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Context to the nugget conversation 

Sukhinder speaks about her transition from Google to Accel as a CEO in residence post which she 
moved in as a CEO at Polyvore. She speaks about some of the challenges in establishing a healthy 
dynamic with the Founder and the Board and the criticality of values fit in addition to 
complementary of skills and capabilities.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And you speak about transitioning from leading a 2,000 odd member team 
at Google to Polyvore after a short stint in Accel, can you talk about that transition? And the reason I 
ask is in India, we are going through a tech boom, like rest of the world I guess, and we have several 
companies that are scaling up, that are recruiting senior executives from established corporations, 
not that Google is an established cooperation, but I am curious about your learnings from 
transitioning from an established organization to a founder-led startup, what is the benefit of 
hindsight, what are some of the themes that emerge? 

Sukhinder Singh Cassidy (SC): Sure. So a couple of thoughts. So first of all before I went to Polyvore, I 
had been a founder who had a CEO at my company who I helped recruit at Yodlee and worked with 
him for five or six years. So I feel like I had lived a life of the founder who had an external CEO I had a 
lot of empathy for it. By the way, after I left Polyvore just on the side, I literally emailed Anil Arora 
who was the CEO of Yodlee and I said, I just want to say to you thank you for dealing and putting up 
with me when I was a founder, like let me tell you, on the other side to be the CEO to a founder holy 
smokes. So after Polyvore, I emailed him and this was like, thank you, and then I think about what I 
just went through, you have dealt with me for like five years and like very gratefully now I take my 
hat off to you because I was in the same place, not nearly so gracefully. Obviously, just to be clear, I 
went from Google to Accel because I wanted to learn e-commerce and study all the available choices 
before I picked one. So Accel was I was CEO-in-Residence, I sat in on investments and I specifically 
said, I think I want to go to e-commerce next. So that was what I did at Accel. That was one of my 
preparations for Polyvore honestly, it was like let me learn the industry. I would say in some ways I 
tried to be as savvy as I could. Again, risk is risk. You can never take it to zero. I knew the founder. 
This was the first time he was going to have a CEO. So David Lesser and I literally talked about what 
could I do to ease his fears. We agreed that in the first three months, I would just listen and try and 
say nothing, like, not nothing but just listen and hold it. So I said to David, I am going to need you in 
this transition. David also coached me on how to approach the Board because they had a 
relationship with Pasha. I remember when I met with the Board, I was like, look, I do not want to 
pick Pasha out of a relationship with you, that never works but let us just agree that we will have a 
dialogue. I am like, I know he is going to call you, like you guys have been working together for many 
years. So I am a new factor in this equation, so let us just agree that, you know, he will keep meeting 
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with you and that is great, I do not want to cut off that access. I mostly just want to be able to have a 
dialogue with you about what is going on. So I tried to establish my own kind of channels with the 
Board without saying like everything goes through me because I knew this he is the founder. And 
then I established like, you know, the third thing I did was like, Pasha, let us just go to coffee once a 
week. So these are some of the tactics I used. By the way, you may say what is the value these 
tactics if you did not end up, you know, having it worked out. But I think in all ways what I tried to do 
was create room for the founder did not feel like I was trying to assert my control over him. I mostly 
just thought like you are good at all things, I am not good at, you are a world-class engineer and have 
great product sensibilities I am go to market and I worked with, you know, and I had been a business 
founder to five engineers at Yodlee and I know what I know, I know what I do not know and I am 
really good at harnessing teams. So I would say my learning is, I do not actually and, you know, I do 
not mean this to be arrogant, I do not think I did anything wrong. I think I created a plan to try and 
hold his energy next to my own and not being competition. I said multiple times just like a marriage, 
so what makes a marriage work, it is like you both want your kids to grow up and go to IIT or to 
Harvard or to whatever, the point is like you have a common long-term goal and that keeps you in 
when the times are really tough. That is the way you have to approach something like this. It is like, 
but I would say my learning is and this is maybe useful learning for everybody out there, you can 
have all the best tactics, if your values overlap with the person which you are, you know, and your 
self-awareness and their self-awareness is not high, it is a hard marriage to make work. So a CEO-
founder marriage is a very unique kind of marriage or quite frankly, COO founder is much harder 
because you both have a kind of moral authority over the company and you do not want to be in 
battle with each other where the company has literally been torn apart by the founder saying one 
thing and the CEO saying another. But I say it is like a marriage, you both have to have a pretty high 
amount of self-awareness, some decent amount of humility on the things you do not know, a 
commitment to some communication vehicle when things are really tough and most of all, most of 
all, common values. And ultimately, the founder and I did not share common values. And I talk about 
that in the book. He can be world-class, I can be world-class, our values overlap was not there. And 
maybe that is the thing I regretted, like as there was no way for me to discern, like what our value 
systems are and they were not the same. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: If this topic is of interest, you might like the Curated Playlist – Transitioning to a new context. 
Several leaders speak about how they thoughtfully moved from one orbit to another. You might 
specifically like the conversation with R Gopalakrishnan who speaks about learnings from several 
failed transitions at the top and how we can prevent some of the mistakes that people often make in 
these situations.  

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

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 
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bear in mind as they transition across contexts (Army to Business world, US to India, MNC to Family 
Business, 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. 

********** 

Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Nuggets  

 82.01 Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Myth of the single choice 

 82.02 Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Embracing risk as a discovery process 

 82.03 Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Managing work and life 

 82.04 Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Decade long coaching journey 

 82.05 Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Working with Bill Campbell 

 82.06 Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Moving from a Large Org to a Start up 

 82.07 Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Discerning what is a good fit 

 82.08 Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Stepping into a white space 

 82.09 Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Inside out or Outside In 

 82.10 Sukhinder Singh Cassidy - Going Deep Vs Broad 

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. 
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