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Context to the nugget conversation 

Ayelet speaks about the four steps involved in Goal setting and what it takes in getting the right 
balance between inspiration and action orientation of the goal. She also goes on to speak about the 
roles of approach goals (going towards something) and avoidance goals (moving away from 
something) and how we can work with the two as we move forward. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And diving into step one Ayelet, you talk about the goldilocks balance while 
setting a goal, it needs to be aspirational enough, but at the same time, it needs to be specific 
enough, and you cannot swing too far on each of these extremes. Can you talk a little bit about 
getting that balance right, maybe illustrate that with an example if possible? 

Ayelet Fishbach (AF): Yes. So the problem with very specific goals is that they feel like chores. If your 
goal is to, let us say, apply for a job, that feels like a chore, like I need to write a resume, I need to 
send many applications, I need to interview, that is not exciting, that is not pulling me. Too abstract 
goals and now I will go all the way to the extreme of like being happy or being fulfilled, it is hard to 
know how to pursue them. So I might feel very excited about being happy and fulfilled but I have no 
idea what is the action that needs to happen tomorrow at 7 a.m. for me to be there. And so we try 
to find the right balance that it is a goal that is as abstract as you can be, is most inspiring and least 
like a chore, but it is nevertheless connected to action. So, for example, having a job is better than 
applying for a job. You apply for a job because you want to have a job, so you know what it takes to 
have a job, you know what the steps are, but having a job is fun, it is good, it is like having a career, is 
something that people aspire to have. Owning a house is better than searching for houses is another 
example. As an exercise, you can think about it as asking yourself many why questions, like why do I 
do whatever I do, and why do I do that. Now, let us say, I am writing a resume, why do I do it 
because I want to apply for a job. Why do you want to apply for a job because I want to be 
employed? Why do you want to be employed because I want to do something interesting, because I 
want to make impact on the world depending on my career, and so on? And stop at the level of why 
questions where you can still see the action that relates to it, that it does not become so abstract 
that you just do not know how to answer how anymore. 

DJ: It is a great perspective, just dig deep enough so that it is still driven by action rather than go too 
deep that it becomes too abstract. 

AF: Exactly. 
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DJ: Fascinating. And talking about goals Ayelet, you also talk about approach goals and avoidance 
goals, and you say that each of these works in a certain context and it is important for us to 
recognize that. Can you shine the light on this one? 

AF: Yes. Approach goals are the do goals and avoidance goals are the do not goals. When we ask 
people to list their goals, we have recently asked many people to list new year’s resolutions, some 
people talk about what they should do, other people talk about what they should not do. So if you 
tell me that your goal is to stop smoking, that is an avoiding goal. An approach goal is to start 
exercising, do something that will make you healthier. The problem with avoidance goals is that they 
are often harder to pursue. They often make us think about a thing that we are trying to avoid. Dan 
Wegner back in the 80s asked people not to think about white bears, it is the ultimate avoidance 
goals, try not to think about something really how to do. The more you try not to think about white 
bears, well, guess what, you think about white bears. And so avoidance goals are hard but avoidance 
goals seem urgent which means that if you need to do something immediately, then often this is the 
right way to think about it as what I should not do. Approach goals seem like, well, I do not need to 
start right now, I can start next week. So I say, in general, try to avoid the avoidance goals, try to 
think about what you want to do, not what you want not to do, unless you are trying to motivate 
yourself to act as soon as possible. 

DJ: Hmm, let the approach goals crowd out the activities we are trying to avoid, I guess, is a way to 
look at it. 

AF: Yes. Now some people are also in the personality, more approaches, others more avoiders. Now 
some people tell you that it is more natural to them to think, let us say, about their career in terms 
of avoiding and messing up other than approaching success, but for most of us, approaching success 
is easier, is more motivating than avoiding failure. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: If I go back to the four-step process that Ayelet speaks about, in driving change, I really find the 
piece around social support very relevant in the context of the Coaching work I do. When I work with 
a leader, typically, I end up speaking to 20-30 people around them across personal and professional 
domains to understand them from multiple perspectives. After I do this for about 2-3 months and 
share my feedback with the leader, I generally suggest that they share the findings with a few people 
around them (at least a couple of people who are vested in your growth on the work front) and a 
couple of people on the personal front. It does a couple of things I notice. One, it provides greater 
colour to some of the points that are made in the assessment report. They often act as the feedback 
loop as you embark on the change and can keep coming back to you with progress and let you know 
if you go off track.  

I also like the point Ayelet makes about approach goals crowding out avoidance goals. I find that 
specifically relevant in the context of tech addiction. I have noticed that the only way I can get 
myself and my kids away from the screen is to substitute it with something else that is more 
interesting and engaging so that we are not gravitating towards the screen. Just telling myself or the 
kids that screen time is to be avoided beyond a point is pointless I notice.  

Thank you for listening. 

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

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 behaviors done on a regular basis. They are recurrent and often 
unconscious patterns of behavior 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. 

********** 

Ayelet Fishbach - Nuggets  

 91.01 Ayelet Fishbach - Goal setting - a Goldilocks balance 

 91.02 Ayelet Fishbach - Goals and the long game 

 91.03 Ayelet Fishbach - Parenting and Psychological reactance 

 91.04 Ayelet Fishbach - Choices post financial independence 

 91.05 Ayelet Fishbach - Connecting with our future self 

 91.06 Ayelet Fishbach - Glass half full or half empty 

 91.07 Ayelet Fishbach - Motivating ourselves during the long middle 

 91.08 Ayelet Fishbach - Mining the silent graveyard 

 91.09 Ayelet Fishbach - Identity and Optimizing vs Satisficing 

 91.10 Ayelet Fishbach - Marie Curie and power of joint goals 

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. 
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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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