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Context to the nugget 

Hari and Sanjeev share their perspectives around how founders can think about improving their self-
awareness. They also speak about the effectiveness of Coaching in gathering nuanced feedback and 
helping founders and the leadership teams scale up.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And maybe moving forward, you know, one of the other pieces you talk 
about in the book is around how founders can improve their self-awareness, right? I am curious 
about your experience in this whole space. As they think about their own evolution, one of the 
observations I have had empirically; clearly, I haven’t spent as much time in the start-up world as the 
two of you have, but I get a sense that the feedback, there’s a lot of noise in the feedback signal at 
least bottom up coming from the organization especially to founders. So, I am curious about what 
you have seen good founders do in getting a good signal in terms of feedback and in driving the self-
awareness? 

TN Hari (Hari): Sanjeev, you want to take this? 

Sanjeev Aggarwal (SA): Yeah, sure. So, I think a good founder Deepak has really two very good points 
of feedback. One is the set of people that report to the founder, which is the first line of leadership, 
that would be the CXOs layer and other layer is the Board of Directors which is comprised of 
investors and independent board members. So, I feel that the board can give very good input to 
founder on strategy and business and the executive team can give very good feedback on leadership 
and delegation and empowerment. So, if a founder wants to know where he does stack up then 
these are the two constituents that he can look up to for getting a sense of the hard stuff, which is 
business and the soft stuff, which is about leadership. 

DJ: And there in your experience Sanjeev if I may persist how much of this do you think can be done 
by themselves versus a need for an external, you know, call it whether it is a coach or a facilitator or 
you know a sounding board. Do you do see good founders being able to do this on themselves? 

SA: You probably do need some kind of mentor support who is a neutral party and not vested in the 
success of this enterprise that you are running. So, that is very important to help you become aware 
that these are two excellent constituents which are actually watching you day in and day out and can 
give you a very high-quality input about those two skills: business and leadership. So, I think that 
awareness can be inculcated by somebody who is external unless the person is very self-aware 
which also happens. But what exactly is one giving feedback on I think that should be discovered by 
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the founder himself by talking to these two entities, but the need to listen to these entities and see 
them not as either a vehicle of execution or in case of the board people that you are accountable to? 
So, I think that perspective a good mentor can be very, very useful in helping founder appreciate 
that there is lot of wealth of information surrounding him and he should tap into those resources. I 
don’t know whether I was sounding coherent or not? 

DJ: No, makes a lot of sense Sanjeev, with you. Hari, did you have anything to add there before we 
move forward? 

Hari: Yeah, and I think much more accepting that having some very respectable, credible external 
party conduct some of these conversations with either the board or with the one downs and then 
collating that and being able to provide that through a conversation to the founder I think is going to 
be very helpful. And the second is I think and certainly what Sanjeev said which is an external 
mentor who has no stakes in the organization who the founder can speak to very openly without the 
fear of being judged I think is also going to be very helpful. 

DJ: And a related point I had was specific to coaching as we think about founders developing 
themselves as leaders and also just enhancing the capability of the leadership team. I was curious 
what your observations have been around the role of and I am sort of using the word coaching in a 
broad sense but what sorts of interventions have helped in scaling up the leadership capability of the 
founder and the organization in your observation? 

SA: Hari, you want to take this? 

Hari: Yeah, I can take it but this is not a topic frankly I have a great point of view or experience 
Deepak. 

DJ: Sure. 

Hari: I have not seen many cases where either senior leaders or founders have been coached by 
external coaches very effectively. I am sure there must be if I racked my brain hard enough, there 
will be a few cases I can surely find and I actually know one or two cases where I am told that 
apparently the coaching made an impact, very rapidly growing start-up valued at 500 million where 
the CEO was struggling between work and had a lot of other personal challenges at home and was 
therefore ineffective on both fronts. I think we got an external coach and that coach who was… the 
founder was very sceptical, in fact told the concerned board member that you are forcing a coach on 
me, but then you know, I’ll go through this process, but I don’t know if it is going to change me in 
any way. But apparently after three or four conversations and scepticism, a relationship of trust 
slowly began getting established and things actually changed. So, this is a good story I have heard, 
but I have also heard a few stories where coaches have not been who don’t necessarily completely 
understand the context have not been very effective as well. So, I think coaching is an extremely 
difficult art, it is how much of do you coach intensely, do you coach delicately, how do you help an 
individual discover himself or herself or figure out what’s right or wrong with himself rather than a 
coach stating what’s wrong. So, I think that is an extremely difficult thing. But I think if it can be 
made to work potentially my intuition tells me it will be great, but I haven’t seen too many cases like 
this Deepak. 

DJ: Got it. Thanks Hari. Sanjeev, did you have any thoughts on this one? 
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SA: Yeah, I think I will take a cue from what Hari is saying that one, the coach should have the 
context of where you are working or operating with and two, and a coach can be very helpful in 
self-awareness, in appreciating what you are and what you are not. So, I think in a transition a 
coach’s role becomes very important, especially helping you unearth what are your strengths and 
weaknesses in the new context and what should you be mindful of in terms of developing and 
inculcating. 

DJ: And back to one of the points you mentioned Sanjeev, you said context, right, the coach should 
understand the context. Could you unpack that a little bit? What do you have in mind when you say 
understand the context, what are the…? 

SA: Yeah, I think little bit about your business and your industry. So, is the business a rapid growth 
business or is the business a turnaround business, what is the current culture in the company, is it a 
leadership team which requires being micromanaged or is it a much empowered self-sufficient self-
starters type of executive. So, I think these are the kind of things I meant when I said context. That if 
the setting in which the founder is operating if that is understood then coaching becomes a lot 
easier and which means also spending some time in learning the domain or the industry within 
which the founder is operating. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: I must confess that in my limited experience, I have had a mixed bag with start-up founders. 
There have been a few occasions where the VC investor feels that the entrepreneur needs a coach 
and when you meet the individual, he or she doesn’t feel the need. I generally tell people that in the 
work I do, Houston I have a problem, I need help works better than Houston, he has a problem. In 
the few situations where I have managed to get into a coaching arrangement with the founder, they 
genuinely struggle to make the mind-space for the work required for coaching. I notice that they are 
in such a hurry to get multiple things done and are fighting multiple fires that they aren’t in a 
position to be thoughtful on some of these topics. In some of these situations, they feel judged 
when they work with a coach. In those instances, I tell them that rather than jump into a coaching 
conversation, let me first show you the mirror, understand your context and let us see if there is 
mutual trust and respect and if so we could get into a coaching or a sounding board kind of an 
arrangement. That way it feels more like a neutral context and is more organic.  

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Coaching: The business world is slowly waking upto the fact that just like in elite sports, there is a 
tremendous value to be unlocked by having an effective coach for a leader. It is not just about fixing 
issues but also about enabling the journey from Good to Great. Leaders across disciplines share their 
insights around how one should pick a coach and get the most out of such a relationship. You can 
access the playlist here. 
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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. 

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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About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock the 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.  
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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. 

 

 

https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/753
https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/753
http://www.playtopotential.com/

