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Context to the nugget conversation 

Ethan speaks about the role of rituals in helping us manage chatter. He goes on to speak about how 
Champions like Rafael Nadal take the help of rituals in managing their mind when they play tennis at 
the highest level. He also speaks about the role of rituals in coping with transitions.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And you talk about Rafael Nadal in the book, I guess, he fits that example of 
sort of really organizing your right from the water bottles when you when you are sort of taking a 
break between games, right? 

Ethan Kross (EK): That is exactly right. Nadal is… Nadal is a really interesting example. He is one of 
the greatest tennis players of all time, if not the greatest, I guess it depends where your allegiances 
lie but… 

DJ: I am still in the Federer camp but yeah, I would have to grudgingly admit… yeah… 

EK: Let us give it a couple more years and during an interview several years ago a journalist, sorry, I 
think, I believe, it was a journalist, I asked him what was the hardest thing he struggled with on the 
tennis court? And his answer surprised a lot of people because he didn’t say the hardest thing, he 
struggled with was maintaining his endurance or returning his opponent’s backhand, it was 
managing the voice inside his head. It was the mind game that was the most difficult component for 
him. And if you have ever watched him play you actually know what he does to manage that chatter. 
Nadal is famous for engaging in elaborate rituals. So, from the time he walks on to the court, how he 
carries his bag and walks to his bench to the way he positions his water bottles, to the routines he 
engages in before every single serve, he’s highly ritualistic and when asked why he does that, he has 
said and something to the effect of I order my surroundings to match the order I seek in my head. 
So, he is using this tool. I should add that this is an ancient tool. I mean ancient in the sense that 
cultures have relied on rituals to help deal with chatter provoking experiences for quite a long time. 
Like mourning the loss of a loved one, how do you deal with that uncertainty and distress? Well, 
cultures don’t wait for you to figure out the answer to that question; they give it right to you. But I 
know exactly what ritual I should engage in when someone close to me passes away. And so, this is a 
way that society has evolved to help us manage chatter, it’s one way that it has helped us evolve. So, 
I think, rituals are fascinating, there is a caveat people often ask, hey, wait a second, what about 
things like obsessive compulsive disorder and certain kinds of anxiety disorders that are 
characterized by rituals and my response to that is there are certainly cases in which rituals can be 
over-relied on and overused to the point that they become harmful. If you feel that you have to 
perform a ritual and if you don’t perform it, something bad is going to happen and that becomes 
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destructive to your life; that is not good. But in that sense a ritual is really no different from many 
other tools which if taken to an extreme can be harmful. If you think about the kinds of tools we are 
talking about as akin to a physical tool, I think this all comes full picture. So, if you think about a 
hammer as an example, a hammer can be the source of enormous innovation and creativity like I am 
sitting in a home right now that was built largely by a hammer. Hammer being used to erect the 
home I live in but a hammer can also be the source of destruction if it is used in the wrong context or 
the wrong degree. So, what we want to figure out is how to use these tools appropriately in the right 
proportions and that is something I think the science can help us figure out. 

DJ: Got it. One of the things you said triggered something, you spoke about rituals to manage 
chatter. I think the other thing I have noticed is around key phases of transition, whether it’s in the 
transition in the context of losing someone or even in our phases of life when you move from being 
a bachelor to getting married or different transitions, I find that they are often marked with rituals. 
It’s interesting that you frame it as an opportunity to manage chatter; I hadn’t quite framed it that 
way, positioned as a celebratory, in some cases celebratory, in some cases grieving, but chatter is an 
interesting frame to see the need or the use case for some of these rituals. 

EK: Yeah, I think that is the activator of many of these tools. So, we, like transition periods are we 
know that these are among the most stressful times of life that human beings experience and many 
of us seem to reflexively engage in tools to help us deal with that kind of uncertainty that surrounds 
those transitions. I find it fascinating that many of us intuit what to do without really knowing why or 
how. And so, in my book I talk about close to 30 different tools. I think, some people may have 
spontaneously stumbled on some of those tools in their lives without knowing why, but they have 
used some of them. And my hope is that educating people about the science surrounding those 
tools, what it gives people the prospect of doing is being more deliberate so that you don’t have to 
wait to stumble on a tool, but you can rather be more proactive and how you utilize it. So, to make 
that concrete, whereas, before I knew about all of this science, I might, find myself organizing when I 
really overcome with chatter not knowing why I just kind of reflexively do it now. I know 
immediately as soon as I see the chatter begin to brew, I have got a plan, I start cleaning up a little 
bit, I do some other things and what that has done for me is it shortens the amount of time that I 
spend in chatter; I am able to bypass it before it elevates and that is a great service that knowing 
about the science provides. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman 

DJ: It is fascinating to see the role that rituals can play in transitions. Let me refer to the Covid 
context when we were all working from homes and people were feeling overwhelmed with 
pressures at work, home, health and so on. Must have been around June 2020. This is Peak Covid 
when people were beginning to feel burnt out and fatigued. I was chatting with one of my Coachees 
about how he was handling this blurring of boundaries between work and home and the fact that he 
was not getting any time for decompression. He said he had a ritual that worked for him. When I 
asked him to elaborate, he mentioned that everyday around 6 or 7 pm, when his work-day ended, 
he would change his clothes and go for a 45 odd min walk around the block (almost the same time 
as what his commute would take) and come back home to engage afresh as a spouse and as a 
parent. He said that while we were context switching through the day, he was predominantly in 
work mode from 9 to 7 pm and doing this ritual established the boundary in his mind but also in the 
mind of the people around him. Just a simple example of how rituals can sometimes help in 
transitions even if it is transitioning contexts in a day.  

Thank you for listening. 
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End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

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. 

Inflection Points: Inflection points are when the notion of “what got you here won’t get you there” 
hold. Whether it is a company moving from a start-up to a scale-up or a leader moving from a CXO to 
a CEO role, these passages of play have to be navigated carefully as there is a high risk of derailment. 
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. 

********** 

Ethan Kross - Nuggets  

• 96.01 Ethan Kross - Going 'inside' as a child 

• 96.02 Ethan Kross - Defining Chatter 

• 96.03 Ethan Kross - Rafael Nadal and Rituals 

• 96.04 Ethan Kross - Inner voice vs Inner chatter 

• 96.05 Ethan Kross - Time travel, Distancing and Awe 

• 96.06 Ethan Kross - Inner voice - Zooming feature of our minds 

• 96.07 Ethan Kross - Journaling and Chatter 

• 96.08 Ethan Kross - Allowing Venting Vs Coaching 

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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