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Context to the nugget 

Jennifer speaks about the distinction between feeling something is right versus thinking that 
something is right. She mentions that the feeling of rightness often arrives a few milliseconds before 
the actual process of cognitive certainty around a problem and this could lead to us forming an 
opinion first and then back-filling the data to suit the answer we end up feeling right about.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And moving to the second trap you said our sense of being right about 
something is not really a cognitive process but an emotion. It has nothing to do with whether you 
are right or not. I found that an interesting nuance. What’s the crux of the insight here and how do 
we overcome this issue? 

Jennifer Garvey Berger (JGB): I know, I think it’s actually mind-bending, right? I think when we think 
about it, we have the sense of ourselves and I was teaching this to a client once and he said no, no, 
no Jennifer, this might be true for other people but I actually think things through before I come to 
conclusions about them. And so for me, this one is not a problem. And then… and I said, you know, 
yeah, that’s the way it feels for all of us actually like we all think that and he came back to me about 
a week later and he said, oh my goodness! You have… I have been noticing I make up my mind first 
and then I backfill data, I do this all the time and that is of course the way it works. In a brain scan we 
see that the arrival of the emotion of certainty comes before, not hours before but milliseconds 
before the cognitive part of our decision-making actually comes online. And so this shows that we 
feel certain and then we figure out why as opposed to we feel like we don’t know and then we figure 
out what we believe. Now, of course sometimes we absolutely do it the other way, but by and large 
we don’t. 

DJ: Is this related to the point around having a gut instinct or are these two different things? 

JGB: No, they are two similar things and it’s one of the questions that people often ask me is like 
what do we do with our instincts? And I think the thing is we want to understand our instincts 
particularly if they come from a non-cognitive part of us, our bellies, our bodies, we want to 
understand them pay attention to them because there’s really important data there. We just don’t 
want to have blind faith in them just as we don’t want to have blind faith in our ability to think our 
way through these challenges. 

DJ: So, how do we… so maybe just sticking with this Jennifer, so how do we ensure we are not 
carried away by the emotion, but we ensure that we are rational? What do you advise leaders to 
ensure they are not caught in this trap? 
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JGB: I have us look for what certainty feels like and begin to notice that as separate from a cognitive 
process like what does it feel like when you feel certain. You can often notice some things your body 
does like I move forward in my seat, I start thinking ahead to how I am going to defeat the 
disagreement or the perspectives of others, like I have a sense of righteousness in me. Now when I 
notice those things I am able to say oh wait, wait, wait, this is an emotion, this is closing me down to 
new possibilities, new data, and I could totally be wrong here. So asking myself what is it that I am 
really believing right now, not what’s true but what I believe is true and then how could I be wrong 
about this allows me to listen in a new way not to defeat the other person, not to listen to win or 
listen to fix their ideas, but to listen to learn from them to hold my mind open as a practice, as an 
intention or practice as opposed to just going with this emotion that bowls over my capacity to 
learn. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: The piece around listening to learn as against listening to win or listening to fix is a profound one. 
One of my earlier guests was Arun Maira – former member of Planning Commission and Chairman of 
BCG India. He is the author of the book “Listening for well-being – conversations with people not like 
us”. In that conversation, he speaks about how we could listen better to different perspectives.  

AM: “OK we look at data and so there are a lot of questions about data, where is the data? How does 
the data add up? So you go down that path about the data and trying to see reality through, re-
organizing and adding or subtracting in the data itself and you can go down to the path also into the 
logic behind in the data itself. So this wait could lead to that so it comes to next level on that which is 
not just addition or subtractions but you go to more calculus math and so there’s a more ways to 
thinking about how to make sense of the data and I say fine now the data is being interpreted by 
mind the data is also collected by the people who felt that, that was good data to get so that was 
mind who chose which data to select, what data to select so there are minds here so there’s a 
reasoning about mind. Why this is important data? So I learn to switch myself off the deductive track 
pretty quickly and to ask why you think one should be looking at this data. And then I would notice 
quite often that why the person thinks this data is important is… the reason to probably ask the 
question I think is what the point of this data is? I don’t think this data is important but this person is 
presenting all this stuff, why do you think it’s important? So I am learning about another person’s 
way of think and what another person gives value to? Which apparently is not what I give value to, is 
not my way of thinking so this is how I am ‘people not like us’ as I say I am listening to someone 
who’s not like me  in this situation both of us could be let’s say in BCG or in world of business and 
VCG they are people like us, so we have a way of thinking and things we value and the data that we 
consider as important which is similar and when you come to people who we consider ill-educated  or 
people who are rapid in their thinking they are not like us but they are human beings and many of 
them have got PhD if you want to count that as that they have education or they have been through 
life very successfully in some field but they value different things and they think about the world in a 
different way, so then I have to ask them about more question about how they came to believe that 
these things are important, so learning about them, their journey how they developed, their values 
and their mental frames and so, that’s how then I am learning at even deeper levels but in the 
formation of my own values I mean how did my values formed.” 

DJ: Focusing not just on the message but on the messenger and how the messenger thinks about the 
data and why might give us insights that are in our blind spot and help us understand a situation 
from multiple perspectives.  
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Thank you for listening. For more content across 50+ speakers, 500+ nuggets painstakingly curated 
across 65 odd themes, please visit playtopotential.com. You will also find the podcast on apple 
podcast, Spotify, Google podcast player and most other podcast platforms. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

Nugget from Arun Maira that is referenced: Art of asking good questions. 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Judgment: Judgment is a key trait that differentiates the great leaders from the average ones. How 

do you make decisions and exercise choices in a world full of options and grey areas with multiple 

stakeholders around you. In addition, the playlist has nuggets that discuss how one creates a climate 

for the people around you to exercise good judgment. You can access the playlist here. 

Listening: When you talk, you are only repeating what you already know. But if you listen, you may 
learn something new”. This is a quote by Dalai Lama. Several leaders talk about their experiences 
with listening and how they have grown with it. More specifically, leaders also reflect on the 
criticality of listening when transitioning into a new context. 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. 

********** 

Jennifer Garvey Berger - Nuggets  

 57.00 Jennifer Garvey Berger - The Full Conversation 

 57.01 Jennifer Garvey Berger - Stages of human development 

 57.02 Jennifer Garvey Berger - Transitions in mid-life 

 57.03 Jennifer Garvey Berger - Humans - an outdated OS 

 57.04 Jennifer Garvey Berger - 5 traps that leaders fall into 

 57.05 Jennifer Garvey Berger - Trap1 - Looking for simple stories 

 57.06 Jennifer Garvey Berger - Trap 2 - Feeling right doesn’t mean it is right 

 57.07 Jennifer Garvey Berger - Trap 3 - Desire to agree 
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 57.08 Jennifer Garvey Berger - Trap 4 - Controlling instead of influencing 

 57.09 Jennifer Garvey Berger - Trap 5 - Shackled by the past 

 57.10 Jennifer Garvey Berger - Actively listening to your body 

 57.11 Jennifer Garvey Berger - Leadership in a post COVID world 

 

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.  

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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