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Context to the conversation 

Katy speaks about how we all can leverage the power of a fresh start to drive behavioural change. 
She goes on to say that if we look hard enough then there might be several fresh opportunities we 
could find in our lives. Very often, we think Jan 1 in a year as a fresh start and have resolutions. But 
Katy goes on to say that we can have a similar approach if we think wider about a new start. She also 
refers to an initiative at Google that looked at key moments where people are more likely to engage 
in a certain behaviour.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And moving along, Katy, I wanted to talk about this notion of fresh start. 
You talk about your conversation with Prasad Setty at Google where you say that Google offered its 
employees a wide range of benefits and programs, designed to make their lives and jobs better and 
to solve problems like under-saving for retirement, over-use of social media, physical inactivity, and 
healthy eating and smoking, but the employees were not taking advantage of these schemes. So in 
that context, you talk about the timing and the power of a fresh start and in the book, you talk about 
how the fresh start could be applied in differents context if we are creative about it. So could you 
talk a little bit about that? 

Katy Milkman (KM): Yeah, absolutely. And thanks for giving me a chance to talk about one of my 
favorite chapters in the book as well. That meeting was really interesting. So I got to go present my 
research at Google, as you mentioned, about all these different ways we could nudge behavior 
change and got this amazing question from Prasad Setty about when was the ideal time. So, sort of, 
convinced that we should, at Google he said, be doing this nudging people towards more saving and 
healthier lifestyles and more productivity, but are there ideal times to that, that was the question. 
And it set me on a new research adventure because I thought it was such a good question and I did 
not know an answer. I did not believe there was an answer yet from academia, but I felt like we 
should provide one. It was such an interesting and important question. So I teamed up with my then 
PhD student, Hengchen Dai and also with Jason Riis who is the CEO of Behavioralize and a former 
Professor at HBS and at Wharton. And Jason, Hengchen and I started thinking about what we knew 
already and what we could learn about when the ideal time is to encourage change and when are 
people most motivated just naturally to change in their own lives. What we found is that there are 
moments, this would not surprise you at all that feel more like fresh starts to people. And the one 
that we are all familiar with already is New Years. This is a moment when around the world people 
are setting resolutions at a higher rate than usual, trying to pursue goals at a higher rate than usual, 
and it feels like a fresh start. The psychology of New Years actually turns out to be familiar and 
extends to many other moments, but the psychology of New Years is you can say, sort of, well, that 
was the old me last year, the old me could not achieve this, you know, the old me tried to quit 
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smoking and failed, but that was a whole different person. The new me in the New Year can do it. 
And you feel this dissociation from your past failures in this renewed optimism as you open a new 
chapter in life. What we found is that New Years is actually just one moment that has that new 
chapter fresh start feeling. There are lots of other moments on the calendar and in life when we also 
feel we are turning a page and can get that same dissociation from past failures and motivation, and 
also the likelihood that we might actually step back and think big picture about our lives is greater. 
So some of those moments include, according to our research, the start of a new week or a new 
month, the celebration of holidays that feel like fresh starts in our culture, the celebration of 
birthdays. And, of course, there is other research looking not only at these psychological or temporal 
markers that give us the sense of a clean slate and a fresh start, but if you physically change 
environments, that has not only psychological appeal and helps you, but it can literally disrupt 
routines in a way that is helpful as well. So we have shown people are more likely at these temporal 
landmarks, we call them our new beginnings, to do things like visit the gym or set goals on popular 
goal-setting websites online about everything from their finances, to their health, to their education. 
And if you encourage people to make a change at those moments, a moment that has a label on it, 
like, hey, you know, want to make a change on the first day of spring or after your next birthday, it 
turns out that is more attractive, people are more likely to do things like start saving in a retirement 
account when you invite them to, or just pursue goals beginning at those times when you give them 
those labels. And if you invite them to save it in an identical moment or change at an identical 
moment, but do not even point out that it corresponds with the first day of spring or a birthday. So 
that was a really, I would say, exciting line of research and it points to the power of taking advantage 
of these moments in our lives. If we want to make a change and encouraging others to make 
changes and providing with the resources they need to make changes at those moments when we 
feel like we have a fresh start and are therefore more naturally inclined to change. 

DJ: Hmm. And you actually refer to Google creating something called a moments engine and using 
that to nudge behavior, any nuance there in terms of how the moments engine works? 

KM: Yeah, this was really something exciting that I learned about when I called Prasad up after it had 
been a while since I had made this visit to Google. And I said, hey, Prasad, I am writing this book and 
thank you again for this amazing conversation, we will spread all this research, which he of course 
knew about because I had been sharing with him over the years what we had found and I said, has 
Google done anything or use this in any way, I am curious and he said, yeah, actually, we created this 
moments engine that we use to nudge employees towards making different decisions or adopting 
different programs at moments that are appropriate and feel like fresh starts to them. So I thought 
that was really exciting. I honestly would not have ever learned about it potentially if I had not been 
writing this book and reaching back out to him to ask what he was up to, how things were going at 
Google, if they never done anything with that old fresh start research I shared with them based on 
his question. So it is really exciting to hear they have done that. And I know another organization 
who Humu, which is a actually a spin-off from Google. It is an HR organization, but they have used 
machine learning to digitized HR programs and then they help companies manage people more 
effectively. 

DJ: That is the one headed by Laszlo Bock? 

KM: You got it. Laszlo was at Google at the time when I was doing this work. I am now an advisor at 
Humu and Laszlo has told me they also use, in their algorithms, fresh start moments as points in 
time when they try to nudge certain behavior change. So I know at least two organizations that have 
used this in their algorithms to try to promote positive change and I hope there will be many more if 
there are not already. 
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DJ: Got it. Actually talking about identity, you spoke about how sometimes during these fresh starts 
we try to think from the lens of a different identity, and I was talking to a gentleman called 
Venerable Tenzin Priyadarshi who is at MIT Center of Ethics, he is actually a monk who teaches 
Business Ethics at MIT, and when I spoke to him, he said, you know, covid, in a way, is like a timeout 
given by mother nature to mankind, saying, go figure your stuff out. So I was just wondering, you 
know, this notion of a fresh start. 

KM: It is quite a timeout from mother nature. 

DJ: Correct, so I was just wondering covid is a sort of a giant experiment we have seen in terms of a 
reset for a lot of people. So in that context, have you seen any interesting fresh starts that come top 
of mind? 

KM: Yeah, it is a really interesting question. I do think, you know, applying the word fresh to covid 
always makes me, because that has a positive connotation and I certainly do not feel if there is any 
positive about what has happened around the world in the last year and a half. But, just in terms of 
the temporal landmark component, the fact that we have had a chapter break that was forcing us to 
step back and think big picture about what our values were, forcing us to experiment with new ways 
of living and working and think about our values in that respect as well, it fits the psychology of a 
fresh start, but I feel like it should have a different kind of label. 

DJ: Lifequake, you know, one of the… 

KM: Yeah, a life disruption, maybe we should have called fresh starts life disruptions. 

DJ: It is a good point. See I think maybe if I could frame the question better, there is something 
agentic about the notion of fresh start. Sometimes, lifequakes happen without you having any 
control by external circumstances, so is there a nuance there, does it have to be necessarily chosen 
versus imposed? 

KM: Actually, fresh starts typically are imposed. I would say that they are typically, the ones that we 
have studied have been moments on a calendar that come without, you are going to turn 35 or you 
are going to turn 55 or 70, you know, God willing, if all goes well without your intentionality. So, 
right, you know what I mean, it is going to happen. So those things come about without your choice. 
And so that is the nature of most fresh start moments but when we see them, they have meaning to 
us because of the way we think about our lives, the way we bracket time and think about our lives as 
if they are taking place in chapters. So I do think that covid has felt like a chapter break for many of 
us. AndI think all of us are also hoping there will be an end to this chapter and a new beginning after 
it, that is better, where we have hopefully learned some things from this forced experiment over the 
last year and a half with different ways of working and living. And the question is what will we do 
with that. I certainly have heard, I would say, it was, I heard more conversations like this in May and 
June than I have heard of late in the United States. Obviously, where you are in the world has a big 
impact on how you are experiencing different months. And what is happening in May, I think 
everyone in the United States was starting to feel optimistic that we had turned the corner, vaccines 
were widely available. There was a sense that maybe we would put this behind us, go back to work, 
go back to normal. I think people are feeling differently now. We have the Delta wave is hitting us in 
the U.S. right now. Obviously, May was awful in India and so it was a very different moment there. 
But back in May, when people were feeling optimistic in the United States, I did hear a lot of talk 
about fresh starts and new beginnings and what were the resolutions people had made about how 
to live differently and better in the new era, post-covid, a lot of reflection, a lot of people choosing 
to move to new jobs, this felt like a good point, you know, good moment to do that or move to new 
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communities, maybe they were going to be able to work remotely on a long-term basis, so they 
could rethink where they wanted to live. So I do think that it was a major fresh start moment and I 
think we will have more of them because we are going through ebbs and flows on this and 
everybody is feeling like okay, I see the light at the end of the tunnel or this is a pivot point for me at 
slightly different times and different places. And it does cause reflection, it does cause, I think, an 
increase in people's willingness to change. That is my guess based on the data we have from very 
different fresh start moments in time. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: After recording this conversation, I was reflecting on the last few months at my end and when I 
think about it, I moved homes Mid March and I got a new phone a month back. While I hadn’t used 
this frame, each of these actually presented a fresh start opportunity for me to take a fresh look at 
some of the behaviours. 

I guess if we look hard enough, there are enough and more fresh start opportunities around us.  

Thank you for listening. If you found this useful, you might find the playlist Driving Change or Habits. 
You can just go to playtopotential.com and find them at the Curated Playlists section. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Driving Change: Ability to drive change in an organisation 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. 

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. 

********** 
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Katy Milkman - Nuggets  

 79.01 Katy Milkman - Agassi and Behaviour change 

 79.02 Katy Milkman - The power of a fresh start 

 79.03 Katy Milkman - Temptation bundling 

 79.04 Katy Milkman - Entering the magic circle 

 79.05 Katy Milkman - Benefits of Commitment Devices 

 79.06 Katy Milkman - Boosting morale instead of Unsolicited advice 

 79.07 Katy Milkman - Building a robust habit 

 79.08 Katy Milkman - One goal at a time 

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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