
Podcast Transcript 70.08 Bruce Feiler - Three phases of a transition 

Also available on Apple Podcasts | Google Podcasts | Spotify     www.playtopotential.com 

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

1 

 

Context to the nugget 

Bruce speaks about the three stages of a transition (the long goodbye, the messy middle and the 
new beginning). He goes onto say that each one of us has a super-power in one of these three and 
are likely to be good at coping with that stage of the transition.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And you talk about the three-step process in a transition, Bruce, the long 
goodbye that you spoke about, the messy middle and the new beginning. And what I found 
interesting was you go on to say that each one of us has a superpower to be effective in one of these 
three. Why so, and can you tell us a little bit about what makes this middle messy? 

Bruce Feiler (RS): So, first of all the three stages. So, there are three stages to a life transition that in 
off itself is comforting to realize that there is a form to them. The first is the long goodbye, where we 
kind of confront the emotions that we are experiencing and say goodbye to the life that we are 
leaving behind. The next is the messy middle where we shed certain habits and create new ones. 
And then the last one is the new beginning where we sort of unveil our new selves and kind of 
update our personal story. And the way people have talked about, I mean, let’s remember there 
hasn’t been a major book on life transitions in 40 years. The last one was in the 70s and this idea of 
sort of life transitions was actually begun more than a century ago by a German anthropologist 
named Arnold van Gennep and everywhere people talk about, every writing about transitions in the 
first hundred years of psychology said that we must go through this process in a linear order. First, 
we say goodbye, then we like go through the wilderness and then we have a new beginning. If 
there’s one definitive thing that I am prepared to say is that that’s just flat wrong. In fact, we go 
through these phases in different orders. Like I don’t even know that much about you, but you used 
to be a consultant. So, my guess is you are really good at the messy middle, right? You are probably 
very good at analyzing and making lists and like figuring out, like how you are going to get through it 
with multiple options. Like my guess is that that’s your superpower like we are all good at one. But if 
that… by the way is that true, is that true? 

DJ: Possible, because I have a lot of flying miles trying to make sense of complex situations and sort 
out complex ideas into simple… sort of make sense of complex ideas. So, you might possibly be right. 

BF: Right, if that’s the case then the odds would be that maybe the phase that you wouldn’t be good 
at and I won’t put you on the spot here would be the long goodbye right because that’s confronting 
the messy emotions, right? That’s accepting that you are afraid right or you are sad, right or you are 
ashamed by what’s going on. Like maybe you are ashamed that you have lost your job or what you 
did when you drank too much or maybe you are fearful like how am I going to live without this job or 
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this status that I have become used to or maybe you are just sad like you realize, okay I have really 
grown as far as I can in this current job or this current business and I have got to move on to a new 
situation. And so, everybody is good at one of these phases and bad and I am like, that’s okay. So, 
let’s start where you are good, maybe you are good at making lists, maybe you are good at the 
emotion or maybe you are good at like, you know, reaching out to somebody else and asking for 
help. Let’s start there, let’s get confident because remember this process is going to take a while. So, 
let’s start where we are good like get some momentum and then we can go back and deal with some 
of the phases that we are uncomfortable with. Because I will tell you this, going through a life 
transition is a very emotional experience and the emotions are going to affect you. So, if you try to 
pretend that you can get through it without that you are not really going to get through and you are 
going to find your own a new job in two years and you still haven’t dealt with the emotional baggage 
that you feel and you are going to be feeling stuck again, So, dealing and confronting and surfacing 
these emotions is incredibly powerful, especially if that’s not something that you naturally tend to 
do. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: The biggest takeaway for me from this is that Transitions are not a step jump but an organic 
process. We need to give it the time for us to get the most out of it. I remember speaking with 
Herminia Ibarra (HI) of London Business School who has looked at Leadership Transitions in the 
Corporate world and has spent a lot of time researching transitions. I asked her, how long does it 
take for a successful leader in their 40s for instance to transition into a new space. This is what she 
said.  

HI: “3 Years, It’s still 3 years, I mean I ask people all the time you know we have people here who are 
in the program that a 1 year program and they are hoping that will do the trick it never does in it’s 
very frustrating because and honestly you know part of it is where does it start? When does the time 
frame actually start because there is also the bit of getting yourself to the point where you can start 
walking and so it’s often a longer chunk than you think but it’s if you think about extricating yourself, 
getting yourself to the point where we are actively looking for something else and then the looking 
and then the finding just exactly the right fit if you take time often between and you have taking on 
back to school in between it can be easily be 3 years and it’s because people not gone hire you unless 
you have the experience because you don’t have the network into that yet, you don’t even have the 
language, you are still sorting it out for yourself. Experiment and learn takes a little bit longer and 
that’s the hard part for people but that’s often why they also go portfolio they start consulting us 
some of the old stuff just to make sure some money is coming in because you have got a continue 
life.” 

DJ: I think her book Working Identity is a seminal piece of work when it comes to Transitions in the 
Corporate world. I would strongly recommend tuning into the conversation with her at the podcast. 
You can go to playtopotential.com and look up Herminia Ibarra in the Speakers section. In my work, I 
see too many people trying to move from Context A to Context B without giving some space for 
reflection and for possibilities to emerge. Herminia speaks about the notion of liminality where we 
need to embrace that period of identitylessness for a while and craft some experiments for the new 
possibilities to emerge and the reality is we cannot rush these things. You need to respect the 
emergent properties of a transition and not come at it with a linear mindset.  

End of nugget transcription 
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********** 

Nugget from Herminia Ibarra that is referenced: Pausing to reinvent. 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Reinventing self: “How do I stay relevant” is a question that all of us have to grapple with as we go 
through our respective journeys. Careers aren’t linear any more. Some of the leaders talk about how 
they managed to pivot during their journeys and significantly change trajectories. 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. 

********** 

Bruce Feiler - Nuggets  

 70.00 Bruce Feiler - The Full Conversation 

 70.01 Bruce Feiler - The Power of stories 

 70.02 Bruce Feiler - Happy Families and Agile Development 

 70.03 Bruce Feiler - What is the shape of your story 

 70.04 Bruce Feiler - Disruptors and Lifequakes 

 70.05 Bruce Feiler - Midlife to Whenever life transition 

 70.06 Bruce Feiler - Make sense from scars (not wounds) 

 70.07 Bruce Feiler - Shape-shifting instead of resilience 

 70.08 Bruce Feiler - Three phases of a transition 

 70.09 Bruce Feiler - Taking a leap of faith 

 70.10 Bruce Feiler - Role of money in transitions 

 70.11 Bruce Feiler - Role of a Sounding Board/Coach 

 70.12 Bruce Feiler - In Summary - Playing to Potential 

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.  
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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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