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Context to the nugget 

Leadership Transitions can be a period of significant anxiety for several executives who are 
transitioning across contexts and domains. Nandan shares his insights around what he kept and 
what he changed when he transitioned across 3 dimensions when he moved from Infosys to UIDAI. 
He also talks about the power of commitment in such situations. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): You moved on from Infosys and took on the UID challenge. How did this 
come about?  

Nandan Nilekani (NN): I had spent 30 years at Infosys. I had done a lot of stuff, I had been the CEO, I 
was the co-chairman, and then some of our other colleagues became CEO. So, at that time there was 
this offer to come in and work in the government. This again goes back to what I said earlier, that I 
grew up in an environment of public service. So, it was something which was in my blood, in some 
sense, and I had seen the model in the United States. In the US, it’s a very common tradition for 
successful business executives, at some point, to do public service. I mean Thomas Watson Jr was 
the US ambassador to Russia, after being chairman of IBM. And, of course, Goldman Sachs has a long 
tradition, from [Robert] Rubin to Hank Polson going from Goldman Sachs to becoming secretary of 
the treasury. Even today, the current secretary of treasury is a former Goldman Sachs guy. So, the US 
has that tradition. Robert McNamara went from Ford to the Johnson administration. So, there is this 
tradition. I thought that in that tradition I could also contribute and I got a very good offer from the 
government of the day.  

Prime Minister Manmohan Singh invited me to join the government to a cabinet rank position and it 
was an important project. We had an informal rule in Infosys that you can’t leave without everybody 
agreeing, because we were all in it together. All of them were very nice to me and said that ‘Yeah, if 
there is an opportunity for you to serve in public life, you are contributing to the country, and then 
it’s OK if you leave Infosys’. So, I got that permission also. It was also a new challenge for me, 
because I was moving from the private sector to government. Though I had worked on the fringe of 
government I’d never worked in government. I was going from Bangalore to Delhi. And, in some 
sense, I was going from a corner office overlooking a golf course and 100,000+ employees to a start-
up, because I was employee number one in this new start-up. So, it was a triple transition for me, 
from government to private sector, from Bangalore’s culture to Delhi’s culture, and from running a 
large company to doing a start-up all over again. It was a triple challenge, but I thought it was 
sufficiently large enough to excite me, so whatever reservations I had, I overcame them and plunged 
into it. 
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DJ: And reflecting on that transition, once again in terms of what CEOs could learn when they are 
transitioned from very different cultures, if you reflected on the first 100 days or six months, in 
hindsight, what were the lessons to be learnt?  

NN: I think there are some lessons that you have learnt that you can continue to use, but there are 
some lessons that you also need to unlearn. So, I think, its one thing to transition from running one 
company to another company. I can be CEO of company X and go to company Y and even though 
they may be in two different industries, the business thinking is similar. Because in both companies, 
it’s all about increasing revenue, profit, market share, all that stuff. But when you go from business 
to government, where the parameters of success are very different, you have to readjust the scale. 
So, what I took from Infosys was the bias for action the focus on timelines, accountability, being 
transparent about decision-making, and so on. What I had to develop, though I had that thing in 
Infosys, was how to do consensus building, how to get a bunch of people who have different 
ideologies, different priorities, how to get them all to align on one goal. That skill, while I had it in 
Infosys, that skill had to be developed 10X when I went to government. So, I would say that 
somehow my learnings were valid but some new learning had to be done.  

The other very important thing is that you have to be all in. So, I left Infosys and I got off the board 
and become an ordinary shareholder, because I wanted to be fully doing this job. Not only that, I 
gave up all my other private sector roles. I was on the board of the World Economic Forum and I was 
probably the first Indian on the board of the World Economic Forum in Geneva, which runs the 
Davos thing. It was a very, very prestigious thing for me to be there, but I said if I am going to be in 
the government and then if I am in an international body… I want to make sure that everything is 
fine. I was on some international boards, I quit them. So, I gave up a lot of things, because I wanted 
to be all in on this. 

DJ: Was that about creating mind space in your head or was that about signaling commitment to the 
others?  

NN: It was both. Mind space, so that I could focus on what I was doing with no distraction. Second, 
conveying that I am fully in, I am not a bird of passage. I am not hedging bets, I am not having one 
foot in America, my green card, none of that. I am fully in, I have given up everything and I am doing 
this for a living. Thirdly, also to make sure that there are no ethical conflicts, because I didn’t want 
someone saying, oh, you work on that board and now you are a cabinet rank, I didn’t want any of 
that.  

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: The point Nandan makes about being ALL IN reminds of the story of Hernando Cortez and the 
notion of burn your ships. That story has had a profound influence on my life. It talks about the 
explorer Hernando Cortez who landed in the shores of Mexico in 1519 to conquer the land for Spain. 
He faced an uphill battle - an aggressive enemy, brutal disease and scarce resources. He is known to 
have burnt all the ships that brought them to Mexico leaving troops with only two options - Succeed 
or die. There is something to be said about the Power of commitment in situations where the easy 
option often is to hedge your bets. Thank you for listening. For more please visit 
playtopotential.com. 
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End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Reinventing self: “How do I stay relevant” is a question that all of us have to grapple with as we go 
through our respective journeys. Careers aren’t linear any more. Some of the leaders talk about how 
they managed to pivot during their journeys and significantly change trajectories. You can access the 
playlist here. 

Settling into a new context: Figuring out “where to go” is only a part of the challenge for leaders in 
transition. How you land effectively in a new context is as critical. Hair line cracks often become full 
blown fractures if not attended to carefully. Leaders talk about some key lessons Individuals could 
bear in mind as they transition across contexts (Army to Business world, US to India, MNC to Family 
Business, Consulting to Industry/Investing etc.) 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 

• 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 
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https://playtopotential.us17.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=fc6d52a2e878f0687687612e8&id=298ff85f7e
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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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