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Context to the nugget 

In a start-up, how do you think about setting a goal post? It is a tricky question when there are 
several unknown unknowns. Nandan talks about how he thought about "What good would look like" 
in 5 years for the Aadhaar project. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): How do you even set a goalpost, when you have a start-up with such an 
ambition? How did you think about what good would look like?  

Nandan Nilekani (NN): Actually, it was just a shot in the dark. I was very clear that we were going to 
make a public commitment though a lot of people said you are crazy to make a public commitment 
in the government system because you don’t have control over so many variables. I felt, making a 
public commitment and sharpening everybody’s mind towards that was more important than the 
potential loss of face if I didn’t meet it. So, the trade-off, on balance, was to make a public 
commitment.  I said I will make a public commitment of how many people will be on the Aadhaar 
platform by the time I step down. My initial thought was about 400 million and 400 million is a lot of 
people, but it didn’t look good enough, so at the last minute, I changed that to some 600 million. So, 
when I went to the government, we made a public statement that we will enrol 600 million people in 
five years actually, we did it in four-and-a-half years; we did it faster. So, having a public 
commitment, that was a learning from Infosys. In Infosys, you always set ambitious goals. When we 
were a 100-million-dollar company, we said we will be a billion-dollar company in X years, which we 
reached. When we were a billion-dollar company, we said we will be a 10-billion-dollar company. So, 
what I learned from Infosys was that, if you want to stretch an organization, wherever you are, you 
need to set an ambitious goal from there. So, I was using that philosophy in the government, though 
it’s much more high risk, because number of actors who can just stop you is many more. But that 
helped, because, everybody on the team knew what the goal was, and therefore, it sharpened 
everybody’s sense of urgency and also helped to dissolve internal conflicts. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: One of my colleagues I worked with at McKinsey would often say that most of the times, framing 
the problem right can be the hardest part. Once you frame it right, the solutioning is often the easier 
bit. It was really interesting to see Nandan frame the point around commitment as a trade-off. Often 
while making a commitment, we are often thinking about 1 dimension which is reputation, You meet 
it great, if not there is a potential loss of reputation. We don’t think hard enough about the upsides 
including benefits around alignment and urgency that it creates. Framing it as a trade-off was an 
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interesting learning for me on this nugget. Thank you for listening. For more please visit 
playtopotential.com. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Views on success: Leaders talk about how they have recalibrated the notion of what success means 
to them. This is often a moving target and one has to constantly evolve it as we go through our 
respective journeys. They also discuss how this thinking has helped them make a more robust 
“where to go” decision when they were at an inflection point. 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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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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