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Context to the nugget conversation 

Tom speaks about how we should think about friction when we learn something. He uses the 
metaphor of travel versus tourism to say that it is easy to get a quick a dirty version of most things 
but sometimes the immersive slow learning process has its own rewards.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And you also say that we live in a frictionless age where the emphasis is on 
speed learning and the process is often obscured by results. What does that mean in terms of how 
we should approach learning, Tom? Have you, with everything available on YouTube, has it made it 
harder for us to embrace high friction learning? What have you observed? 

Tom Vanderbilt (Tom): I think there’s a certain messaging out there that that you don’t have to look 
very far online to find promises of learning… learn to speak like a native in six months or something 
which is almost quite impossible but, I think, like everything we want something to be done quickly 
and there certainly are realms where it is desirable and even possible to learn things more quickly 
and there’s no reason to artificially delay it. But in my process, because I did not really have discrete 
goals, you know, I wasn’t trying to simply learn let’s say a new computer system or something and 
these were things that were open-ended. So, I quite purposely didn’t really set time or achievement 
goals, I just wanted to sort of see how far I could get and do a very sort of slow purposeful learning 
where I was really paying attention to the whole process including mistakes and not simply trying to 
rush to the next thing but kind of savoring those mistakes and taking the time to understand them. 
So, this sort of approach isn’t going to work for everyone or in every condition, but I would urge 
people to not let the notion of time or goals interfere too much. I sort of compare it to the process 
of tourism versus travel and you can take a package tour and go somewhere and see an entire city in 
48 hours and everything is sort of taken care of for you and don’t have to think much and you just 
sort of consume everything or you could take a much longer trip that you have arranged yourself. 
You have a loose itinerary, but you mostly are just exploring and seeing what paths you might go 
down, and that was my sort of process in this. And the French, the root of the word travel is travail 
from the French which means pain. So, there’s a certain amount of struggle that might be involved 
here but I think it’s a very rewarding struggle. There’s nothing, I don’t want to say there is anything 
wrong with taking a package tour, but that’s just a certain thing and that is one way to consume an 
experience and I would argue though that the second way might be more ultimately fulfilling and I 
think we can kind of apply that notion to learning. 

 

https://playtopotential.com/audio/807
http://www.playtopotential.com/


Podcast Transcript 76.09 Tom Vanderbilt - Friction in the learning process 

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

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

2 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: This is in line with what my guitar teacher tells me in the context of learning a new song. If you 
need to figure out the chords of a song, it is easy to go to the internet and download the chords and 
play it blindly. But the pleasure of figuring it out from first principles is quite special and the learning 
that comes from it is of a different level.  

Not to paint with a broad brush here, but if the intent is to pursue slow, long-term learning in an 
area, there is something to be said about the friction and the labour involved in the depth of 
learning that occurs.  

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 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

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 
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 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 

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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