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Context to the nugget 

Interested in the academic world? Kartik reveals some important questions you should ask yourself 

and elaborates on some qualities you should possess before embarking on this path. Academia, 

according to Kartik, is ‘entrepreneurial without the risk profile of an entrepreneur!’ In this nugget, he 

also discusses some professional highs and lows that face an academician. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): At the time of making a decision, we don’t have a real sense of what the 

journey looks like. Having been on this path for a while, give us a sense of the reality of this path 

[academics]. I am curious about what the highs are like and what the lows are like. The reason I ask 

is the academic path is a bit like medicine. It’s a long pipeline before you see light at the end of the 

tunnel. If we look at the years to complete a PhD plus the years it takes to get tenure, it’s not a trivial 

pipeline. So, it will be good to get a sense of the reality of the journey. 

Kartik Hosanagar (KH): While I told you what my path was, and I sort of followed it in an 

opportunistic way without necessarily planning, doing the research, and so on, I would never 

recommend that path to people. Because people do join academia, drop out during a PhD program, 

during their academic career. So, understanding that process is useful. As you said, it’s a pretty-big 

time commitment. When I joined my PhD program, I was told that the median time to completion to 

PhD in my program was about six-and-a-half years. I was fortunate to finish it in four, but let’s say 

you take it as six-and-a-half. A tenure path is again six to nine years, so you’re talking of committing 

anywhere from 12 to 15 years to get to the point where you are a tenured professor. For most of 

that period, the pressure is on, and you’re a student for a big chunk of it, and so on. So, you cannot 

do it because, you know, you have a relative who has a PhD, or you kind of have three uncles who 

are professors or PhDs, so I’ll do it. You can’t do it because somebody says it’s a stable job. I think 

you have to like going deep into a subject. You have to be a self-starter, because there is no one 

breathing down your neck. At the end of the year, as an academic, there is an assessment done that 

determines things like promotions and tenure at the end of six years, but really, you don’t have a 

boss. So, you have to be a self-starter. But, you asked me about the highs and the lows…  

DJ: Or even, maybe before we go there, if I said, at the point of making the decision, what are the 

three-four questions students should ask themselves to determine if the path is right for them? Are 

there any lead indicators they could look at for them to say academia could make sense for me? 
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KH: So, I’ll tell you the lead indicators for me. One, you have to enjoy going deep into a subject. My 

wife’s advisor once described this to her as: you know more and more about less and less, so you 

keep going deep and you keep specializing. You have to have that level of interest in going deep. 

That doesn’t mean you don’t like breadth. I am a person who generally prefers breadth, which is 

why I am in start-ups and those kinds of things, but you also have to have an interest in going deep. 

So, that’s one. I think the other one is, you should be OK working alone. It is not a social profession. 

You are not like in industry jobs, you’re not working with large teams towards a common goal. You 

are typically working with closed doors, all alone, thinking deep about a problem. I teach alone, I do 

most of my research alone. In some rare cases, you have a collaborator, but that’s at most one or 

two other people. So, it’s not a very social profession. Also, you have to be a self-starter, like I said. 

You don’t have anyone constantly guiding you or setting deadlines. You have to set the deadlines, 

you have to wake up and say, ‘I could watch TV all day or just surf all day, but I am going to get some 

work done’. So, you have to be a self-starter. These, to me, are lead indicators; if you are not these, 

don’t even bother.  

DJ: And moving on to the highs and the lows? 

KH: So, the highs and the lows… Again, these are things I didn’t appreciate then, but now I can 

reflect and kind of say, to me, the high which I didn’t know back then is the flexibility that the 

profession affords. You set your own schedule, you have no boss. Now, don’t get me wrong; there is 

hard work involved, but it’s very independent. So, you get to pick your own projects, your own 

problems. So, it’s not because the client is paying you that you have to do this, even though you are 

not excited about this. You do it because you care about that problem. So, the good news is, you get 

to go deep but you can pick what you go deep in. Actually, in that sense, I would say the high is 

essentially that it’s very entrepreneurial without the risk profile of a start-up entrepreneur. The low, 

for me, when I faced it, was when I was in the second or third year of my job at Wharton. It had been 

roughly a year-and-a-half since I had successfully published or gotten a paper accepted at a journal, 

so all the papers I was submitting to journals were coming back rejected. I was working weekends, 

evenings, and working alone. Like I said, it’s not social. And then, I had just started my start-up, 

called Yodle, around that time, and that was doing well. I was kind of tempted to leave this and go 

towards the company that was doing much better. So, I think the lows are the kinds of things I 

mentioned: you have to work alone, you don’t have much of a team sharing the lows with you. You 

also need to be a little bit thick-skinned because academia is kind of a very objective profession, so 

people will just say it as it is in terms of problems with your work, and you have to be thick-skinned 

and objective. So, I think, these are some of the lows. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: The interesting bit about making a career choice when you are young is that you often don’t have 
enough data points which give you insights on what gives you energy, and sometimes you might 
have to look beyond academics to really get to the bottom of where you get your energy. A lot of 
times I realize that the extracurricular that people pursue has clues into what really gives them 
energy. Let’s say when you are graduating from your 12th are you the kind that likes to play chess or 
you like to play team sports where there’s a lot of social interaction with others. You know, really 
looking at your life holistically and looking for data from different elements of your life might give 
you clues into what gives you energy and might inform some of the career choices when you are 
really young. Thank you for listening. 
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End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Insights on career paths: There’s nothing like learning about a path from somebody who has walked 

it. Professionals across backgrounds (Sports, Law, Banking, Consulting, Investing, Academia, Stand-

up, Consumer Goods, Politics, Market Research, Entrepreneurship, Advertising etc.) talk about the 

path, the highs and the lows and share nuanced views on how people should think about traversing 

that path. You can access the playlist here. 

Academics: Insight from the world of academics on the realities of the path and the nature of 

questions individuals should ask themselves before they pursue a career in that direction. It is 

interesting to notice that excellence in academics in schooling and under graduation is not 

necessarily a predictor of excellence in the world of academia. 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. 

********** 

Kartik Hosanagar - Nuggets  

 05.00 Kartik Hosanagar - The Full Conversation 

 05.01 Kartik Hosanagar - Academics as a career 

 05.02 Kartik Hosanagar - Highs and lows in academics 

 05.03 Kartik Hosanagar - Surprises in the academic path 

 05.04 Kartik Hosanagar - Impact of technology 

 05.05 Kartik Hosanagar - Backing an entrepreneur 

 05.06 Kartik Hosanagar - Leadership inflection points 

 05.07 Kartik Hosanagar - Building the leadership muscle 

 05.08 Kartik Hosanagar - Building an entrepreneurial culture 

 05.09 Kartik Hosanagar - In summary — Playing to potential 

About Deepak Jayaraman 
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Deepak seeks to unlock 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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