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Context to the nugget 

Nandan talks about how he organizes his time currently and more importantly, the design principle 
behind how he prioritizes his time. He also talks about his journey through Infosys and Aadhaar to 
the current portfolio of initiatives that includes India Stack evangelization, EkStep, Philanthropy and 
investing in & mentoring select start-ups. 

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): Maybe a good place to start is having a sense of what your pie chart of time 
looks like today. What all do you do today, and more importantly, why do you do what you do? 

Nandan Nilekani (NN): Sure. Maybe to answer that question, I’ll just set some background. I have 
really been, for a significant part of my career, focused on one large objective. So, I spent close to 30 
years in Infosys and at that time, I did Infosys with single-minded passion. I didn’t do anything else. I 
didn’t invest in other companies. I really was completely wedded to the Infosys dream. Then, when I 
worked for about almost five years in the government, I was completely focused on making the 
Aadhaar project successful. Then also, I didn’t do any investments and so on. It’s only now I’ve tried 
to follow more of a portfolio approach to my activities.  

So, let me just give you how I break it up. I still spend the bulk of my time on what I would call 
public-service activities. There is no business involvement in that, that is, I spend about 40% of my 
time on essentially promoting the Aadhaar and India Stack ecosystem, because I believe that the 
future is how businesses, governments, innovators use the unique technology we have in India, to 
transform the way they do business, to reach more customers, to reduce cost, to deliver 
government services better. There are lots and lots of transformational possibilities and what I’ve 
realized is that evangelization of that is hugely required, because you can build something but unless 
everybody understands the power of what you have done, it doesn’t get used. So, 40% of my time 
goes in activities related to that. Cashless… for example, when this whole demonetization happened, 
I played a role in how their digital, cashless economy could work. So, that’s 40%.  

Then, the other big thing which happened was after I came back to Bangalore, I was looking for 
something to do which was impactful and my wife [Rohini] helped me to find a challenge, which is 
the challenge of literacy and numeracy for children. India, as you know, is a country, where there has 
been huge progress in getting children to go to school. Enrolments in schools have gone up but 
teaching outcomes haven’t improved in the last 15 years since the Sarv Shiksha Abhiyan was 
launched. She and I were in Boston, in Cambridge, one day, visiting edX which is a MOOC set up by 
Harvard and MIT. The people who’re on edX are friends of mine, Anant Agarwal and Sanjay Sarma, 
and they talked about how online education is going to transform higher education.  
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DJ: This is different from HBX, is it? 

NN: Yeah. HBX is the Harvard Business School’s MOOC. They may be using some of the technology 
from edX, I don’t know. But this is a joint venture for a general, classical MOOC, for all universities.  

DJ: OK 

NN: So, then, she said, why can’t we do the same for the kids? If you’re going to do this for learning 
differential equations or business strategy, why can’t we do it for people to learn how to read and 
write, which is India’s problem. And I asked her, what’s the size of the problem and she said, 200 
million kids. So, I said, that sounds like a huge problem to solve, because after the Aadhaar 
experience, I was looking for large problems to solve. So, that’s how we set up this organization 
called EkStep, which is co-founded by Rohini, Shankar Maruwada, and me. We’re seeing how we can 
use the latest technology to deliver personalized learning and education to millions of kids on a 
phone. So, we use smartphones, tablets, PCs, TVs; it doesn’t matter what devices, it’s an 
infrastructure. We are working with partners. Partners create different kinds of content, and other 
partners are deployed in the field. The deployment could happen by governments, by NGOs, by 
private players, doesn’t matter to us. So, the idea is to reach millions of kids in a very short time. So, 
that’s 20% of my time.  

Then, I do spend 20% of my time on my various philanthropic initiatives. I co-founded a proposed 
university for urbanization called Indian Institute of Human Settlements, which is looking at 
urbanization, which is one of India’s huge challenges and we just don’t have the intellectual capacity 
of people. Also, urbanization is a very multidisciplinary problem; you have to understand many 
things. So, the idea is to create a multidisciplinary urban program, so that’s one of the big things I do.  

The other big thing is, I work with a foundation called eGovernments Foundation, which Srikanth 
Nadhamuni and I started some, more than, 10 years back, which is building a software platform for 
cities. My goal is to reach 2,000 cities by 2020. These are again scale benefits, because if every city’s 
technology is on a much more sophisticated platform, then things will improve. So, that’s 20%.  

The final 20% is the only 20% where I actually engage on business, because I do believe that I should 
have some foot in the business world, mainly because the kind of skills that you need to be 
successful in business require different muscles to be used and I want to make sure that they don’t 
atrophy. So, I work with about 10 or 15 start-ups where I am an investor and help them to scale up. 
So, broadly 40% on evangelization of the India Stack Aadhaar UPI and so on; 20% on EkStep, literacy 
and numeracy platform; 20% on philanthropy like IIHS and eGovernments Foundation… 

DJ: Avanti [Finance] would be in this bucket of 20%? 

NN: Yeah. It’s more a philanthropic effort. And 20% is start-ups, which is actually working with young 
companies to see how they work. That’s my time allocation. 

DJ: And if I may double click on that and understand the design principle behind how you came up 
with this pie chart? Any criteria? One is clearly scale and impact. 

NN: So, scale and impact is very important to me, because whether it was Infosys or Aadhaar, it all 
was about scale and impact. At the same time, I thought the time had come for me to have a 
broader palette of things to do rather than doing one thing, which meant I didn’t want to go back 
and take a role in government, I didn’t want to go back and run a company, and nor did I want to be 
on the boards of companies, because I didn’t think that was the way I could add value. So, scale and 
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impact and creating a palette of opportunities, creating this multiprogramming approach. It was a 
conscious choice.  

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: It was interesting to hear Nandan talk about his single-minded focus in building Infosys for about 
30 years, then a single minded focus in building out Aadhaar for about 5 years and then moving to a 
portfolio approach. In my limited observation of some of the other leaders, I have often seen the 
trend of "go narrow first and then subsequently go broad" on the specialization/generalization 
continuum. There is something to be said about building deep capability in one or two domains 
before one move to a portfolio approach.  

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

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Managing time: Money is a renewable resource, time is not. Leaders share their wisdom around 
how they have thought about their time and gravitated towards initiatives that yield the maximum 
Return on Time Invested (ROTI). They also discuss how the pie chart of time has evolved with 
changes in context. You can access the playlist here. 

Social Impact: Leaders across domains talk about how they have thought about Social Impact and 
where the seeds of giving were sown. They discuss their approach to philanthropy and the 
underlying principles they have used to get to what they are doing now. 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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Nandan Nilekani - Nuggets  

• 11.00 Nandan Nilekani - The Full Conversation 

• 11.01 Nandan Nilekani - Current portfolio of time spent 

• 11.02 Nandan Nilekani - Early childhood wiring 

• 11.03 Nandan Nilekani - Selecting the right co-founder(s) 

• 11.04 Nandan Nilekani - Scale-up and transitions at Infosys 

• 11.05 Nandan Nilekani - Infosys to UIDAI — A 3D transition 

• 11.06 Nandan Nilekani - Setting a goalpost at UIDAI 

• 11.07 Nandan Nilekani - Running a startup inside the government 

• 11.08 Nandan Nilekani - Reflections on politics as a career 

• 11.09 Nandan Nilekani - Re-inventing self and playing to potential 

 

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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