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CEI 037: Interview with Josh Kaufman on How to 
Learn Anything in 20 Hours 

 

Megan 
Dougherty 

Hey, there, and welcome to episode number 37 of Connect, Engage, 
Inspire; the Firepole Marketing podcast with Danny Iny, creator of 
Firepole Marketing and bestselling author of “Engagement from Scratch”. 
Online entrepreneurs like you tune in to this podcast every week to learn 
how to build an engaged audience that connects with their humanity and 
drives their business to success.  

Today’s episode is part of our old favorite series where we republish a 
really good piece of content that’s disappeared into your archives. In this 
case, a wonderful interview with Josh Kaufman about how to learn 
anything in 20 hours. Let’s get on with the show.  

Danny Iny So Josh, orient us in two, three minutes what’s your story and how did it 
lead you to write the “The First 20 Hours”? 

Josh 
Kaufman 

Sure. I actually got started by putting together a project called the 
“Personal MBA”, which was a way that I was trying to teach myself the 
fundamentals of the business. So working in a large company job, I wasn’t 
really enjoying it and I knew I wanted to start my own business 
somebody. And so I just decided to instead of going back to school and 
borrowing a bunch of money, I decided to educate myself and went to 
public library and Barnes & Noble in the Greater Cincinnati area and just 
started reading and researching. 

And what came out of that is—over the past 10 years, I’ve read thousands 
and thousands of books and when you read that much, you start noticing 
the concepts over and over and over again. And so, I thought, wouldn’t it 
be awesome to just take all of this really important information and put it 
in one book instead of thousands. And so, that’s where my first book, “The 
Personal MBA: Mastering the Art of Business” came from. It was me 
taking all of these information and putting it into one resource that 
someone can take a look at, learn a lot from and then go and implement in 
their business. 

From there, I decided to continue the whole idea of jumping into a topic 
and doing research and making it very complicated area of life easier for 
practitioners to understand. And so, what I’ve been in the process of doing 
for the past year or so is doing research on rapid learning and skill 
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acquisition; how we learn how to do new things and how we can make the 
learning process in general as effective and efficient as possible. And that 
research has turned into a method for rapid skill acquisition that I talk 
about in my new book, “The First 20 Hours”.  

Danny Iny So “The First 20 Hours” is about how you can learn anything, really. 

Josh 
Kaufman 

Exactly. Anything. It doesn’t matter if it’s a cognitive, a mental skill—for 
example, learning how to program or learning how to speak a new 
language, or a physical, a motor skill. Just like learning to skateboard or 
windsurfing or doing something with your body. It doesn’t matter. The 
core learning process, believe it or not, is very much the same.  

Danny Iny Are there any boundaries on this? Is there anything that you can’t kind of 
pick up in 20 hours and especially how does business and marketing fit in 
to the picture? 

Josh 
Kaufman 

Sure. So you can go from knowing absolutely nothing about anything and 
be reasonably competent in about 20 hours. And that includes even things 
that you would think of as extremely complex, like, languages. You’re 
probably not going to be fluent in 20 hours but you will be able to 
understand and operate either speaking or writing with a very short 
period of practice. So yeah, it is a fully general method and there really 
aren’t any barriers on what you can sit down and learn for yourself.  

A large part of the method is being very specific about what it is you’re 
trying to do and making sure you are practicing in a way that is most 
directly going to lead to that thing.  

Danny Iny And you talked about in the book the idea of kind of setting a target skill 
level, kind of getting a sense of what is your target, what are you aiming 
at. If you want to pick up basketball in 20 hours, the idea is not to be able 
to play in the NBA, the idea is to be able to play competently and have a 
good time, for example.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Exactly. Exactly.  

Danny Iny But so, here’s a kind of question to spin on that. If you’re just starting out, 
like, you know nothing about, well, let’s say, basketball, which is probably 
accurate for me.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Me too. 

Danny Iny So you don’t know anything. You’re in, what people will call, the stage of 
unconscious incompetent. So you don’t even know what you don’t know. 
How do you go about setting what that target skill level should be? Are the 
first couple of hours kind of a survey of basketball to kind of define that 
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target skill level?  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Yes, it’s research. And the trick is, if you have absolutely no experience, 
just going and doing a little bit of research, finding a couple of books, 
finding a couple of training programs, or experts, people to talk to. A little 
bit of research can take you a very long way because similar to what I 
mentioned in doing, in the research process for the “Personal MBA”, when 
you pick up three, four, five good books on a topic, and you don’t even 
read them, just skim. Look at the table of contents, look at the headings, 
and just go through them very quickly, what you’ll notice is that the same 
concept, the same techniques, the same ideas, the same methods keep 
coming up over, and over, and over again.  

And that’s the clearest indication that you’re going to have without a 
having a lot of experience. But that particular thing is really, really 
important for you to know or really important for you to practice. So just a 
little bit of research, even if you have no experience can let you know, this 
is important, I should probably prioritize practicing or learning about this 
thing first.  

Now, the trick is to not get caught up in the research and let that become 
in itself a form of procrastination. You have to get out of research mode as 
quickly as possible and start actually practicing the thing you want to get 
better at. 

Danny Iny And I want to just kind of put this front and center so it’s clear for our 
listeners. I mean, the really important and attractive takeaway here is of 
the idea that well, it is the idea that you can spend 20 hours, and let’s say 
$20 because it’s catchy and you can buy Josh’s book for that amount.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

I like that. I like that a lot. 

Danny Iny Yeah, 20 hours and $20 to learn anything and the ideas that you can 
apply that specifically to business skills and that is what our audience 
would be very interested in, business and marketing skills. So let’s drill 
down on that a little bit now and start by getting a sense, like, how 
granular do you have to be? So is it really—is it 20 hours and $20 to be, to 
learn business or is it marketing, or is it copywriting, or is it paper click, 
like how narrow do you have to get in defining what it is you want to 
learn.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

In most cases, we tend to start with these very general like, I’ll use golf as 
an example. It’s easy to visualize, right. I want to get good at golf. Well, 
when you look at what golf actually contains, it’s not a single skill, it’s 
bundle of related sub-skills that you all happen to use around the same 
time, right.  
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So it’s like it’s chipping off the T or putting on the green or getting out of a 
bunker. Those are all very specific things that you can practice and you 
can get good at. And by doing all of those things well, you can say, “I’m 
good at golf.” So when you decide to learn something, the first step is to—
aside from just doing some general research on, okay, what am I dealing 
with here, is to break down complex skills into simpler sub-components. 
And then by doing that initial research, you can see which particular sub-
skills are more important and then practice and set very clear, what I call 
a target performance level. A very clear statement of; this is how good I 
want to get at this particular thing and then you practice those sub-skills 
directly. 

So yeah, if it’s a reasonably small sub-skill, you just define your target 
performance level and go. If it’s a complex skill, like, marketing or 
business in general, it’s really important to be able to break down what 
exactly that entails, so you can decide what is it going to look like when 
I’m done? What am I going to be able to do after I practice that I’m not 
able to do now. And the more specific you can be with that target 
performance level, the more efficient your practice is going to be.  

Danny Iny And this doesn’t just apply to, if you want to learn something yourself. I 
mean, this is any effective learning experience. I mean, this is what a good 
teacher will do for you in taking something you want to learn and kind of 
packaging in the way that you can get it. That’s why our students do well.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Exactly. Exactly. A lot of people kind of do this on accident. This is just 
how learning and the human brain works in a very real sense. What we’re 
trying to do, and what I try to teach in the first 20 hours, is it is more 
efficient and effective for you to go through this process intentionally. So 
to know what you’re doing, go through the process. Don’t skip a step and 
really break it down and practice efficiently than it is to just dabble a little 
bit and kind of feel your way there.  

There’s a lot of frustration and wasted energy and wasted effort if you 
don’t approach the learning process in an intelligent, strategic way.  

Danny Iny Okay. Let’s really get down to brass test right now and talk about how our 
listeners can apply this. And I want to start by, you know, there’s a 
common—how can I explain it? Entrepreneurs have a tendency of being 
very conceptually greedy when it comes to thinking about learning and 
things that they’re going to do and accomplish. 

I can see the kind of mental chain of events here. Someone is hearing this 
podcast and are like, “Wow, I can learn anything in 20 hours.” And so they 
work really hard, spend some time, clear 20 hours on their calendar. And 
it’s kind of like you’re going away for a long weekend and you got all this 
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time. So you pack, like, 17 books that you’re going to read which you’re 
never going to do. But when some time freeze up, like, 40 times as much 
stuff rushes in. 

So most entrepreneurs have a huge list of things that they want to learn. 
And they barely have time to free up 20 hours to learn in the first one. 
How can they decide from a standpoint of what’s going to get them results 
and what’s going to make things easier for them in their business. How 
can they decide what should get the first 20 of those hours of however 
much they might be able to free up. 

Josh 
Kaufman 

Sure. There’s actually a method that I talk about in Personal MBA called 
the Five Parts of Every Business. And at the core, it’s basically just a very 
simple deconstruction of what every single business, large or small 
actually does, and how all of the things that go into the making and 
running of a business actually fit together to make it work.  

So the Five Parts of Every Business, very quickly; value creation, 
marketing, sales, value delivery, and finance. Every single business, large 
or small, creates something of value. They attract to the attention of 
people who might want or need that thing, right? That’s marketing. They 
take people who have raised their hands and said, yes, I’m interested in 
this thing. And they encourage them to actually pull out their wallet, 
chequebook or credit card and buy it, which is sales.  

Once you have a paying customer, you obviously have to deliver what you 
have promised to them in a way that makes them happy; that’s value 
delivery. And then you have to sit down with your bank account and 
understand how much money is flowing in, how much money is flowing 
out, and make sure more money is flowing in than flowing out and answer 
a very important question, which is it enough? Is all of these time and 
energy that we’re taking running the business actually getting me to where 
we want to go to the point of it’s worth it to continue investing in 
operating the business.  

That’s it. It doesn’t matter you’re the largest corporation in the world to 
the smallest garage micro-venture, every single business follows those five 
steps, roughly in that order. So you can take a very basic deconstruction 
like that and apply it to the business that you’re working on right now or 
the business idea that you have in your mind, right. How would it work?  

The simplest business plan in the world. Take a single sheet of paper and 
write down; value creation, marketing, sales, value delivery, finance. And 
explain in as clear and simple terms as you possibly can how your 
business does each of those things.  

Now, when you’re doing this in a skill acquisition context, if you are able 
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to go through and see, this is how my business works, and just ask 
yourself a very simple question; which of these areas, if I focus on it for, 
around 20 hours, which of these areas would give me the biggest bang for 
the buck? What’s going to produce the greatest results in your business? 

So for example, you may have a stellar product or a stellar service to offer 
but if nobody knows that exist, nobody can buy it, right? So a little time 
and energy spent building skills in marketing like copywriting, like 
outreach media, or content marketing, or all of the things that you can do 
to bring attention to your business, a little time spent there may provide 
the biggest bang for the buck. You may have lots of customers but you’re 
noticing that support is not up to snuff and you’re getting a lot of returns.  

That would be a pretty clear indication that time spent developing skills 
around value delivery maybe where what gets you the biggest bang for the 
buck. But the first step is understanding how your business currently 
works and then just asking yourself the simple question, what would give 
me the biggest result for the least amount of effort at this point in time.  

Danny Iny So let’s say you’ve identified, let’s say it’s marketing or let’s say it’s 
fulfillment or whatever the spot is in that, kind of, out of those five 
components of your business, you found the one that needs the most work 
or that you stand to gain the most by fixing. Then there comes the 
question of, okay, so we’re talking about skill attention. It’s not about 
solving a problem necessarily or exclusively. It’s about developing the skill 
of being good at this component, this thing with your business.  

Now, if you want to learn to ride a bicycle, you ride the bike. If you want to 
learn how to play Go, you got to have a board of that game and play the 
game.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Yes.  

Danny Iny But business is, in some ways, a very theoretical skill. So how would you 
go about crafting that deliberate practice in a way that would be helpful?  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Yeah. I think one thing that would be a really good indication starting out 
is—I’m really big about the process of asking yourself questions, either 
verbally or you can do this writing too, like, take out a sheet of paper, ask 
yourself a question, and spend a couple of minutes answering it.  

So just asking yourself the question; what would I love to be able to do 
that would make my life or make my business so much easier or so much 
better? So for example, an illustration from my particular business. I have 
my own company and I am the sole employee. I am the only one in the 
business by choice. And so, one of the things that I struggle with as a 
business person and as a business owner is there are certain ways of 
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growing the business that are very time and effort intensive and they don’t 
scale because it’s just me. I run out of time and I’d run out of energy.  

And so, I was having—in the process of building my business, I was having 
these super persistent frustrations of—oh my gosh, I was able to do X but 
I can’t because I don’t have enough time. And just noticing that there was 
a pattern here. There was something that was requiring a lot of energy on 
my part and there was only one of me. And in my case, it doesn’t make 
sense to hire people, so it was a problem that needed to be solved.  

So what would be something that I could choose to get better at that 
would help me solve this problem in my business. And after thinking 
about it for a while, I decided that that was programming. So I built the 
skill of being able to build software and build systems that helped me do 
some of these repetitive things that needed to be done, all of a sudden, I 
could serve a lot more people and spend a lot less time doing it.  

And so, by putting about 20 hours of practice into the process of learning 
how to make a web applications in a language called Ruby, I’m now able 
to sit down and build a system that delivers value to my customers, that 
markets, that sells, and does so in a way that doesn’t require my constant 
attention and constant effort.  

And as a result of that, my whole business now runs on software that I 
wrote. And that’s pretty cool. It’s saving me hours and hours and hours 
every day. And it all started with asking the question of what could I 
choose to invest in learning that would make my business better and life 
easier.  

Danny Iny So the deliberate practice that you’re talking about here is kind of along 
the lines of what could I operationalize and automate?  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Yeah. Well, that was my estimation of what would help me the most is 
automating some things that were repetitive and just sucking time away 
from me. So by creating a system, and practicing creating a system, 
because I had never programmed before. I had no idea how to get started, 
but by sitting down and deciding that this is a skill that it would make my 
life and business so much easier if I knew how to do in a general sense.  

It allowed me to learn the skill and deconstruct that and practice that 
intelligently, and now I can use it for whatever I want, right. So for 
example, for marketing folks. One of the things that is very, very clear is 
that a larger and larger amount of marketing activity is happening on the 
internet, right. And so instead of, for example, relying on a programming 
to put stuff on the web, learning a little bit about how websites work, 
learning a little bit of HTML, learning a little bit of CSS, learning a little 
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bit of Photoshop. 

All those things, they don’t take an enormous amount of energy to learn 
but they can allow you to do your job, which is marketing and selling 
something cool way more effectively than you could if you don’t know how 
to do those things.  

Danny Iny I really like that. And I think an important between-the-lines takeaway 
here is that none of those things are very hard to learn but pick one and 
give it the 20 hours and then maybe move on to another one. Don’t try to 
hop from one to other, to the other every 20 minutes because then you get 
nothing.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Exactly. And you know what, what you’ll usually find—and this was the 
biggest surprise for me in the whole process of researching and putting 
together the book. I really, when I started this project about rapid skill 
acquisition, I thought it was going to be a lot of mental tricks, that it was 
going to be study methods and memorization methods, and all those very 
cerebral types of things.  

And what I found, both in the process of putting the method together, as 
well as testing it on my own things to make sure it worked, I found that 
the learning process, the biggest barrier isn’t cognitive. It’s not that you 
aren’t smart enough. It’s that there are so many emotional barriers to just 
sitting down and practicing that that’s where we get stuck. We can decide 
to learn something but those first few hours of practice are really 
intimidating. If you can sit down and practice at all, they’re super 
frustrating, and it’s easy to get discourage and it’s easy to quit.  

And so, a lot of what we’re talking about is does deciding you are serious 
enough to really put forth some effort and learn something, but then 
getting to the point where you’re actually sitting down to do the work.  

Danny Iny And just as you were saying as it just—it’s like the classic example, I want 
to learn how to play the guitar. You’ve got a guitar that you bought. You’ve 
got the book, and right now, I can’t play the guitar, is it because the 
practice just didn’t work or is it because I never really actually practice. 
It’s like it’s always going to be because I never actually really practice. And 
that’s the same, whether it’s copywriting or WordPress or whatever it is. It 
usually comes down to the practice and whatever blocks keep you from 
practicing.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Yeah. It’s a similar story. For the book, one of the things that I talk about 
or one of the ways that I feel that tested method was I learned how to play 
the ukulele, which is super fun. I had a really good time. But I decided I 
was interested in it a couple years ago. And so I went to Amazon and I 
bought a ukulele and a case, and it just sat in the corner of my closet and 
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just collected dust, right.  

Danny Iny Like the guitar?  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Yeah, totally. And so, when we’re initially really excited about that, we 
may go to the effort of getting the necessary tools and kind of getting 
started. But the first time you sit down to play the guitar or the first time 
you sit down and plunk away on the ukulele, it’s frustrating because it’s 
really, really apparent that you suck. And that comfort—we have a huge 
amount of discomfort with being perceived as being bad at something. But 
the truth is everybody, whenever they start something new. Everybody is 
horrible, without exception. I mean, go back long enough to the time 
when Tiger Woods first picked up a golf club and he was horrible too. He’s 
just practiced enough to be really, really good at it. 

So the really wonderful news in this whole thing is your brain is a system 
that is built to learn extremely, extremely quickly. If you practice, you will 
be astounded at how good you are after as little as 20 hours. The trick is 
getting yourself to sit down and do the work in the first place.  

So a lot of the method is actually quite a bit of behavioral psychology; 
helping to understand why we feel that early sense of frustration and what 
those common barriers or concerns are. And then systemically breaking 
them down until there’s nothing aside from sitting down to do the 
practice. 

Danny Iny Cool. So Josh, let’s wrap this up. I have one question I usually ask anyone 
that I get to talk to in this context. And we’re wrapping up the podcast. 
Our listeners have been on for, give or take 20 minutes. They’ve been 
eating up everything you’ve been saying and they’re just super impressed. 
They’re like, “I’ve got to do this. I’ve got to start applying this.” And there’s 
so impressed that maybe 20 hours, they will get to it but for now they 
clear three hours this afternoon.  

What should they do with those three hours?  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Okay, perfect. Step number one is if you haven’t decided what you want to 
learn yet, the goal is to decide on one and only thing to focus on first. 
Because if you split your time and attention among a bunch of different 
things at once, easy to get distracted and easy to not accumulate that 
critical mass of practice.  

So the first thing; take out a sheet of paper and just write down for 
yourself all of the things that you really want to learn how to do. It doesn’t 
matter. It could be work stuff, it could be personal stuff, whatever. Just 
put it down on a sheet paper.  
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Now one of the useful cognitive tricks is our brains are really bad about 
just choosing one, because part of the reason it’s on the piece of paper in 
the first place is because you want to do it, right. So if we—the classic 
prioritization, like, rank them in order of how much you want to do them, 
our brains tend to really resist that.  

So here’s a sneaky way of doing it. Look at the list of all the things that 
you’ve wanted to be able to do and say, “If I could only do half of these 
things, which ones would stay and which ones am I going to put off until 
later.” So you’re effectively cutting the list in half. Once you do that, cut 
the list in half again, and cut the list in half again, and cut the list in half 
again until you have one and only thing that you want to focus on learning 
right now. 

All of the rest of the things, you’re not deciding you’re never going to do 
them, they just go on what my friend David Allen calls a “Someday 
Maybe” list. There are things you’re someday maybe going to get to but 
you’re not committing to learning right now. So that simple process will 
help you figure out what is the thing that you are really, really jazzed 
about learning right now.  

Once you have that thing, go pick up anywhere between three and five 
books on that topic. You can do it on Amazon. It takes about 20 minutes 
to find. Get those resources and set aside some time to review it. From 
there, you’ll be able to deconstruct what’s actually a part of the method 
and what you should focus on practicing first in terms of sub-skills. 

Danny Iny And what I’m hearing is as part of these three hours, you should block off 
the time to practice otherwise, you’re going to end up with three to five 
books that are going to sit in your closet, just like my guitar.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Exactly. It’s a date. It’s non-negotiable. And a big part of this method is 
what’s called a pre-commitment. So you are saying that once I get started 
learning this thing, I am going to keep at it until I either get what I want, 
which is called reaching your target performance level. You either get 
what you want or you spend at least 20 hours pushing forward.  

And just that little check step, like, is this really important enough to me 
that I’m going to set aside 40 minutes a day over the course of the next 
month to do? If it is, that’s a pretty good indication that it’s important to 
you. If it’s not, you’re probably better off choosing not to learn that thing 
right now and learning something else because you’re going to learn what 
you are willing to put in the time to learn.  

Danny Iny Awesome. Josh, this has been excellent and our listeners have some 
homework to go do this afternoon. So all that’s left for me to ask you is 
where can people find you? I mean, the books isn’t going to be out until 
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June 13th, which is a couple of weeks after this podcast is going to go live. 
Where should they go in the meantime?  

Josh 
Kaufman 

So you can find my general home on the web at joshkaufman.net. The 
book is at first20hours.com, that’s first, 2-0 hours. And then for all of my 
business training material, you can find me at personalmba.com. 

Danny Iny And can people pre-order the book? Is there a particular reason why they 
should do that?  

Josh 
Kaufman 

Absolutely. So since the book will be out in a couple of weeks, I actually 
have a bunch of really awesome, fun, bonus resources that you can access 
right now. So if you pre-ordered “The First 20 Hours” in any format, so it 
could be print, could be ebook, could be audio version doesn’t matter. Any 
format, any country, forward your receipt to extras, that’s E-X-T-R-A-S at 
first20hours.com and you will get an immediate access to the core of the 
method. So I have a couple of worksheets and checklists that will help you 
do this right now, as well as a bunch of really fun bonus information that 
I’m putting together about really neat skills that you can choose to sit 
down and learn for yourself. Including a really fun conversation about 
copywriting between Danny and I.  

Danny Iny Awesome.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

And Danny, thanks for jumping in and contributing that.  

Danny Iny Absolutely my pleasure. And just as a little bit of extra proof that it works, 
I know from a previous conversation with Josh that he spent 20 hours 
teaching himself how to program and then built this whole system that’s 
going to deliver the bonuses. So there you go. It works. 

Josh 
Kaufman 

Yeah, I practice what I preach.  

Danny Iny Awesome. Josh, thank you very much.  

Josh 
Kaufman 

All right. Thanks, Danny.  

Megan 
Dougherty 

Thank you for tuning in. You were just listening to Connect, Engage, 
Inspire; the Firepole Marketing podcast. If you enjoyed the show, we’d 
very much appreciate a rating and review here on iTunes and make sure 
to head over to firepolemarketing.com where you can get free access to 
top-rated marketing books, dozens of special reports on engagement and 
audience building, access to expert Q&A with Danny, and a whole lot 
more.  

And of course, stay tuned for upcoming episodes on marketing, 
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And if you're loving the podcast and you've got a moment to spare, we'd *really* 
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engagement, and successful online business.  
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