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

Also available on Apple Podcasts | Google Podcasts | Spotify     www.playtopotential.com 

   

© 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

1 

 

Context to the nugget 

Nandan talks about one of the seminal choices that entrepreneurs often have to make - Selecting a 
Co-Founder. He provides his thoughts around what they should bear in mind in this process. He also 
talks about what it takes to make the relationship work over a prolonged period of time. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): Given that now you work with multiple start-ups, any lessons from that 
journey [setting up Infosys] on how entrepreneurs should think about figuring out who they should 
work with as co-founders? 

Nandan Nilekani (NN): I think the choice of co-founders is one of the seminal choices of any start-up 
for multiple reasons. First is that you must share common vision, you must share a common value 
system, you must share a common desire to postpone your gratification for another day. Because 
building companies, especially building companies to last, is not a sprint; it’s a marathon. So, if your 
partners are short-term oriented, your partners want quick rewards, if your partners have ethical 
issues, it doesn’t work. Everybody should say, OK, we’re willing to defer reward for a decade. That’s 
a big ask. So, I think the big lesson in Infosys was and [N R Narayana] Murthy had done a great job in 
assembling the people the fact that all of us were united in a common vision to create a global 
company. All of us were united that we want a very ethically run company with clear standards of 
ethics and corporate governance, and that we were willing to defer gratification for decades, if 
required. That was the binding glue and the fact that we put the vision above any of us. So, I think, 
getting the right co-founders is very important from a vision, values, timeframe of gratification point 
of view.  

But there is a second dimension, which is that founders require complementary skills, because 
everybody is not good at everything. Somebody is good at technology, somebody is good at finance, 
somebody is good at marketing, and somebody is good at strategy, whatever. Therefore, one, is to 
make sure they have the same values and so on, but second, they also should have complementary 
skills. The best companies have founders who have complementary skills. In our case, together we 
covered all the bases, in some sense. So, I think, both these things are very important.  

DJ: Persisting with the theme, reflecting on the journey, what have been your lessons in terms of 
what it takes to make it work? 

NN: Obviously, there is the business side of it: having a good strategy, having a good business model, 
being able to respond to the market. So, there is the whole business side, but equally important is 
the value systems and delayed gratification side of it. In Infosys, we lived on very small salaries for a 
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long time we started in 1981 and went public only in 1993 more than a decade. So, I think, making 
sure that everybody was there, and whenever there was a conflict and there will be conflicts when 
there are so many people and it’s over 10 years making sure that the conflict resolution was the 
solution that was in the best interests of the company. Then, that became the tiebreaker, in some 
sense. I think, the third thing is the passion to build a long-term thing. Because building a company is 
going through ups and downs, going through highs and lows, going through successes and adversity. 
So, being able to ride all those waves and still keeping together is very important. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: Two things struck me in this nugget. One is the notion of Alignment between Co-Founders on the 
gratification timelines that each person is working with. If I may broaden the observation and talk 
about Investors, Entrepreneurs and Co-Founders, Wealth versus Income is often the Elephant in the 
room that’s on everybody’s mind but often doesn’t get spoken about. So, as an entrepreneur, taking 
ownership and precipitating the "Wealth versus Income" conversation at various points I can 
imagine, can be immensely clarifying and this could have significant implications on strategic choices 
the company makes across several dimensions. The second thing that struck me was about what it 
takes to make a relationship work. I was reminded of the work of Carol Dweck from Stanford. In her 
book, Mindset, she talks about Healthy relationships not as the ones where there is no conflict but 
ones where it is resolved meaningfully. As a start-up scales up, having a healthy conflict resolution 
mechanism, whether it is just within co-founders or with a wider set of stakeholders including 
investors can be immensely powerful in taking the company forward. Thank you for listening. For 
more please visit playtopotential.com. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Entrepreneurship: We are seeing a renaissance when it comes to entrepreneurship in this country. 
But it is not an easy ride. Leaders speak about how individuals should think about taking the plunge 
to entrepreneurship, how they could pick co-founders, their approach to scaling up their leadership 
muscle and more. 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. 
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********** 

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 

• 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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