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Context to the nugget conversation 

Jeffrey speaks about how nuclear energy can be a boon if used to generate electricity but could be a 
bane if it is used to make a bomb that kills people. Jeffrey goes on to say that context determines if 
something is good or bad and says that Power works in a similar fashion.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): Let us dive into the book Jeffrey. Maybe to start with, let us get the 
definitions right. You almost use power like a verb, you say doing power. So, can you talk about the 
phrase doing power what do you have in mind when you say that? 

Jeffrey Pfeffer (JP): Yeah. So, I define power as the ability to get things done against opposition 
which is inevitable in social context because different people have different preferences and 
different information and different roles and different rewards and different whatever. And the 
doing power comes from an assignment that I give my students in both the online and the on-
campus version of this class in which I say to them, which is true, if you learn French or the French 
horn or anything and you do not use that knowledge, it will quickly leave your head. And so 
therefore what I say to them is in order to cement the knowledge and for you to get some practice 
at it, you have to not only learn about power by doing the readings and the cases in the case 
discussions but you have to go out and during the quarter that we are together or the eight weeks in 
the case of the online class, do something, try to change something, try to actually, in some sense, 
do power. 

DJ: Got it. And the other term you use, you touched upon it upfront, Jeffrey, is, you say we need to 
think about power in a value neutral way, almost like how we think about nuclear energy without 
necessarily thinking about nuclear bomb. You also talk about the knife; it can be used by a surgeon 
or it could be used by a robber on the street. Before we dive into some of your insights around 
power, what is the user manual, what should it have in terms of where it should be applied and 
where it should not be applied? Is there sort of a guiding framework that you would like to outline? 

JP: No is the short answer. I do not think that I have either the knowledge nor actually frankly the 
right to tell people what they ought to do with their lives or how they ought to use the power that 
they have. I find a lot of the discussions on social media to be frankly either virtue signaling or worse 
that people say, you know, I believe I know what a good leader is and therefore, I am going to tell 
you Deepak what a good leader is, I am going to tell you what you need to do to be a good leader, 
and we have used success and good and all these other terms in a very sloppy fashion. I still 
remember when I wrote the book Leadership BS, a colleague of mine read it and he said, tell me 
what I need to do. He said your book is wonderful but I do not know what to do to be a better 
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leader. I said, you have to define better. I mean, as you know very well, the criteria for organizational 
performance are not necessarily highly correlated with each other, return on sales, total shareholder 
return, your performance on various environmental criteria or employee health, are themselves not 
very correlated with each other, and of course what is the organizational performance indicators are 
often times poorly correlated with individual performance. So, we need to be much more precise in 
our discussion of these things. And so, I try to shy away from discussions of what people ought to do. 
I try to tell them how to get power to the best of my ability and then what they do with it is up to 
them. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman 

DJ: I am reminded of a movie in Tamizh called Nayagan directed by Mani Rathnam, played by the 
legendary Kamal Hassan. It is considered as a Godfather equivalent kind of a movie in India and was 
subsequently made as Dayavaan in Hindi. Towards the end of the movie, a child asks Kamal Hassan, 
who plays Nayagan, the Gangster – Are you a good man or a bad man. In Tamizh, he says, Neenga 
nallavara kettavara. And Kamal Hassan responds “I don’t know”.  

I guess, it is a bit like that with Power. Very often, it gets a bad rap but like Jeffrey says, I think it 
could be really helpful if we could look at Power in a Value Neutral way and hopefully apply from 
what we learn while listening. Thank you for listening. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Influencing: Leaders reflect on what it takes to get the ideas in your head to a wider set of people 
and drive buy-in. It’s often a function of being tactful about listening to what the various 
stakeholders want, getting a sense of when the timing is right and driving the change you want by 
influencing the various constituents. You can access the playlist here. 

Judgment: Judgment is a key trait that differentiates the great leaders from the average ones. How 
do you make decisions and exercise choices in a world full of options and grey areas with multiple 
stakeholders around you. In addition, the playlist has nuggets that discuss how one creates a climate 
for the people around you to exercise good judgment. 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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********** 

Jeffrey Pfeffer - Nuggets  

• 98.01 Jeffrey Pfeffer - Autonomy vs Power 

• 98.02 Jeffrey Pfeffer - Power and Value Neutrality 

• 98.03 Jeffrey Pfeffer - Implication of being judgmental 

• 98.04 Jeffrey Pfeffer - Projecting Power vs Humility 

• 98.05 Jeffrey Pfeffer - Higher Power and Poorer Signals 

• 98.06 Jeffrey Pfeffer - Vulnerability and Power 

• 98.07 Jeffrey Pfeffer - True to which Self? 

• 98.08 Jeffrey Pfeffer - Warmth Vs Competence 

• 98.09 Jeffrey Pfeffer - IKEA effect and Escalation of Commitment 

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.  

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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