," since you obviously have
that passion?
BENNY: So essen.ally, even deep into my adult years, I resisted the idea of
geVng into business. So if I had to give a theme to growing up, it would be
science and tech. I actually ended up studying electronic engineering in
university, and that's where a lot of my passions lie. So I don't have any actual
academic background in languages. The reason I've had so much success with
it is in part because of that. I don't speak as someone who's a linguist who
studied this for up to the PhD level. I'm kind of more talking about a fellow
adult struggling language learner because I only spoke English when I was 21,
then I started my travels and despite my technical background, I learned how
to get into language learning, and I kind of grew the audience around that.
Having a technical background helped a ton.
So for me, the blog was, for a very long .me, my way of trying to dispel this
myth of the language gene, and I tried to get that across as much as I could.
So that was my focus and I did indeed resist with the idea of turning it into an
actual business beyond just helping me to cover some expenses while I
traveled. Since I changed that mindset, it's deﬁnitely grown a lot more.
YARO: So as a student studying electrical engineering, were you thinking, "At
some point when I graduate, I'm going to get an engineering job," or were you
very clear in your head, "I'm going to ﬁnd a way to travel. I don't know how. I'll
work odd jobs."? What was your mindset?
BENNY: My mindset was very much to stay in the academic world forever. So
I was planning to con.nue my studies to do a PhD, maybe eventually to
become a university professor. I had no real objec.ves of geVng to know the

3

world or to travel. What happened was that the course that I studied is one
of the most diﬃcult ones in the country with a 70% failure rate.
YARO: Oh, well.
BENNY: I made it into the ﬁnal year and I even passed my ﬁnal exams, but
then I was essen.ally in the average of the remaining people in the class, and
just this huge sense of disappointment came over me that I've essen.ally put
my en.re life into this degree and to becoming the best engineered that I
could, and I'm essen.ally just average. I wanted to be the absolute top of my
class, and I wasn't. So that essen.ally meant I needed to reset my en.re list of
priori.es. That's why I had the idea of moving to Spain and just to live abroad
for a while and see what else the world had for me because I deﬁnitely did
not have any kind of longterm plan, and the vast majority of the success I've
had has been from random experiments that have led to lucky discoveries
and the fact that I'm okay with making mistakes, and I'm okay with going
down paths that may lead to nowhere. So very few parts of my story are due
to longterm planning.
YARO: Wow. So your decision to travel was very much like an inﬂec.on point
where you had to change direc.on and were feeling quite, probably a liSle bit
lost, I would guess, with what to do next, which is not an uncommon decision
to travel as a result of that sort of discover yourself plan, although it's strange.
O]en, you travel and that lost sense can come with you, but at least you gain
a lot of experience. Can you tell us then, so you book a .cket to Spain, but
I'm assuming you're not exactly independently wealthy, so you couldn't travel
perpetually just on your own dime. So what was the plan ﬁnancially as your
travels began?
BENNY: Well, one thing that of course is extremely diﬀerent in Ireland is the
complete lack of student loans. So I was deﬁnitely not rolling in money, but I
was essen.ally star.ng from zero. So I didn't have any debts to pay, and what
this meant was I think for a good ﬁve or six years, I only needed about $1,000
a month to cover everything. This would be all of my travel expenses, my
accommoda.on, my food, my entertainment. So I could actually, for a long
.me, work jobs even if they paid quite poorly and I'd s.ll be able to live the
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travel lifestyle. It's something I know is harder to wrap your head around
coming from the perspec.ve of also having student loans and especially
looking at the cost of living of life in America, and I currently live right outside
of New York, so I'm well aware of that, but even in those cases you could s.ll
poten.ally go to cheaper countries, and I did that for a lot of my travels. I
would end up in South America or in India.
Ini.ally, again, for the ﬁrst few years, my plan was to be an engineer, maybe in
an interna.onal company, somewhat using my languages, but I had another
one of those inﬂec.on points where I was in Paris working as an intern. I put
my heart and soul into the job, and when the .me came that they oﬀered me
a promo.on, it was barely any diﬀerence from what I had before. I could see
that instead of jumping up the ladder in the company, this would be like a 30
or 40 year struggle to get anywhere near the top. So that kind of made me
realize that, okay, even this situa.on isn't going to work for me. That's what
got me into thinking about working online and poten.ally bringing my work
with me while I traveled. Yeah, go ahead.
YARO: So when did the language learning come into? Was it like, day one you
land in Spain, "I got to learn a language. Let's ﬁgure it out."? What happened?
BENNY: Yeah, and I always tell people that eﬀec.vely, again, I did not have a
very good long term plan with this. I arrived in Spain with this expecta.on,
and I think a lot of people listening probably would feel the same way, that by
living in Spain, you will just learn Spanish. I guess there's this mentality that if I
inhale Spanish air, as I get oﬀ the plane, I'll exhale Español, you know?
YARO: Yeah.
BENNY: That deﬁnitely didn't happen for me. If anything, I just proved even
further that I don't have this language gene because I lived for six months
ini.ally in Spain without learning any real Spanish. I just gravitated towards
the other English speakers and I barely learned a few phrases. So it does not
solve your problems moving to the country. That was part of my whole
learning process too.
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YARO: Okay. So can you take us forward. You're in Spain, I'm assuming you
were having a good .me exploring new things. Did you decide, "All right, I'm
just going to try and visit as many countries as I can?" Or were you like, at
some point, "No, I want to stay put and learn a language."? How did the
travels progress?
BENNY: Well, what happened was while I was s.ll in Spain, I s.ll had this
mentality that I don't have the language gene, I'm a technically-minded
person, maybe there's some le] brain-right brain stuﬀ going on here. That
was essen.ally just my worldview. For those six months, the ini.al six months,
I did not learn Spanish. Mul.ple people, as part of the work exchange
program I was on, would be arriving with a similar low level of Spanish to
what I had, but then a]er a couple of months, they would actually be able to
converse in Spanish. Ini.ally, I wrote it oﬀ as, well, they just have the brain for
it. But the problem is, the exchange program I was on was for engineers and
architects, so they also had this technical brain. LiSle by liSle, it kind of
chipped away at this philosophy of, I'm just not naturally going to be good at
languages if I kept seeing so much counterproof.
So a]er those six months, I decided that my main priority was I really and
truly wanted to ﬁgure out how to speak Spanish. I tried many diﬀerent things.
I tried going into a group class and being the dumbest guy in that class, and
that did nothing for my self conﬁdence. I tried reading a book with a
dic.onary and it took me two weeks to get to page two. I tried many, many
diﬀerent things that didn't work. Eﬀec.vely, what I ul.mately tried to change
everything was from talking to so many people and trying to see what's the
secret, what's the secret, they were telling me I was doing all of these things
to work around learning Spanish, but I wasn't prac.cing at all. I wasn't geVng
out there and speaking. And I would retort and say, "I'm not ready to speak
yet." The thing is, you're never going to feel ready. This kind of sparked this
idea, from what they told me, that you do need to speak the language
immediately.
I tried that experiment and that's what changed everything for me. By
speaking Spanish on a daily basis and accep.ng the fact that I sounded a liSle
bit like a Spanish version of Tarzan, I was able to begin making progress, and
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that started my whole philosophy on learning languages in general. And then
a]er six more months, I reached a decent stage of Spanish, and all my friends
were .ed to the university year and they were leaving Spain. So I had to
decide what to do.
Again, I didn't have any longterm plans, but I didn't feel like going back to
Ireland, I didn't feel like going into the workforce just yet. So I just randomly
decided to go to Italy instead and just do the same kind of thing. I learned
Italian that way. I did this liSle dash towards close by European countries, and
I never really had this longterm plan. I ul.mately made it to France having
learned three languages. And then I got that big disappointment in terms of
my career path, and that's when I decided I need to ﬁgure out how to bring
my work with me because I do like learning languages, I do like living in other
countries, but this tradi.onal going into work and working up the ladder,
that's not for me.
YARO: Is that when the blog started?
BENNY: No, no. So this is way back in 2005.
YARO: Okay.
BENNY: Because I started my travels 2003, so it's been essen.ally 16 years
that I've been on the road. What happened was I really put my brain into
what could I do to help me travel, and the entrepreneurial blogging world
wasn't necessarily so apparent that it was an obvious solu.on to me. So I
became a freelance translator. So this is what I used for about four years to
travel the world where people would email me technical engineering
documents in French or Spanish or Italian, and I would email it back to them
in English as an engineer, na.ve English speaker would write it, and they paid
me in Euro, so I could actually live quite well. So even though it wasn't the
same scalability as the kind of work I do now, I was s.ll earning much, much
more compared to people who would have been in local countries and
earning in the local currency. So this is when my nomadic, digital
entrepreneur lifestyle essen.ally really kicked oﬀ and I could travel way faster,

7

and I started having much nicer apartments where I would host couchsurfers,
and I ended up hos.ng more than 2000 couchsurfers in that period.
YARO: Whoa.
BENNY: Mm-hmm (aﬃrma.ve). And I used couchsurﬁng as a means to
prac.ce my languages because I would host people who were na.ves of
those languages, and it was great that I would consistently get to use those
languages regardless of where it was.
YARO: How were you geVng the language transla.ons work? Did you have a
network of engineering friends who you just became the language guy, or
where were the clients coming from?
BENNY: So what I did was, at that stage, I had goSen enough jobs teaching
English in mul.ple countries that I could very easily have goSen work in any
English school because I have the diplomas and the experience. And so what I
did was I found an English school in the middle of Italy that also did
transla.ons. The pay they oﬀered was preSy bad, but I told them that if they
guided me and taught me how to be a translator, then I would work in their
English school. I did teaching English half the .me for preSy bad wage, but
then in exchange, the other half of the .me they trained me as a translator. I
took that training, and then I learned what I found from them, that a lot of
their work came from outsourcing companies. I found my own outsourcing
company, and they essen.ally just emailed me every day the documents and
they paid directly into my Irish bank account once a month the total amount
that I had earned.
That was it. I didn't actually need to do any footwork once I found that
outsourcer, because obviously they took a percentage of the work, and all I
have to worry about was just translate and send back.
YARO: Okay. So you hacked the system in a lot of ways; you ﬁgured out how
to travel perpetually, how to learn languages, you found a fairly reliable
income source. You must've been thinking in your mind, "Okay, this is great. I
don't want to stop." I mean, correct me if I'm wrong, but it doesn't sound like
you were always thinking, "Two or three years in the future, if I'm enjoying
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what I'm doing now, let's keep doing it." But what was mo.va.ng you? Was it
just I want to acquire more languages, or I just want to meet more people?
What were you thinking at that .me?
BENNY: Well, one of the reasons that I have been able to acquire languages
is ironically because I don't really care about acquiring languages. It's actually
because I want to make local friends. What that means is I don't put language
learning on any kind of pedestal. I think people who really admire languages,
they may have this perfec.onist mindset and if anything that holds them back
from speaking it, because they're even more aware of their mistakes.
Whereas I'm okay with making a few gramma.cal mistakes and geVng my
point across. That means that ini.ally I'm able to get that momentum, and
then later on, I'm able to reach the stage where I can start .dying it up and
get to a more professional level in the language.
So I didn't really have any language goals as it were, but one reason I was able
to travel as long as I have, because I've met people who have maxed out on
their travel a]er just a few years, the main thing that dis.nguished the theme
of my travels was being able to truly spend .me with locals. I think when you
travel as an English speaker, you will have wonderful experiences, you will
meet local people who speak English to you, you'll meet fellow Westerners
who, like you, speak English, but you don't truly get to spend .me with the
locals unless it's through some kind of an interpreter, or it's in a country
where they just all have a high level of English. There are so many wonderful
experiences you can have with people locally when you use their language.
That has made the travel experience endlessly interes.ng for me. It's why I
s.ll haven't run out of energy or pa.ence even a]er all of this .me.
YARO: Okay. So I can see the passion obviously kept you going, and here we
are interviewing you really about the same thing that started all the way back
then. But take us forward. So you're obviously in a great situa.on, but you
haven't men.oned any of the next business building steps in terms of your
blog and your course, your book, your YouTube channel, becoming a speaker.
All of that was s.ll ahead of you. So what led to that a]er having this job,
doing transla.ons for engineering documents? Did you then go, "Okay, I can
teach people something about language learning. Let's start a blog."?
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BENNY: It's actually interes.ng. For a long .me, I had seen other people
doing travel blogs and I just ini.ally thought to myself, "I don't have a wri.ng
experience. So who am I to write a blog?" Ironically, someone who I'm now a
friend with, who I'll never tell, wrote a blog post that was so terrible that it
actually made me ques.on what it takes to be a blogger. I realized their
premiseYARO: Ouch.
BENNY: ... was bad, they made mistakes in the ar.cle, and I was like, "I could
do this." I think this was the Eureka moment when it came to blogging and
geVng it to this space, is that the barrier is not as high as people think. And
even back in 2009, it was s.ll that mentality of, it's too late. There are too
many people already who have a travel related blog. What's the point in
star.ng one? But the major diﬀerence was, in all of my travels, something that
I found frustra.ng was that people would tell me I'm naturally talented in
languages. And like I said, I struggled for those six months in Spain. I barely
passed my languages that I studied in school. I am, by no means, naturally
talented. This is all just me making mistakes and having certain techniques.
So that's what inspired me to start the blog, and it's why I say I didn't really
have any kind of an entrepreneurial mindset, because I saw the money
coming from my transla.on work as more than enough to keep me going
while I traveled. So I wanted to make the blog a way to encourage other
people and a way to shut people up from saying, "You're just a natural genius,"
because I really did not like hearing that when it came to language learning.
And then what happened in terms of the business aspect, was a]er I had
been wri.ng it for maybe six or seven months, it grew very quickly and I did
learn a lot from following other bloggers for many years in terms of marke.ng
and using psychology to get people's aSen.on and so on, but again, it wasn't
really business-related. What happened was I met Chris Guillebeau in
Bangkok at a meetup that he was organizing. There were several other... It
was a kind of a Mecca period of all these bloggers coming together at the
same period of .me that I was mee.ng Nomadic MaS and Jodi from Legal
Nomads, Gary from Everything Everywhere. All of these travel bloggers, we
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just happened to be in Thailand at the same .me, and Chris had a sizable
audience already, so he was the one at the meetup I went to that we were
kind of there to see.
Something he did that I really appreciated is he took the .me to sit down
with each person and have a talk with them about their business and their
entrepreneurial struggles and so on. I told him I wanted to make a diﬀerence
in the world, encouraging people to learn language. He told me that I should
write an ebook about it, because at the .me, ebooks were essen.ally what
courses and subscrip.on-based models are these days.
So I didn't really think of it before then, and I didn't think of making any
money from it, but my ini.al plan was to make a liSle bit of a side income so I
could put a bit more .me into my blog. That was the plan, but my launch of
that ebook went so well that I could actually, overnight, completely quit my
work as a freelance translator. It's because over the ﬁrst year of the blog,
there was no marke.ng to it in terms of selling. I didn't have any adver.sing, I
didn't need to push any products on people because of my other work. So
the audience that grew was very authen.cally connected to what I was trying
to get out there. And when I did ﬁnally come up with something to sell, they
were actually really hungry for it. They wanted to see more than just
disconnected, disjointed blog posts with random bits of advice. They wanted
a structured book they could follow, start to ﬁnish, that had my advice on
how to learn a language.
YARO: That's an amazing result to basically get a full-.me income from your
ﬁrst aSempt at mone.zing a blog. I know there's so many people listening
who are thinking, "Whoa, what did he write? How did he get such a large
audience? How did he come up with, or even simple things like, what was
your schedule like, wri.ng once a week, once a month, once a day?" Can you
break down a liSle bit of what you see as the reasons for the growth of your
blog and also why you were able to sell as much of your ebook? Were you a
masterful copywriter and you had an amazing sales page, or did you have
aﬃliates, or was it 100% your audience? What made this work? Because
that's what my audience are all trying to do.
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BENNY: Sure. Well, ﬁrst thing I'll say is, again, I'm not somebody who makes
longterm plans. I have ADHD. I'm not very good at thinking about anything
beyond the next 24 hours. So I deﬁnitely did not have that kind of level of
structure, and I didn't have the organiza.on skills to set up aﬃliates and other
people to promote my stuﬀ or anything. But what I did do for that en.re year
as I was growing my audience, was I focused on a unique story that really got
people's aSen.on. So for instance, the theme of my blog posts were very
much in your face. I was not trying to so]ly give advice. I would say, "Doing
this is dumb. Let's do this instead." Even to this day, that kind of way of
wri.ng is not as commonly done. People are always worried about whose
toes to step on. I didn't really think about those issues when I was coming up
with the content on my blog. I just wanted to, very boldly, give my advice.
But then in terms of what I truly feel made the actual sales when my page
went live, it was deﬁnitely not the copy, copy was terrible, it was not
necessarily the product even because my ebook, I simply wrote it in Microso]
word and clicked ﬁle save as PDF. This is not something extraordinarily
complex, and it was, to be honest, a really ugly document, no images in it and
poorly formed texts and so on. So it was nothing like that. It was no level of
organiza.on.
What actually made the sales was my video. I had an embedded video where
I spoke to the camera in mul.ple languages. So I told my story, I
demonstrated. First I said, "I struggled in languages like you," so people would
relate to it, and then I broke into these other languages where the video was
both entertaining to watch because you would see one guy speak mul.ple
languages, but also I was indeed pitching the product and I was saying, "I've
wriSen on my blog how I do this, but it's very unorganized and it has lots of
anecdotes. So I created this book so you would have one place to go to get
my speciﬁc .ps on how to learn a language."
That ul.mately made the sales because the page was terrible, I used a very
simple E-Junkie system to sell the actual ﬁle, and if I remember the copy, I
couldn't aﬀord to get any kind of help along those lines. Over the years, I did
start hiring copywriters and website designers who made things like actual
buy buSons. I think at the .me, to buy the product, you would literally click

12

on a hyperlink text "buy here". It was really not the most beau.ful sales page
ever, and yet I made enough sales to completely transform things.
I think another thing that made a big diﬀerence here, as people are listening,
is you would imagine something like a launch like this is something that would
take maybe a very long .me planning out and have a lot of structure to it. But
I'm telling you, my product was ugly. I was proud of it, but there were s.ll lots
of mistakes in it. People pointed out spelling mistakes even a]er I sold it to
them. What I did, my whole philosophy is to learn as you go. So I made that
ﬁrst ebook, which was not that great, but s.ll good enough. I got feedback,
and then I pumped that into version two. That's the model that I worked on.
I think too many people are too focused on the end goal of having this
perfect product and having the absolute best sales page that they don't
realize that if you had an okay product and an okay sales page, you could start
making a liSle bit of money now and start doing tests and start geVng
feedback to see how you can improve that with .me. This has been my whole
philosophy with everything. This is how I learn languages. I don't have this
end goal of thinking I'm going to master the language. I'm just thinking, "do
you know what, I'm going to speak today. I'm going to see how can I improve
my current day speaking skills." This kind of short term way of looking at
things, which is a consequence of ADHD, is something I've used to my
beneﬁt because it has a much more of a ship it mentality aSached to it that
you create stuﬀ immediately.
YARO: Do you remember the audience size at the .me you ﬁrst released the
book? I mean, I love your advice of just geVng something out there, but
there'll be people saying, "But do I need 100 readers a day, a 1000
subscribers?" Nowadays, it's all about subscribers, so it might be 1000 email
subscribers. Did you even think about that? Did you think, "I now have
enough audience to try and sell something? And was there a number you
were working towards? Do you even remember the stats from back?
BENNY: I kind of remember it, but I deﬁnitely don't remember having a
number I was working towards.
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YARO: Okay.
BENNY: Again, that's just not part of my whole philosophy on life. But one
thing that I do appreciate, again, going back to Chris Guillebeau, and I owe a
lot to that one conversa.on I had with him, is he suggested that I create an
email list. My God, was that probably the best advice out of everything that
I've ever goSen, because 10 years later, I now have a 300,000 subscriber
email list with a 40% open rate. Because one thing I do, is every six months I
purge my list. So if I didn't do that, I'd probably have one or two million
people right now, but I con.nually purge it so that I have a good engagement
and I'm not geVng marked as poten.al spam in inboxes and so on.
I started with that, and I think by the .me I launched my ebook, I had maybe
1000 email subscribers, and that was more than enough, especially keep in
mind, I think if you're thinking in terms of like if someone listening to this has
a family and they're paying a mortgage and so on, their goal for how much
they'd need to be able to earn to quit their job is going to be a much higher
number than how me, as what I would have been at the .me, 27, a 27-yearold single guy who was living out of a backpack. So my budget was
drama.cally lower. That's something people listening need to keep in mind, is
it's not just about, how can I make more money, but if you examine your
en.re life and how you're spending money, if you can reduce that as much as
possible, which I know is easier said than done for a lot of people, but if you
can come up with ways to reduce that, it makes the goal of being able to quit
your job a lot easier.
I think maintaining a certain living standard is the reason that some people
would never be able to do that because they need to have their picket
fences, and big house, and whatever. That is something you can work up
towards, but something people forget when they hear stories of people like
me is a lot of us, we're doing this in cheap countries while living cheaply, so
we only needed to make a certain amount to be able to live oﬀ what we were
making online, and that made it a lot easier to con.nue growing what we
spend on a day-to-day basis with what we were earning on a day-to-day
basis.
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YARO: Right. Yeah, it's a good point. I remember, actually, I had a similar story
to you. It was 2007 when I ﬁrst aSempted to sell my own product from a
blog. Actually, it was going to be an ebook before a couple of mentors of
mine convinced me to do a membership subscrip.on model, but everything
else, similar story, 1000 people on my email list made enough money to live
oﬀ, et cetera. The thing I'm curious about your story though, it's an ebook, so
it's a one.me sale, but you're obviously geVng new email subscribers. So
a]er this ﬁrst campaign or this ﬁrst launch, this ﬁrst income stream, were you
thinking, "All right, this is it. I'm going to keep doing this. This is how I'm going
to make a living, stop everything else, go all in on blogging and selling my
ebook," or was that not the case yet?
BENNY: I mean, I had made so much more than I expected from that ﬁrst
sale that I did essen.ally decide that I was going to... I didn't necessarily
decide I was going to quit work as a translator, but I had made a very bold risk
of puVng my price as a translator up a signiﬁcant notch and to see if my
outsourcer would buy it. It was a risk worth taking, and they did not buy it,
which put the pressure more on me earning from the blog. So I was able to
take that risk where I could have con.nued working as a translator, but I s.ll
wanted to put as much .me as possible into the blog itself.
YARO: Okay. So take us forward. You've got a blog that's working, you've got
your ﬁrst product, you're s.ll able to travel. Were you thinking, "I just need to
do more content, reach more people, grow my email list, and that's the path
forward."?
BENNY: Somewhat. The way you phrased it makes it sound like I was a lot
more organized, and I wasn't at the .me. But essen.ally, what was working
for me in terms of growth... because I had no idea about SEO. I actually didn't
do any SEO on my blog for the ﬁrst I think ﬁve years that it existed. I got all of
my traﬃc from pure shares in social media and so on. So fortunately, I do
SEO these days. I s.ll, to be honest, don't even understand it. I have
someone else deal with all of that, you know?

15

YARO: Benny, do you mind if I ask then, with the social shares, especially like
2009, I'm thinking dawn of Facebook maybe, what were you doing to grow
your audience?
BENNY: So one thing that was constantly giving me traﬃc was the story
aspect of what I was doing. So when you think of the .tle, Fluent In Three
Months, to some people, that implies maybe I've got some "six-pack abs in
two weeks" concept I'm trying to sell people, but in actuality, that represents
my philosophy in language learning, of having speciﬁc deadlines in speciﬁc
.mes, like speciﬁc goals in speciﬁc .mes. And so every three months, I had a
new project, and that was a new story for people to follow. And because that
story was changing so drama.cally from Portuguese one day to maybe
American sign language another day, what that meant is I was constantly
breaking through to completely diﬀerent audiences and I was geVng the
traﬃc from them, and I went out of my way to write controversial posts.
So as an example, when I ﬁrst took on Hungarian, everyone told me it's the
hardest language ever, it's the hardest language ever. I really hated that
because as a learner, it's very discouraging to hear that. So not to put myself
oﬀ as a genius, because again, that was never my goal, but more to encourage
other people who may be coming to Hungarian themselves, I wrote a blog
post that was en.rely about why Hungarian is easy. You can imagine the
controversy around that when Hungarian people themselves, it hurts their
feelings to hear their language is easy. So they would share it out of anger.
They'd say, "What's this idiot Irish guy saying? He doesn't know anything."
And then people who would need the encouragement would share it, and
people who would see certain insights in it would share it.
So it was mostly based on that. I got lots of traﬃc from old social media
systems, like StumbleUpon used to send me loads of traﬃc, and I rememberYARO: [inaudible 00:36:29], Delicious.
BENNY: Yeah, Delicious, that was one of them for sure. So I did get lots from
those many diﬀerent audiences. But to be honest, it was mainly people just
sharing my link directly in whatever way it could have been, like people shared
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my email list directly because I would try... I've been bad at consistency in
some forms, but one thing I have not failed on in 10 years is I have wriSen at
least that one Friday email every single week for the last 10 years. That is one
of the reasons I have a good open rate. I'm not surprising people a]er
months of no contact and they're like, "Who is this guy?" One of the things is
I try to make the content of that email interes.ng, try to make it a personal
story of how I've struggled with the language in a way that I'm hoping will
inspire them, so they would share that email, and then of course within the
email I'd have links to the blog and so on.
So I don't think I had one source like that, but I deﬁnitely was constantly... I
would have this crazy idea of a ridiculous concept of a blog post that I know
would raSle some cages, but my goal was, would I be able to inspire people
with this post? So other people would be wri.ng post of why Hungarian is
impossible, and I would always go for the theme of why you can do a lot
more than you think you can do, which I never really knew un.l I started
producing it, that that is controversial. In a lot of niches, it's ﬁne to say that,
but in an academic niche, there's a certain amount of pride in a lot of people
that I've achieved something that's very hard, therefore, I'm smart. I was going
against that, and I was going out of my way to say, "I've achieved this, and it's
not because I'm smart. It's because it's actually easy and there are
techniques," in such a way that people can relate to, feel inspired to do it
themselves. That's kind of the theme of how I kept growing it over .me.
YARO: Okay, so a counterintui.ve, almost argumenta.ve, controversial style
of marke.ng, or even just coming up with ideas for topics. I know one of the
people I used to see as a mentor many years ago, talked about a simple idea,
write a blog post on how to lose weight by ea.ng more and exercising less,
and you'd get a lot of aSen.on to that because it just goes against the norm.
So it sounds like your en.re philosophy is built on that and it's worked
amazingly.
You haven't men.oned YouTube yet. So can you take us forward in your
story? So when does YouTube come into this? When does your ebook turn
into a course? When does this turn into, I don't want to say a real business,
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but a business that's not just you siVng here wri.ng an ebook on a word
document. What happened next?
BENNY: Yeah. So it ul.mately expanded slowly, the traﬃc and so on, and I
would, with .me, just need to take on more people to do more things. It has
been ini.ally a struggle to let go of the control freak in me wan.ng to have
every aspect of everything that I would understand and be able to control it.
But ul.mately, I accept that I am a machine of pure errors, I make mistakes all
the .me, I am not perfect in the vast majority of things that I do. So that
made it easier for me to hire and outsource to other people, because I trust in
their exper.se, and it meant that I could ini.ally start to grow the team and
have someone who handles my emails for me because I would get so many
emails from people asking for language learning .ps, and I'd be able to hire
someone who did copy.
So the ebook, I expanded that gradually into an online login website, s.ll not
subscrip.on-based. I deﬁnitely would agree with the wisdom of using a
subscrip.on-based model, but actually to this day, I don't have any
subscrip.on-based products. So it's been all one-oﬀ sales that I've made to
this point from now. I have with .me just added more and more content to
that as I've seen people have needed it. I've made language speciﬁc products,
and then I got picked up by actual publishers who wanted to publish a book
based on it. My ﬁrst book became an interna.onal bestseller because of all of
the interest around it. Over the last few years, I've been kind of more
interested in really making a signiﬁcant diﬀerence to the language learning
and teaching space. So I've worked with course producers and got my course
into a couple of universi.es. But then rolling back a liSle bit, the YouTube
channel was actually the ﬁrst thing I started on this road, long before the
blog.
YARO: Oh.
BENNY: Because like I said, I didn't feel I was ready to write, but I absolutely
felt I was ready to make videos. I've been making videos on a camcorder since
I was six, so I was deﬁnitely not shy in front of the camera. So the YouTube
channel has been a big theme to my whole story, and especially, it
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demonstrates what I'm saying in such an easy way because when you come
to something like, "Oh, if you follow my advice, you lose 50 pounds in
whatever amount of .me," it's harder to see the validity of that without a lot
of tes.monials. But when I tell people that I'm learning this language for the
next few months and I give consistent video updates where they can see me
literally struggle to say basic things in the language on day one, and then have
a basic conversa.on a month later, and have a decent conversa.on another
month later, and then be interviewing somebody in the language another
month later, this is a very visual, easy-to-understand thing. So my YouTube
channel was essen.ally demonstra.ng that.
When I created the blog, one of the goals of the blog was to essen.ally be an
easy place to link to, to embed a video of me demonstra.ng this. I've always
been a lot more passionate about making video on my YouTube channel, but
I've had the most success with my blog and email list and so on. The last few
years that I've been based out in New York, I've done much more oﬄine stuﬀ
in terms of trying to make a diﬀerence with how the educa.on system
actually helps with language learning, and now I'm geVng back into the
online stuﬀ. So I've just set up my own YouTube recording studio and I'm
planning to pump out loads of content. I've started playing with TikTok and I
got loads of stuﬀ that I've been throwing up there in terms of breaking
through and inspiring people to learn a language in a silly way as I can.
It's something I'm genuinely passionate about. So if you were to ask me
what's your strategy and your goal with your YouTube channel, then my
honest answer is to have fun and to maybe inspire some people, and maybe
I'll reach the stage of being in the millions and millions of subscribers
whenever that is. And you might ask me, what strategy did I have to get
there, I'd have the same answer for you.
YARO: I just fell into it, right? Can you tell us just what does it look like today
then? What is the company? It's you in New York, but I know you're s.ll
traveling, because when I ﬁrst reached out to your assistant, I think you were
actually coming to Montreal where I am right now, if I remember right. So you
are s.ll a digital nomad on some regards and you have, you said, an email
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person. What does the company look like, and how many things do you sell?
Or is it just really the main course? Or what does it look like today?
BENNY: So today, the main course that we have is a single three-month
access to a community of people who are also intensively learning a language.
So it's essen.ally reproducing the theme of what I was doing for many, many
years of having my own intensive three-month projects, but having the
support of the rest of the community also doing it, but also my team who
would answer ques.ons on speciﬁc issues people get into.
One reason that I've been able to scale it as well as I have is I've tried very
hard to make my advice as language agnos.c as possible. So a lot of what I
talk about is applicable to every language in terms of how to be conﬁdent to
speak and how to ﬁnd teachers and so on. It's not necessarily how to
conjugate verbs in Spanish. I don't tend to touch that stuﬀ because that's a
lot harder to apply to every single language obviously. So what that means is I
can have the one community, and that's my main product, but what has
helped a lot, is because my audience really trust my advice and because I
genuinely am not out here to make money, I'm trying to inspire people and
I'm enjoying sharing the content, people take what I say quite seriously. So
I've actually now reached the stage where even though I have my own
product, I earn more aﬃlia.ng other people's products.
YARO: Okay.
BENNY: So there are other products that I use myself that do give the
content of the language, and it also means I don't have to necessarily worry
about that for my audience, but I would refer people to them and I do it very
genuinely. I say the pros and cons, I say why I like them. A couple of them are
subscrip.on-based, so that is constantly growing every month. I think I get
like 30% referral from one of them, but that's on a monthly rolling basis.
Another thing is that, because of my tech background, I really like the back
end tweaking of my email list. So out of the 300,000 that are currently
subscribed, I try to have as much useful data as possible on those people in
terms of how can I make this email useful for them. So while I have my Friday
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email blasts, the actual emails that tend to make the money are not the ones I
send because I'm sending to 300,000 people. It's the ones I send because I'm
sending to a very speciﬁc subset of those people who I know something very
speciﬁc about.
As an example, I ask everybody when they sign up ﬁrst, "What language are
you learning?" If someone is learning Swahili, then they actually are worth
more to me per subscriber than someone learning Spanish, because there's a
lot of compe..on with Spanish products. It's a lot harder to convince
someone to buy something. Whereas with Swahili, there's so few things, that
if someone tells me they're learning Swahili, I put them on a very special
thread of emails and they see a speciﬁcs Swahili products that I recommend,
and they're very likely to go and get them, and then I earn from those
referrals. I try to make things as helpful as possible. It's why when I say I have
300,000 subscribers, really, I mean, it sounds impressive, but the true power
that I have is in the lateral data that I have on those people, because I might
make more money sending an email to just 1000 of those people than I
would to try to blast all 300,000 of them.
YARO: How many segments do you have? Is there one for every language,
orBENNY: There's one for every language, and I think I go up to about 60
languages because it's just tag, so you can use as many as you like. And then I
segment it in terms of how long people have been on the list. So for instance,
upcoming on Black Friday, there's a deal where we package all the products
I've made over the years, but obviously, if I do that every year, then people
are less likely to buy it next and it's kind of annoying to see the same oﬀer. So
you'll never see the same oﬀer. If you signed up to the email list over the last
year, then you'll see that oﬀer. But I think from my own perspec.ve, like how
much would I want to get pitched on a list, if I've already been pitched
something, I don't really want to be pitched it again.
So I segment people in diﬀerent direc.ons based on that, even I ﬁnd ways
within ConvertKit to make my work easier, like if I did want to email
everybody and there was some way of scaling the actual products, like I have
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one partner who does 30 podcast products that they sell, then I can actually
write one single email, but within that email I can do, if else clauses where I
can place the name of the language that they're learning to be prominently
displayed at the top of the email, and then I can have a big string of if elses
for the aﬃliate link going to that speciﬁc language product, but I'm s.ll only
wri.ng one email even though 35 diﬀerent versions of it are going out
depending on their language tag.
YARO: Yeah, that's impressive. Did you put that altogether? Have you built
this massive email marke.ng machine yourself over the years?
BENNY: Not in terms of the copy. I have somebody who helps me with the
copy. But in terms of the data science, that is something I'm genuinely
interested in myself and it's related to my language background. I'm the kind
of person who likes imagining all of these sets interac.ng and the unions
between sets and so on.
So I have these like really complex ideas in mind of, I want to be able to email
someone who's been on the list for three to four years, who's learning Italian
who's at the intermediate level, and I have all of these ways of gathering that
data. And then within that email, I can phrase what I'm saying very
speciﬁcally. So instead of star.ng an email with, "Hey, do you like learning
languages?" I'm star.ng it with, "Oh, isn't it hard to be an intermediate Italian
learner despite being at it for three-plus years?" And that really makes a big
diﬀerence because people feel like the email is a lot more tailored to them
and everything I say in the email is going to be more relevant whenever I get
to that level of macro detail. Instead of wri.ng the one generic email, I would
put the eﬀort in, especially because we only have so many products available
for the top ﬁve languages, and it's worth going the extra mile.
I want to make sure when someone signs up to the email list that they're
going to get the best advice possible, and they wouldn't get that if I was
sending every one of them, all 300,000, the exact same pitches.
YARO: Right, of course. So in a given week, how many... Obviously you have
your newsleSer on a Friday, but is there a lot of like 60 diﬀerent individual
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streams of content or even more because that's just the languages? You're
also talking about .me on list, like your system is automa.cally sending. It
sounds like you're running a huge publishing company when you describe it
that way.
BENNY: Oh, it truly is. It's one of the reasons that I actually had to switch
away from Infusionso], was because they charged me per email that I sent,
and I send a lot of emails because I have so many people. Again, an individual
will not get that many emails from me. They'll get like two weeks worth of
emails when they ﬁrst sign up, and then once a week or maybe once a month
there would be an email speciﬁc to their needs. But because I used all of
these diﬀerent segments so intensively, I send a lot of emails. I wouldn't even
know where to start to guess at how much it is, but it's enough that I needed
to leave one system because I was constantly reaching my monthly limit of
emails sent, even though at the .me I was maybe at 60,000 subscribers on
their system. So I was s.ll reaching whatever their maximum is.
So I send a lot of emails based on those very speciﬁc criteria, and yeah, it's
essen.ally a publishing company. Behind the scenes, unless you're on the
email list, you'll never see it. And even if you're on the email list, you'll only
ever see what's tailor made to you. And I like that, because on the internet,
you see the majority of what I do is to encourage people to learn languages
and I don't want to come across as someone pitching products and who says,
"You can't learn language unless you buy my shit." That's what it comes down
to, is I want people to have this good impression that I genuinely want to help
them, and then if I do share products with them, it's going to be as useful and
speciﬁc as possible.
YARO: What's a day in the life for you right now, Benny? Are you s.ll making
the videos, wri.ng the emails as you travel the world?
BENNY: Right now I had decided to take this year to kind of slow things
down a liSle bit because I created quite a big backlog in taking on so many
projects over the years. So this year I'm catching up on my backlog, and then
next year I hope to get into travels again. But I'm mostly trying to set up a
really good YouTube recording studio here and I'm even geVng props for my
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videos so I can really have fun with them. I've always been learning lots of
advanced video edi.ng because one thing about doing what I've done is
obviously people have thought it's such a great business idea that I've had a
lot of copycats.
YARO: Yeah, I bet.
BENNY: So there are quite a lot of people who... one guy even essen.ally
ripped my en.re web design, where literally the picture of his face was
exactly in the same layout as where my face was on my blog and everything
was the same. So I do need to innovate, otherwise I could get swallowed up
by those people, because if they're doing the same thing I'm doing, even if it
was my idea ﬁrst, it's not like I have any copyright on being a language
blogger.
YARO: Right.
BENNY: So my current goal is to focus a bit more on my YouTube channel
and to make it as entertaining and professional looking as possible in terms of
having... I've learned loads of a]er eﬀects, special processes I can do to my
videos, and I've got a nice crisp camera, I've got good ligh.ng, I'm thinking of
a storyboard for my videos. So I'm really trying to make the videos more
entertaining, whereas previously they were more vlog style, and I think the
vlog style nowadays that works ﬁne as an Instagram story, and I would do
that obviously, but I want my YouTube channel to really be like almost a TV
show style. That's kind of what I'm working towards.
YARO: Okay, very cool. So last ques.on before we kind of wrap it up, Benny.
Now, you just men.oned compe..on and I can imagine you're so right in
your space. I remember even growing up, everyone at one point was going to
travel to Japan and teach English. It was just like language learning and
teaching was like the go to I-don't-know-what-to-do-with-my-life job, so that
would no doubt spur all kinds of compe.tors, but not even in just your space.
I think every person who's thinking of star.ng a business has that, "Oh, it's
too late. There's too many other people doing this," along the development
curve, they're polished.
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For the person listening to your story, which is, let's face it, it's a long one
now, it's over a decade, they're thinking, well, all those things, "I'm too late to
the game. There's too much compe..on." How would you advise them to
start, both from a mindset point of view, to get over those hurdles, but also
from a prac.cal standpoint? Would you suggest, start a blog, or start a
YouTube channel, or start an email list, or what would you advise them?
BENNY: Well, in terms of what to start, I would deﬁnitely advise them to test
a couple of things out and see what they truly enjoy. Because if you don't like
doing what you're doing, your audience is going to perceive that and you're
not going to be able to maintain it. So if someone were to tell you a blog is
the thing you absolutely should do, you've tried it and you don't like wri.ng
blog posts, then that's not for you. Maybe making quick videos on TikTok is
going to be what ends up being your moneymaking opportunity. We never
really know un.l we try, and I would encourage people to try as many things
as possible. One of my major philosophies in life, in business and learning is, I
aim to make at least 200 mistakes a day. That way I know I'm trying
something out, and I'm learning.
So I would absolutely recommend that. Back in 2009, blogging was the
obvious one. Maybe it's not as obvious nowadays, but then maybe it is. It will
really depend on the person. And then what was the other thing you asked
me?
YARO: Just the mindset around geVng over the idea of too much
compe..on and you're too late.
BENNY: Yeah. So again, I got this kind of mentality when I started in 2009
that I was too late, because essen.ally, I was a category of a travel blog
because I was giving travel stories and travel pictures through the blog that I
was making, but I put my own spin on it. And even nowadays when people
have deﬁnitely replicated what I do, they have their own intensive language
projects, lot of what I've done has been copied, I'm s.ll thinking, "What is the
unique spin that I can put on it?" When I look at all of these people, some of
them are cleverer than I am. They actually come from language learning
backgrounds and their videos are very interes.ng in terms of what they talk

25

about. But to be honest, I haven't met a lot of them. I would say I'm probably
the silliest among all of them.
There're actual language entrepreneur conferences and polyglot conferences
that I go to, and I meet all of these people and they are smarter than me in so
many ways, but I am someone who takes risks, who doesn't mind making
mistakes, who gets myself out there. So that is what's unique about me. How
can I put that into my message and my content? So I can be bold in how I
wite my blog post like I already men.oned, I can be silly in my videos and I
can wear costumes because I know that these people from a more academic
background are deﬁnitely not likely to do that.
People who are listening to this, even if you think it's a completely ﬁlled
space, there are s.ll ways you can make it unique. My friend, Steve Kamb, he
writes about ﬁtness. Fitness is one of the most saturated spaces in the world,
but when he started it, he came up with the idea of puVng his personal,
nerdy spin on ﬁtness and he started nerdﬁtness.com, and now it's a huge
website with great success. Even in that saturated niche, he knows what way
he could do it uniquely. And even in a language learning niche, which is a very
compe..ve place to be, I s.ll have my unique spin on it. So someone else can
think of their unique spin. It may be your personality, it may be your exper.se,
it may be your video edi.ng style or something else. You can make that work,
or you can even double down on your par.cular skill and maybe you know
somebody who is very skilled in something else, like they are a very good
copywriter, a good marketer, and join your forces and launch with their
talents as well.
So that's kind of what I would say that yes, it can feel like it's saturated, but
it's not saturated in the speciﬁc niche that maybe you can be the unique
voice in.
YARO: Yeah, good advice, Benny. I think all those examples you gave, that
individuality is the diﬀeren.a.on factor. So once you get clear on that and
something you love expressing, like perhaps your silliness, it's something you
get to enjoy exploring and using as a marke.ng advantage too.
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We've men.oned a lot of websites, Benny. I know you obviously got
ﬂuen.nthreemonths.com as your main brand, but where do you want to
direct people to, both for the language learners and just anyone who wants to
see what you're doing?
BENNY: Sure. So for the language learners, if you go to YouTube and search
for "Fluent in three months", you'll see a channel with that name. But then in
terms of my more entertaining videos where I kind of want to inspire people
more than instruct them, just look for my name, Benny Lewis, on YouTube and
you will see a lot burs.ng out there. I'm also experimen.ng with TikTok, and
I'm having a lot of fun with that. So just look for Irish Polyglot, I-R-I-S-H P-OL-Y-G-L-O-T on that, on TwiSer, on Instagram. I really like pumping out stuﬀ
and puVng a silly spin on it so that it's as entertaining as possible. So people
can ﬁnd me all over the place that way.
YARO: Awesome. Thank you, Benny. Anything else you want to throw out
before we wrap up the interview?
BENNY: I would really encourage people to stop wai.ng for the perfect
circumstances. Something I said in one of my TEDx talks that really hit home
for a lot of people was, there are seven days in a week, and some day is not
one of them. So stop wai.ng, stop thinking that people like me had some
grand plan. I am s.ll making this up as I go. I am deﬁnitely making mistakes. I
could have a six-hour long podcast interview about all the mistakes that I've
made, but that is why I'm successful because I've goSen those mistakes out
of my system, I've also found the ways that work.
YARO: Awesome, Benny. Thank you for your .me and sharing your story. I
really appreciate going into the details, and also the inspiring advice there to
end the show. Keep doing what you're doing. I love your email segmenta.on
that gets me excited, but also what you're doing for people learning
languages. So keep up the good work.
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WHAT COULD YOU BE DOING
INSTEAD OF EMAILS?
Your email done for you by a real human!
Email sucks your .me, yet so many entrepreneurs, authors, speakers,
consultants and working professionals manage their email all by themselves.
At InboxDone.com we provide you with a dedicated email manager, a human
being with English as a ﬁrst language, who will custom build and operate a
system to reply, ﬁlter and follow-up all your emails based 100% on your
preferences.
We are email specialists -- that's all we do.
For more details and to apply for your own email inbox email manager, go
to: www.inboxdone.com
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