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Context to the nugget conversation 

Tom speaks about the challenges we face in the unlearning process whenever we have spent a lot of 
time learning something. He speaks about a rocket scientist in Huntsville Alabama, who constructed 
a cycle with different movements to prove the point about how difficult it is to balance the cycle.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): You know, in the book you also talk about the work of Rob Gray, who directs 
the Perception and Action lab at Arizona State University and you talk about this notion of 
unlearning and you speak about action slips, you know, things that we sort of do by default 
especially in a high-pressure environment. I was curious about, you know, in your pursuit towards 
learning these five new skills, what have you learnt about unlearning? You know, you spoke about 
adults having that cognitive component about like you spoke about language, kids just speak while 
we sort of try to look at how it fits in with the paradigms, we have etc. So, what have you learnt 
about unlearning effectively, especially when we are learning something new? 

Tom Vanderbilt (Tom): Yeah, it is a great question and first of all, unlearning is a strange word, it is 
not something that is completely agreed upon in the scientific world or the literature and whether it 
even whether unlearning is something distinct from simply learning a new thing is sort of a… I mean, 
semantically it makes sense but whether it is an actually different process I think is not known. But it 
makes me think of an experiment I did and which I didn’t mention too much in the book but as I 
mentioned I was a keen cyclist so I had heard about a guy who’s a rocket scientist in Huntsville, 
Alabama and he had this… I was doing this little experiment with a backwards bicycle and what I 
mean by that is that when you turn the handle bars left the bike actually steers to the right. This is 
something that has been used at various carnivals and in countries like England or America and 
usually the person will offer you five dollars or something if you can do it correctly, if you can 
succeed at riding this thing. So, people, the punters go up and say yeah, I can do that and of course 
then they lose their money. So, but to me it was just a fascinating example of this unlearning 
because I had had many years of knowing how to ride a bike that was burned into my brain, I could 
ride no-handed, I could ride doing something else, I didn’t have to think about it at all. So, I was 
under the mistaken impression that that would give me a leg up in trying to learn this variation on a 
bicycle, what if the opposite was actually true, it was probably harder for me to learn that new thing 
because I had so much of this previous program running on my desktop that it was actually 
impossible for me to do more than simply sit on the bike. The moment I tried to move just a little bit 
my whole internal sense of balance was thrown off and I was basically falling. And we did this on the 
grass because he actually knew that this would happen. So, one of the points he made is that his 
children were actually able to learn it faster than he was not necessarily because they are amazing 
geniuses, but because they have had less experience at riding a traditional bicycle. So, they have less 

https://playtopotential.com/audio/803
http://www.playtopotential.com/


Podcast Transcript 76.05 Tom Vanderbilt - How unlearning works 

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

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

2 

to unlearn so you know at the end of the day I don’t really know that there’s anything that different 
about unlearning in that you sort of have to do it the hard way. I mean, he… that my rocket scientist 
friend learned to ride, it took him about six months, which is probably longer than it takes to learn to 
ride an actual bicycle so but, you know, he just little daily bouts of practice and there was sort of no 
secret beyond that. So, I think but to your point there were moments teachers would give me 
particular tricks to sort of help me pass things that were, get past things that were sort of habits in 
the way that I, for example, when I was trying to sing I would have trouble with a certain high note 
and as the high note was approaching they sent a signal to my brain that oh my god, there’s this high 
note coming, I started to panic, my body tensed up, I would sort of raise my neck like a giraffe to try 
to reach this high sound; all of those things were tremendously counterproductive towards 
producing that note. So, my teacher would have me do this little sort of, just a kind of a corrective 
motion to as the high note was approaching to bend my knees and dip slightly down and that just 
sort of for whatever reason it worked, it maybe I stopped thinking about the high note, I 
concentrated again instead on sort of dipping going down and counter-intuitively that actually made 
it easier to produce those high notes. So, whether that was a form of unlearning I am not sure, but 
sometimes it is just a matter of disrupting a habit that you have and those habits can be very hard to 
disrupt. But there are there are ways but sometimes it just involves many months of practice. 

DJ: Hmmm-hmm. 

Tom: You know, I don’t know if you drove while you were… you are on the left side anyway but a 
person going from a country that has right hand side drive to left hand side drive it is same idea that 
there is… 

DJ: No, I had this, I had this issue when I was, when I first came to the U.S., I remember we were out, 
we were going out for a team lunch when I was at McKinsey and I remember I telling them let’s take 
my car and I got into my car with three colleagues and suddenly my sort of the India… I started 
having a conversation with them as I took the car out and I think my Indian driving instincts came in 
and for a good 10 seconds I was on the wrong side of the road and my colleagues sort of were 
nudging me, you know, pointing to me pointing fingers and I wasn’t really getting at, I wasn’t really 
getting it and then one of them had to forcibly, the guy sitting next to me forcibly took the wheel 
and moved me back to the lane. That is when I realized that oops so yeah it was… 

Tom: Yeah, and this sort of this goes back to what you talked about earlier about it is good when 
learning a motor skill to not think about it and this is a case with unlearning that actually is beneficial 
to think about it because you need to override that existing behavior that is lurking within your body 
and actually pay some conscious attention whereas… and then I would estimate over time that it 
gradually became instinctual although like Rob Gray says there could be these actions slips in a 
moment where you are distracted or panicked you might revert to that old behavior and, you know, 
luckily you had colleagues with you in the car that… 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: To understand the point Tom makes, all you need to do is go to YouTube and type “The 
Backwards brain bicycle”. The video belongs to a Channel – Smarter Everyday. I would really urge 
you to pause and do this now. It is a pretty cool video and profound at many levels. I repeat, you just 
need to search for The backwards brain bicycle. It has the link the point Tom makes about how 
somethings are deeply ingrained in us and it is so hard for us to unlearn.  

I have encountered this several times in my life. Let me talk about a couple of instances.  
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1) This is in the context of my desire to learn Touch Typing. I must have been 3 or 4 years into 
my work and I used to have this deep admiration for people who could type without looking at the 
keyboard. Especially when it shows up in movies. Like the scene where Tom Cruise is figuring out 
what is Job 3:14 in Mission Impossible. I quickly figured a couple of websites that taught touch 
typing and I started spending 30 mins a day taking lessons. But I didn’t make any progress 
whatsoever despite doing this for a few months. Then one of my colleagues gave me a piece of 
advice. They said, while you are learning for 30 mins, the remaining 10 hours of the day, you are 
reverting to your old behaviour. Unless you really change that, you will not make any gains. That was 
profound insight. But I resisted because that would mean I would slow down tremendously and it 
would have an impact on my deliverables. But at some stage I decided to take the plunge and said, 
that I will only type the proper way whether I am in class or not. And that really reduced my speed 
10x initially but within a couple of weeks my speed had skyrocketed with the touch typing 
technique, much faster than the clumsy technique I had earlier. It showed me how ingrained some 
of these things are and unless we really go all out, it is hard to root out some of these habits.  

2) The second context in which it showed up in my life was in the context of my learning the 
guitar. Back in 2001, when I had first moved into Mumbai, I wanted to learn and instrument and 
given I was learning from Ground Zero, I said let me pick the first guitar teacher I find and sign up. 
So, I signed for a guy who was into Dandiya music but I didn’t care. I was starting from Sa Re Ga Ma, 
the equivalent of Do Re Mi. I must have learnt with him for 3-4 years but then I spent a long time 
goofing around in YouTube learning chords through the net and playing somewhat OK. About 4 
years back, I wanted to resume my Guitar and signed up with a teacher. He asked me to show what I 
could play and I was quite proud of the number of songs whose chords I knew. But he looked at my 
leg and noticed that I wasn’t tapping as I was playing and I was missing the beat in quite a few 
places. The first thing he said was we need to get your feet tapping and your playing to coordinate 
with the foot tapping. I thought this would be something simple, a bit like the cycle experiment that 
Tom speaks about. But this process took several months, as a matter of fact it is still ongoing as 
sometimes, my old habits relapse. It taught me, how some of these things get ingrained and 
unlearning something is often more painful than learning afresh and requires a lot of dedicated 
effort.  

I have realized that for a lot of things where we are trying to move the needle, unless we are willing 
to embrace the valley of discomfort where our performance often takes a nose-dive in the short-
term, we end up staying in a suboptimal place. 

Thank you for listening. For more, please visit playtopotential.com. We have recently started sharing 
nuggets from the Podcast archives on Whatsapp. A couple of nuggets a week. One over the weekend 
and one in the middle of the week. If this would be of interest, do send a message to +91 85914 
52129 stating Interested and do add the number to your contacts list. It will help us broadcast this to 
you seamlessly.  

End of nugget transcription 

********** 
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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. 

Lessons from another domain: What can the world of business learn about communicating intent 
from the Army? How is handling customer feedback similar to how a Stand up comedian handles 
heckling? What are the parallels between business strategy and chess? What can the world of 
business learn from other worlds? 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. 

********** 

Tom Vanderbilt - Nuggets  

 76.01 Tom Vanderbilt - Learning 5 completely new skills 

 76.02 Tom Vanderbilt - How learning works 

 76.03 Tom Vanderbilt - Misplaced pursuit of Mastery 

 76.04 Tom Vanderbilt - Real meaning of baby steps 

 76.05 Tom Vanderbilt - How unlearning works 

 76.06 Tom Vanderbilt - Learning Approach across the Learning curve 

 76.07 Tom Vanderbilt - Role of feedback loops  

 76.08 Tom Vanderbilt - Observing things the way they are 

 76.09 Tom Vanderbilt - Friction in the learning process 

 76.10 Tom Vanderbilt - Depth of learning 

 76.11 Tom Vanderbilt - In Summary - Playing to Potential 

 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock the 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 

https://playtopotential.com/audio/803
http://www.playtopotential.com/
https://www.playtopotential.com/tags/habits
https://www.playtopotential.com/tags/lessons-from-another-domain
https://playtopotential.us17.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=fc6d52a2e878f0687687612e8&id=298ff85f7e
https://wa.me/918591452129
https://www.playtopotential.com/aboutthehost


Podcast Transcript 76.05 Tom Vanderbilt - How unlearning works 

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

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

5 

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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