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Context to the nugget 

Raj speaks about his journey to becoming a researcher of happiness. He speaks about how he 
thought about his journey after graduating from IIM Calcutta and how he came to the US. He also 
speaks about how he started out with a deep interest in marketing but has gravitated towards 
teaching happiness over a period of time. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And Raj we’d love to talk about your insights based on your work in 
happiness but before that I’d love to talk about your journey and how you got here. You started out 
with degrees in Engineering from BITS Pilani and then you had an MBA from IIMC and an early 
career in Lintas the advertising agency. Talk to us about the transition to academics. How did that 
happen and what drove that decision? 

Raj Raghunathan (RR): Yeah, so I think you and your listeners are going to be a little bit disappointed 
to hear the story perhaps, but I really did not choose to come into academics. I just wanted to get 
out of India. We are talking of the early 90s when really we did not have a whole lot of opportunities 
to travel abroad and for me that was very, very important, it was a top priority in my life to travel to 
see places and everything. And because I am from a middle-class family more or less the only way in 
which I got to travel abroad, I thought, this was the only way I could do it, was to actually get a PhD 
because Masters and undergraduate degrees you have to actually pay money. Sometimes you did 
get a scholarship as a Master’s but as a PhD you are guaranteed a stipend and my parents did not 
have enough money to send me abroad for me to travel around. So, I came here to the US really 
believe it or not just to travel abroad. But, once I got here something really interesting happened, 
which was that I really fell in love with studying. I was never really into studying. I mean, I was smart 
enough to get into BITS and IIM and everything but I would just basically kind of fake, you know, 
once I was inside, I would just do the bare minimum possible to get to the next level. But in the PhD 
program I discovered that I was studying topics that were of inherent interest to me. So, for the very 
first time I was studying not for the sake of getting a job or grades or whatever, I was studying for 
the sake of exploring your topic and so that’s how I ended up here in the US. 

DJ: Fascinating, definitely didn’t expect that. And even in your journey as an academic you have 
transitioned from marketing, I think to studying happiness and psychology and leadership and some 
of the related topics. How did you gravitate towards these topics along the way? 

RR: So, I was always very, very interested in happiness at a very personal level, and I suppose that 
you could say that that’s what led me to come to the US. And, after getting a degree in IIM, I would 
say that most people are very keen on taking advantage of the grade degree that they have to get 
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into a good company and earn as much money as you can. Even back in those days before India 
started really taking off, there were jobs that were paying quite well. So, the fact that I chose to not 
do that and forgo that earning potential and opportunity for earning to come and spend time here in 
the US five years right to get a PhD is a decision that most people wouldn’t take lightly, but I wasn’t 
taking it lightly but it was a no-brainer for me. For me, I wanted to travel abroad and that trumped 
everything else and so I ended up doing it. Now, it’s a good thing that it ended up being a good 
decision career wise too I would say. And a similar kind of a phenomenon happened after I started 
teaching Marketing in the Marketing department. At some point I realised that hey, I don’t know if 
what I am teaching is actually helping people out at the end of the day. I am giving them tools and 
skill sets needed to persuade other people to buy stuff that they may or may not need and that’s 
leading to consumerism. I don’t know the marketers are really happy about being somewhat 
manipulative agents and I don’t know the consumers ultimately happy buying things that they don’t 
need and the Earth is definitely not happy. So, that was one of the thoughts in the background of my 
mind and then I went to India, took a bunch of MBA students from McCombs School of Business to 
India as a part of a course called Global Connections, and I remember last day of that trip in 2006 I 
think it was I turned around to them and asked them, how do you like if I offer a course on 
happiness? Because for me the ultimate purpose of education is to make the world a happier more 
fulfilling place. I want my students to be happy, I wanted them to make other people happy, and I 
wasn’t sure that the marketing courses were doing it. And so, I turned around and asked them this 
question and to like one person they all said, to the very last person they all said that they would 
love to see a course like this. And that really did it for me and then I came back and I put my course 
and in a way it just took off more wildly than I would have ever expected. It has been 10 years since 
that happened since I had first taught the course, this was I told you in 2006 or 2007 when I talked to 
the students; it took me a good 3-4 years to actually offer my very first course to the students here 
at the McCombs School of Business. So, it’s been 10 years since I have taught it and as you know 
there are two online courses now that I have offered. I go and teach the same course at ISB, I teach 
it both for MBAs and for undergrads, I get invited to give talks to organizations on the topic and so it 
has really taken off in a way that I wouldn’t have expected and of course I am not complaining, so it 
has been a good ride. 

DJ: Lovely. And may be just going back to that piece around building capability, let’s say the 3-4 years 
between when you sensed the demand from students and when you offered it, talk to us about how 
you spent that time Raj. 

RR: Yeah. So, you know, this is back in 2006-07 and there was no university Professor, certainly no 
tenure track Professor offering a course on happiness anywhere as far as I could tell in the US. So, 
there was no real path that was already carved out for me, I couldn’t buy a textbook and then just 
teach it from it. I had to literally sit down and read the papers and structure it in the way that I 
thought fit. So, it took me a while and I went in and sat in on a few courses that I thought were 
somewhat related to the topic and a couple of courses were much related to happiness, but they 
were taking an entirely different approach. I wanted mine to be very scientific, logical, and amenable 
to a kind of philosophical inquiry if you will a rationalistic approach as opposed to a faith-based 
approach. So, it took me a while to wrap my head around it and figure out what the content was 
going to be and how I was going to structure it. I have to tell you that, if somebody were to have sat 
in on that course now and they sit in on the course now that I teach now, they wouldn’t be able to 
see any similarities at all. So, it has changed even in the last 10 years but because there was no other 
course like that I had to spend a good amount of time figuring out what it is that I wanted to say in 
the class. 

DJ: Got it. And what are some of the dimensions in which it has changed since you mention it? What 
has changed? 
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RR: So, I would say that one similarity is that it’s a course that starts out with what are our basic 
motivations in life. And then I end up saying why do we have these motivations and how achieving 
them makes us feel happy and in the very early days, I had these kind of buckets and I said that you 
needed to have some level of basic need, some level of accuracy need I called it at that point in time, 
some level of achievement need, some level of relationship need and I conceived of all these as 
being buckets that are kind of hanging in space or on a pole if you will, that is a horizontal pole, it’s 
all hanging there and the more one bucket gets full, you need to also fill in other buckets otherwise 
it gets lopsided and it’s not a very happy life. And, it was kind of weird now that I think back on it I 
don’t know why I was thinking that way about these things. I felt that you needed to have a balance 
between all these things in order for you to be happy. And, maybe to some extent it’s true but I’ve 
kind of now the way that I have structured it, it basically boils down to three very, very important 
goals. I call them MBA goals, Mastery Belonging and Autonomy and then I have a couple of other 
things that are very important but those are the three big goals. I have gotten rid of this whole idea 
of the buckets and they need to be in balance and I had I think seven buckets so it has changed quite 
a bit. 

DJ: Got it. This reminds me of the work of Stewart Friedman who was on the podcast a few months 
back. He talks about Self, Work, Home and Community and he talks about some sort of a harmony, 
not quite the buckets that you spoke about but at least those four dimensions. 

RR: Yeah, I would say that, that in a way was my idea as well that these need to be in balance or 
harmony, you could call it harmony. Now, I don’t know if I think that way about it. I do think that it’s 
nice if they are in balance or every one of them is fulfilled but I don’t necessarily think that having 
one fulfilled and the other not fulfilled is worse than having nothing fulfilled. So, in that way my 
thinking has changed. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: Thank you for listening. For more please visit playtopotential.com 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

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. 

Insights on career paths: There’s nothing like learning about a path from somebody who has walked 
it. Professionals across backgrounds (Sports, Law, Banking, Consulting, Investing, Academia, Stand-
up, Consumer Goods, Politics, Market Research, Entrepreneurship, Advertising etc.) talk about the 
path, the highs and the lows and share nuanced views on how people should think about traversing 
that path. You can access the playlist here. 
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Staying relevant: How do we stay relevant as we go through our journey is something that keeps a 
lot of us awake. This is both in the context of refreshing and rejuvenating ourselves over time and 
also ensuring that our skills and capabilities are fit for purpose in the world we live in and the future 
of work. 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. 

********** 

Raj Raghunathan - Nuggets  

 56.00 Raj Raghunathan - The Full Conversation 

 56.01 Raj Raghunathan - The journey till date 

 56.02 Raj Raghunathan -  Defining happiness 

 56.03 Raj Raghunathan - Achievement and happiness 

 56.04 Raj Raghunathan - Abundance mindset and happiness 

 56.05 Raj Raghunathan - Time scarcity and generosity burnout 

 56.06 Raj Raghunathan - Why we lose the plot with happiness 

 56.07 Raj Raghunathan - Navigating mid-life 

 56.08 Raj Raghunathan - Dealing with negative outcomes 

 56.09 Raj Raghunathan - Pursuing flow than chasing superiority 

 56.10 Raj Raghunathan - Raising happy kids - love versus discipline 

 56.11 Raj Raghunathan - Coping with COVID-19 

 

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 
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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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