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Context to the nugget 

Whitney speaks about how we all need to tune into our “super-power” and discover our strengths 
and use that as a starting point to discover our next S curve. She speaks about the fact that we are 
often quite blind to what our strengths are and have the tendency to shrug off complements when 
we get them. She suggests some ideas on how we can discover our strengths.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And you also talk about the notion of distinctive strengths, right? If we take 
the notion of competitive advantage that we talk about thanks to Michael Porter on some of the 
frameworks around strategy. How do we think about distinctive strengths and competitive 
advantage as individuals and you talk about different ways of getting to this and more specifically of 
the various things you say I really liked one of the things you say which is what are the compliments 
that you get that you shrug off? So, for the purpose of the listeners talk to us about the different 
ways of getting to discovering one’s distinctive strengths. 

Whitney Johnson (WJ): Okay? All right. So distinctive strengths. So, what is a distinctive strength? A 
distinctive strength is something that you do well that people around you don’t, like the koala. So, 
the koala, we look at the koala and are like oh, cuddly little animal but the thing that we don’t know 
is that the koala sleeps about 20 hours a day. Like okay well, if I slept 20 hours a day, how would I 
survive? Well, the koala survives because it eats eucalyptus leaves which are poisonous to humans 
and pretty much every other animal on the planet. So, this now becomes its distinctive strength 
because it doesn’t have to forge for food because the food is just one that when the koala wants the 
food the food’s there. So, what does that mean then for us is what we want to do is we want to play 
where no one else is playing? So, the first accelerant of person disruption that idea of how to grow 
by playing and then play to our distinctive strengths. Now the thing about strengths that is really 
interesting, there are a couple of things. First of all, we don’t always know what our strengths are 
and you’re probably thinking well, yes, we do. Well, no, we don’t know what they are because we 
tend to be blind to them, they are the blind spots for us because there are things that we do so 
readily, so reflexively that we don’t see them, they’re just a part of who we are, and we are 
completely blind to them. And so, one of the things that I recommend you do is think about asking 
yourself some questions to help you ferret out what your strengths are and one of them that you 
just referred to Deepak is… is it Dipak or Deepak by the way? 

DJ: D E E P A K actually… D-puck actually if you want the pronunciation, right? It’s like the Canadian 
Puck, the ice hockey puck and Deepak is the English, is the Indian way of pronouncing it, but I am 
used to Dipak so no worries. 
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WJ: Well, I am going to try Deepak, see if I can do it, okay Deepak. So, because names are very 
important, right? We need to be called correctly. So, I apologize that earlier I pronounced it 
incorrectly. So, one of the things that you mentioned is this idea of what compliments you shrug off. 
And so, what we want to do with those compliments is frequently if you or I get a compliment we 
deflect it almost immediately. Like I have found over and over again when I am presenting these 
ideas in a workshop or a keynote and I ask people about compliments, they can’t tell me what they 
are and it’s the reason we do that is we can’t tell them is because as soon as we hear it, it’s like 
Teflon. We just completely shrug it off. We almost can’t hear it and then if we can hear it because if 
some people are complimenting us on something that’s easy for us, we’re like, oh but why don’t 
they tell me something that I do well that I worked really hard to learn? And so one of the things 
that you want to do in order to know what your strengths are is when someone gives you a 
compliment do that thing that you don’t want to do and write it down because this is your genius 
and if only when you know what your genius is, only when you know what makes you feel strong do 
you know what your strengths are and when you know what your strengths are then you are willing 
to play where no one else is playing and now you have got that second accelerant of personal 
disruption that allows you to grow, now that you know where you want to grow it allows you to 
know how to grow is you know what makes you feel strong and then you play where no one else is 
playing. So those are some starting points for you to figure out what your distinctive strengths are. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: When I work with leaders, often a big chunk of the value adds is in opening the blind-spots in the 
way they see themselves. One of my earlier guests, Tasha Eurich (TE), a lady who has researched the 
topic of self-awareness says this quite succinctly.  

TE: “Several awareness is made up of two type of self-knowledge. The first is something we named 
internal self-awareness which is essentially knowing who we are on the inside. What do we value? 
What are we passionate about? What are our aspirations? What are the pattern of behaviour that 
we exhibit across situation but equally important is something called external self-awareness and in 
a nutshell what that means is knowing how other people see us and what was fascinating at least to 
me in our research was that we found that those two types of self-knowledge which are required for 
us to really be self-aware but they are not related to each other which I was kind of surprised by I was 
thought you know if somebody kind of knows you they are from the inside of course they would do 
the work and find out how they were seen on the outside and vice versa. But we discover that they 
are you sort have to think about the… independent skill set within the self-awareness area.” 

DJ: Back to the point from Whitney, I have found that leaders in transition often operate only on the 
basis of internal self-awareness which is often a distorted picture any way. They don’t care to invest 
in building external self-awareness and that is often a lost opportunity.  

One of the earlier guests in the podcast was Rama Bijapurkar (RB) – an accomplished leader and an 
NED on several high profile Boards. She speaks about how she was optimizing for doing something 
that required depth in consumer understanding but also something that is strategic for the business. 
She had tried her hand at Market Research for a while and then at McKinsey, before she chose to 
carve out her own path.  

RB: “So I told you earlier about the quadrant of business understanding and customer understanding 
wanting the high-high on both because and that was the context in fact in which Indira said it 
because I was disappointed that McKinsey didn’t have the high-high and I was complaining and not 
doing anything about it so that’s when I went and I actually setup my practice to do that and then I 
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had learnt in McKinsey the framework so there’s a framework, so there was a front enders so then I 
conceptualize that it is a front ender strategy which is what game will you play in the market? So 
where and how to compete as a business as a whole. And I saw the backend was aligning all your 
functional strategies with it so the make or buy decision is aligned with how are you best going to 
fulfil the promise to your customer so it fits with choose the value, deliver that value, signal the value, 
so I said the front piece is mine and that’s a piece I am going to hang on to and in order to make sure 
when the downstream happens that everybody is true to the game the market game so decided, you 
need to hire me in order to just be the not the police man but the protector of the strategy that you 
first had because otherwise it gets blurred as you go down the line.” 

DJ: I guess the future will be a lot more about how we can create pathways that play to our 
distinctive strengths. Having a very clear understanding of who we are and what gives us energy will 
be paramount. Thank you for reading.  

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

Nugget from Tasha Eurich that is referenced: Self-awareness: Meta-skill of 21st century. 

Nugget from Rama Bijapurkar that is referenced: Shaping your playground. 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Self-awareness: Insights around what it takes to build a better understanding of self. This includes 
perspectives around how we can deepen our picture of ourselves through a combination of inner 
work, mindfulness practices and by gathering meaningful feedback from the world around us. You 
can access the playlist here. 

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. 

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. 

********** 
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Whitney Johnson - Nuggets  

 62.00 Whitney Johnson - The Full Conversation 

 62.01 Whitney Johnson - The S curve of personal disruption 

 62.02 Whitney Johnson - Picking the right S curve 

 62.03 Whitney Johnson - Discovering our distinctiveness 

 62.04 Whitney Johnson - Leaning into constraints 

 62.05 Whitney Johnson - Cutting our losses 

 62.06 Whitney Johnson - Rethinking our metrics 

 62.07 Whitney Johnson - Handling our identity 

 62.08 Whitney Johnson - Discovery driven career planning 

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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