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Context to the nugget 

RG speaks about the criticality having a healthy friendly relationship with the Board. He speaks about 
the narrative that CEOs often have around Board members being another “layer to manage”. He 
suggests that if we instead treat them as founts of wisdom and as mentors, there is a lot of value 
that CEOs can unlock from the Board members.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): Just moving to a different theme Gopal, you talk about the notion of a CEO 
having the right mental model with the board and you say that the CEO needs to treat the directors 
as your senior friends. Say more here. I found that quite nuanced. What do you mean by the mental 
model here? 

R Gopalakrishnan (RG): You know a board has different kinds of people on it. Some will irritate you… 
and I have been a CEO and I have also been a board member so I have seen both sides as it were and 
for many years not for just one or two years. When I was a CEO, I said my mindset unexpressed of 
course what do these founders know about my business which I don’t know. I would be respectful to 
somebody who was 10 years older than me or more senior to me hierarchically. I might have been 
dismissive about somebody who was closer to me, I didn’t see them as people who would add value 
until later in my CEO-ship I said, hey, you know, there are so many dimensions here, I should listen 
to these guys. And I started to change my method, when I first became a CEO, I took that attitude. It 
happens to every CEO. He sees the board as an unnecessary bunch of old uncles who are paid to do 
nothing in particular and get in his way. Now if he changes that toggle switch in his head and thinks 
of them as friends, I use the word senior friends, I don’t mean in terms of age, some of them may be 
age, some of them may be experienced, some of them may be in wisdom, they may be are lawyers 
or accountants, it doesn’t matter and that he could go and chat with them then he would get a 
different outcome. It becomes a bit like who is the CEOs mentor?  He doesn’t have one, nobody in 
his organization is going to tell him and his wife can tell him, that’s where the Clementine Mirror 
comes which I have also referred to in one of my books, but assuming he doesn’t discuss his board 
meetings with his wife every evening and assuming she’s not greatly interested he needs a mentor, a 
person who can pull him down a few pegs or push him up a few pegs and a board member may be 
able to do that, it’s not guaranteed. But if you don’t even keep the window open and keep them as 
your circle of friends and not say no to them there’s a chance that one friend or the other will tell 
you think about it. And therefore, I think CEOs hopelessly fail, hopelessly fail and I have done so 
myself by the way in my time not all the time, but for the first few years of becoming a CEO in 
regarding their board as potential founts of another opinion. They are like the walls of a cliff, you are 
shouting in the cliff in the mountain side, you need some cliffs to reflect back signals to you. If you 
don’t use those cliffs you’ve got to be lost in the mountain. 
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Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: I like the metaphor of cliffs reflecting signals back to you. However, the point to mention here is 
that sometimes Board members are a little far removed from the situation on the ground and in my 
work with transitioning leaders; I observe that if the leader is not settling in well, the organization 
often goes silent. And when you don’t have a critical mass of relationships, it can be extremely 
difficult to decode silence on your own. That’s why I think it is critical for leaders to think about 
architecting fit for purpose feedback loops that can keep reflecting the signals. And sometimes, it is 
hard to extract real data through org processes given the biases and conflicting agendas. As a Coach 
working with the leader in transition, my first step is to build trust with some of the key stakeholders 
early in the journey so that I am able to get closer to the real signal so that I can help the leader with 
that input. Earlier in the podcast, I had spoken to Michael Watkins (MW) (Prof at IMD and Author of 
First 90 days – a great resource for transition acceleration). He speaks about the criticality of fit for 
purpose feedback loops) 

MW: “Just to start with a basic premise that you know in general organization do a poor job of 
providing feedback to leaders in transitions. Especially when they are broader from the inside and 
why is that because there is some sort of sense they have to get their feet you know that give us a 
chance you know or a reluctance on part of direct report to kind of give upward feedback or on the 
case of the board the board that just may not see you know what’s going on and so I’m a huge 
believer in providing structured feedback after pick a number 90 to 120 days certainly no longer then 
that because that provides some discipline in the sense of giving some serious structured guidance to 
the new leader upon which they can act before things have gone to a… There is very serious things 
that are going on and so you know you can the leader do that themselves absolutely should be for 
sure better thing it’s often better done by having a couch who can out and conduct those stake 
holders interviews and by process basically … I do an industrial stake holder interviews and then after 
60 and 90 days I go back meet the same people right so I have got a little bit if the relationship with 
them you know I can just makes it easier to kind of collect the sort of real feedback about how this 
person is doing.” 

DJ: Getting this piece right can be critical and can be the difference between a hairline crack being 
corrected and turning into a full blown fracture. Thank you for listening. If you find this of value, do 
take a moment to visit the podcast archives at playtopotential.com. You might specifically be 
interested in my conversation with Michael Watkins on how leaders can settle in effectively in a new 
organization. You might also like the theme “settling into a new context” where we learn from 
leaders across different walks of life on how they navigated the first few months in a new 
environment including someone like Gandhiji when he moved back to India from South Africa. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

Nugget from Michael Watkins that is referenced: Fit for purpose feedback loop. 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Listening: When you talk, you are only repeating what you already know. But if you listen, you may 
learn something new”. This is a quote by Dalai Lama. Several leaders talk about their experiences 

https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/628
http://www.playtopotential.com/
https://playtopotential.com/audio/481


Podcast Transcript 59.06 R Gopalakrishnan - Having the right relationship with the Board 

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

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

3 

with listening and how they have grown with it. More specifically, leaders also reflect on the 
criticality of listening when transitioning into a new context. 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, and 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. 

********** 

R Gopalakrishnan - Nuggets  

 59.00 R Gopalakrishnan - The Full Conversation 

 59.01 R Gopalakrishnan - Running your career like a marathon 

 59.02 R Gopalakrishnan - Making robust hiring decisions 

 59.03 R Gopalakrishnan - Settling in - Rock climbing versus Running 

 59.04 R Gopalakrishnan - Discerning the pecking order of stakeholders 

 59.05 R Gopalakrishnan - Solving for efficiency versus effectiveness 

 59.06 R Gopalakrishnan - Having the right relationship with the Board 

 59.07 R Gopalakrishnan - "Clementine Mirror" - the role of spouses 

 59.08 R Gopalakrishnan - Bringing in adequate porosity 

 59.09 R Gopalakrishnan - Getting cross-industry transitions right 

 

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 
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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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