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Context to the nugget 

The first few years often shape a big part of who we are. Nandan talks about the significance of 
having spent 6 years in a small town in shaping his independence and cultural adaptability. He also 
refers to the role of his family in terms of shaping his choices around social service. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): I am curious about what the things those happen in early years are, which 
get baked, which drive people and which plays a role as they grow. So, if you had to reflect, are there 
three-four things that got baked into Nandan by the time Nandan turned 15 or 18, which still form a 
core part of who he is? 

Nandan Nilekani (NN): Well, I think, there are three or four things which will stand out. One is, of 
course, that I have grown up to be a fairly independent person. I think the reason is that when I was 
12 years old, my father had a job in Bangalore. He was a mill manger and then he had to leave in his 
career, he had to move to multiple small towns for short periods of time. My parents were 
concerned about my educational continuity, so I went to stay with my uncle in a small town called 
Dharwad, which is where I did my schooling and my undergrad, PUC, before I went to IIT. So, I spent 
about six years there, from the year 12 to 18. I think that at an early age being independent of my 
parents and essentially having to manage gave me a strong streak of both independence as well as 
ability to manage new situations. I went from school in Bangalore to school in Dharwad, big city to 
small town, parents to uncle. So, that was one thing which I think helped or rather shaped [me].  

The second thing is that my family has been very public spirited. My father was very active, even in 
his old age, doing lots of social work. My uncle was a member of a party called Radical Humanist, 
which was started by M N Roy, so he was very idealistic. So, we grew up in a family where the 
conversations were always larger than about ourselves, about social change and all that. I think that 
was the second thing which has influenced me and which is also why I choose to spend the bulk of 
my time on public service.  

The third thing, I think, was dealing with the transition of going from a small town to an IIT. Because 
in those days it’s not true today but ’80s, ’70s, most of the kids who went to IIT were from urban 
India. They had gone to the top schools either in Delhi or Mumbai or wherever and they would go to 
some Agarwal Class and join IIT, and I didn’t do any of that. So, for me, it was a culture shock, going 
from a small town to IIT Mumbai. Again, understanding how that worked and getting acclimatized 
was another big learning experience.  
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Finally, I think the experience I got at IIT was on how to navigate in some sense, because I was active 
in some social activities, I was a general secretary, I was active in cultural activities. So, I learned how 
to work with diverse people and get things done. I think all these have been shaping influences. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: I just find it fascinating to observe how much of who we are often gets formed in the first 15-20 
years. Something very similar came up in my conversation with Vijay Amritraj the tennis legend. 
When I asked him about how he transitioned from a frame of achievement to giving back given his 
role as Ambassador of peace and through the Vijay Amritraj Foundation, he actually traced it back to 
the notion of paying it forward that got baked when he saw his father and uncle deal with situations 
around them. 

Thank you for listening. For more please visit playtopotential.com. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Formative years: Discussions around how the leaders were influenced by the climate in which they 
grew up and how that has impacted them as individuals and the choices they have made as they 
have gone about their journeys. 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. 

********** 

Nandan Nilekani - Nuggets  

• 11.00 Nandan Nilekani - The Full Conversation 

• 11.01 Nandan Nilekani - Current portfolio of time spent 

• 11.02 Nandan Nilekani - Early childhood wiring 

• 11.03 Nandan Nilekani - Selecting the right co-founder(s) 

• 11.04 Nandan Nilekani - Scale-up and transitions at Infosys 
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https://playtopotential.us17.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=fc6d52a2e878f0687687612e8&id=298ff85f7e
https://wa.me/918591452129
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• 11.05 Nandan Nilekani - Infosys to UIDAI — A 3D transition 

• 11.06 Nandan Nilekani - Setting a goalpost at UIDAI 

• 11.07 Nandan Nilekani - Running a startup inside the government 

• 11.08 Nandan Nilekani - Reflections on politics as a career 

• 11.09 Nandan Nilekani - Re-inventing self and playing to potential 

 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

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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