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Context to the nugget 

Bill Campbell was known to have a “salty language” filled with expletives. Alan provides nuance 
around how Bill used his directness to land tough messages. He also goes on to talk about the safety 
net that Bill would create around the difficult conversation so that the leader does not get over-
whelmed with the feedback.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And moving to a different theme Alan, the other thing that really struck me 
was Bill’s ability to land tough feedback and what’s striking is he is not necessarily Mr. Nice right like 
you said quite tough and quite filled with expletives I understand in terms of the language he used. 
Give us a sense of what we can learn from Bill on landing tough feedback or having difficult 
conversations. 

Alan Eagle (AE): Yeah, first on the language he did have a rather salty vernacular that he grew up and 
used, he cussed all the time. It was almost always jovial sort of like you would expect football coach 
or some other old guy oh F this, F that but always sort of in a fun jovial way. I think actually when he 
was giving feedback, he was never angry. Sometimes people using expletives can do it in anger and 
then in that case it is harsh and it is too harsh and that was never Bill’s practice. When you knew he 
was cussing at you it was don’t F it up but sort of always said with a smile and a wink. He also hugged 
a lot which was just part of his personality, part of his style. But I don’t want anyone to get the 
impression that this was just an always easy-going nice big teddy bear of a guy. He was first and 
foremost an excellent business manager. He was an excellent operations person and he expected 
people to speak up and to have a perspective and perhaps maybe they would disagree with a 
decision but they needed to rally behind the decision. And so, we talked to a lot of people about 
Bill’s approach to firing people, Bill’s approach to giving people feedback and letting them 
down easily and so he would give a lot of candid feedback and occasionally he had to fire people but 
again people always knew what was in the best interest of you as an individual and for the team. 
Jonathan tells this story of how he was. Jonathan could be pretty demonstrative, pretty outspoken 
as a manager and he actually landed himself on a list that came out, I think it was in 2007, on one of 
the local I think it was Vallywag or something… it was just one of these rags that cover Silicon Valley 
and this list was the top 10 terrible tyrants of tech and it was Steve Jobs, Steve Ballmer and Mark 
Benioff and all these people that can be famously difficult and there was Jonathan on the list and 
Jonathan was pretty happy because it was a pretty notable list of people. When he went next to see 
Bill, Bill was not happy, Bill was angry at Jonathan about this because he didn’t feel like this was the 
feedback he was giving Jonathan, it was like no we didn’t bring you… we brought you in to manage 
and coach people not to yell at them, that’s not your job, that’s not what ought to be doing. Maybe 
a Steve Jobs can get away with yelling at people because he is a brilliant genius; Jonathan you are 
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not, and that was the feedback and so it was a pretty harsh meeting and then Jonathan said okay, 
what else we are going to talk about and Bill said, that’s it, we are done, go think about this. So, he 
really chewed him out, gave him a lot of feedback but what was interesting and Jonathan found this 
out later that Bill then called Shona Brown who was our Head of Human Resources at the time and 
said hey Shona, check in on Jonathan, I chewed him out pretty good, make sure he is okay. And this 
happened a few times where Bill would give someone really tough feedback but then he would go 
around the corner to appear and said hey, check in on that person, make sure they are okay. So, he 
really was . . . even when he was giving direct honest feedback and sometimes it could be pretty 
harsh, he also wanted to make sure that the person was okay and I think this is a lesson for all of us. 
We talked to Diane Greene who was a Google Board Member, a former CEO of VMware, ran Google 
Cloud for a while and she said when she was talking to someone in public she always said you can 
always come up with something nice to say about someone even if let’s say they are massively 
screwed up, say something nice about them, give them some positive feedback but then in private 
give them the harsh feedback, you are not doing them a favour by holding back and that was Bill’s 
practice as well. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: Couple of things struck me in this nugget. First is the point Alan makes about Bill’s tone in the 
context him using cuss words. I realize that while having a tough conversation, 80% of the battle is in 
creating the right space and setting the right tone for the conversation. Alan talks about the fact that 
Bill never got angry when he had to have tough conversations. It always came from a place of “I care 
for you and your success”. I do believe that people can smell your intent from a mile.  

The second piece that struck me was the notion of creating a safety net around a tough feedback. It 
was interesting to hear Alan speak about Bill walking up to the HR leader to check in on the person 
when Bill would have delivered tough feedback. I go back to a recent episode where we had the 
founder of Café Coffee Day – VG Siddhartha who possibly jumped off a bridge. It is lonely at the top 
and in a way it is arguably the moral responsibility of the person giving tough feedback to ensure 
that he or she creates a safety net around the feedback so that the leader in question doesn’t tip 
over the edge.  

Thank you for listening. For more you could visit the recently revamped website 
playtopotential.com. For bite-sized content by theme, please visit the Curated Playlists section. If 
you are deriving value in the content and wish to pay it forward, please consider contributing to 
Antarang foundation by visiting the Pay it forward section on the website – playtopotential.com. 
Your contributions will help 1000s of young adults in India play to their respective potential.  

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Communication: Communication and story-telling is at the essence of building culture in an 
organization. Lessons from an ad-guru, mythologist, armed forces officer, motivational speaker and 
more about how one could think about narrating compelling stories. You can access the playlist 
here. 
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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. 

********** 

Alan Eagle - Nuggets  

 50.00 Alan Eagle - The Full Conversation 

 50.01 Alan Eagle - Sports to Business to Coaching 

 50.02 Alan Eagle - Building trust as a Coach 

 50.03 Alan Eagle - Coaching a Team 

 50.04 Alan Eagle - Dealing with aberrant geniuses 

 50.05 Alan Eagle - Having difficult conversations 

 50.06 Alan Eagle - Being an evangelist for courage 

 50.07 Alan Eagle - Receiving feedback as a Coach 

 50.08 Alan Eagle - Enabling good decisions 

 50.09 Alan Eagle - How Bill thought about impact 

 50.10 Alan Eagle - Influencing Eric Schmidt's key transitions 

 

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 
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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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