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Context to the nugget 

BJ speaks about the importance of language when we think about habits. He says that breaking 
habits is possibly a wrong metaphor where we could end up doing more damage than good if we 
adopt that mindset. He likens a bad habit to a tangled phone cord that needs to be carefully 
untangled knot by knot for us to really resolve the situation. He proposes a similar approach to 
dealing with bad habits rather than going after them aggressively.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And moving to maybe breaking free from bad habits you also use the back 
to also being specific about language, you mentioned that breaking a habit is possibly not the right 
language and I am tangling it is more like it. What is the nuance the way you see it BJ? 

BJ Fogg (BJ): I am so glad you are asking all these questions about terminology. It really… it’s… maybe 
I’ll just do an academic paper just on this, the language around behaviour changes held us back and 
this word break bad habits has been one of the problems because break implies that if you put a lot 
of force in at one moment, like breaking a stick it’ll be done. So, a lot of force, a lot of energy in one 
moment is how you solve it. That’s not how these kinds of habits get solved. It’s not about a one-
time thing that gets people to stop gambling or stop drinking or stop gaming or whatever the 
addiction is or whatever the bad habit is. So, I am proposing and explaining how a better word is 
untangle unwanted habits and that then implies a process just like if you think of your phone 
headset all tangled up. Wow, it looks overwhelming, you are not going to solve it just by yanking on 
it in one moment but you know that if you take the easiest angle not the hardest and undo that and 
then go to the next easiest one that you’ll get there. Same thing with these things that we call bad 
habits. They tend to be things… snacking is a pretty easy example to use. So, if you have a… you 
consider bad habit of eating bad foods is a snack, it’s not just one thing, it’s probably there’s a snack 
in the morning, there’s snack at lunch, snack driving home, snack in the evening, snack at 3 a.m. So, 
it’s a tangle that we call a habit but really, it’s all these habits connected together. And so, you take 
the easiest snacking habit to stop, the easiest one not the hardest one and you design that out of 
your life and then you go to the next one and the next one. And so, I think untangling really sets the 
expectation much better that it’s a process and really maps very well to how you look at a tangled 
rope or a phone headset. At first it’s overwhelming and you are like, oh my gosh, but then as you get 
started you see it starts resolving and then pretty soon it comes completely clear, it untangles and so 
I think that’s right on for how many of these unwanted habits work. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/619
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DJ: This nugget from BJ reminds me of the movie Martian Directed by Ridley Scott and starring Matt 
Damon. In the movie, Matt Damon’s character ends up getting stranded on Mars and he battles a 
near death situation to slowly treat himself, establish connect with Earth, figures out a language of 
communication, solves multiple problems to find himself back on the earth. In the concluding scene 
of the movie, Matt Damon is addressing a few young graduates at the NASA and he says the only 
option you have is to keep moving and solve one problem at a time. That is you’re only shot at 
staying alive and coming home.  

I guess there is a similar point to be made here. Lot of people treat breaking habits as a one-off 
dramatic event but I guess it is much more organic and slow burn than we think it is. One of the 
tactical things BJ suggests in the book is that we break down the bad habit into minor behaviours 
that show up in our lives. Then we start going after them one tiny hill at a time and slowly work on 
untangling the habit.  

Thank you for listening. If you find this of value, do take a moment to visit the podcast archives at 
playtopotential.com. You might specifically like the section – Curated Playlists, where 500+ podcast 
nuggets have been painstakingly curated by theme for easy access. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Driving Change: Ability to drive change in an organization is one of the critical Leadership 
Competencies for a CEO today, given more and more is getting done at the intersection of different 
ecosystems, and a large portion of value add is not directly under the leader’s control but in the 
wider realm of influence. In this segment, leaders talk about how they drove change through a 
complex system/organization. You can access the playlist here. 

Habits: Habits are routine behaviours done on a regular basis. They are recurrent and often 
unconscious patterns of behaviour and are acquired through frequent repetition. Guests on the 
podcast share their experiences in baking habits in their lives. 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. 

********** 

https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/619
http://www.playtopotential.com/
https://www.playtopotential.com/tags/driving-change
https://www.playtopotential.com/tags/habits
https://playtopotential.us17.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=fc6d52a2e878f0687687612e8&id=298ff85f7e
https://wa.me/918591452129
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BJ Fogg - Nuggets  

 58.00 BJ Fogg - The Full Conversation 

 58.01 BJ Fogg - The ABC of tiny habits 

 58.02 BJ Fogg - The MAP of behaviour change 

 58.03 BJ Fogg - Prompts - the low hanging fruit of change 

 58.04 BJ Fogg - Action versus Context Prompt 

 58.05 BJ Fogg - Build ability to beat motivation cycles 

 58.06 BJ Fogg - Celebrating to wire in a habit 

 58.07 BJ Fogg - Tiny habits to big change 

 58.08 BJ Fogg - Untangle (not break) bad habits 

 58.09 BJ Fogg - Getting out of screen addiction 

 58.10 BJ Fogg - The knowing-doing gap 

 

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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