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Context to the nugget 

Indranil talks about the curse of knowledge using the example of “tappers and listeners” – an 
experiment conducted by Elizabeth Newton at Stanford University in 1990. He talks about how 
asymmetry of information often makes us poor communicators because we are too close to the 
content. He talks about the criticality of understanding the context of the receiver while delivering 
key messages.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): The other thing that caught my attention on the book Indranil that the point 
you make about tappers and listener as somebody who is passionate about music, I found the 
example quite interesting you talk about an experiment where there is asymmetry of knowledge or 
information and you relate that to why power point sometime is not as effective talk to us about the 
nuance here?  

Indranil Chakraborty (IC): Ok so I am going to tap a tune on the table you are a musician so I think 
you will get it and I am going to ask you to tell me what the song that I just tapped is. Let’s start. You 
give me some genre or?  It’s a very popular English song and you learnt it in your earlier days in 
school. Come on you didn’t get it its Jingle bell, Jingle bell. Now what just happened the reason I got 
it is because the tune was in my head and when the tune is in my head that sound is like jingle bell 
for me when the tune is not in your head that sound is like noise and that’s really the experiment 
that Elizabeth Newton who was doing her studies Stanford. Infect she went on to become a 
professor in Howard later so she did this experiment where she took 240 students and divided into 2 
groups one group she called tappers and their job was to do what I just did tap on the table the 
group was called decoders of listener and their job was to guess the tapping and then she told the 
entire group that listen this group of tappers I am going them a list of very popular English songs, 
songs that everybody knows Jingle bell, happy birthday, Merry Christmas and they will randomly pick 
up a son and you guys will decode the song. Here is a piece of paper and pen you will not tell them 
what you have guessed and I am going to make to make you guys in to pairs and send you out. When 
they came back, she asked the tappers individually how it went. And the usual answer I think it went 
up well. Why do you think it went up well? Suck an easy song everyone knows the song and I think I 
did a decent job of that tapping. When asked what percentage of you are 100 % sure that your 
partner got it. The usual answer was about 60 to 70%. Then she would go over to the listeners and 
take their paper work which was the guess that they had and tabulated the result and, on an 
average, less than 2 % or 2.5 % never got it and that also I think is just random. Yaah you just got it 
right. This is exactly what she says which is basically what she is saying when she is saying curse of 
knowledge is when then tune is in my head, we just demonstrated in Jingle bell. I know its working 
but when your tune is not in your head that’s noise. So, to me the analogy that that was the morning 
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I read this it was my epiphany you know my eureka moment I said oh my god for the last 8 to 10 
years in my corporate life and you are senior enough to come up with strategy, vision, mission and 
stuff like that. I did not come up with that in the morning of the off-site. I had worked with for weeks 
if not months, with my teams sometimes with a Bain or McKinsey.  And by the time I came to the 
stage that tune was running in my head and I walked up on stage and did the corporate version of 
tapping which id bullet point on a PowerPoint and I came back came off stage thinking you know 
easy song descent tapper they must have got it and then 7 days later I am tearing my hair saying you 
know why don’t they get it and now of course the favourite whipping boy is millennials. There is 
nothing wrong with millennial or any one. It’s wrong with the way we have structured our 
communication. Half of it is in our head and we think everyone has that in theirs as well. 

DJ: So, I think the take away from this is again linking it back to storytelling again if you could sort of 
talk a little bit about what’s the so what? 

Respond: so, what is one of the big issues that we have in when we are doing this is the context 
where we are coming from is assumed where the context the listeners has is not the same as the 
one that the teller has. Now when you just craft your messages you tend to jump to the message 
without the context without the why. I am thinking that you know that this are your company 
people these are your team people so you don’t really need to explain. When you then are forced to 
take this message and put it into a story structure that automatically forces you to set context you 
can’t tell a story without a context. So, when you bring the message into a structure of a story you 
will start with expositions setting up the base before jumping into the action and so that’s the 
analogy.   

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: I am reminded of a time when I was learning mathematics in my primary school. My teacher was 
teaching me multiplication tables.  2 2s are 4, 2 3 are 6, 2 4s are 8 and so on. With a little bit of 
practice then I was able to memorise the whole table. I remember walking up to the teacher and 
asking her - What is Za; when we say 2 2 Za, what does the word Za mean? Now I don’t particularly 
have a great memory, but I happen to remember this particular incident because my teacher 
discussed this with my mother subsequently who has remembered it since.  

Now that might sound like a trivial example but the point Indranil makes about tapping and listening 
and the asymmetry is a profound one that we face whether we are a leader in a company trying to 
get a complex point across, a consultant trying to get a nuanced insight across or a parent trying to 
communicate something to the child.  

Being aware of the context of the listener is so crucial for us to land the message the way we want 
to. 

Thank you for listening. For more please visit playtopotential.com. Here you can listen to content by 
speakers or by themes in the Curated Playlists section. To be intimated when I upload new content, 
you can sign up at bit.ly/signup2p2p. That is bit.ly forward slash signup2p2p. To know more about 
the Coaching and Transition advisory work I do, please visit transitioninsight.com. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 
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RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Storytelling: Perspectives from practitioners and thought leaders on how we could use the power of 
stories at the work place in order to build a stronger culture. You can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Indranil Chakraborty - Nuggets  

 37.00 Indranil Chakraborty - The Full Conversation 

 37.01 Indranil Chakraborty - Transitioning to solo-preneurship 

 37.02 Indranil Chakraborty - Demystifying Business storytelling 

 37.03 Indranil Chakraborty - Contextual applications 

 37.04 Indranil Chakraborty - Curse of Knowledge 

 37.05 Indranil Chakraborty - Story listening 

 37.06 Indranil Chakraborty - Building deeper relationships 

 37.07 Indranil Chakraborty - Deliberate practice 

 37.08 Indranil Chakraborty - Building a storytelling culture 

 37.09 Indranil Chakraborty - Story tellers that stand out 

 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working with 

them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about his 

work here.  

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  
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This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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