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Context to the nugget 

Rajat speaks about the kind of leadership style that is required at the helm of a firm like McKinsey.  
He speaks about how one has to think about influencing and nudging rather than commanding and 
directing while leading a team of highly capable and self-driven people.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): You spoke about your leadership style and in the book you also talk about 
the Swami Vivekananda style and the Napoleon style in terms of being democratic and being 
decisive and I specifically ask this in the context of a firm like McKinsey where you have several 
intelligent, thoughtful, opinionated partners on the top how have you thought about that spectrum 
and in what sorts of situations have you worked at different points at that spectrum?  

Rajat Gupta (RG): Well, as you know I think if I may say so McKinsey has an extraordinary talent as if 
you just assail in terms of pure business there is no other institution in the world which has more 
CEOs amongst their alumni and there is none, not even close so that means that there is firstly they 
have enormous raw talent they also learnt a lot during their time in McKinsey and they developed a 
good and perhaps unique to each one of them separate leadership style that worked for them and 
for the but in McKinsey itself leading McKinsey because of the characteristics of their very highly 
talented people with their own points of view and we really work as a partnership what that means 
is that the job of the managing partner is really a sort of first marks equals rather than here’s I am 
the leader I’ll show you the way and you follow me, you have to, your main responsibility is to 
understand the aspirations of your partners and then nudge it in a particular way, influence it but 
not try to dictate it of course you have tremendous influence because in a firm like McKinsey as a 
managing director you may go all their appointments so you can be selective for who you choose for 
leadership positions and as a result influence the direction but at the same time you don’t have 
unchecked powers, not you have complete freedom it’s all democratic, all major decisions have 
made in a democratic fashion, so in that sense it’s a very high contact sport. Leadership in McKinsey 
is like you have to be there, you have to have intense dialogues with your fellow partners you have 
to understand them, you have to often visit them in their own home turf, as a McKinsey director you 
don’t come and say OK I want to see you come and visit me in my ivory tower it doesn’t work like 
that and shouldn’t work like that, it’s a particular style of leadership I am not sure that that is 
relevant for all companies but more and more if you have a talented team that works well when you 
want the team to have to rise to the occasion and perform to their best then you must behave like a 
collaborative partnership. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  
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DJ: As Rajat says, while the style of leadership that Rajat talks about including intense dialogues with 
team members, understanding people’s aspirations and giving them the space to flourish might not 
be relevant in all situations, but given the pace of change in the world we are in and the disruption 
we are seeing across categories, the Swami Vivekananda style is arguably more relevant today than 
it was in the 80s and 90s, where the leader could know most of the answers and get away with a 
Napeleonesque approach. And that transition of styles I notice is non-trivial, especially with people 
who have grown up in the Napeleonesque paradigm to use Rajat’s words. They find it really hard to 
be relevant in a paradigm where you need to behave like Swami Vivekananda, listen, absorb, adapt, 
empower and get the most out of your team. 

Thank you for listening. For more content organized by playlist and sub-themes, please visit 
playtopotential.com. For listening offline, you can also find the podcast on Apple Podcasts, Google 
Podcasts, Spotify, JioSaavn and most other podcast platforms. Do rate and review on the platform 
where you consume the content if you find it of value. It will help others discover it. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Influencing: Leaders reflect on what it takes to get the ideas in your head to a wider set of people 
and drive buy-in. It’s often a function of being tactful about listening to what the various 
stakeholders want; getting a sense of when the timing is right and driving the change you want by 
influencing the various constituents. 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. 

********** 

Rajat Gupta- Nuggets  

 43.00 Rajat Gupta - The Full Conversation 

 43.01 Rajat Gupta - Taking stock of the journey ahead 

 43.02 Rajat Gupta - Provoking reflection through osmosis 

 43.03 Rajat Gupta - Vivekananda versus Napoleon 

 43.04 Rajat Gupta - Leadership at McKinsey across 3 terms 
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 43.05 Rajat Gupta - Settling into Scandinavia 

 43.06 Rajat Gupta - Transitioning across cultures 

 43.07 Rajat Gupta - Evolution as a leader 

 43.08 Rajat Gupta - Choices during the McKinsey journey 

 43.09 Rajat Gupta - Key choices that stand out 

 

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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