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IN MY FIFTY YEARS OF GLOBAL CONSULTING EXPERIENCE, I have worked with leaders of varied temperaments. I have seen company culture being entirely driven by a leader’s personality. Company heads of this type were regarded as ‘imperial’ leaders by both their employees and the media. They were ‘larger than life’.

Many were absolute fireballs with a ‘go-getter’ attitude and did not think twice about stepping on others’ toes to achieve their objectives. Some of them relished insulting their colleagues brutally. They did build mighty corporations. But after their departure, their corporations fell apart.

Then there were other leaders who didn’t take the abrasive, ruthless route to success. Their critics were unable to appreciate their tenacity and quiet drive to get results. They not only created long-term shareholder value, but also left behind a company culture that valued the dignity of people. Boards are becoming sensitive to abusive behaviour among the company top brass. Culture audits are becoming pervasive. Recently, the CEO of one of the world’s large pharmaceutical companies was replaced because of his toxic behaviour.

A new generation of leaders is being screened for their behaviour to motivate and retain talent in the workplace. For a company, talent is the foundation for achieving both short- and long-term results.

For aspiring leaders, this book is timely. It gives them an excellent framework along which to practise and improve. This is needed more than ever now. Enormous business uncertainty requires that companies get their talent to do their best without fear of their leaders’ toxicity.

 Last week, a potential second-generation CEO took me on a ninety-minute drive. Sheepishly, he told me that in group settings and at reviews, his boss used four-letter words, insulting people and demonstrating his power. Did I think he (the potential CEO) could succeed, because he was just the opposite?

Why not! I replied.

I am excited and happy about the vast research undertaken by PV in writing this book, the outcome of which points out some very specific attitudinal and behavioural characteristics that have enabled humble leaders to build high-performing organizations with highly adept individuals and cohesive teams.

Only people make the future, whether it is a company or country in question. You too can embark on building your future such that your colleagues can look back and talk with tears in their eyes about how uplifting it was to work with you.

Ram Charan


Prologue
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IT WAS 1 APRIL 2019, A DAY BEFORE THE SCHEDULED START OF a meeting of the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) at Seville, the ancient Spanish city which, according to legend, was founded by Hercules, the Greek hero. I had reached the venue at 5 p.m. At 7.30 p.m., I got the confirmation I was waiting for—a photo op with Barack Obama, the former president of the United States of America.

The instructions that came along with the entry pass said delegates to the meet would be divided into small groups—three or four, at most—for group photographs with Obama, who would address the conference the following day.

The organizers, however, politely turned down my request for a solo photograph with the former president and a one-to-one talk with him for a few minutes.

I should probably tell you that I am a big admirer of Obama, mainly for his oratorical skills. Obama had always cast a spell on me when he spoke on television, and I have listened to every speech he has made. While his deep, resonant voice, articulateness and punch in delivering a point all made a strong impression on me, what was striking was his connect with the thousands standing in front of him, at times even moving them to tears.

Watching him on television and hearing him speak, I felt he brought an openness that was both refreshing and genuine. At the same time, as I watched millions across the world fall under his spell each time he strode on stage, I also wondered to myself if what I was seeing, what I believed about this man, was real. The cynic in me would say that most politicians are born with the gift of eloquence to say the right things before the electorate. But surely, was Obama not just articulate but authentic too? I needed to find out.

I must confess that this had become a habit. While I had specialized in leadership and organization development, I would very often find myself wanting in understanding the ‘real person’ I was dealing with. People are complex, and it takes a great deal to know anything about their inner selves. That’s, of course, true of our own selves too, but we will discuss that later. Coming back to Obama: here I was, finally, about to find out how this man, who captivated me and thousands around the world, behaved in real life.

More important was how I would feel about the disposition and behaviour of this person, who till recently held a position of power at the highest level. Of course, I was aware that it’s not possible to assess anyone from such a brief interaction as I was going to have with Obama; however, having been exposed to psychodynamic concepts and ethnographic research to some extent, I was keen to observe how the former president of the United States of America would make me feel in those few moments of interaction. Often, interactions on public platforms become pretentious and artificial, but it has always been both my experience and belief that our own emotions will give us a clue as to the other person’s attitudinal disposition.

I’ll digress a bit at this point. While on the subject of position and power, here’s a childhood experience that I remember even today. It concerns my father, who was then a mid-level employee with the Indian Railways. He was also a passionate cricketer and was the captain of his divisional railway team. Once a year, there would be a Railway Cricket Tournament where many established teams would participate, apart from those representing the several railway divisions in the country. It was a tournament of repute.

The team my father captained had won the cup one year. Individually, too, my father had excelled, taking all ten wickets of the other side in the final, and had been adjudged the best bowler at the tournament. I was then barely eleven years old and remember feeling proud of my father’s achievement. A couple of days later, Father said the railway divisional manager, the most senior officer in the division, had called him to his office. The following day, I don’t know why, but my father took me along with him to meet the officer.

My father was in a jovial mood and we chatted nonstop as the two of us walked the couple of miles from our home to the divisional manager’s office. After we reached, we had to wait for some time before being called in. It was a huge office where, at one end of the room, the divisional manager sat behind an inverted-T–shaped desk. There were chairs in front of the desk, presumably to accommodate people during meetings.

The divisional manager was looking at a few papers on his desk. ‘Good morning, Bada Babu (big boss),’ my father said, as we entered. The officer nodded without looking up. He was still busy with the papers. We stood there silently. A few minutes must have passed before he finally looked up. My father wished him again. ‘Good morning, Bada Babu,’ he said with a shy smile. The officer nodded again. ‘Heard that our division won the tournament,’ he said.

‘Yes, Bada Babu. We won the cup,’ Father replied, and then went on to give the officer details of the opposition teams and his own team members. Clearly, he was excited.

The divisional manager nodded again. ‘Okay, good,’ he said. There was hardly any change of expression on his face.

‘Okay,’ he said again after a few seconds, this time shaking his head sideways. It was an indication that we could leave.

My father took the officer’s leave politely and both of us left the room. After meeting a couple of my father’s colleagues, who hugged and congratulated him, we left.

We walked in silence. Father kept his head down, as if he was thinking about something. I was a bit puzzled. Why didn’t the divisional manager ask my father to sit? Why did he not hug my father and congratulate him like some of the others in the office? Questions swirled in my mind, but I couldn’t ask my father anything. He seemed too preoccupied. More than the questions, something troubled me. I think I felt sad.

That incident remained with me as I grew up, even when I eventually worked in senior leadership positions at many Indian and multinational companies. While my education helped me understand human dynamics, power and position a bit more in detail, my job as a human resource professional gave me several opportunities to work closely with CEOs and global leaders and observe them from close quarters, whether at formal meetings or casual conversations.

Something made me look at these leaders with deep interest, as I tried to match the popular concepts of leadership principles with their behaviour. When I went to study at INSEAD business school, it was not just the psychology and psychodynamic concepts related to leadership that interested me but also the faculty members like Prof. Manfred Kets De Vries, Prof. Roger Lehman and Prof. Quy Huy. All of them had a great influence on my thinking on leadership, organizational culture and change. My quest to know more about leadership behaviour was still alive even after so many years, and that was why I was so keen to meet Obama.

So, there I was at the WTTC conference, a day after receiving confirmation of my meeting and the entry pass from the organizers. I stood in the queue with three members of a Japanese team I was supposed to pose with for a group picture with the former US president. When our turn came, I turned around to face the Japanese delegates who stood right behind me and gently explained to them that I would like to meet Obama alone, since I was researching the topic of leadership. I politely enquired if they were fine with meeting Obama separately, once I am done. All three readily agreed and stopped where they were, not following me further. I was not really expecting such a generosity from them—I thanked them profusely and moved forward to meet Obama.

Obama stood on a platform in a cubicle. He was smiling—his signature broad, dazzling smile—and wishing those who were going up to meet him in groups. I could hardly keep still; the excitement was so overwhelming.

I had not prepared anything particular to say to him but, while stepping on to the platform, said, ‘I have come all the way from India just for this moment, Barack.’

Now, this was a former president—a Nobel Prize recipient and one of the most recognizable faces in the world. I wouldn’t have dreamed of calling him Barack and, even today, I have no idea why I did. It was not intentional at all, just a spur-of-the-moment utterance. Obama could have viewed it as sheer disrespect, an affront to his stature, but his response was so spontaneous and sincere that I was astonished and suddenly felt elated and elevated—the power distance between the former president of United States of America and one of the thousand delegates at the conference got reduced substantially. We both were at the same level on the platform—literally and figuratively. ‘It’s an honour for me, sir,’ he replied, like a soldier responding to his senior officer.

In that moment, I felt seen, heard and respected. Only a few times had I felt like this before. It was not about what Obama had said; it was about how he said it—sincerely and respectfully—making me feel that he meant what he said. It was a moment of truth for me. I shook hands with him and spoke to him, answering his questions about what I did and describing my passion for developing leaders. In return, he talked about the Obama Foundation and his work.

This book is not about Obama; nor is it about my admiration for his phenomenal oratorical skills. It’s about humility and high achievement. While I have mentioned my meeting with Obama, there have been other leaders too—corporate, political, religious and academic—whom I have interacted with to know more about their thinking, beliefs and behaviour. When I reflected on my childhood experiences or my interactions with leaders across cultures, I always had the feeling that humility—or lack of it—drove leadership behaviour in people or the kind of decisions they made. With Obama, I felt there was a certain amount of humility in the way he interacted with me.

As for the other leaders I have interacted with, I felt that some of them were noticeably brash, some only concerned about profits, and some others simply passive, going about their jobs like robots. Some of these corporate leaders were also highly temperamental, with inflated views of their own talents and importance.

I have also seen leaders who are compassionate and concerned about their employees, their feelings, emotions and well-being. The Tata Group is a good example of this. It is known not only for its philanthropic way of doing business—by giving back 67 per cent of its profits to society—but also for treating its employees with empathy. The founding members of the Tata Group have always had the interests of their employees in their hearts and minds and this has eventually become the culture of the Tata conglomerate.

When I joined the Tata-owned Indian Hotels Company (Taj Group of Hotels), one of the focus areas for us consisted of developing leaders and sharpening their leadership capabilities. At that point, the profitability of the business was under serious stress following the subprime crisis and the global financial meltdown. We desperately wanted the general managers of our hotels to focus on reviving profitability, or else there was a danger of the company accumulating further debt. To develop our leaders within the company and bring about a change in its business performance, we stitched together a nine-month-long leadership development programme for the general managers of the hotels. When it was launched, the programme had two objectives—to strengthen customer-centricity and to build the business acumen of these leaders. This is where the culture of humility came in.

Customer-centricity is all about placing customers’ interests ahead of the organization’s and ensuring exceptional service to the customers. As part of our programme, we wanted to further strengthen the culture of humility—putting our frontline employees ahead of others. While the company was always known for this, we felt that because of the financial stress, some of the focus on this had been lost over the last few years. The mantra that had always worked for us was, ‘If we treat our employees well, they will treat our customers very well.’

The leadership development programme was structured to consist of two elements: gaining of knowledge in the classroom and experiencing the outcomes of customer-centricity and business acumen through simulated exercises and real-time situations. We wanted our general managers to look at things differently and aimed at bringing about a change in their mindset when it came to customer-centricity and achieving business results. In other words, we wanted the programme to make a real inner impact on our general managers, not at a superficial level, but one that was deep and long lasting. The programme was successful and we continued it, covering other sets of general managers/other leaders in the company. We also started weaving the element of humility into all our other leadership development programmes.

Shortly after the programme had been launched, Sue Shellenbarger, a senior journalist from the Wall Street Journal, reached out to me. Having heard of the work we were doing in integrating humility into leadership development at the Taj Group of Hotels, she interviewed me for her article, ‘The Best Bosses are Humble Bosses’, which appeared in the publication in October 2018. It was the first international platform where I expressed my views on this subject that had been taking shape in my mind for years.1

After the article by Shellenbarger was published, it was the comments section—a volatile cauldron of thoughts and perspectives from religion to gender and politics—that intrigued me. Humility, it appeared, had different meanings for different people across cultures. This is how I got more curious about the subject of humility and wanted to investigate it in detail to understand what versions of it existed among different leaders. The questions that intrigued me the most were, ‘What is humility and in what form does it exist among leaders?’, ‘Are leaders born with humility or is it an acquired trait?’, ‘Do humble leaders achieve more as presented by Sue in her WSJ article?’, ‘Is humility a weakness or a strength for a leader?’, and ‘Does humility enable or disable high performance?’.

With these questions in mind, and many more of my own, I started reaching out to various corporate CEOs and noted academics and conducted formal interviews with them on the subject. I tried to understand their perspectives on humility, people and high achievement, get their inputs and insights about their experiences in life, especially the defining moments and their impact on their thought process, their approach to leadership and beliefs. I also used myself as a tool to understand my feelings when I interacted with these leaders. How does a leader respond to my requests for an interview? What is the language used by the leaders when they speak on various subjects, such as profitability, people and society?

My professor at INSEAD, Dr Quy Huy, advised me to also interview the people who knew these leaders closely or other employees who had worked with them. This was to get a first-hand idea of people’s experience of the behaviour of these leaders. I followed Dr Huy’s advice and interviewed some of these people too. Then, in the middle of this research, the COVID-19 pandemic shook the world, raising a host of questions about the future of work and employment.

The labour market disruption in 2020 far exceeded the impact of the global financial crisis of 2008–09. More than anything else, one big question the pandemic has raised is about leadership in the corporate world. It’s a known fact that many leaders at large corporations did not want to waste a crisis and started correcting the cost structures in their organizations when the pandemic unfolded. This, obviously, came at the cost of employees and involved loss of jobs and livelihoods.

There are, of course, sensitive CEOs too. Some of them—corporate leaders generally known for treating their staff with empathy and compassion—increased their focus on taking care of their employees during the pandemic even better than in the pre-COVID times. One example of such a leader is Ratan Tata, chairman emeritus of the $100 billion plus Tata conglomerate.

In 2020, in the middle of the pandemic, Ratan Tata, whom I had the privilege of interviewing for this book, had said to the media, ‘The initial tendency was to lay off people, but is that going to solve your problem? That’s the knee-jerk reaction of the traditional workplace, to lay off staff because the business is gone.’2

I have had the privilege of interviewing several other exceptional leaders and the people who worked with them for the purpose of this book and was greatly humbled to hear about their beliefs, experiences and perspectives with regard to humility and high achievement. Some of the interactions I have had will remain etched in my memory forever.

In writing this book, I believe that I have grown a bit more as a human being myself!


Introduction: Humility and High Achievement
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‘Sense shines with a double lustre when it is set in humility. An able yet humble man is a jewel worth a kingdom.’

—William Penn

WHAT EXACTLY IS HUMILITY?

One obvious answer to the question would be, ‘the quality of being humble’. That’s one of the definitions of the word in the Merriam-Webster dictionary.

But what does being humble mean? Here lies the problem. We are back to square one.

The definition of the word generally means the condition of having a modest opinion of oneself and one’s achievements, but when it comes to the way humility is viewed, a mind-boggling range of interpretations exists. The views could cover opposite extremes too. For example, humility could be viewed as a weakness, and it can be seen as a strength or virtue too.

Let’s go back to what the Merriam-Webster dictionary says. It defines humility as freedom from pride or arrogance: the quality or state of being humble.

It further says, ‘Both it and humble have their origin in the Latin word humilis, meaning “low”.’

‘Humble’ can be used to describe what is ranked low by others, as in ‘persons of humble origin’. People also use the word for themselves and for things associated with themselves; if you describe yourself as ‘but a humble editor’ or refer to your home as your ‘humble abode’, you are saying that neither you nor your home is very impressive.

The synonyms given by Merriam-Webster to make us understand the meaning of humility are demureness, down-to-earth-ness, humbleness, lowliness, meekness and modesty.

Now, consider humility in the context of religion. Humility is the heartbeat of nearly every religion across the world, be it Hinduism, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Jainism or Zoroastrianism. Name any religion, and we will find references to humility as a virtue. At the core of every philosophy and every faith, humility is a foundational principle.

Take, for instance, Hinduism, which preaches and practises it. The Bhagavad Gita, a sacred text of the Hindus, extols humility, first among the virtues mentioned by Lord Krishna. The Bhagavad Gita also describes a learned person as rich in humility, as a liberated person without ego.

Ancient Hindu artisans were not to sign their names on their works. That is why temple artists and sculptors in India have vanished into the mists of time without any trace of their names on their works.

‘The ignorant work for profit,’ Krishna tells Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita, ‘the wise work for the world.’

Also, every idol moulded in the name of Hinduism has been sculpted with a deliberate flaw: man cannot, after all, accurately represent God.

When it comes to Christianity, St Augustine was perhaps not exaggerating when he wrote that ‘almost the whole of Christian teaching is humility’.

Elsewhere, in a letter responding to a young student named Dioscorus, Augustine wrote, ‘If you were to ask me, however often you might repeat the question, what are the instructions of the Christian religion, I would be disposed to answer always and only, “Humility”.’3

The Holy Spirit tells us that Moses was the most humble man on earth (Numbers 12:3), although meekness and humility, as people perceive these twin concepts, seem strange character traits for a person with the strength to lead a ragtag group of millions out of slavery in Egypt through the Sinai wilderness and to the land God had promised Abraham, writes John McKee, evangelist, West Murray Church of Christ, in his essay ‘The Meekness of Moses’: ‘In Exodus 32, the Israelites begin worshipping a golden calf and God determines to destroy them, but Moses pleads with Him on their behalf and saves their lives. He then proceeds to cast down the stone tablets in anger, grinds up the calf into powder, puts the powder in the water and makes the people drink it! Just what is God’s definition of meekness?’4

Like other spiritual traditions, Buddhism too sees humility as a virtue. Buddhist practitioners believe that only a humble mind can readily recognize its own defilements of craving (or greed), aversion (or hatred) and ignorance, thereby embarking on the path of enlightenment.5

Corporate Leadership and Humility: Academic Research

There has been a plethora of academic research on humility and leadership in organizations. Instead of going into the divergent findings of this research, we can refer to the article, ‘Modelling How to Grow: an Inductive Experiment of Humble Leader Behaviors, Contingencies and Outcomes’, written by Bradley P. Owens and David R. Hekman, which summarizes the research on the subject in a comprehensive manner.6

The authors, after interviewing fifty-five leaders from a wide variety of contexts, made a compelling argument about humility and leadership. This is what they said:

Within the last 10 years, leadership thinkers have increasingly focused on the importance of humility in the context of leadership. The servant leadership (Greenleaf and Spears, 2002), level 5 leadership (Collins, 2001a, 2001b), and participative leadership (Kim, 2002) perspectives specifically pinpoint the virtue of humility as being critical for leader effectiveness (cf. Weick, 2001). Calls for leader humility have intensified in the wake of corporate scandals attributed to unbridled ego, hubris, sense of entitlement, and self-importance of the corporate executives involved (Boje, Roslie, Durant and Luhman, 2004; Knottnerus, Ulsperger, Cummins and Osteen, 2006), and because leader arrogance and narcissism have been identified as reasons why leaders made bad decisions (Chatterjee and Hambrick, 2007; Dotlich and Cairo, 2003). As organisational environments become more dynamic, uncertain, and unpredictable, it becomes increasingly difficult for any one leader to ‘figure it all out at the top’ (Senge, 1990: 7); thus, emphasis has shifted to leaders engaging in more ‘bottom-up’ humble approaches to leadership’ (Kerfoot, 1998; Morris, Brotheridge and Urbanski, 2005; Vera and Rodriguez-Lopez, 2004; Weick, 2001).

We need to dwell a bit more on the two very popular studies touched upon by Owens and Hekman— ‘Servant Leadership’ and ‘Level 5 Leadership’.

Servant Leadership

Robert K. Greenleaf coined the concept of ‘servant leadership’ in 1970. He wrote:

The servant-leader is servant first … It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. That person is sharply different from one who is a leader first, perhaps because of the need to assuage an unusual power drive or to acquire material possessions … The leader-first and the servant-first are two extreme types. Between them there are shadings and blends that are part of the infinite variety of human nature.

The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the servant-first to make sure that other people’s highest priority needs are being served. The best test, and difficult to administer, is: Do those served grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? And what is the effect on the least privileged in society? Will they benefit or at least not be further deprived?7

According to Larry C. Spears, former president of the Robert K. Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership, the ten most important characteristics of servant leaders are listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of people, and building communities.8

While many organizations across the world have incorporated the principles of servant leadership into their leadership development programmes, perhaps one of the reasons the concept has not received the kind of recognition it deserves is the fact that it was seen as something related to religion.

In his research paper, ‘Is Servant Leadership a “Christian Theory”? A Critical Examination of Greenleaf’s Servant Leadership Concept’, Stephen Gichuhi Kimotho examined whether there were justifiable grounds for referring to Greenleaf’s concept of servant leadership as a Christian theory, despite the fact that Greenfield acknowledges that the word ‘servant’ occurs 1,300 times in the Bible.9

Level 5 Leadership

Jim Collins’s book Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap … and Others Don’t, which he wrote in 2001, became extremely popular among business and corporate leaders. One of the key ideas he mooted in his book was ‘Level 5 Leadership’, which in essence calls for a combination of deep personal humility and intense professional will.

Collins described personal humility as something that makes a leader demonstrate attributes such as compelling modesty; shunning of public adulation; avoidance of boastful talk; acting with a quiet and calm determination; relying principally on inspired standards and not inspiring charisma to motivate; channelling ambition into company and not oneself; setting up of successors for even more greatness in the next generation; looking in the mirror, not out of the window; to apportion responsibility for poor results; and never blaming other people, external factors, or bad luck.10

While Collins’s description of personal humility created a lot of interest among corporate leaders, he and his research team did not delve into greater details on this aspect since their research was about companies achieving sustained greatness—garnering stock returns at least three times the market rate—for fifteen years after a major transition period. Collins says:

Our research, frankly, did not delve into how Level 5 leaders come to be, nor did we attempt to explain or codify the nature of their emotional lives … We speculated on the unique psychology of Level 5 leaders. Were they ‘guilty’ of displacement—shifting their own raw ambition onto something other than themselves? Were they sublimating their egos for dark and complex reasons rooted in childhood trauma? Who knows? And perhaps more important, do the psychological roots of Level 5 leadership matter anymore than do the roots of charisma or intelligence? The question remains: Can Level 5 be developed?11

Coming back to the work done by Owens and Hekman, the authors concluded their research by saying:

Notwithstanding this call for greater humility in leadership, researchers currently have only a vague understanding of how humble leadership might operate in organisations. Leader humility is still viewed as a rare personality trait that somewhat mysteriously produces favourable organisational outcomes. It is simply not known what humble leadership looks like in terms of overall leadership posture and way of being, what behaviours it involves, what personal and situational factors determine the effectiveness of these behaviours, or how these behaviours might influence important work processes and outcomes.

The above conclusion summarizes the need for further study of the subject. It’s accurate to say that there is a need for greater understanding or information on humble leadership and on how it can benefit people and organizations at large.

But first things first. What is ‘humility’ for the purpose of this study? And, ‘what is high achievement’?

At the individual level, humility is putting others ahead of ourselves. In organizational leadership, humility would mean putting the interests of employees ahead of other stakeholder interests, with the understanding that such an approach is sustainable and leads to better business outcomes. It’s more about making profits through employees rather than making profits at the cost of employees. It’s a cognitive–affective (emotional) process where leaders, through their cognitive as well as emotional capabilities, take decisions in different situations by putting their employees first, thereby ensuring better returns for their organizations.

About the second element dealt with in this book, ‘high achievement’, I define it as building a successful and sustainable organization with a culture which promotes high people engagement, high experimentation and high performance. Humble leadership unleashes the full potential of all the employees working in an organization.

To further clarify this point, high achievement is not about individual leaders achieving higher levels of success in their personal careers. It’s about achievement at the organizational level, since leadership is a team sport and not an individual race for a medal.

It might be pertinent here to discuss business theorist Prof. Jeffrey Pfeffer’s seminal work, The Human Equation: Building Profits by Putting People First. I’ll quote from what Tim Dickson, formerly the management page editor of the Financial Times, wrote in his review of the book:12

If you had been given a dollar every time you heard chief executive officers or senior managers talk about their ‘people-centered strategy’, you would probably be very rich. I would be. The downsizing, rightsizing and re-engineering of the 1990s brought a fierce public reaction and an unprecedented boardroom response—in annual reports, public speeches and briefings to journalists—that praised these companies’ ‘most important assets’.

You could make a second fortune by spotting examples of such rhetoric falling well short of reality. Many a board took short-term actions to please the investment community. Less noticeable were rebukes, such as the one noted in Jeffrey Pfeffer’s book, of a Harvard M.B.A. student’s extraordinarily insensitive description of junior managers at a chain of bakery cafes as ‘gerbils running around in a wheel in a cage’. In a discussion about a new bonus system the company was planning to introduce, this same student reputedly asked, ‘Why should we give them more pellets?’

Mr Pfeffer, the Thomas D. Dee Professor of Organizational Behavior at the Stanford Graduate School of Business, may not see villains quite like this in every American corporate boardroom, but he is pretty scathing about prevailing management practices and the tendencies to outsource unthinkingly, to treat businesses like portfolios of assets and to shrink companies to profitability. His concern is not so much with the gap between actions and words, with hypocrisy and double standards, as it is with the unwillingness of corporate managers to confront what he contends is a large and growing body of evidence that ‘high-commitment work practices’ benefit the bottom line and lead directly to organizational success. A large part of The Human Equation, which extends the ideas in Mr. Pfeffer’s 1994 book Competitive Advantage through People, therefore, concentrates on piling up these research results with case studies to make his point.13

Pfeffer’s book describes seven features of successful organizations. These are employment security; use of many different criteria to select personnel; self-managed teams and decentralization as basic elements of organizational design; offer of high compensation contingent upon organizational performance; extensive training; reduction of status distinctions and barriers; and sharing of financial and performance information.

My study stands on the previous studies mentioned above, especially those of Robert K. Greenleaf, Jim Collins, Bradley P. Owens, David R. Hekman and Jeffrey Pfeffer. This is a humble addition to the corpus of all the great work done by these and many other thought leaders perhaps with a hope that this will result in discovery of a new path in leadership theories and practice. My earnest hope here is that it will inspire a few more leaders to think in the direction of this effective leadership approach—that of putting employees first and achieving greater returns for their organizations.

There are three main objectives of this study on humility and high achievement:

1. To understand what attitudinal characteristics humble leaders possess and what behavioural characteristics they demonstrate as leaders—in other words, how humble leaders think and behave when dealing with employees and taking organizational decisions;

2. To create a humility-high achievement framework;

3. To understand whether humble high achievers can be developed by corporations.

With these objectives in mind, I started approaching corporate leaders in various sectors and across geographical boundaries, reaching out especially to those who could fit into the broad definition of humble leaders. That is, those who put their employees’ interests in mind while doing things. 

While in the middle of this, I realized that it might be insufficient to gather inputs from only CEOs and senior leaders in the corporate world. Many others—such as consultants, coaches and academics—would have interacted with such leaders and had rich insights and experiences. Hence, I also started reaching out to these thought leaders from different spheres.

I have interviewed quite a few leaders who are considered humble and have achieved significant success in their respective organizations or sphere of activity. They were kind enough to give me their views on the subject of humility and high achievement. The names of the thirty leaders whom I formally interviewed are mentioned at the beginning of this book. They have all shared their perspectives on humility and high achievement and have given me some significant insights.

While the interviews with these leaders followed a standard pattern, my free-flowing conversations with them helped me capture their conscious and unconscious thoughts, views, attitudes and experiences. The interviews were recorded and the transcripts analysed as we looked for patterns emerging from them.

Fortunately, I had worked or interacted closely with some of these leaders in the course of my career. My experience in the corporate world too came in handy while deducing the patterns and drawing conclusions from my material.

I also reached out to people who had worked closely with these leaders and, therefore, got another perspective on how these leaders handled different situations.

It was astonishing to see a clear pattern emerge as to the attitudinal and behavioural characteristics of these leaders in regard to humility and high achievement. This book is based on these patterns that eventually led me to a new leadership framework, which is detailed in the following pages.

What Humility Is Not

To understand what humility among leaders is, we perhaps first need to understand its opposite. There is a set of exclusion criteria used in the research methodology to understand what is ‘not’ humility so that we have more clarity on what exactly humility is all about.

For that, a good starting point would be to find out how command-and-control leadership differs from humble leadership. The existence of command-and-control leadership in an organization indicates the absence of humble leadership. In other words, command-and-control and humble leadership are mutually exclusive. It would not be an exaggeration to say that most leaders practise command-and-control method, not because they like it but because they feel there is no other option. Only a few are exceptions to this, and I am glad to have interviewed some of these exceptional leaders who found their own way of leading people and their organizations.

In my discussions with leaders, a CEO of a large multinational firm called for a more practical way to approach things rather than getting bogged down with theoretical principles and constructs. According to him, the average lifespan of a CEO in a company is three to four years. If the CEO did not deliver the desired business results, shareholders and investors would be up in arms and the company’s board wouldn’t have any option but to appoint a new person to the post.

The CEO argued that if one needed to achieve results within a prescribed time frame—which could be as short as two or three years—what else would be a better approach than to show aggression and get results? After all, he explained, aggression attracts followers, and most people fall in line when the leader shows aggression.

From a psychological perspective, the CEO was correct. Some of the experiments conducted on the subject of obedience to a figure of authority clearly demonstrate that even a simple command from someone perceived to be in a position of power could get the work done by subordinates. Whether the subordinates do it willingly or not is a different question altogether. The unwritten rule for most leaders is to use their positional power to their advantage when they have it and get the work done. It works—at least with most employees and in most situations.

Years ago, in 1963, Stanley Milgram, a psychologist at Yale University, had conducted a famous experiment focusing on the conflict between obedience to authority and personal conscience. One of the conclusions from the experiment was that ordinary people were likely to follow orders given by a figure of authority, even to the extent of killing an innocent person. Obedience to authority is ingrained in all of us from the way we are brought up. People tend to obey orders from other people if they recognize their authority as morally right and/or legally based. This response to legitimate authority is learnt in a variety of situations, for example, in the family, school and the workplace.14

Thus, command-and-control leadership has been an effective way of achieving results, especially during crises or when there is a very short window of time for producing results. In the modern corporate world, command-and-control leadership exists in subtler forms—pushing people to get a job done or pressuring them to achieve certain targets. It can be practised in different ways in different parts of the world—in some work cultures, a few sweeteners like rewards or recognition might be thrown in, while some would couch it in terms like ‘performance culture’—but whatever the manner in which it is exercised, the age-old practice of command-and-control leadership exists across the world in one form or another.

However much we may despise the command-and-control style of leadership, we have to agree on one thing—that it has survived through the ages and, perhaps, has served many leaders well in helping them realize their aspirations and objectives. The question now is, as modern societies have grown and systems like slavery are no longer valid, should we continue with the practice of controlling other people through dictates? Would future generations accept such dominance silently? Even if they do, are we getting the best out of our people by hurling commands from above and controlling every step they take, breathing down their necks? Or, is it possible to make changes to the style of command-and-control leadership to suit the needs of the modern times and future generations? My suggestion is that humble leadership is a credible alternative to command-and-control leadership to meet the changing demands of the next-generation workforce, their leaders and organizations.

As observed earlier, humble leadership lies in thinking beyond the self, in involving people and in showing flexibility in leading them, while command-and-control leadership is authoritative, with inflexible controls that allow people little freedom to voice their opinions and to execute the job in the best possible manner they can.

Diving deeper into the subject of command-and-control, there are, in my view, four characteristics of this style of leadership: heroism, hubris, hype and propensity to harass. When any one of these characteristics is present in excess in a leader or, if there are more than one at moderate level, one could conclude that such a leader does not subscribe to the humble style of leadership. Let’s look at this in detail and understand what humility in leadership is not.

Heroism

Heroism, as such, is not bad. We all grew up wanting to become heroes in one way or the other. So, whether heroism is good or bad is contextual. In the case of command-and-control, leaders who project heroism, either through their words or actions, project a ‘know-it-all’ attitude within and outside the organization, which is essentially self-serving and stifles other people’s thoughts and actions.

Humble leaders also show heroism, but in a different form—as concern for the interests of others and where the objective is to achieve a larger purpose. We will discuss this in detail in the subsequent chapters.

Jeffrey A. Sonnenfeld, senior associate dean for leadership studies and Lester Crown Professor in the practice of management at Yale University, has done a lot of research on heroic leadership. The following excerpts are from an article15 Sonnenfeld wrote:

All cultures and all eras have their heroes—individuals who set out on a quest and overcame great adversity to attain a glorious end. The CEOs today are living out this age-old narrative …

This partly comes from the self-conception of the leader. There is something in the heroic myth that matters to these people. Part of that is a sense of heroic mission. They want the world to be different because they lived. They want to be a net producer rather than a net consumer. It might look to us like Ozymandias, because it’s quixotic to think any individual is going to have a lasting legacy. But they think they can …

Another element of the self-conception of heroism in a leader is heroic identity. The media often confuse the two, as do academics, but heroic identity has to do not with any immortal quest, but with how other life roles often atrophy as your business card becomes your identity.

In an article published in Psychology Today, Romeo Vitelli writes:

What is the difference between a hero and a psychopath? Though they seem like polar opposites, the difference may not be as great as you think. Many of the character traits linked to psychopathic behaviour, including brashness, fearlessness, and a willingness to take risks, have also been associated with the kind of behaviour we admire. Behavioural geneticist David T. Lykken even went so far as to say that ‘the hero and the psychopath may be twigs off the same genetic branch’, and researchers are finding new evidence to support the hypothesis.16

Hubris

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines hubris as a great or foolish amount of pride or confidence. The English language, it says, picked up both the concept of hubris and the term for that particular brand of cockiness from the ancient Greeks, who considered hubris a dangerous character flaw capable of provoking the wrath of the gods. In classical Greek tragedy, hubris was often a fatal shortcoming that brought about the fall of the tragic hero. Typically, overconfidence led the hero to attempt to overstep the boundaries of human limitations and assume a godlike status, and the gods inevitably humbled the offender with a sharp reminder of his or her mortality.

Hubris is a character trait of leaders at the centre of many of the greatest debacles among organizations. I have seen leaders hogging the limelight within and outside the organization to let the world know of their ‘gold-plated’ accomplishments all the time. They project themselves as leaders who don’t commit any mistake or error of judgement while holding up their strategies, tactics, plans and everything they do as points of reference or benchmarks for future generations.

Leaders who resort to the command-and-control style of leadership strongly feel the urge to demonstrate absolute or even foolish confidence in their decisions to make people lower down the hierarchy execute those decisions, which eventually turn out to be bad decisions in the long term—decisions that would never have been taken had there been consultation with and involvement of people at various levels.

‘Hubris is a tendency of leaders to hold an overly confident view of their own capabilities and to abuse power for their own selfish goals, sometimes with disastrous consequences for organizations,’ researchers Joël Berger, Margit Osterloh, Katja Rost and Thomas Ehrmann have said. The quoted words are part of the abstract for an article in which they proposed a governance mechanism used successfully by people tackling hubris.17

In an interview that appeared in the New Statesman of 25 October 2021, Manfred Kets de Vries, management scholar and psychoanalyst, says many leaders suffer from hubris and his job was to teach them the well-known Delphic maxim ‘know thyself’. This would involve unpicking the belief that organizations rise or fall according as the brilliance of their CEOs, and to ‘make them realize that leadership is a team sport’.18

This team, according to Prof. Vries, is not made up of only colleagues but also of the employees’ friends and families, because a person’s work is most certainly affected by their friends and families and their inner life. Often, global business leaders find this hard to grasp, he says. ‘It’s very hard for many executives to accept that 95 per cent of their behaviour is unconscious.’ 

The world-renowned CEO coach Dr Ram Charan narrated to me an incident from the corporate world when we were discussing the topic of humility among high achievers. This was about a CEO who had arrived for a meeting only to find that the projector bulb had fused minutes before he reached. Caring nothing for the efforts of his employees who had slogged for weeks to make the presentation, the CEO walked out. The reason: a spare projector bulb should have been kept as standby when the CEO was going to attend the meeting!

I have seen situations like this in my own career. Colleagues across the organization might have worked hard for days to put together a business plan, but would be halted in their tracks by the top boss, who would start flaunting his/her own intelligence to prove them wrong. This is often not a one-off instance of behaviour under stress or urgency, but a pattern that shows scant regard for another person’s efforts, opinions and views.

Hype

Another characteristic that indicates the absence of humble leadership is hype. When leaders create a façade around their actions, where there is little transparency on one or more matters and when something—financial or otherwise—is projected as better than it actually is, then there is said to be hype in the leadership. Leaders who hype matters are trying to cover up failed projects or something that has not worked out according to plan. The hype is built through overactive media and PR agencies that create a buzz around these leaders and their organizations by playing up every one of their minor accomplishments. In many cases, failures are shown as success stories.

Prof. Ram Charan described this very aptly in his discussion with me: ‘We are living in a world where PR is 80 per cent of the game, probably. That’s where people fall into this trap … and also the innate desire [of leaders] to get recognized and be seen as great CEOs. The hype is a big thing that is taking place. Also, the average tenure of many of the CEOs is maximum four to five years. If they don’t achieve the results, they will be out. That’s where … how do I create the bubble, the false notion that I am doing very well comes.’

The unravelling of General Electric (GE) is a good example of hype in leadership. In their book Lights Out, Wall Street Journal reporters Thomas Gryta and Ted Mann tell of how CEO Jeff Immelt tried to save America’s iconic corporation from the legacy of its previous and highly acclaimed CEO, Jack Welch.19

When Immelt took over in 2001, GE was in trouble, but the situation wasn’t so dire that one could say that the company was sinking. In his review of the book, freethinker, investor and leadership coach Nagesh Belludi says, ‘Unbeknownst to many analysts and investors—and overlooked by Jack Welch buffs—General Electric had been spoiled by greed, lack of transparency, and “lax oversight and buried risks”.’

Immelt had a tough act to follow. As Belludi recounts, ‘Welch was a forceful numbers-obsessed management mastermind.’ Welch was thought of as a flamboyant, heroic leader who transformed GE into the world’s largest, most profitable and best-admired company during his tenure as CEO. He worked to eradicate perceived inefficiencies by trimming inventories and dismantling the bureaucracy, and popularized the so-called ‘rank and yank’ policy. Each year, he would fire the bottom 10 per cent of his managers, regardless of their performance in absolute terms.

Lights Out portrays Welch as a man who ‘set overly aggressive targets for his managers. He engaged in accounting shenanigans and consistently “managed” the numbers to maintain the myth of consistency and limitless growth. Behind the scenes, Welch’s machination was made possible by crafty but legal accounting practices’.

‘You reinforce the behaviours that you reward. If you reward candour, you’ll get it,’ Welch was fond of saying. However, points out N. Belludi, ‘Welch rewarded—and got—some of the worst traits of modern capitalism, thereby sowing the seeds of the company’s tragic decline.’20

Harassment

When humble leaders are at the helm, employees on the lower rungs of the company ladder have the opportunity to grow in their roles and also evolve as better human beings. They can freely express their views and do things that are right for the organization. It’s exactly the opposite when the top rung has command-and-control-type leaders. These leaders might say the most wonderful things about their people in financial reports and in public but, behind the scenes, treat employees like any other resource of production—using them to the fullest capacity and then dumping them. This leads to borderline and, in some cases, even intense harassment. These leaders also don’t allow others any psychological space.

While harassment may not take the form of verbal or physical abuse in every case, making people feel hemmed in or helpless can be as debilitating to them as harassment, or worse. As a result, employees feel constrained at work and, if the opportunity comes, leave the organizations they are working for.

In December 2019, a French court found the former CEO and other executives of the telecom company Orange guilty of ‘institutional harassment’ and jailed some of them. It was a case that highlighted how harassment could destroy the equilibrium of employees. The case resulted after thirty-five employees at the former state monopoly ended their lives in 2008 and 2009 during a vast corporate restructuring. In the first ruling of its kind, the court said managers used ‘forbidden’ methods to create ‘a climate of anxiety’ in reaching the goal of cutting one in five jobs—22,000 in total—within three years. The deaths had sparked demands for action against ‘moral harassment’ by bosses focused ruthlessly on the bottom line at the expense of employees’ well-being.21


PART A
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A Framework for Humility: High Achievement

HAVING DISCUSSED WHAT HUMILITY IS NOT IN LEADERSHIP, it’s time to deliberate on what makes for humble leadership. As already mentioned, the discussions and interviews I had with various leaders led to a framework of beliefs and thoughts, in other words, the attitudes or mindset of humble leaders. These are referred to in this book as ‘Attitudinal Characteristics’. They are:

1. Appreciative mindset

2. Positive about possibilities

3. Path-showing

4. Lightheartedness

5. Evolutionary frame of mind
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Figure 1

For ease of remembering these five attitudinal characteristics, one can use the acronym using the first letter of each characteristic—APPLE.

Under each one of these attitudinal characteristics, three attributes have been identified to explain the characteristic in detail. Figure 1 makes it clearer for the reader.

Chapters 1 to 5 are devoted to one characteristic each and their associated attributes. These chapters try and give a fair idea as to what humble leaders believe and how they think; that is, their attitude and mindset.

Further, based on the information gathered from the leaders interviewed, what I heard from the people who worked closely with these leaders, and my own observations and experiences, I have identified five characteristics that humble leaders possess. These are behavioural in nature, in the sense that these are the traits of humble leaders in the context of how they behave with people who work with them. For ease of understanding these characteristics, the acronym IMAGE is formed, using the first letter of each word or phrase that describes the behavioural characteristic. The following are the five behavioural characteristics:

1. Intensity

2. Mindful excellence

3. Ahead of one’s time

4. Gratitude

5. Establishing emotional connect
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Figure 2

Again, three attributes under each of these characteristics have been identified, as shown in Figure 2.

Readers will find each one of these behavioural characteristics dealt with separately under Chapters 6 to 10.

When leaders possess the attitudinal characteristics shown in the APPLE framework (Figure 1), their teams can expect the resultant behavioural characteristics shown in the IMAGE framework (Figure 2). These attitudinal and behavioural characteristics among its leaders can go a long way in bringing about three cultural outcomes for an organization—the culture of high people engagement, the culture of high experimentation and the culture of high performance—as shown in the integrated framework (Figure 3):
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Figure 3

Once these models—APPLE and IMAGE—and the integrated framework are assimilated, developing leaders as humble high achievers is but a step away. This is what the second section of this book is about, as it explains our experiences in building humble leaders and gives a few leadership development constructs for organizations to use. However, this will be a brief section, since the development of humble high achievers calls for imparting experiential learning and not just theoretical principles, concepts and formulas.


1

Appreciative Mindset
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‘Disneyland will never be completed. It will continue to grow as long as there is imagination left in the world.’

—Walt Disney

WHAT IS YOUR BIGGEST FRUSTRATION AT THIS POINT IN time? Is it your job that doesn’t pay you enough? Your spouse who nags and tries to control you? Or, is it your manager who never seems to understand your aspirations and doesn’t recommend your case to the ‘higher-ups’ for a promotion?

If such feelings of discontent are too strong, it’s possible that you wake up every morning thinking about your job, your spouse or your manager. Vexing thoughts come to your mind as soon as you get up; thoughts like ‘Why is this happening to me?’, ‘How unreasonable is he/she’ or ‘Why can’t I earn as much as some of my other friends do?’ A time comes when these thoughts spiral out of control as you brood over them. Or perhaps your frustration just pops into your consciousness occasionally and lingers there only for a while, but long enough to spoil your mood.

If any of these scenarios is correct, I suggest you put this book down, get a piece of paper and make a note of the source of your frustration—your salary, spouse, manager, or that elusive promotion. Mention the area of frustration at the top of the sheet. Then, with a little bit of effort, shift your thinking to try and focus on what’s working, what’s strong, what’s the best and what’s possible—in short, you should also look at the positive factual data points pertinent to the area you have just identified as the source of your bitterness.

Let’s say it is your spouse who is the source of your frustration. Now, when you write down what’s working in this relationship, you might come up with words and expressions like ‘companionship for the last xyz years’, ‘support during sickness’ and ‘parent to the children’. Similarly, when you focus on ways to improve your relationship with your spouse, a whole lot of possibilities could come up!

This means you have just shifted your mind from deficit thinking to appreciative thinking. When you do this regularly and make it a habit, developed by practice, you will have an appreciative mindset—the starting point of humility in leadership.

Unfortunately, the appreciative mindset does not come naturally to us. What is most natural is the deficit mindset—when we focus on what’s missing and what can’t be done. This is mainly due to our early upbringing—at home, at school and the wider education system—when we were constantly told to identify problems and fix them.

The concept of ‘appreciative mindset’ was originally used in the field of education by teachers to identify their students’ potential. IGI Global, which describes itself as a leading international academic publisher, defines appreciative mindset as ‘the system of teachers’ capacities focused on enhancement and appreciation that allows to identify the positive potential of the students’.22

Longitudinal studies on fifty-seven children who were enrolled in the Drexel Early Childhood Center showed the power of an appreciative mindset. The studies—conducted by Doreen Ray Steg of Drexel University, along with Irving Lazar and Carolyn Boyce, from 1967 to 1978—investigated the long-term achievements of the children, who participated in the Self-Controlled Interactive Learning Systems programme (SCILS) at the Drexel Early Childhood Center, and were later enrolled in eighteen Philadelphia public and parochial schools.

The original purpose of the programme at Drexel, unique among reported early-education projects, was to find ways of creating an environment to enhance learning, creativity and exploration. Its premise was that learning involved acquisition of skills, training, and the formation of new concepts, thereby going beyond the ‘given’ education.

Students who were part of this program have limited access to a tutor. So, instead of trying to teach these students what’s missing, or ‘pushing’ knowledge down their throats, the teachers who were available focused on eliciting stories from the students and understanding their reality.

The study revealed that of the fifty-seven children who participated in the SCILS programme, 93 per cent were reading at or above grade level in each year of primary school. About 86 per cent of the children who had been identified as being ‘at-risk’ for serious cognitive delays due to subnormal IQ scores were also achieving at or above grade level in every primary grade. Almost all the children on whom adequate data was available had achieved at least seventh-grade reading levels.23

In the experiment conducted by Professor Steg, the focus was on the innate strength of the students rather than on the capabilities of the teachers. The belief was that the students could learn by themselves if provided with the right kind of tools and environment. The study proves that when teachers have such a mindset, superlative performance can be expected from students.

In the corporate world, however, dwelling on the strengths, potential of situations and the people involved instead of looking at their problems and fixing them might be considered impracticable or even silly.

Appreciative Inquiry

Let’s now consider Appreciative Inquiry (AI), a path-breaking approach to leadership development, conceptualized and implemented by Dr David Cooperrider and Dr Suresh Srivastava in the late 1980s. Their approach revolutionized the way things were looked at in organizations.

Appreciative inquiry, which is based on the belief that human systems grow in the direction of their deepest and most frequent inquiries, is a process that starts with strengths and results in dramatic improvements in the triple bottom line: people, planet and profit—a transformative framework for businesses and other establishments for a more sustainable future.

According to Professor Robert Quinn, University of Michigan, appreciative inquiry is an approach aimed at ‘creating a positive revolution in the field of organization development and change management’.24

One clue lies in how AI turns the practice of change management inside out. It proposes, quite bluntly, that organizations are not, at their core, problems to be solved. Just the opposite. Every organization was created as a solution designed in its own time to meet a challenge or satisfy a need of society. Even more fundamentally, organizations are centres of vital connections and life-giving potential: relationships, partnerships, alliances, and ever-expanding webs of knowledge and action that are capable of harnessing the power of combinations of strengths. Founded upon this life-centric view of organizations, AI offers a positive, strengths-based approach to organization development and change management.25

A British Airways example, cited by Dr Cooperrider and Diana Whitney in their book Appreciative Inquiry: A Positive Revolution in Change, stands testimony to the concept, which is not just powerful theoretically but in practice too. Elaborating on the British Airways case, the authors say:

With great energy, emphasis, and sometimes frustration, they (the employees) explained that when a customer’s baggage does not arrive on the same flight as the customer, the costs to British Airways rise—in time, money, and goodwill. And, of course, they shared stories of the wedding dress that didn’t make it to the wedding on time and had to be replaced at British Airways’ expense; camping gear that didn’t get to the Grand Canyon until the weeks’ vacation was over; as well as the daily disturbances of luggage not making it through its transfer from Heathrow to Gatwick in time for connecting flights. We knew we were in the midst of people who care for their customers when one customer service agent said, ‘This is not how we like to do things at British Airways. It’s not what our customers expect, and it doesn’t make us proud of what we do or who we are. What can we do about it?’ We paraphrased their stories to demonstrate our understanding of their concerns for the issue. Then we repeated the Appreciative Inquiry principle that leads to powerful, strategic affirmative topics. ‘Given that organizations move in the direction of what they study, what is it that you want more of in British Airways? In this case, we know you do not want more lost or delayed baggage. But what do you want more of?’ The group’s response came too quickly and unanimously to be anything other than the organization’s habitual response to the situation. Several people, almost simultaneously, said, ‘Better service recovery.’ We paused to reflect upon the most helpful way to reply, and then said, ‘Let me see if I have this right. It’s okay to lose a customer’s baggage as long as you recover it promptly?’

The group got the point immediately and said, ‘No, no, it’s not okay.’ Again, we asked, ‘So what do you want more of? What affirmative topic would move this organization in the direction you want to see it go?’ Small groups talked for about twenty minutes and then we shared ideas. Among the many innovative ideas was the topic they called exceptional arrival experience. One group was emphatic that what they wanted more of was for all British Airways customers to have an exceptional arrival experience. When the entire group discussed this potential topic, there was a great deal of consensus.

One person said how much more like British Airways at its best it would be if customer service agents were focused on providing exceptional arrival experiences rather than worrying about lost baggage. Exceptional arrival experience was selected along with happiness at work, continuous people development, and harmony among work groups as the four affirmative topics for an organization-wide inquiry.26

Trying to build exceptional customer experience instead of finding solutions to recover lost baggage would be the approach of an appreciative mindset and looks at capitalizing strengths in people and situations. One can put more emphasis on this important concept of appreciative mindset by speaking about another similar concept, ‘asset mindset’, propounded by authors Kathryn D. Cramer and Hank Wasiak in their book, Change the Way You See Everything through Asset-Based Thinking. Reviewing the book, writer and media theorist Douglas Rushkoff wrote:

Instead of focusing on what we still lack, we must take stock of what we already do have in terms of resources, abilities, and pure will. This is the essence of asset-based thinking. It’s not to be confused with the head-in-the-sand, everything-is-wonderful way of thinking. That’s the other ditch of typical one-dimensional thinking. It’s not about finding everything that’s wonderful around you to create a false sense of euphoria. It’s about asking, ‘What are the assets here?’ ‘What is working?’ and ‘How can I use these things—how can I leverage these things—to reach my goals?’ What is being encouraged here is reality-based multi-dimensional thinking. It demonstrates that there is another way of thinking about or looking at most every situation.27

The authors ask you to image the seismic shift that would occur if people just focused their attention on opportunities rather than problems, on strengths more than weaknesses and on what could be done instead of what cannot be done.

When you decrease your focus on what is wrong (deficit-based thinking) and increase your focus on what is right (asset-based thinking), you build enthusiasm and energy, strengthen relationships, and move people and productivity to the next level.

Even though this is a simple—yet life-changing—concept, it doesn’t make it any easier to execute these ideas in our lives or organizations. Unfortunately, the fact is our default setting is toward deficit-based thinking. We gravitate towards the negative, towards what’s not working. This mode of thinking and viewing the world holds us back. Deficit-based thinking is driven by fear. Asset-based thinking is driven by desire.28

Abundance Mentality versus Appreciative Mindset

What is the difference between Stephen Covey’s ‘abundance mentality’ or ‘abundance mindset’ (popularized by him in his book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People) and appreciative mindset? According to Covey, author and educator, abundance mindset is when a person believes there are enough resources and opportunities that can be shared with others. Covey says that the way we see the world is entirely based on our perceptions. ‘In order to change a given situation, we must change ourselves, and in order to change ourselves, we must be able to change our perceptions.’29

While both abundance mindset and appreciative mindset are part of positive psychology and deal with mindset, the latter, in my view, is more specific. While abundance mindset uses a broad brush to paint a picture of abundance of everything, appreciative mindset follows a rational approach to identify the strengths in oneself, others and in the situation at hand. Abundance mindset is valuable as a concept, but is philosophical in nature. Appreciative mindset, on the other hand, looks at each person and situation in the eye and makes a logical and rational assessment of their strengths and potential before moving on to make the best use of those strengths or potential.

From my discussions with various leaders, I noticed a strong presence of appreciative mindset among them. In fact, this is one major characteristic that differentiates humble leaders from those who are not. The humble leaders’ conviction about the strengths/potential of people who work for them is firmly grounded in their humility. In other words, they believe that they, as leaders, are not the most important or best people in a given situation and that other people have thoughts, ideas or views that are invaluable.

This kind of mindset enables these leaders to accept people, environments and situations as they are and leads them to look at their strengths or positives. Humble leaders don’t fret about or regret being left with a particular set of people or found in a particular situation. Rather, they find ways and means to leverage the strengths of people and situations. They are not the kind of leaders who would replace their top teams when they move into positions of power. They accept people as people and see the strengths in those teams and prefer to work with them and make great things happen over a period of time. They know innately that trusting the strengths of other people will result in those people behaving in a responsible manner and, when that trust is ‘unconditional’, those individuals will fully leverage their own potential. This eventually results in the growth of the larger system to which everyone belongs.

One important note: a humble leader’s tendency to appreciate the strengths of others rather than condemn them for their weaknesses and to look at situations through a positive lens doesn’t necessarily mean that they undermine their own potential or strength vis-à-vis others. By no standards are these leaders weak, meek or underconfident in any way. In fact, their appreciative mindset starts with a belief in their own strengths and potential. It’s just that they don’t show off in a manner that suppresses the potential or performance of others.

An appreciative mindset among humble leaders has three distinct attributes:

• Curiosity

• Purpose

• Co-creation

1.1 Curiosity

Think of one person in this world who is not curious in one way or other. A child, a young adult, an old farmer, a junior executive in a company, or any normal human being we can think of, is curious about something or the other. Even a 100-year-old who has lived life to the fullest is perhaps curious to know what happens after death. Infants are innocently curious and want to figure out things around them; school-going kids are eager to learn new things; men are curious to know more about women, and vice versa; and businesspeople are curious to learn how to make more money. Information in the modern age—data, news, documentary films, fiction—in fact, everything survives and thrives on human curiosity.

Of late, curiosity has become a subject of interest for psychologists and neuroscientists. Nathaniel Daw and his colleagues at the department of psychology at Princeton University have shown that the brain’s frontopolar cortex and intraparietal sulcus are significantly more active during exploration, whereas the striatum and ventromedial prefrontal cortex (vmPFC) are more active during exploitative choices.30 These are canonical reward areas; thus, these results link curiosity to the reward system. Daw proposes that the activation of higher level prefrontal regions during exploration indicates a control mechanism overriding the exploitative tendency.31

In an experiment they conducted, Matthias J. Gruber and his colleagues at the center for neuroscience at University of California, Davis, measured brain activity while their subjects answered questions on trivia and rated their curiosity for each question. The subjects were also shown interleaved photographs of neutral, unknown faces. When tested later, the subjects recalled better the faces shown in high-curiosity trials than the faces shown in low-curiosity trials. Thus, curiosity led to better learning, even when it came to things people weren’t curious about. Curiosity drove activity in both the midbrain (implying the dopaminergic regions) and the nucleus accumbens (located in the basal forebrain); memory was correlated with midbrain and hippocampal activity, which plays a major role in learning and memory. These results suggest that although curiosity reflects intrinsic motivation, it is mediated by the same mechanisms as extrinsically motivated rewards.32

The quality of curiosity among leaders who are humble, as opposed to having an ‘I know-it-all’ attitude, forms part of their appreciative mindset. Their curious minds make them find out more about themselves, others and the situations they find themselves in.

However, it is their intellectual curiosity that differentiates humble leaders from the rest. These leaders try to learn more about what the other person knows, how the knowledge and skills of the people around them might enrich their decisions or help them in what they are trying to achieve.

It is because of their compelling intellectual curiosity that these leaders are always learning—whether on the professional front or in their personal lives. For instance, their intellectual curiosity about themselves leads to more self-introspection and awareness. When a leader starts with the baseline mindset that the other person might know something that she doesn’t know, new perspectives and solutions are bound to come up.

Having intellectual curiosity implies that there is an inbuilt belief among humble leaders that every individual in this world has something unique and significant to contribute to the collaborative and integrated functioning of an organization, society and the world at large. Individuals who have intellectual curiosity not only develop a sense of self-awareness but also the ability to understand the emotions and behaviour of those around them.

Take, for instance, Dr Ram Charan, the world-renowned author who has been a coach for several global CEOs and company boards. Dr Charan, as Fortune magazine puts it, ‘is the most influential consultant alive’, someone who always exhibits intellectual curiosity. Through his intellectual curiosity, he learns constantly, and it doesn’t stop there. He shares his wealth of knowledge, which drives him forward. I’ll cite my own experience with him.

When I reached out to him for my study on humility and high achievement, Dr Charan responded by complimenting me and offering me a face-to-face meeting with him in Mumbai on his next visit to India. I met him in Mumbai and spent about two-and-a-half hours with him. It was a memorable experience, and a humbling one too, considering that he spent that kind of time with me. He was intellectually curious and asked several questions about my study while he shared his own insights, perspectives and experiences to help me build on my thought process rather than coming up with a prescribed road map for me.

It would be an understatement to say that I gained a lot of insights into the subject of humility and high achievement from my conversation with Dr Charan, one of the best management thinkers in the world. I was amazed at his intellectual curiosity—not just about the subject we were discussing but also about India as a country, corporate leadership in India and leadership in general, among other things. Perhaps Dr Charan was trying to help a budding writer develop his thought process, but as far as I am concerned, my meeting with him was an experience I will remember all my life. It was a demonstration of intellectual curiosity by one of the world’s best thought leaders.

Let’s consider the views of other leaders on the subject. Suresh Narayanan, chairman and managing director of Nestlé India Limited, whom I interviewed for this book, says, ‘I think, for me, leadership has been a journey where I have never known all the answers, but I have developed the capability of asking the right questions. So, the answers are the answers of people around me because they know better than me about the situation, but asking the right question is what I think is an important task of the leadership.’

While on intellectual curiosity, another interesting case is that of Josh Bersin and Bill Pelster, who have been together for quite some time, initially at Deloitte and then in launching a global start-up, the Josh Bersin Company, and nurturing it to growth in no time.

Pelster talked about his own ‘curiosity’ when I interviewed him for my research. ‘I have always been kind of curious. I am a curious person and even at a young age I would take things apart because I wanted to know how the radio works. Even though I opened it up, I didn’t understand that they were all a bunch of transistors and dials. I worked on car engines because I was just curious to understand how it all worked. And I can remember early in my life, when I was eight years old, while most kids wanted games, I ordered books, and the books were on how things work. And I read them cover to cover because they explained—at that time in the early 1980s—how things worked. How a car worked, how radar works, how music and all these things worked. So, there is something in my nature that is kind of curious and I wanted to understand everything,’ he said.

John Bersin, in his interview, told me, ‘Well, I’m a scientist at heart: I thrive on understanding things. I am always trying to take things apart to better understand how they work. And I learned this from my father, who was a very successful scientist. Later in life, when I found myself in HR and learning/training, I spent a lot of time trying to figure out why certain things worked and certain things didn’t, reading a lot of books and asking people lots of questions. And that’s how I became an analyst. I’ve since realized I am a research analyst by nature, and this innate curiosity helps me listen to people, seek to understand, and remind me that I never have quite the right answer. So, I keep trying and can always go further up the learning curve. I think it is part of my nature to try and understand everything all the time.’

Isn’t it interesting to see how two intellectually curious people, Pelster and Bersin, joined hands and made things work for themselves and others? When leaders are led by their intellectual curiosity and have appreciation for others’ strengths as well as their own, they are bound to reach greater heights.

People with an appreciative mindset may not necessarily restrict their thinking to benefit only those around them or their companies. Their mindset can also make them improve social situations—such as gender imbalance or poor child welfare—because their defining characteristic is that they look at the strengths in all situations whereas others only see problems or issues and start with a deficit mindset, dwelling on what’s missing and what needs to be corrected. This leads us to the second attribute of the appreciative mindset: Purpose.

1.2 Purpose

The word ‘purpose’ has been used differently by different people, and its meaning can change depending on the context and the beliefs of an individual or a system. The John Templeton Foundation, in The Psychology of Purpose, says that ‘when goal orientation, meaning, and a beyond-the-self motivation exists, the purpose is said to be present’.

However, as discussed by the Foundation itself in the book, meaningful goals directed beyond the self can be destructive too, if the intention is such:

For example, Hitler likely found purpose in trying to create a purely Aryan race and the individuals who attacked Paris on November 13, 2015 likely found purpose in promoting ISIS’ aims. These actions represented (i) far horizon aims (ii) that were likely highly personally meaningful and (iii) motivated, at least in part, by a desire to make a difference in the world beyond the self. Accordingly, these actions represented purposes, albeit vicious ones.33

Viktor Frankl’s 1946 classic, Man’s Search for Meaning,34 perhaps gives a proper context to the meaning of purpose. The Austrian neurologist, a Holocaust survivor who chronicled his experiences as a prisoner in Nazi concentration camps, felt that his fellow inmates showed a greater sense of resilience when they had a purpose. What is important to note here is that many of those who survived the torture had someone or something to look forward to.

According to Frankl, the hope of having someone to live for is a critical concept of purpose. Frankl’s logotherapy, which he developed while in a concentration camp, helped many prisoners survive the ordeal. Frankl advised his fellow inmates to keep the image of their family members or others at the forefront of their minds and imagine meeting those loved ones after their release from prison. Thus, they had a purpose to look forward to and to carry on with their painful lives instead of giving up hope.

While living our own lives is important and critical, it attains meaning only when we live for the sake of others first. This is the bedrock of humility, and, in my view, humanity can thrive only when there is a momentum in that direction—giving meaning to our lives by showing compassion to others and extending a helping hand.

A famous quote, attributed to Scottish writer Alexander Chalmers, comes to mind: ‘The three grand essentials of happiness are: something to do, someone to love, and something to hope for.’

Purpose gives meaning to our lives and leads to happiness when we love others; not when we decimate them for our own convictions, as Hitler did.

While purpose has mostly been talked about on corporate platforms by many leaders, and categorized as something noble or of a higher order, it is, in reality, one of the foundations of humble leadership. It’s possible that other considerations, like profit and shareholder satisfaction, have prevented many corporate leaders from identifying a genuine corporate purpose and pursuing it. However, my discussions with some leaders have shown that it is not only possible to pursue a purpose but also to ensure shareholder returns in abundance or achieve corporate objectives in a faster and more sensible manner in doing so.

In fact, the leaders I interviewed spoke in a manner that conveyed how important purpose was in their lives—it was their world and their reality too. It is what drove them forward and gave them abundant energy to achieve targets beyond the ability of leaders who did not have such a larger-than-life purpose. That’s why I suggest that humble leaders personify a sense of purpose that is beyond the imagination of ordinary leaders. It should be akin to the purpose of Frankl, who survived brutal torture at concentration camps by helping other prisoners through his logotherapy. Purpose, in this context, becomes a life-giving source for oneself and others!

Another example of good leadership is Paul Polman, whom I interviewed for this book. Paul Polman, the former chief executive officer of Unilever, embodies what we have been referring to as a larger-than-life purpose. He created a business case for corporates to give back to the larger community via the ethical, social, environmental, cultural and economic dimensions of doing business. During his tenure, Unilever became one of the best-performing companies in its sector, delivering ten years of consistent top and bottom-line growth, and one of the most trusted companies in the world. The Financial Times called him the stand-out CEO of the decade for this achievement.

Polman’s life experiences made him realize the close link between poverty, inequality and sustainability, but he didn’t look at these problems with a deficit mindset. Rather, he looked at them with an appreciative mindset, which helped him set up the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan. Under his leadership, Unilever developed an ambitious vision to decouple its growth from its overall environmental footprint and to increase its overall positive social impact. It was an ambitious plan of responsible growth that changed the trajectory of the company.

‘During the ten years as CEO in Unilever, we built a strong purpose-driven business model. Drawing from the roots of the company our purpose became “making sustainable living commonplace”. It was built on the premise that a multi-stakeholder, long-term-focused business model with its roots in a sustainable development goal could be a successful and profitable model for the shareholders as well,’ he said.

It ultimately resulted in an attractive 300 per cent shareholder return over the ten-year period, an outperformance of its major competitive set. ‘The underlying goal was to address the world’s challenges as embedded in the sustainable development goal and turn them into big opportunities, rather keep a myopic focus on shareholder returns, which still seems the dominant model.’ Polman said. ‘We are here not for ourselves. We are here for a broader reason, and as such we must put ourselves in the service of others. Indeed, the moment you realize that it’s not about yourself, you can become a great leader.’

In his new book Net Positive, Polman talks about businesses profiting from solving the world’s problems, not from creating them.

Focusing on optimizing the return for all our stakeholders was not a trade-off for me, it was the responsibility we had towards all that helped in the value creation. Our employees, our partners in the value chain, the communities in which we lived and worked, broader society and yes even the planet and future generations …

Making our purpose come alive increased the employer brand, employee engagement, resilience in our value chain and ultimately made us more innovative and successful …

Yes, some of the challenges like food security, climate change and inequality are tough to tackle alone, that’s why we increasingly forced the broader partnerships with our stakeholders. This could only be done based on the most important currency, trust, which is not given but earned by one’s commitments and behavior …

When things got tough or seemed impossible, our strong mission or purpose to literally leave no one behind kept us going. For us, cutting food waste in the value chain was not a cost-cutting exercise. It was to ensure that the 826 million people who still go to bed hungry, not knowing if they wake up the next day got food, talk about unleashing energy …

When I feel sorry for myself, I often think about the thousands of visually impaired children we serve with our foundation (https://Kilimanjaroblindtrust.org/) in seven countries in East Africa. Hearing their aspirations to become teachers to improve the education for the blind or doctors to help prevent blindness keeps you humble and count your blessings. You are reminded that you have no right to complain, be judgmental or frustrated if other people you serve find themselves in situations that are significantly worse.

Polman has created a larger-than-life purpose for himself—perhaps for his entire family and beyond them too. His appreciative mindset, through his corporate years and well after, has made him see the strengths large business houses derive from maximizing their impact on communities.

Another example of a leader who sought to make an impact beyond the carpeted boardrooms of corporate power is Leena Nair, the former chief human resources officer (CHRO) of Unilever and currently the chief executive officer (CEO) of Chanel.

With her experience of also having worked on the factory floor—as a young manager she had opted to do a factory stint at one of HUL’s plants near Mumbai—Nair took an active part in Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan, launched in 2010. ‘During my eight-week tenure in the village, the things that I learnt were that you can inspire and influence people to make their own lives better. I remember one defining moment for me—influencing people at the village level,’ she said during our conversation on the subject of humility in leadership.

Nair effectively made the villagers—the majority of them part of her factory workforce—give up alcohol. She had identified alcohol consumption as one of the main reasons workers failed to report for duty, but instead of giving those absent the ‘stick’, she went on to eradicate the root cause—their addiction.

So, what did she learn from this experience? ‘You can do good in the world and rid some thirty villages of the problems they had faced for centuries,’ Nair replied.

About her stint in the factory, she said, ‘When I left that factory, I had a farewell that was attended by 5,000 to 6,000 people who came to say goodbye to me … this is what happens when you can make a difference to people’s lives. It was not just the factory stint that was successful, it was the fact that I had the opportunity to be of service to others.’

Nair emphasized that she always thought about how she could make the world a better place and not ‘just how I can make my factory more productive … I see my job as a platform to make a better world. And my role is to ignite this spark in everyone to build a better business and a better world. You know, if you can ignite that spark of humanity in people, you can do a lot of good things and magic happens.’

When you do that, she said, ‘you can make the world a better place. In this process the business and the working structure (also) become better’.

Under Nair’s leadership, gender equity—long touted as a goal by many companies—came to have a definite place in Unilever today. On 3 March 2020, Unilever issued a press release announcing that it had achieved ‘gender balance across management globally, a year ahead of the target’ it had set itself. ‘With a higher representation of female managers than ever before, Unilever’s workforce is closing the gender gap with 50 per cent women at the management level globally, up from 38 per cent in 2010; and a non-executive Board consisting of 45 per cent women.’35

‘Today, we’ve succeeded in reaching gender balance at the management level, but our work doesn’t stop here, and we will continue to be a driving force in closing the gender gap everywhere,’ Nair told me, at the time of the interview, when she was still with Unilever.

Psychologist Robert (Bob) Hogan, who co-founded Hogan Assessment Systems at the age of fifty and who made the Hogan Assessment Tool globally renowned, summarized his purpose when he spoke to me for this book.

‘It has to do with finding talent … What do organizations need? They need talented people, but that’s something they do a really terrible job of finding, because their selection process is (based) on interviews. Interviews are the worst possible way to find people. So, this is my business opportunity, this is my purpose … of finding talented people,’ Hogan said.

‘When I started, the common practice amongst psychologists was to use an IQ test to hire people. Minorities and immigrants get lower scores on these IQ tests than do native Americans, the white people here. The key issue in performance is what we talked about—ambition, drive, competitiveness and so forth. So, I was also able to in-sell this assessment drive. I was able to open up jobs for people who otherwise would have been denied employment. So, I thought I was serving the cause of social justice.’

Leaders who see the world through appreciative lenses look at things differently. They find huge opportunities to make people’s lives better and, in the process, solve many organizational and societal issues. They also make their businesses thrive in a sustainable manner.

1.3 Co-create

Judith E. Glaser, author of Conversational Intelligence: How Great Leaders Build Trust and Get Extraordinary Results,36 details how co-creation in an organization brings extraordinary results. Co-creation goes beyond collaboration. It’s a framework built on mutual respect and the values of each team member. It means valuing what the other person knows and building on that knowledge through conversations.

The best explanation of co-creation possibly comes from Ute Franzen-Waschke, Forbes Councils member, Forbes Coaches Council. In her article ‘Co-Creation: Buzzword or a New Philosophy of Working?’, she says:

For me, the first two letters of the word co-create, the ‘C’ and the ‘O’, are crucial for what is happening when one co-creates. You raise people’s cortisol levels or oxytocin levels. The C stands for Cortisol and the O for oxytocin. Both are neurotransmitters that are released when we interact with each other, be it face to face or in a virtual environment. Cortisol is a neurotransmitter our bodies produce when we feel stressed, fearful or disconnected from what’s happening. Oxytocin is the neurotransmitter that is produced when we are co-creating with each other and when we feel heard, understood and valued. Understanding the interplay is essential for the teams that we work with. These two neurotransmitters are the cornerstones to co-creation and are in the room when co-creation occurs. Knowing how to leverage them when they kick in is essential for high-performing and healthy teams.37

Bhaskar Bhat, former managing director and CEO of Titan and one of the current directors on the board of Tata Sons, also strongly presents a case for co-creation. When leaders look at creating something with their team members, Bhat says, it’s not about position but about skill and knowledge. Leaders who are humble and have an appreciative mindset perceptually change their roles effortlessly, bringing the focus on to the other person. This leads to the best possible results for the team and the company. No wonder that Bhat nurtured one of the most successful organizations in India, Titan.

‘From day one, I had even told people, you know better how to run your divisions and functions than me. So, I don’t think I can add value to the finance function or the HR function or the watch or jewellery business. You guys know it better than me. I will participate in whatever discussions or issues that you confront in your function, but I will not set the agenda for your function. But the agenda for the company, we set together—I will not set the agenda for the company, we will. So, the structure created was the Titan Management Council, and a long-term dreaming process called “Future Shock”. All these are the symbols of a collective process,’ Bhat told me during the interview.

Similar views were expressed by Josh Bersin, the industry leader and analyst mentioned earlier in this chapter. ‘In my experience, particularly in business leadership, as people move up the organization and become more influential, they realize that their intellect alone is not enough. They have to understand the role of authority, influence, and collective decision-making,’ he said

‘To me, humility describes a leader or individual who recognizes that any person, at any level, can come up with a good idea, solve a problem, or develop a new solution. And that means that you, as a leader or perhaps a more tenured person, need to remember that anyone, even a brand-new employee, is quite capable of adding tremendous value. In a sense, it’s a mindset … that every human being is capable of doing amazing things … I think that sort of belief system, that others are all just as powerful and creative as you are, tends to make you more humble … I think that results in listening, empowering and being respectful to other people.’

In conclusion, humility makes leaders use their appreciative lens over their deficit lens and makes them believe in the power, strength and potential of other people. This results in those leaders having a mindset of intellectual curiosity, a larger-than-life purpose and participating in co-creation with their teams. The resultant benefits accrue to individuals, communities, organizations and the society at large. Another interesting dimension was added to these benefits by Dr Ram Charan in our conversation. ‘Many times, it’s not about you. There is an ulterior motive in it [being humble] to succeed because we can never succeed without support from others.’
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Positive Possibilities
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‘Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited to all we now know and understand, while imagination embraces the entire world, and all there ever will be to know and understand.’

—Albert Einstein

SOME OF YOU MIGHT BE FAMILIAR WITH AN EXPERIMENT called ‘Invisible Gorilla’, originally conducted by cognitive psychologists Daniel Simons and Christopher Chabris in 1999.

The experiment consists of a video showing a basketball game between two sets of players, one side in black shirts and the other in white. When viewers were asked to count the passes made by the players in white among themselves, about half of them missed a chest-thumping black ‘gorilla’—actually a person in a black gorilla suit—strolling through the play arena while the game is on. In other words, only about half of those who participated in the experiment saw the gorilla, although it stopped, turned towards the camera, pounded its chest and then walked slowly out of the frame.

‘Although people do still try to rationalise why they missed the gorilla, it’s hard to explain such a failure of awareness without confronting the possibility that we are aware of far less of our world than we think,’ Simons told science news website LiveScience.38

The 1999 study revealed that people can develop ‘inattentional blindness’ when they focus hard on something specific; that is, they become blind to the unexpected and miss out on many obvious details since they were not specifically looking for them.

The experiment was repeated by Simons and Chabris, this time to test how many of those who had seen the earlier video could spot, apart from the black gorilla, other changes, such as the colour of the curtains in the backdrop or one of the players in black leaving the game.

Simons conducted this experiment with forty-one volunteers who had never seen or heard about the old video. A little less than half of them missed the gorilla in the new video, much like what had happened in the old experiment.

All the twenty-three volunteers who knew about the original gorilla video spotted the fake ape in the second experiment. However, knowing about the gorilla beforehand did not improve their chances of detecting the other newly introduced and unexpected elements in the video. Only 17 per cent noticed one or both of the other unexpected events (changed colour of the curtains and a player leaving the court).39

Further, only 29 per cent of those who knew nothing about the old video spotted one or the other of the unexpected events in the new video. Thus, only a small percentage of people noticed the unexpected events. Simons detailed his new findings online in the journal i-Perception.

‘You can make two competing predictions,’ Simons said. ‘Knowing about the invisible gorilla might increase your chances of noticing other unexpected events because you know that the task tests whether people spot unexpected events. You might look for other events because you know that the experimenter is up to something.’

He added, ‘[alternatively,] knowing about the gorilla might lead viewers to look for gorillas exclusively, and when they find one, they might fail to notice anything else out of the ordinary.’40

Readers, at this point might wonder what these experiments have to do with humble leadership. A lot, in fact. Because this is where humility comes into play—it opens the mind to unexpected possibilities. It is the quality that helps a leader identify such possibilities much better than those who are not so humble.

What could be the reason for this? The answer is simple. As humans, we make sense of this world by using our five senses of sight, taste, touch, hearing and smell. We constantly receive cues from the environment while our brain interprets and makes sense of this information by combining it with our conscious and unconscious beliefs that have been formed through our life experiences. We also gain knowledge and skills from various sources through our lifetime. Together, this belief system and our knowledge and skills play a dominant role in the way we process information received internally (through our thoughts, emotions and feelings) and externally (from the outside world), perceiving, analysing, manipulating and remembering the cues we receive.

When people focus too much attention on themselves rather than being curious about what others are saying or doing, or what a particular situation could offer in terms of new possibilities, the chances of their missing out on a new idea or greater opportunities become much higher. They are like Narcissus who, according to Greek legend, was known for his beauty. Obsessed with his looks, Narcissus spurned all romantic advances, eventually falling in love with his own reflection in a pond of water, staring at it for the rest of his life till he died. According to legend, the flower that bears his name sprang up where he died.

Leaders who believe they are superheroes and hype their achievements or whatever they say or do and harass others for personal gain will never be able to notice the positive possibilities inherent in a situation or reap any likely benefit that might accrue from such possibilities. It is not necessary for a leader to tick all these four ‘H-words’—exaggerated heroism, hubris, propensity to hype and inclination to harass—to miss the positive possibilities in the environment. At the cost of repetition, I would say that the presence of any one of these negative traits—in excess or in a combination of two or more in moderation is enough to destroy the element of humility in a leader.

On the other hand, leaders who are truly humble and tend to look for strengths rather than deficits in others invariably spot the potential in others and in situations around them. Their appreciative mindset—discussed in Chapter 1—helps them see the positive possibilities that their self-obsessed counterparts cannot. This appreciative mindset, coupled with their unique mental ability to process information, as described above, results in humble leaders looking at a glass that is half full not with a deficit mindset but with a mindset capable of identifying new, positive possibilities or opportunities.

Mathematicians Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver explain this in what has come to be known as the Shannon-Weaver model of communication. ‘Within the field of cognitive psychology, information processing is an approach to the goal of understanding human thinking in relation to how they process the same kind of information as computers. The approach treats cognition as essentially computational in nature, with mind being the software and the brain being the hardware.’41

Another approach to understanding the ways in which information is processed by humans was proposed by psychologist Jean Piaget, in what is known as Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory.42 

According to Piaget, the brain’s prefrontal cortex as well as the limbic system undergoes important changes during the growth stages of a human being’s life. ‘The prefrontal cortex is the part of the brain that is active when engaged in complicated cognitive activities, such as planning, generating goals and strategies, intuitive decision-making, and metacognition (thinking about thinking). The prefrontal cortex becomes complete between adolescence and early adulthood. The limbic system is the part of the brain that modulates reward sensitivity based on changes in the levels of neurotransmitters (e.g., dopamine) and emotions’.

In short, cognitive abilities vary according to our life experiences, the development of our brain and our stage in life. It is at the adult stage that we can plan better, process and comprehend abstract concepts in a more mature manner and evaluate risks and benefits better than what adolescents or children would be able to do. However, when leaders become too engrossed in themselves, negative emotions like anger, jealousy, greed and a sense of entitlement kick in. As a result, blinded by their own shadow, these leaders become oblivious of opportunities elsewhere. That’s why leaders need to build humility as their core value—to help them process internal and external information in a manner that’s more realistic, authentic and useful. When this happens, they will find an abundance of positive possibilities while information gets processed with ease.

The ability to spot positive possibilities among leaders who have humility as their core trait will have three unique attributes:

• Integrative emotion

• Realistic optimism

• Identifying opportunities in adversity

2.1 Integrative Emotion

One needs to understand integrative awareness before understanding integrative emotion, which is part and parcel of integrative awareness.

Integrative awareness takes place when a person looks at a situation not from the point of view of ‘I, me and myself’ but from a 360-degree perspective. It’s like situational analysis in strategic management, where managers analyse the internal and external environments to understand the organization’s capabilities, its customers and the business environment.

The importance of such an approach is emphasized in the article ‘How to Demonstrate Calm and Optimism in a Crisis’ written by McKinsey Consultants, J. Brassey and M. Kruyt , : 

The authors write, ‘In a crisis, leaders must continuously process large amounts of complex information, contradictory views, and strong emotions.’ This requires awareness of what happens in the outside world (facts on the ground) and in the inside world (body and mind). Concepts in neuroscience that are closely related to this are ‘exteroception’ (sensitivity to stimuli originating outside of the body) and ‘interoception’ (sensitivity to stimuli originating inside the body). Effectively connecting situational awareness with self-awareness, our outer world with our inner, is what we call integrative awareness…’43

The article cites the example of Captain Chesley ‘Sully’ Sullenberger, who piloted his bird-hit aircraft to an emergency water landing, saving the lives of all the passengers on board: ‘Captain Chesley Sullenberger brought the process of integrative awareness alive when he landed his commercial plane in the Hudson River in 2009. After a bird strike cut both engines of his commercial flight soon after take-off, Captain Sullenberger demonstrated the ability to stay calm while facing fear. Instead of returning to the airport as air traffic controllers were advising, he paused and assessed that he couldn’t make it, landing instead in the river and saving the lives of all on board. The balancing of emotions with a rational and deliberate thought process that was exhibited by Captain Sully is something scientists call as metacognition.’

Integrative emotion, on the other hand, is part of integrative awareness and relates to all the stakeholders involved in a situation. It is about people—a kind of emotional concoction of empathy, compassion, confidence, resilience and fulfilment that helps us put the emotions, interests and the well-being of others at the centre of our awareness. People who go that extra mile to help or support others in adverse situations are a good example of integrative emotion in action. Unless such people experience empathy, compassion, confidence, resilience and fulfilment, they cannot extend a helping hand to others.

An excellent example of someone who demonstrates integrative emotion is Suresh Narayanan of Nestlé India Ltd, who narrated to me an experience from early in his career when he was with Hindustan Unilever. ‘My first job was as a unit manager in Ahmedabad, heading around thirty-five-odd workers. It was a general management job for which I was responsible, and I was also responsible for developing the factory. However, within six months of my joining, they asked me to shut down the factory. They had to move the location, so I had to retrench the core team … You can imagine, it was a very, very difficult moment for a twenty-three-year-old youngster to make the move to shut down a factory. It was during this situation that I really understood the power of empathy, the power of listening and of trying to adapt myself to the situation and make compromises for the sake of those workers.’

The factory was eventually closed down. ‘But what remains with me to this day,’ Narayanan said, ‘is that the workers gave me a farewell rather than me giving them a farewell.’

While Narayanan had a job to do, his major focus was on the people and their emotions—their well-being, welfare, financial situation, families and their future. It called for a combination of empathy, compassion, confidence and resilience, which eventually led to a feeling of fulfilment. No wonder Narayanan is regarded as an exceptional leader by all those who have worked with him.

Integrative emotion not only makes leaders aware of the emotional state of others, it also helps them become more committed. This explains the energy and enthusiasm of people like Mother Teresa, Nelson Mandela or Mahatma Gandhi. Where did their energy come from? While there could be other sources, part of it would have definitely come from integrative emotion. They were committed and responsible in whatever they did till their last breath, experiencing the beauty of a life of fulfilment and satisfaction.

Here’s another example of integrative emotion from someone truly known for her responsibility and commitment.

Brenda B. Jones has been an adjunct faculty since 1993 in several programmes in the department of public administration and policy at American University, Washington D.C.

She talks about how she was able to mitigate the impact of her absence from several pre-planned engagements after a freak skydiving accident left her with a broken ankle.

‘This was my husband’s birthday, and we went skydiving for the first time. I did not land well causing a broken ankle. One of the reasons for that could be that I was wondering how my husband was doing since he had recent foot surgery, so I probably didn’t give enough attention to my own landing,’ says Jones, who is an organizational consultant, and a past president and emeritus member of the NTL Institute for Applied Behavioural Science. She is also the founding board member and president of the Lewin Centre, an organization committed to social justice, change and action, and she has been recognized several times by national organizations for her work in the field of organization development.

‘I was immediately taken to an area hospital’s emergency room and was told by the physician there that I needed to have surgery. This happened to me on a Sunday. After making my way back home, finding a podiatrist and getting a pre-op exam, by that Tuesday I would have the surgery. It was a bad break that would mean no travelling, and I had many commitments both inside the US and outside of the US … I had to stay home when I was due to speak at a conference in Hungary and we had been working on my being at this conference for months. I can still remember the reaction of the person who just couldn’t believe I wasn’t coming to the conference. I just felt responsible for her disappointment—I did feel responsible for disappointing a group of people that had been expecting me to show up. I was scheduled to be on a team triathlon in Seattle, WA, and I had to call colleagues to say I am not able to run my leg of the race. I also had a client project in Minneapolis, MI, with a partner. All of three activities were to take place within three weeks after not landing well in my first skydiving adventure.

‘So, for the couple of days, I worked to get replacements for each of my commitments. For my presentation at the conference, I asked a Gestalt colleague of mine to attend in my place. I asked my niece to fly out to Seattle to race in the triathlon and asked a long-time colleague to co-lead with another colleague the week-long client consulting project. I felt fortunate to be able to reach out for so much help, and every person responded positively. The experience taught me a lot about empathy and resilience, about my inner strengths, my inner knowing, and the way that I take responsibility for my commitments.’

Jones’s concern for other people, despite her own setback, fundamentally amounts to integrative awareness, which in turn lead to integrative emotion. She would have felt a combination of several emotions, such as empathy, compassion, resilience, confidence and, finally, a sense of satisfaction that she did something to fulfil her commitments to other people.

‘One of the things I like is understanding what’s my full capacity. What is my capacity to be in this world? What is the capacity to make meaning of my experiences and life? I typically keep a full schedule and may not think about what might go wrong. I was appreciating my relationships with others even more. I like new experiences and being in places that are unfamiliar to me because that is when I think I grow the most,’ Jones says, encapsulating in a few sentences the essence of her approach.

Less humble leaders in her place could have simply told their colleagues about the broken ankle and shrugged off their commitments as a necessary, but unfortunate, response to the situation. But humility acts as a powerful mechanism to unleash a set of positive emotions, which not only ends up helping other people but bringing satisfaction and fulfilment to our own lives. It helps us transcend the boundaries of ‘I, me and myself’ seamlessly.

It doesn’t stop there. Humility eventually helps leaders build values and ensure ethical conduct. When leaders lack humility, their values and ethical conduct become like a rudderless boat caught in a sea storm. These leaders can do whatever they think the situation demands—different things in similar situations and similar things in different situations—and justify their arbitrary actions by blaming other people.

Anand Kripalu, managing director and global CEO at Blackstone, with whom I had a discussion on the subject of humility and high achievement, says, ‘I think it is about values and personal integrity in business. I very often stand up and say businesses are driven by conscience, not just numbers and strategies, but by conscience. Are you always doing the right thing? And it’s more than just about bribery and corruption and not doing stuff like that. It’s about treating people fairly; it’s about being respectful to others. It’s about being apolitical. It’s about being meritocratic and not having favourites. So, there is something deep-rooted about personal integrity and values.’ 

When leaders have integrative emotion—empathy, compassion, resilience, confidence and fulfilment—they act in the manner described by Kripalu: being respectful towards others, being apolitical, meritocratic and not having favourites. Personal integrity as a value is espoused by humility.

2.2 Realistic Optimism

What happens when a leader’s integrative emotion leads to a positive outcome? Hope and confidence about the future, or assurance of the success of something in the future—in other words, optimism. Am I correct? However, unrealistic optimism—a conviction that things will always be positive—could make a leader blind to the risks and uncertainties involved in the task concerned. When the leader has humility at her core, she cannot put others at unnecessary and unforeseen risk. But when leaders move forward with care and cautious optimism, that’s when their optimism becomes realistic. Realistic optimism is, therefore, the ability to balance the negatives and the positives in situations and circumstances involving people.44

Speaking about the way he looks at things, Nitin Paranjpe, who was the chief operating officer at Unilever before moving into the role of chief people and transformation officer, says, ‘Just like the law of gravity, where if you drop something, it falls down, if you do the right things, the right outcomes have to follow. Nothing more or nothing different from that. And that’s driven me and got me to do whatever I choose to do, which is not trying to be too clever, too cute, or [coming up with] tactical solutions here and there; none of them ever work, there are no shortcuts to long-term sustainable outcomes. Do the right things, the right outcomes will follow, that’s the first thing that drives me.’

Look at the caution Paranjpe is talking about when he says he would choose not to do things that are ‘too clever’ or ‘too cute’, and in believing that when he does the right things, the right outcomes would always follow. That’s realistic optimism.

In her article ‘Be an Optimist Without Being a Fool’, Heidi Grant says:

To be successful, you need to understand the vital difference between believing you will succeed and believing you will succeed easily. Put another way, it’s the difference between being a realistic optimist and an unrealistic optimist. Realistic optimists believe they will succeed, but also believe they have to make success happen—through things like effort, careful planning, persistence, and choosing the right strategies. They recognise the need for giving serious thought to how they will deal with obstacles. This preparation only increases their confidence in their own ability to get things done.45

Psychologist Gabriele Oettingen, professor of psychology at New York University and the University of Hamburg, offers a nuanced appraisal of positive thinking. Fantasizing may not get us anywhere, but the ‘solution isn’t to do away with dreaming and positive thinking’, she says in her book Rethinking Positive Thinking:

Rather, it’s making the most of our fantasies by brushing them up against the very thing most of us are taught to ignore or diminish: the obstacles that stand in our way. So often in our day-to-day lives we’re inundated with advice to ‘think positively’. From pop music to political speeches to commercials, the general message is the same: look on the bright side, be optimistic in the face of adversity, and focus on your dreams. And whether we’re trying to motivate ourselves to lose weight, snag a promotion at work, or run a marathon, we’re told time and time again that focusing on fulfilling our wishes will make them come true.46

Oettingen draws on more than twenty years of research in the science of human motivation to reveal why conventional wisdom falls short. In fact, she says, ‘The pleasure we gain from positive fantasies allows us to fulfil our wishes virtually, sapping our energy to perform the hard work of meeting challenges and achieving goals in real life.’ The obstacles that we think prevent us from realizing our deepest wishes can actually lead to their fulfilment.

Based on her ground-breaking research and scientific studies, Oettingen introduced a new way to visualize the future, called mental contrasting. It combines focusing on our dreams while also visualizing the obstacles that stand in our way. By experiencing our dreams in our minds and also facing reality, we can address our fears, make concrete plans and gain the energy to act. She introduces readers to the key phases of mental contrasting by using a four-step process called WOOP—Wish, Outcome, Obstacle, Plan.47

Let’s take the case of Prof. Manoj Kumar Tiwari, director of the National Institute of Industrial Engineering (NITIE) in India, who has published more than 300 papers in international journals of repute and has been ranked first among the top 100 individual researchers across the world to have published research articles in International Journal of Production Research (Taylor and Francis) during the period 1985–2010.48

Tiwari, who grew up in a village, didn’t just aspire to become an authority in the academic field and in case-study writing, but he also worked out a plan of action to realize his dreams. He was aware of the obstacles he faced. Read in his own words and initial struggles and how he tackled the obstacles:

‘I hail from a village background and moved to the city in the latter part of my life. In a metropolitan city, there were many smart people who could speak English fluently along with many other languages. My village background and education in the Hindi medium initially made me shy away from people and situations. When I spoke English, there was this different accent. So, initially, when I conveyed my viewpoints in English to the students and other academics, I used to face problems of misunderstanding. Even then, I always felt that I should be the best in my own field. I should also be speaking English like them. Because of this [language] issue, some people do not even consider you as a person with potential despite your good academic record. But I believed that when I put a plan in place and keep learning and keep doing good work, automatically somebody, someday, would recognize my capabilities. That’s what happened eventually. I got recognized and I became a key decision-maker in academics. I always followed this philosophy.’

In conclusion, humble leaders are not overly optimistic. As leaders, they dream big; at the same time, their sense of responsibility towards others makes them move ahead with caution, care, preparation and proper execution. They don’t act recklessly to achieve what they dream of achieving. Rather, they are aware of the obstacles they could experience while realizing their dream and apply caution and a proper plan of action in the pursuit of their dream. Needless to say, this kind of approach can eventually lead to greater returns.

2.3 Identifying Opportunities in Adversity

Mahatma Gandhi once said, ‘Strength does not come from winning. Your struggles develop your strengths. When you go through hardships and decide not to surrender, that is strength.’

It is humility that helps leaders look for opportunities in adversity. One reason for that is, humility makes these leaders believe that the greatest gift of humans is their ability to adapt to difficult situations. The second reason, as discussed earlier, is that humble leaders see strength and potential in themselves and others much more clearly than those who are not humble.

Take, for instance, the amazing story of Aimee Mullins, the American athlete, model and actress, who was born without fibular bones and had both legs amputated below the knees when she was an infant. She learned to walk on prosthetics, then to run, competing at the national and international level as a champion sprinter before setting world records at the 1996 Paralympic Games in Atlanta. At Georgetown University, where she double-majored in history and diplomacy, she became the first double amputee to compete against able-bodied athletes in the division 1 track and field events conducted by the National Collegiate Athletics Association.

After school, Mullins took up modelling—including a runway show for British fashion designer Alexander McQueen—and then turned to acting, appearing as the Leopard Queen in Matthew Barney’s Cremaster Cycle, a series of five feature-length films. In 2008, she was the official ambassador for the Tribeca/ESPN Sports Film Festival.

While Mullins’s story is inspiring to the core, she is, at this point, not the lead character in our narrative. When we are on the subject of humility and how it can help leaders look at opportunities in adversity, here is a childhood experience Mullins described in her TED talk ‘The Opportunity of Adversity’:49

It would seem that I was born into a world that perceived someone like me to have nothing positive whatsoever going for them. When, in fact, today I am celebrated for the opportunities and adventures my life has procured … One person who opened doors for me was my childhood doctor at the A.I. duPont Institute in Wilmington, Delaware. His name was Dr Pizzutillo, an Italian American, whose name, apparently, was too difficult for most Americans to pronounce, so he went by Dr P. And Dr P always wore really colourful bow ties and had the very perfect disposition to work with children…

I loved almost everything about my time spent at this hospital, with the exception of my physical therapy sessions. I had to do what seemed like innumerable repetitions of exercises with these thick, elastic bands—different colours, you know, to help build up my leg muscles, and I hated these bands more than anything. I hated them, had names for them. And, you know, I was already bargaining, as a five-year-old child, with Dr P to try to get out of doing these exercises, unsuccessfully, of course.

And one day, he came into my session—exhaustive and unforgiving, these sessions—and he said to me, ‘Wow, Aimee, you are such a strong and powerful little girl, I think you are going to break one of those bands. When you do break it, I’m going to give you a hundred bucks.

Now, of course, this was a simple ploy on Dr P’s part to get me to do the exercises I didn’t want to do before the prospect of being the richest five-year-old in the second-floor ward, but what he effectively did for me was reshape an awfully daily occurrence into a new and promising experience for me. And I have to wonder today to what extent his vision and his declaration of me as a strong and powerful little girl shaped my own view of myself as an inherent, strong, powerful and athletic person well into the future. This is an example of how adults in positions of power can ignite the power of a child.

In Mullins’s story, Dr Pizzutillo is a perfect example of a humble leader with an appreciative mindset who creates positive possibilities for a child. The doctor didn’t consider himself the most important person in the room. He put Mullins’s interests ahead of himself and, with his encouraging words, invested in the future of a child. I am sure he would have done this with many other children and made a positive impact on them. It was the doctor’s inherent humility that made him do what he did and ignite a spark within a struggling child. That’s the power of humility.

Here’s another example that might drive home more clearly the point I am trying to make—that humility makes leaders look beyond themselves to find opportunity in adversity. This is again about Narayanan, MD and CEO of Nestlé India, whom I have quoted earlier in this chapter.

Narayanan, then in charge of Nestlé’s operations in Egypt, Libya and Sudan, was stationed at Cairo when the Arab Spring uprisings spread to the land of the pyramids. Normal life was crippled and, like other multinational companies in Egypt, the Nestlé factory too was shut down over safety concerns. It was an unexpected turn of events for the company, which, in Narayanan’s words, had witnessed ‘fabulous growth’ during the entire phase before the anti-government protests broke out. The situation led to an exodus of expatriate executives and their families, but Narayanan and other senior executives at Nestlé Egypt decided to stay put.

‘When the Arab Spring happened, most companies were deciding to pack off their leadership teams to their countries because of the day-to-day situation. My team and I decided to stay back rather than stay in Dubai, and try and just be there, and I think that really paid off,’ Narayanan told me during my interview with him.

‘We told our workers that we were with them and were not leaving. My workers in that Arabian country from the first day of the crisis were all there. We saw 100 per cent attendance! There were riots in the streets, people were fleeing, and they (the workers) told me, “Because the company is giving us our bread and is helping our children and we feel less neglected, we will not leave you when you are not leaving us”.’

Those were ‘defining moments’, Narayanan said. ‘You can’t put a quantity to it, you can’t put a monetary value to it, but they move the way you are and the way you work.’

Narayanan’s way of dealing with the crisis not only showed courage under fire but also the belief that there was opportunity in adversity. At the centre of his and the company’s success were the workers, and he knew it. This is humility. Narayanan’s response to the situation was not merely about himself. He also thought about the other people in the equation and, because he did so, they responded to him positively. This all-encompassing attitude of the leader leads to higher achievement at the organization level because the followers then do their best to help the leader.

Narayanan’s unique way of processing information is clearly evident here. He was looking at the positives in what was a difficult situation. And because he has an analytical mind, he was also visualizing the company’s prospects and how his workers could contribute by taking Nestlé forward while ensuring a good future for themselves. He probably learnt how to draw constructive lessons from the situations of stress from his days at the factory in Ahmedabad.

‘People experience stress because they set their sights on an outcome and they fear that the outcome is going out of their grasp. That is what causes stress, and they feel helpless,’ Paranjpe explained.

Paranjape took over as chief operating officer at Unilever in May 2019, and has always been thought of as a leading light in the Unilever universe. In April 2008, Paranjpe, then forty-five, became the youngest CEO in the history of Hindustan Unilever when he assumed charge at the helm of Unilever’s Indian subsidiary. That was around the same time as the global financial crisis, and Paranjpe is credited with leading the country’s largest consumer packaged goods company up an aggressive growth path in a tough macroeconomic environment.50

Paranjpe’s level of awareness and the environment he grew up in had a great deal to do with his mother’s belief in positive possibilities. ‘My mother must have been in her early forties when she started to teach our domestic help’s child in the evenings. Then our neighbours started sending home their domestic helps’ kids. Soon, one kid became two, two became five, and five led to, maybe, twenty kids in the building … She started teaching them in one room and I would see this and say, “Why are you doing all this?” She would be in college the whole day and yet, when she came back, she would be teaching the kids … I was in engineering or just getting into business school or somewhere there and I said to her, “What sort of model is this? This is hardly scalable; you’re not going to make any difference this way.” And she looked at me and said, “I’m making a difference to this child, that is one child more than none.” She never had this dream that she would have 40,000 kids at any stage.’

Paranjpe’s mother eventually started a school for underprivileged children. But, as he says, ‘She didn’t start like that,’ assessing whether her effort was sustainable or not. ‘She saw a problem and decided to do something about it rather than be an armchair critic like I was at that stage, talking about business models and is this scalable, not scalable, etc.’

I’ll end this chapter with what Praveer Sinha, CEO and managing director of Tata Power Company Limited, said in his discussions with me. ‘I personally went through a lot of challenges. But I don’t get reactive any longer when there is a crisis. Business is a challenge every day, even if you get a call at twelve midnight, you cannot say that I will talk to the person the following day … you have to pick up the call … only then will you be able to find a solution. If an employee is busy with something at home and is not able to attend to a problem, you need to internalize the fact that these things could happen and then try to find a solution. If you are in a solution-finding mode, you will not get into a problem. Problems we have, but we have to get into the depth of it and find solutions.’

Humility in leaders not only makes them believe in the strengths and potential of other people but also enables them to take bold steps. This is possible because such leaders believe that positive possibilities would emerge if they stood up for their teams in adverse situations, enabling their organizations to focus on opportunities.


3

Path-Showing
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‘You are not one, you are a thousand. Just light your lantern.’

—Rumi

IF YOU ARE FAMILIAR WITH GREEK MYTHS AND LEGENDS OR have seen movies like The Lord of the Rings or Arthur and Merlin: Knights of Camelot, one image that must have remained over the passage of years is that of a father figure who uses his personal knowledge of people and the world to tell stories and offer guidance, a sort of mentor who helps others progress on their journey of life. This wise elderly man is a classic, archetypal character distinctive for his sound judgement and is often portrayed as being far ahead of his time.

Take, for instance, Diogenes the Cynic, the subject of many apocryphal stories, who roamed the streets of ancient Greece with a lantern, saying he wanted to find an honest man. What Diogenes meant was that he wanted to find a man who challenged all corrupt customs and traditions followed by the people who were incapable of using their critical faculties.

Solon, another example of such a father figure, is remembered particularly for his efforts to legislate against the political, economic and moral decline in ancient Athens. The Athenian statesman figures on the list of those we know as the Seven Sages, who are said to have introduced Greece to more advanced ways of thinking. Hinduism too has its Saptarishis, or Seven Sages, exalted souls revered for their wisdom.

In tarot, the Hermit card shows an old man standing on a mountain peak, carrying a staff in one hand and a lighted lantern in the other. According to Eden Gray, who sought to interpret the esoteric meanings of tarot cards, the lantern is the Lamp of Truth, used to guide the unknowing on their journey forward.51

The wise old man, therefore, symbolizes leaders who show their subordinates the correct way forward. These leaders walk shoulder to shoulder with their teams, guiding them by holding a metaphorical lantern, but only up to the point it is needed. After that it is up to the followers to move forward. That is the hallmark of humility in leadership—the third attitudinal characteristic of a humble leader—after appreciative mindset and positive possibilities.

Humble leaders believe that opportunities can and should be used for the good of others. The benefits they strive for are oriented towards bequeathing a legacy to those that follow in the same direction. Thus, they look at opportunities as transformative rather than transactional. They aspire only to lead by holding up a metaphorical lantern, thereby empowering their teams to achieve their targets.

Let’s look at the example of the Chilean mining disaster of 2010, when a cave-in at the San José copper-gold mine trapped thirty-three men under 700,000 tons of rock, 2,300 ft underground. Experts had estimated the probability of getting them out alive at less than 1 per cent. Yet, after spending a record sixty-nine days underground, all thirty-three were hoisted up to safety. This moving story ‘is a case study in how to lead in situations where the stakes, risk, and uncertainty are incredibly high and time pressure is intense’, says the abstract for an article, ‘Leadership Lessons from the Chilean Mine Rescue’, that appeared in the Harvard Business Review.52 

The incident—and the rescue—hold a lot of lessons for today’s leaders, especially in the context of leading in make-or-break situations. ‘In such emotionally charged circumstances, most leaders feel torn,’ say authors Faaiza Rashid, Amy C. Edmondson and Herman B. Leonard, in the article that appeared under the head ‘Crisis Management’.

‘Should they be directive, taking charge and commanding action? Or should they be empowering, enabling innovation and experimentation? As the successful example of André Sougarret, the chief of the mine rescue operation, shows, the answer is yes—to both,’ says the abstract.

A true leader has the ability to both command and empower. My discussions with various leaders on humility and high achievement also indicated that they often practised what could be called a command-and-empower kind of leadership approach.

But what does a command-and-empower approach mean in humble leadership? A deconstruction of the terms individually would perhaps make it easier to understand. For example, we can see that ‘command’ has many components, such as communication, organizing, mentoring, managing adversities, active engagement, neutralizing emotions and dynamics, and direction.

Likewise, ‘empower’ involves emulation, mending of thought processes, passing the baton, obedience, working shoulder to shoulder with others, enabling a positive environment, and respect. Let us take a closer look then at the command-and-empower way of leading.

Command 

Communication: Humble leaders believe in clear communication and in creating a picture of success for the team. The leader conveys to the team the organizational values, larger goals and the strategy to be adopted by them. The channel of communication stays open till the team knows what needs to be achieved and where it has to reach.

Organizing: A humble leader believes in organizing the available resources, tools and the budgets required for the team to ensure effective functioning for high performance. When it comes to organizing people, a humble leader focuses on in-depth understanding of their skills, strengths and the values each member brings to the team to achieve the common goals.

Mentoring: A leader who is humble believes in making sure that team members are nurtured with the right capabilities, skills and attitude; tracks the growth of each member individually and ensures progress.

Managing adversities: The leader firmly believes in putting himself first on the block when it comes to dealing with unforeseen calamities or adversities. A humble leader also protects his subordinates against unfortunate events, thereby making the team members feel that he is always there for them.

Active engagement: The leader, especially at the initial stages, actively involves herself with the team to ensure that the team members are on the right path. A humble leader also engages actively in the work of the team, ensuring integrity and creating inspiring standards.

Neutralizing emotions and dynamics: When people work together, it’s possible that negative emotions and dynamics might crop up. A truly humble leader believes it is her responsibility to neutralize such emotions and negative dynamics.

Direction: Wherever there are ambiguities or differences of views, and whenever the team moves off the path, the leader does not hesitate to direct the team and show them the way to get back on track. The leader helps the team to focus, strategize and navigate rough waters effectively.

Empower

Emulation: A humble leader emulates the behaviour of a sage and always abides by human values and ethical standards.

Mending of her own thought process: A humble leader is flexible and doesn’t mind changing her views on how things need to be executed or how a correction needs to be done keeping the goal in mind.

Passing the baton: A humble leader would never get into micro-management. She passes the baton to others in the team and becomes an active observer from outside the official hierarchy. It’s others in the team who act as leaders, based on the situation and the kind of expertise needed.

Obedience: Humble leaders are good at complying with the rules and regulations. A true leader will also not come in the way if a team member takes the role of a leader in a particular situation to get a specific task done. He will trust the intentions of the team members and provide counsel when sought.

Working shoulder to shoulder with team: When needed, the leader believes in working shoulder to shoulder with the team. The leader doesn’t give the impression that she is superior to others in rank; when more hands are needed, the leader rolls up her sleeves and joins the team as a member.

Enabling a positive environment: A humble leader’s behaviour creates an enabling environment for others to act and to move forward. Once the direction is set for achieving a target, the leader becomes the cheerleader, encouraging the team and creating a positive environment.

Respect for others: The leader’s respect for each person in the team is unconditional. A humble leader respects other people as equal human beings, and this respect is not contingent upon factors such as age, gender, ethnicity and performance.

The best example of such a leader that I have heard of is from Suresh Narayanan of Nestlé India, who described to me one of his experiences at Lipton. He was a young brand manager there and the vice-chairman of the company had taken the rap on behalf of juniors like him. Narayanan recalls: ‘The leader of the team was the then vice-chairman of Lipton. He took the rap on his knuckles when something went wrong at a product launch. He kind of protected all of us. He said, “Look, the responsibility was entirely mine,” and added that all of us youngsters in his department should be allowed to concentrate on their careers. As a leader you need to take the brickbats along with the flowers.’

Narayanan is right, but to become such a leader, certain attributes are a must. My study for this book has thrown up three such attributes under the attitudinal characteristic of path-showing. They are:

• Empathy

• Positive anticipation (hope)

• Ability to tap potential

3.1 Empathy

To some degree, empathy can be learned; but, according to Satya Nadella, CEO, Microsoft, it is an innate human trait. However, empathy, as it stands, is an enormous concept. The past two decades have seen a growing movement towards viewing empathy as a multidimensional construct. In a 1983 study, Mark H. Davis argued that empathy should best be seen as a ‘set of constructs’ based on measures of social functioning: self-esteem, emotionality and sensitivity to others. All these measures concern responsivity, but are also clearly different from each other.53

In a more recent survey, psychologists Daniel Goleman and Paul Ekman have identified three types of empathy—cognitive, emotional and compassionate. Emotional empathy entails an understanding of the feelings of another. Cognitive empathy recognizes the frame of reference of the other person’s thinking, even if you don’t agree with such thinking. Compassionate empathy moves you to help spontaneously.

According to Nadella, the ability to understand and feel what others experience is critical to the work of technology giants like Microsoft. Nadella, quoted in an article written by Sureena Tandon for Quartz India, says: ‘I think of empathy as not just as something nice to have but (it) is core to (the) innovation agenda in the company.’

Nadella explained that one of the things he realized was that if he looked at what Microsoft’s core business was, ‘it is about being able to meet the unmet and unarticulated needs of customers and there is just no way we are going to be able to succeed in doing that if we don’t have that deep sense of empathy.’54

It is more or less the same realization that lies at the core of a paper on the subject by Tania Singer and Claus Lamm, on what they call the ‘Social Neuroscience of Empathy’. They argue that the ability to understand the mental and emotional states of those around us—whether at home or in the workplace—lies at the core of our lives as social animals. ‘It enables us to not only communicate and interact with each other in effective and pleasant ways,’ they write, ‘but also to predict the actions, intentions and feelings of others.’55

Professor Manoj Tiwari elaborated in greater detail on this when I spoke to him for this book. ‘Let us say, hypothetically, that I am a teacher. Then I must take into account the fact that my students are not unidimensional beings. There is a professional aspect and a personal aspect. A student might be academically sound and brilliant, but we must always also look at how he/she behaves with others. Is he/she aggressive? Does he/she impose his/her behaviour on others? Does he/she have a family problem and is he/she mentally or emotionally disturbed because of that? We cannot just focus on one attribute and form an opinion based on that. We must look holistically at other aspects of his/her personality.’

Singer and Lamm sum it up thus, ‘Empathy enables us to not only communicate and interact with each other in effective and pleasant ways, but also to predict the actions, intentions and feelings of others.’

Another example of this is how arguments and crises at the workplace play out, and how our behaviour and emotions take centre stage during professional conflicts. For instance, we might be misunderstood by others during arguments or crises and, in the process, our feelings might be hurt. Yet, Singer and Lamm argue, even in such cases, how we react would enable the other person to become more aware of the emotional consequences of her actions. ‘This ability to share others’ feelings ultimately results in a better understanding of the present and future mental states and actions of the people around us.’

In this context, P. Dwarakanath, former Chief Human Resources Officer (CHRO) at GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) India, who also later served as the non-executive chairman of the company, recounted an incident—he was much younger then, of course—where he was asked by the director of human resources to take charge of the hiring process for a new entrant. ‘I interviewed him and gave my comments to my boss. I said that he was not the right fit for the company because although he had great communication skills and managerial presence, he was someone who was very city oriented. GSK had a great presence in rural areas, but this man would not want to go into the rural areas as he was more of a corporate guy. My HR Director called me over. He was very upset. He said, “I have greater experience than you in this area, and I think you should appoint him.” So he was appointed, but within four months the new hire proved to be a wrong hire and left the company. Afterwards, my HR Director, who later became my mentor, came to my room and said, “Look, I realized that you gave your reasons and I never agreed with you. My judgement was wrong and I stand corrected”.’

The ability to be self-aware enough to be receptive is the foundation of cognitive empathy, as Daniel Goleman argues in his essay, ‘The Focused Leader’ for Harvard Business Review. Goleman makes the case that cognitive empathy enables leaders (like Dwarkanath’s mentor) to explain themselves in meaningful ways—a skill essential to getting the best possible performance from employees. Cognitive empathy is a direct outcome, says Goleman, of self-awareness.56

So, what is self-awareness? 

Simply put, it means getting in touch with your authentic self—more commonly known as the inner voice. Leaders who listen attentively and, more importantly, are receptive to their inner voice, can actually utilize resources better in terms of higher creativity, improved decisions and better connection with people around them. Bharat Puri, managing director of Pidilite Industries, whom I interviewed for this book, has followed this principle all his professional life. ‘It is always about authenticity,’ he said. ‘I will always ask a person to do something based on whether I would do it or not. I always make sure that I remain authentic so that whenever I say something, those listening to me would know that I am genuine in my intentions.’

In a fast-changing world where the professional landscape has been made fluid by technological advancements, Nadella believes that the core focus should be sustained on humans and their unique qualities—like empathy—which would become even more valuable ‘in a world where the torrent of technology will disrupt like never before’.

In an interview with Wharton management professor Adam Grant for Knowledge@Wharton, Nadella said he puts greater emphasis on cognitive empathy. Explaining this to Grant, Nadella said, ‘although many regard it as a “soft skill”, not especially relevant to the “hard work of business”, it is a wellspring for innovation, since innovation comes from one’s ability to grasp customers’ unmet, unarticulated needs.’57

Zia Mody, one of India’s foremost corporate attorneys and founding partner of AZB & Partners, one of India’s leading law firms, would agree with this. She told me, ‘Today’s leaders have to be more open to talking and more open to interacting. More importantly, they have to be more open to changing themselves.’

Leaders who put others ahead of themselves due to their core attribute of humility exhibit all three kinds of empathy—affective, cognitive and compassionate—while dealing with others. They understand how others feel (affective empathy), understand the frame of reference of a point of view being expressed by a team member (cognitive empathy) and extend a helping hand for completion of a task (compassionate empathy)—in other words, they stand shoulder to shoulder with their people, as explained earlier in this chapter. Not surprisingly, then, this attribute is closely followed by another very similar one—the second attribute of path-showing: positive anticipation.

3.2 Positive Anticipation (Hope)

A leader, while holding the metaphorical lamp and showing the path to followers, needs to be full of hope all the time and anticipate positive outcomes when it comes to his followers. Where would leaders’ own hope come from? It’s the humility in them that will bring it for them; and hope here is not just an emotion but also a skill. Humble leaders, as mentioned earlier, trust the strengths and potential of their teams and believe that their teams will do the right things under right circumstances when treated right.

However, the hope a humble leader nurtures will not be shallow or simply philosophical. Humble leaders are constantly in search of what is right for the people and the organization, and this pursuit will result in their considering various options and possibilities for the way forward and coming up with the right strategies and tactics. That’s what builds hope in the leader, and this gets transmitted to his or her followers all the time.

Such positive anticipation on the part of the leader is both an emotion and a skill, as pointed out earlier; emotion because of the leader’s care and concern for the people involved, and skill since it’s also about looking at the right strategies and tactics.

The positive anticipation that we see in humble leaders is built on a solid foundation of preparation. While taking risks, leaders who have humility at their core will also ensure that their teams are ready at the mindset level to take action. Humble leaders firmly believe that it is their responsibility to prepare the teams to move forward. What Vamsi Mohan Thati, president, Greater China, at Coca-Cola, said in our discussions is very relevant here: ‘One of the things I do is stress on objectives to be achieved—while doing it, you need to genuinely paint a picture of higher purpose. If a team perceives that the leader is trying to drive this higher purpose because it helps his (own) goals, the whole thing is lost. So, I always try to enhance the purpose. I will give you an example—in Vietnam, we had never met our goals when BIG (Bottling Investment Group) took over (The Coca-Cola Company in 2006 brought together all company-owned bottling entities under one singular entity called BIG). When BIG came in, one of the things I said in a town hall was, “We want to do good things, for our employees, for our factories, for our customers, for our suppliers. All of us want to do good things, there is this joy in doing the right thing. For which we have to give ourselves the flexibility to be able to do those things. So, we need to improve the profitability of the business so that we can do all the good things we all want to do and thereby improving our job satisfaction. In the years to come, I would love to have one of you do my role, so calling all of you to join this journey—stay on the bus.” You have to have an elevated sense of purpose and inspire people to higher-order goals. Then people will bear any pressure to achieve.’

Now, it is always hard to be 100 per cent definitive about the future or, indeed, even about the path to the future. That’s where leaders need to show their teams the bigger picture and create positive anticipation among them, to move ahead in whichever direction they need to move and also change course as and when needed. ‘When you are a leader, you have to believe that you can take good decisions—that you can see opportunities, that you can guide, mentor and direct people in a way that they achieve some of those opportunities,’ says Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw, executive chairperson, Biocon Group, in our discussion on the subject of humility and leadership.

The key to that is realistic optimism. Even when sales are down or morale is low, humble leaders believe that it is their responsibility to cheer up their teams. So, they encourage their team members, focusing on showing them the way forward rather than pointing out their failures of the past. They accept that change comes from good opportunities and they inspire their team to keep moving towards change and embracing it. As Mazumdar-Shaw says, ‘You need to be able to inspire people with what you want to achieve. That inspiration is really about empowering people.’

Empowering one’s team members is central to showing them the path forward. A good leader will hold the metaphorical lantern to those walking alongside her, inviting them to participate in her vision. ‘It is about getting people to have a sense of ownership of their responsibilities through a very strong sense of trust and delegation,’ explains Mazumdar-Shaw. This means, as a leader, one needs to hold oneself accountable when it comes to the commitments made, and leave the delivery part to the team members. The leader must be willing and able to do the work too, no matter how insignificant the task. Only by self-action can one empower. It is an interconnected process.

Humility helps leaders keep an eye on the current reality and a sharp focus on what needs to be achieved in the future with great clarity and conviction. It helps leaders align their vision with the actions of their followers in a much more realistic manner, since the humility at their core keeps them responsible and grounded.

As Narayanan told me, ‘I think the task of leadership is to give hope. It’s not just to give answers or solutions to problems—leadership means the act of giving hope that there is the possibility of coming out of difficult situations. I think that is the foundational aspect of being a leader—that you create, with humility and gentleness, the right kind of environment in which your employees can feel hopeful.’

Naturally, the question now arises as to how a leader can create that kind of environment in which every employee is not just actively hopeful about the future of the organization, but also believes in the company’s vision. The answer to this brings us to the third attribute of path-showing: tapping potential.

3.3 Tapping Potential

Humble leaders believe in making the best out of every situation, their appreciative mindset making them aware that everyone who works with them can contribute in some way or the other. They also believe that everyone deserves opportunities and support. To provide team members with opportunities, humble leaders tap into the potential of each of them, empowering them both individually and collectively. How do they do that? After all, every employee is different, with his own set of capabilities, experiences, values, cultural backgrounds, influences and beliefs. The best leaders are those that can identify and appreciate these differences and put them to full and effective use.

Good leaders will always take active interest in the growth and success of those who work with and for them. They do this by constantly testing the skillsets of employees who work with them and help them develop capabilities to progress to the next phase of their careers. Humble leaders will take progressive steps forward. They will not force employees to think or act the way they themselves do. They will embrace the natural skills and strengths of their subordinates, simply by observing the things they naturally gravitate towards. They will, for instance, notice how their employees respond in a crisis; what decisions they take; whether pressure clouds their judgement, and so on. A humble leader, in short, will invest time in getting to know the team she works with. This isn’t just a question of getting to know more about one’s employees from casual conversations with them. Small talk aside, a humble leader will always observe his team in action, taking note of how team members approach not just their work but also their peers. This is what Vanessa Boris, learning design and media solutions professional at Harvard Business Publishing, calls ‘field observation’—observing work in action and then applying the insights gained while providing people with opportunities to use and build their skills.

Biocon’s Mazumdar-Shaw is a leader who believes in this method. ‘If you just give team members tasks to carry out, you’re not empowering them. My style of leadership is to get people to help whenever there is a problem, so that they can provide their own solutions and build their own self-confidence. I encourage people to take full ownership of their responsibilities.’

At the heart of every leader’s business vision should be another, more personal desire—to see their employees grow in their careers. In his conversation with me, Anand Kripalu, managing director and CEO of Blackstone-backed EPL, recalled when this began happening with him. ‘My desire and hunger for my own progress and success took a backseat at some point,’ he said. ‘I began relishing watching my subordinates grow, without thinking of what would happen to me. I think that is the biggest behavioural change that I felt was happening to me as a professional.’

Nitin Paranjpe held much the same view. ‘I started observing the team members who were younger than I was, who were demonstrating behaviours and traits that I never did when I was their age,’ the Unilever senior executive told me in our conversation. ‘I appreciated the difference between us. He/she was doing things that I never could have, like showing more energy, more maturity, more drive. Every year, I identified one young person who stood out for me—and could potentially become my boss one day. That person was always special.’

Since humility enables leaders to put their focus on others in a positive manner, it creates space and freedom for the employees. It is, indeed, always special when a leader is inclusive and allows space for an employee to move forward holistically. Every member of the team would then start feeling welcomed and included. In their article for Harvard Business Review, Juliet Bourke and Andrea Titus reported that teams with inclusive leaders were 17 per cent more likely to be high performing and 29 per cent more likely to collaborate well. Simply put, when a leader acts inclusively, the team will do the same.58

Today, in a world still grappling with the COVID-19 pandemic, Boris’s term ‘field observation’ will have to be defined differently. For many of us, working from home is now the norm. Even when the pandemic is no longer a factor, a hybrid approach is likely to prevail, with teams remotely spanning borders and time zones. A good leader will have to step up to the plate differently when it comes to tapping the potential of his team members, considering that, going forward, teams might be home to different languages and nationalities, not to mention different working styles. Communication and shared purpose will continue to be the key.

As Paranjpe said, ‘We all go through our whole life not knowing how much more we can do. If we are able to create the conditions which allow us to dip into that immense potential, I think we’ll all make a difference and, more importantly, it’ll be fun.’

Leaders need to choose between two alternatives—focusing on their own accomplishments and advancement, or working towards impacting the lives of others. Leadership is simply the process of taking the organization and the people involved somewhere better—somewhere they are not likely to go on their own. In the end, it’s all about commanding and empowering others to reach a better place holistically—with leaders holding the metaphorical lantern in hand.


4

Lightheartedness
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‘The more lighthearted I write about that, the better the message gets through.’

—Theo van Gogh

FOR MOST OF HIS LIFE, SHIV SHANKAR HAS BEEN DOING pretty much the same thing. I would meet him on my way up to the office in Mumbai and we would talk briefly before I reached my floor. I’d nod and he would deferentially stand aside as I exited the elevator.

You must be wondering what Shiv Shankar has done to merit a place in a book on leadership, that too in the very first line of a chapter. Nothing much, I am afraid. In fact, as some of you may have guessed, the story of Shiv Shankar’s life has been an endless journey of necessary ascent and inevitable descent. There was not much he could do to break that cycle of monotony. He was, after all, a liftman, barely noticed—at best a visible extension of the hum of the elevator as it rose up the floors. But if anyone cared to pause and speak to Shiv Shankar, they would have surely realized that wisdom also comes from the humblest.

Shiv Shankar would sometimes be on duty when I took the elevator. ‘Kaisa hai?’ (How are you?), I would ask, greeting him.

Every time he would respond with his big smile. ‘Anandi, anandi hu (in a state of bliss),’ he would say.

Never have I heard such a reply from other elevator operators at the office. And, frankly speaking, this was not a reply one would expect from people whose jobs offer little scope for advancement or enough compensation to smile about. A simple ‘theek hai (I’m fine)’ would have been the normal response.

Shiv Shankar’s reply intrigued me. At first I thought he was joking or being sarcastic, but when he responded the same way every time I met him, and with the same enthusiasm, I couldn’t hold back my curiosity. What was it that made him feel so blissful, I asked him one day.

His reply was unexpected and thought-provoking. ‘Every person who enters the lift, sir,’ he told me, ‘has got some problem or the other.’

He had seen them for years, he said. With the same look of worry, every morning they arrived for work and every evening they left for home. ‘Will worrying sort out our problems, sir?’ he asked.

He said he had faced plenty of problems from early in his life. ‘But they made me realize there was no use worrying about anything. So, if I can lighten the mood of a worried person in the lift through my cheerfulness, why not? I feel happy that way; I feel that I have done my job well.’

Apparently, Shiv Shankar’s younger brother was the complaining sort who always grumbled about how life had been cruel to him. Shiv Shankar had noticed that this attitude was making his brother’s children unhappy and anxious. One day he asked his brother to send the children to him and said he would take care of them so that they would grow up in a happy and healthy environment.

This is what humility does to a person—it results in buoyancy of spirit. Whether or not Shiv Shankar realized that his outlook on life that he picked up early in life was a rare gift is a different matter. Not only does lightheartedness help relieve stress and worry to a great extent, it also inspires people to make the lives of others around them more meaningful.

This chapter is not about Shiv Shankar; he is just an example of a spirited person. But imagine the possibilities a leader could bring to the table if his approach too comes with a buoyancy of spirit—or a degree of lightheartedness, the fourth attitudinal characteristic of humble leaders after appreciative mindset, positive possibilities and path-showing. Such leaders tend to take their tasks—and not themselves—seriously. Rather, they use their distinctive sense of humour to establish a personal connect with everybody around them; with people of all age groups, cultures, races and genders. This is possible also because humble leaders realize the strength and potential in those around them and believe that unless they establish a connect with others, they cannot really understand them.

This is why humble leaders have the quality of lightheartedness. It enables them to apply their minds to other aspects of life since their focus is not on themselves. They are in a better position to enjoy not just the most expensive ballet show in town but also simple things like a sunrise, the smile of a child, a silent walk in the woods or by the riverside. They don’t carry much emotional baggage in their hearts when something they had been expecting doesn’t happen. As Nitin Paranjpe of Unilever puts it, ‘I am not driven by my next promotion, I am not driven by more money. As I have often said, my boss finds it difficult to deal with me, who is not driven by more money or his next job. I’m driven by my desire to do the best I can. So, the outcome [of] stress is not something that I experience often.’

It is true that in our modern-day work culture, which increasingly lays emphasis on last-minute deadlines, it is often difficult to keep a lighthearted perspective on the way things are going. But humble leaders, with their integrative awareness and integrative emotion, as discussed earlier in this book, are cognitively and emotionally aware of what is known as the ‘illusion of control’—the tendency to overestimate our ability to control events and situations, as American psychologist Ellen Langer defines the term.59

This awareness makes them create a buoyant, lighthearted environment so that their teams don’t have to work in stifling or stressful conditions. Such leaders are aware that if they are to meet their goals or the goals of the organizations they lead, they cannot achieve them when the work atmosphere is oppressive. Unfortunately, most leaders equate buoyancy with levity, as the illusion of control becomes a neurosis with them. What humility does is to keep such tendencies under check, since it acts as an antibody against hubris, the feeling that leaders might experience when they are successful or when recognition comes their way.

A Zen parable about ‘heaven and hell’ comes to mind when we speak about the relationship between humility and lightheartedness as opposed to hubris and heavy-mindedness.60

A tough, brawny samurai once approached a Zen master who was deep in meditation. ‘Tell me the nature of heaven and hell,’ the samurai, impatient and rude, demanded in a voice accustomed to immediate response and attention.

The Zen master opened his eyes, looked at the samurai, and said, ‘Why should I reply to a shabby, disgusting slob like you? Get out of my sight. I have no time for silly questions.’

The samurai was furious. He drew his sword and raised it to sever the Zen master’s head.

The Zen master looked straight at the samurai and declared, ‘That’s hell.’

The samurai froze. He immediately understood what arrogance had done to him. His mind had created his own hell—one filled with resentment, hatred and fury. 

His eyes filled with tears. Setting his sword aside, he put his palms together and bowed in gratitude to the master for this insight.

‘That’s heaven,’ the Zen master smiled.

Humility enables leaders to look beneath the surface to understand the deeper thoughts, feelings and emotions of other people, the first step towards retrieving them from the shadows of ignorance. That’s the power of humility.

If we try to decode what a lighthearted approach at the workplace means, it leads us to three attributes of this attitudinal characteristic that humble leaders possess:

• Ability to distinguish between person and problem

• Emphasis on effort over outcomes

• Treating mistakes as mistakes

4.1 Persons and Problems Are Two Different Things

Corporations, as well as people, can be neurotic, paranoid, depressive or exceedingly stressed out. ‘Sometimes a neurosis reflects the leadership style of the top executive, but it can come to permeate the organization at all levels,’ say Manfred Kets de Vries and Danny Miller in their book The Neurotic Organization: Diagnosing and Changing Counterproductive Styles of Management.61

The stress that leaders function under can often escalate a situation, resulting in short tempers, depression and a loss of focus, which eventually leads to inept handling of a job as conflict, blame, frustration, differing perceptions, communication issues and fear of failure get the better of us. However, leaders with an appreciative mindset learn to overcome stress and even depression in various ways.

S. Ramadorai, the former vice-chairman of Tata Consultancy Services and the current chairman of the governing board of the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, for example, attends music programmes with his wife. ‘My wife is both a Carnatic and Hindustani classical [music] performer. So, we go for a lot of music programmes. We go on holidays; we go for a walk every day. So, all these are stress relievers. At times, you go on your own; at times, with friends,’ he says.

‘Some occasions can be extremely stressful because of your position. Every CEO and MD is accountable to the board. Even that stress can be relieved by saying (to yourself) that at the most you’ll lose your job but you’ll always find something else. One person even told me that he made a start-up and put his designation as the chairman and CEO. I said, “Good. I can start a company and put myself as …” (laughs). That was a brilliant idea!’

Ramadorai talked about how he dealt with stress personally. From the institutional point of view, one of the most important ways of handling stress or a potential problem is to see the issue at hand as different from the person sitting in front of you. When leaders make that distinction, it means they are doing their best to set aside frustrations and differences in perception in order to focus on the job at hand. 

Humour also helps to lighten a situation, as illustrated by this incident featuring Ratan Tata, narrated to me by Taljinder Singh, senior vice-president, South Mumbai and Selections, at Indian Hotels: ‘He (Ratan Tata) has a subtle sense of humour. That day, a world-famous photographer was shooting for a Time magazine series on legends of business. He had flown down from the US, and the shoot was going on in a suite at Taj Mahal Palace Hotel in Mumbai.

‘Mr Tata was seated and the photographer was constantly talking to him, trying to elicit emotions in his subject. At one point, the photographer said, “At this age, you are really handsome ... one can make a movie on you.” Mr Tata turned around and said, “Yes, a horror movie.” Everybody in the room burst out laughing.’

Bharat Puri, managing director of Pidilite Industries, was clear about his ideas on the subject of lightheartedness when I interviewed him. ‘It is always about reprimanding the action, never the person,’ he said. Every year, Puri said, he begins by selecting one major objective he would like the company to achieve that year. ‘Behind the scenes of this public delineation of company goals is the fact that I keep work and personal relationships separate at work. My team members are always clear that I hold them to a certain standard at work even though, personally, I may be quite friendly. I make sure that if a rebuke is necessary, then I reprimand in private and praise in public.’

How do humble leaders ensure separation of the two, given that the lines between emotion and perspective are prone to blur easily when negotiating tricky issues or subjects of concern and conflict? It’s by keeping their emotional baggage light. While they recognize that their team members might have their own points of view, they also realize that it is always important to deal with emotions and communicate in a manner that lightens the mood. And one way of doing that is by being transparent. 

Lara Bezerra, former chief purpose officer (managing director) at Roche Pharma India, is all for transparency when it comes to feelings. ‘I tell the team, “Look guys, right now you have to understand that I am a little angry,”’ she said when I spoke to her. “‘And I am angry because of X, Y and Z. I want you to understand where I am coming from. I don’t want to react adversely and that’s why I want you to know where I stand”.’

Veteran HR professional Dwarakanath agrees, but insists that this approach can be successfully implemented only if a leader respects the efforts and the emotions of those she works with. ‘Whether you are a chairman or a director, you must respect the fact that others too have emotions and are capable of expressing them in a conversation. That’s where it’s important for leaders to allow people to express their feelings and deal with them in an appropriate manner,’ he said.

Humility allows leaders to notice when someone is getting angry, to take the time to think about why they are angry and to deal with the situation so that things get sorted out amicably. It helps leaders to not hang on to ego or personal preference, something an arrogant leader finds difficult to do. That is why it is important to be curious about the personal lives of team members (wherever the culture permits), as discussed in the chapter on emotional connect later in this book. Simply put, humble leaders believe that all human beings deserve respect and fair treatment. And that is why, if there is an issue around personal or professional behaviour, such leaders make it a point to explore ways in which the individuals concerned can be supported. They try to find out: do these people feel belittled, misunderstood and ignored? If yes, what can we as leaders do about it?

Puri sums it up: ‘It’s not rocket science. Just treat people the way you would like to be treated.’

What Lara Bezerra said adds to it: ‘Sometimes, you are stressed because you are not able to see a positive in the adversity that you are facing. So, it is always good to have somebody that is seeing something positive in adversity and you can see a way to face it differently.’

4.2 Emphasis on Effort Over Outcomes

Have you ever been told that you’re trying too hard? I’m sure we have all heard that at some point in our lives—or have even told ourselves that! ‘Trying too hard’ is a phrase that is used in a derogatory sense but, actually speaking, it happens when you’re focusing too much on the outcome or goal to pay attention to the kind of effort you need to put in to get there.

All of us must set targets for ourselves to keep ourselves motivated and moving forward in life. These targets span our personal and professional lives and help us evaluate whether we are moving in the right direction or not. But setting targets can also limit us. It can force us into a deficit mindset and make us forget that achieving a goal can actually be a pleasurable journey. ‘Many people see me in terms of my behaviour at work,’ says Unilever’s Paranjpe. ‘They see that I am driven to get outcomes. But as strange as it might sound, the actual outcome doesn’t bother me at all. The only thing that I keep asking myself is—am I really demonstrating the behaviour required to get the outcome? As long as I am, it does not matter if the results do not come.’

In this flexibility lies the crux of the humble mindset. With a mindset that is focused on other people, a leader becomes far more realistic about the kind of hard work that would be involved in achieving goals. This means that humble leaders will participate far more actively in the process of creating a common vision and, as discussed in Chapter 3, in developing a path that their team members can walk by utilizing their strengths and potential. Correspondingly, their clarity on just how much effort a team is putting in at the end of the day will be sharper. In short, they will be living the ideal of the appreciative mindset, thereby realizing the positive possibilities in their journey.

‘I stay close enough to my team to know whether people have tried hard or not,’ says Anand Kripalu of Blackstone. ‘So, what angers me is when I believe that people haven’t tried hard enough—when they haven’t given it their all. After that, if I know that no stone has been left unturned, even if we don’t achieve our goals, I will hold their hand and be there for them. If you’re sincere in your efforts, you will have my unconditional support.’

Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw agrees with this perspective. ‘I am unforgiving of incompetence—when people don’t really deliver on what they are supposed to do. But I do make a difference between making a mistake and outright negligence. If it is the latter, I don’t easily forgive that. But mistakes are part of life.’

One can see that it is important to distinguish between the two—effort and outcome—and make that clear to the employees. This is precisely what humble leaders tend to do.

Vinita Bali, former managing director and CEO of Britannia in India, keeps this binary very clear in her work style. ‘Effort has to be directed to produce the right outcomes,’ she said. ‘People connect with a goal once they understand the context, and even more so, when it is personally relevant to them. So you have to say, let’s figure this out together. It is attention to process that gets you from where you are to where you want to be—and then choosing what comes next.’

So, how does Bali take team members into consideration along her journey? ‘A key competency of leadership is to assimilate facts and simplify the actions that follow, and for that you need to spend time with people—encourage them to look at facts, think of possibilities, both imaginatively and with pragmatism,’ she said. ‘At times you have to ask, why are we only at point A? What do we need to do to get to point B? That, to my mind, is more positive—because it helps us to collectively figure out how to change a situation. It is about getting the best of the talented people you have around you.’

Speaking about effort and outcome, we often look at these two as one and the same. Even several years into my career I would look at targets as heavy rocks tied around my neck—if I didn’t achieve them, it would be catastrophic thinking. A few years back, I remember making a presentation to Irial Finan, the former global head of Bottling Investment Group (BIG) of the Coca-Cola Company. During the course of our conversation, I talked about a target of building workplace inclusion and diversity. When asked why it was just an incremental target rather than a transformative one, I tried to justify my thinking. The same evening, after the meeting was over, while we were walking along the sea shore in Goa, Irial put his hand on my shoulder and said, ‘Look, PV, you can take any target and it’s your choice. However, if you look at it in a transformative way, the whole game goes into a different level. Great energy gets released in you and the entire organization, and then achieving the target becomes insignificant for everybody.’ Since then, these words ring in my ears every time I looked at goals to be achieved and the miles to be covered.

Change is a necessary part of moving forward, and so are mistakes. Indeed, mistakes must be seen as part of the efforts put in to get to a goal. Both are part of the same journey. And that brings us to the third component of staying lighthearted as a humble leader.

4.3 A Mistake Is Just a Mistake

When Bill Pelster, whom I have mentioned earlier in this book, was serving in the United States Armed Forces, he was part of the nuclear weapons programme for the air force. ‘I was one of the guys who sat underground in a concrete egg in the middle of the United States with a bunch of nuclear missiles waiting for the Russians to do something stupid,’ Pelster recalled.

As part of their training, Pelster’s team underwent an evaluation that involved an exercise in a simulator. ‘I made a mistake that cost the entire wing a passing grade. The mistake was I took a missile off alert, erring on the side of safety. I shouldn’t have taken that missile off alert. But that was a big failure.’

Pelster was, at the time, all of twenty-three-years old. ‘At that age, you have to stand in front of the wing commander in your uniform to get formally debriefed and you have to talk about the mistake and you have to reflect on it.’

In his conversation with me, Pelster reflected on the incident and said that it not only taught him humility, but also a huge lesson. ‘I think that if leaders have a chance to experience failure early in their lives, it gives them a sense of humble perceptiveness that we are all humans and we all can fail and we can all recover from that.’

Today, our culture—political, professional and personal—glorifies fearlessness. The stereotypical image of a leader is one who is tough and unafraid to lead his team into the unknown. But fear is a human and very natural emotion. The fear of making mistakes is a valuable one, if it is harnessed properly.

In an essay for Harvard Business Review, Alice Boyes has laid out a road map of questions that a good leader can ask himself about his fears:

We can control systems, not outcomes. How to overcome your fear of making mistakes. What are your systems and processes for avoiding mistakes? Is the data you’re relying on reliable? What are the limitations of it? How do your systems help prevent group-think? What procedures do you have in place to help you see your blind spots? How do you ensure that you hear valuable perspectives from underrepresented stakeholders? What are your processes for being alerted to a problem quickly and rectifying it if a decision has unexpected consequences?62

These are important questions that prevent a leader from becoming paralysed with the fear of slipping up, of making mistakes, and allow him to move forward with confidence.

Psychologist Robert Hogan feels that leaders must always be willing to admit that they made a mistake, be willing to take advice, listen to feedback and course-correct if they made a bad decision. Of course, this seems easier said than done, because the natural human tendency is to obsess over mistakes. We all find ourselves endlessly replaying in our mind situations in which we wish we had performed or spoken or acted differently. ‘If only we hadn’t passed up that opportunity which is winning a colleague accolades’; ‘If only we had spoken up and not dropped the ball with a particularly important client’, and so on. We might even find ourselves brooding about what would happen in the future now that a mistake has been committed.

Worrying over mistakes is a natural human tendency, although it leads to negative and unproductive thinking. It is also linked to poor problem-solving, anxiety and depression, because you remain mired in the past, and in the unpleasantness of ‘what-ifs’.

The only solution is to move on, keeping the lessons from your mistakes in mind. This is what Paranjpe said when he recalled his first professional failure and the lesson he learnt and later shared with others. ‘I kept saying to everyone that after you fail, you must never forget the lessons. They must be etched on your forehead.’

At the other end of the spectrum are those who steep themselves in the narcissistic belief that they did nothing wrong—that whatever happened was not their fault and it was, actually, someone else who blundered. A leader who is not humble will do this—pin the blame on a subordinate and refuse to be accountable or take responsibility.

Hogan believes the way forward is the middle path. ‘That’s the difference between a good leader and a narcissistic one,’ Hogan said. ‘The narcissist will technically get off with a fast start, but they burn out. They fail and derail because they make bad decisions and, in doing so, they alienate subordinates. At some point, people will stop supporting them. So, the humility to understand where exactly to draw the line gives you an advantage in the long run.’

That there is wisdom in learning from failure is indisputable. Yet, leaders and organizations that learn well from failures are rare. This gap is not due to their lack of commitment to learning. In my three-and-a-half decades of corporate service, I have seen that we, as leaders, have actively wanted to help our organizations learn from failure and improve the performance. We devoted hours carrying out reviews and autopsies of decisions that had gone catastrophically wrong. But time after time, I saw that those efforts led to no real change. Why? Because we looked at failure the wrong way.

Zia Mody believes the key here is to stay open-minded. ‘Being proved wrong does not mean that you have to be ashamed of yourself,’ the corporate lawyer told me. ‘You have to treat it as a phase of learning which will lead you to the next stage of where you want to be as a leader.’

A mistake is just that—a mistake. It is not evidence of bad or poor workmanship/leadership. It does not even mean that you are not bold or visionary in your style of leadership. It simply means that you are human. Humble leaders always have this awareness at the back of their minds.

All the three attributes discussed in the chapter make for lightheartedness which is an attitudinal characteristic of a humble leader. To be a leader, one need not be perfect; the key is to have one’s heart in the right place and do enough things right to make a difference.


5

Evolution
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‘Evolution is the secret for the next step.’

—Karl Lagerfeld

THE DAY THE YOUNG PRINCE STEPPED OUT OF THE PALACE, everything changed. By the time he exited this sensory world of perception and experience, Siddhartha Gautama had travelled far from his aristocratic home in the Himalayan foothills and had founded a religion that showed mankind the path to liberation from suffering.

A few hundred years later, a carpenter’s son born to a virgin would also leave home, become a preacher, get into religious debates with fellow Jews, perform miracles and gather a band of disciples, before taking upon himself the thorns of the world.

Gautama Buddha and Jesus of Nazareth are two of the most sublime examples of leaders who stepped out of the relative comfort of familiar surroundings to bring about change. Both embraced change—in Jesus’s case, with terrible consequences—and evolved, so that mankind could evolve too.

Closer to our times—an era by its very nature less conducive to greatness—we have Ida Bell Wells-Barnett, who was born into slavery in Mississippi but was freed during the American Civil War. Orphaned at sixteen, she went to work to keep the rest of the family together with the help of her grandmother. Wells was deeply moved by the plight of her fellow black Americans and would later dedicate her life to the struggle for African-American equality, especially for the community’s women. There would be death threats along the way, but she soldiered on, going on to become one of the founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

History has more such examples of leaders whose innate humility made them take the leap that would change the course of their own lives and, in the process, that of the wider community. Of course, such agents of change are few in number—not everyone can be a Mahatma or a Nelson Mandela, to name two of the modern world’s greatest agents of change—however, even within the limited scope of our humdrum existence, there are people who have made a difference because they thought differently, changing their own perspectives to help others.

So, what is it that makes people change their perspective and embrace a path sometimes totally different from where they had started? It’s a question that defies an easy answer, but a degree of flexibility is certainly at play here. Simply put, the mind has a way of looking at things. When we are flexible, we change the lens with which we see, which means our perspective changes too. And when our perspective changes, we evolve.

Leaders with intrinsic humility—the quality that enables people to look at things from the perspective of others—believe in flexibility of thought and in taking decisions based on the continuous flow of information and inputs. It’s not that they were born with such elasticity of mind. Many of the leaders I spoke to for this book admitted that they had been rigid in the past and that it had been a constant process of evolution for them, based on positive interpretations of life experiences. In other words, their attitudes had been forged in the foundry of experience. The result is that those they now lead see them as leaders who listen to their views and hear them out, even if they have differences of opinion with them, without being biased or judgemental. 

Reflect on this statement: When we look at serving others without any expectations from them, what happens to us? When I say serving, I don’t mean serving the sick or the old. While that is an excellent way to build humility within ourselves, what I mean here has more to do with thinking about others and respecting their needs, opinions, feelings and emotions, and extending them a compassionate hand. 

Coming back to my question, what happens when we serve others without any expectation? The answer is, we evolve as human beings. That’s what humility makes of leaders.

Let me recall my own experience at the Bottling Investment Group (BIG) of the Coca-Cola Company where I spent fifteen years in different capacities, including a long stint in human resources function in a regional operating role. After a change in the structure of the organization, I was elevated to the position of head of human resources for the entire company in India. This was a corporate role and I clearly struggled in the initial days. My earlier assignment handling operations hadn’t prepared me much for this new role.

Irial Finan, the head of BIG, whom I mentioned in the earlier chapter, noticed that I was struggling. One day, prompted by Finan, the company sent me to many parts of the world—into different cultures, the best of institutes—so that I could transition into my new role to fit its requirements in terms of skills as well as behaviour. There were no expectations from the company, no deadlines, no boundaries or tacit conditions and threats. I was given the freedom to learn, experiment and evolve into my new role, slowly and steadily, at my own pace. 

No words can express my gratitude to the company, and I think the experiences, apart from building my own capabilities, made me more responsible as a professional. I could assess, feel and sense the transformation within myself after a couple of years as I transitioned into my new role—just as a caterpillar grows into a butterfly.

What made that possible? What else but the humility of a leader, such as Finan’s, who looked at the needs, emotions and feelings of a young man and prompted the company to give him the opportunity to prove himself? That’s what humility does—it makes leaders evolve into a state where they can look at people’s needs through a different lens, thereby helping them to evolve too and succeed. Most other companies would have considered it a waste of time to back a young employee and might have replaced him with someone more competent. The difference between humility and hubris is the difference between breathing life into someone and taking it away without giving the person an opportunity to survive.

Most of the stalwarts I interviewed for this book said they evolved as leaders over a period of time, learning through their mistakes and, in fact, said they were still evolving. In other words, they did not believe they had ‘arrived’; nor had they considered themselves prima donnas and trumpeted about their successes in autobiographies aimed at informing the world about their achievements. For them, leadership was akin to a journey without a terminus—an attitude perhaps best suited to the demands of the century we live in. If the twentieth century was about transition, the twenty-first—still young in years—has surely been a story of transformation so far.

Evolution in our contemporary times entails modification of processes too, so that we can stay up to date with digital progress, adjust institutional cultures to increase transparency and diversity in gender and race, and meet the needs of a changing society.

Every leader should, at some point, be able to honestly ask himself the question: ‘Are people following me because they have to, or because they want to?’ An evolved leader will always focus on creating within an organization a supportive, trusting and rewarding environment where employees will be empowered to both grow and develop confidence in themselves. Sadly, to my mind, the concept of leadership has taken on widely different meanings—and not always of the positive kind.

In his book, Humanocracy: Creating Organizations as Amazing as the People Inside Them, co-author Gary Hamel says:

In a world of unrelenting change and unprecedented challenges, we need organizations that are resilient and daring. Unfortunately, most organizations, overburdened by bureaucracy, are sluggish and timid. In the age of upheaval, top-down power structures and rule-choked management systems are a liability. They crush creativity and stifle initiative. As leaders, employees, investors, and citizens, we deserve better. We need organizations that are bold, entrepreneurial, and as nimble as change itself.63

Hamel makes a passionate, data-driven argument for excising bureaucracy in the workplace and replacing it with something better—after all, leadership is not signified by a title or a position or by winning an election. Hamel says:

One of the biggest factors stopping organizations from moving away from bureaucracy is that leaders don’t trust their people. But that lack of trust creates a cycle where leaders feel they have to treat their employees like children because they can’t be trusted, as a result of which employees stop making decisions on their own. When leaders try to control every aspect of the work, employees aren’t motivated to innovate and experiment. This lack of trust and motivation creates a never-ending cycle of bureaucracy.64

This is why Hamel believes that it is vital for companies to ‘syndicate the work of leadership’ across the organization, to redistribute power and to change the role of the top team.

In an interview titled ‘Leaders Everywhere: A Conversation with Gary Hamel’, the author of Humanocracy says:

I think the dilemma is that as complex as our organizations have grown, as fast as the environment is changing, there are just not enough extraordinary leaders to go around. Look at what we expect from a leader today. We expect somebody to be confident and yet humble. We expect them to be very strong in themselves but open to being influenced. We expect them to be amazingly prescient, with great foresight, but to be practical as well, to be extremely bold and also prudent.65

People can evolve as real leaders only when humility informs the core of their leadership approach. Unless they look beyond themselves and put other people’s interests ahead of their own, they will never be able to tick any of the characteristics of evolved leaders. So, leadership is not a position of power; it’s a responsibility—to take care of others. It’s never about us, as the leaders, but always about others, thereby making leadership a synonym for humility.

This research has thrown up three fundamental attributes of evolved leadership. They are:

• No illusion of having ‘arrived’

• Competing with oneself (or running one’s own race)

• Quest for growth

5.1 No Illusion of Having ‘Arrived’

‘If you look behind to the place from which you started, you will find that before you were an animal, now you are a man, and will be a god or God Himself in future’

—Swami Vivekananda

For our purposes, these words can be applied to the attitude towards success—or failure—that enables humble beings to seek more. Only human beings can evolve to a different level as humans; no other species can elevate itself to a higher state in its lifetime. This is a gift that has been given to us by nature or by God, depending on our beliefs. But a human being full of himself or herself cannot evolve to a higher level; only the humble can. Just think about it. Can a leader who is full of himself evolve or transform to a different level over a period of time? The answer is obvious. The following story conveys this point aptly.

Once upon a time there lived a wise Zen master. People from far and near would come and seek his counsel. Many of them would ask him to enlighten them on the ways of Zen. He seldom turned anyone away. One day, a wealthy and important person, a man used to command and obedience, came to visit the master. ‘I have come today to ask you to teach me about Zen. Open my mind to enlightenment,’ he said. The tone of the man’s voice indicated that he was used to having his own way.

The Zen master smiled and said that they should discuss the matter over a cup of tea. When the tea was served, the master poured his visitor a cup. He poured and he poured and the tea rose to the rim and began to spill over the table and finally on to the robes of the wealthy man. Finally, the visitor shouted, ‘Enough. You are spilling the tea all over. Can’t you see the cup is full?’

The master stopped pouring the tea and smiled at his guest. ‘You are like this teacup, so full that nothing more can be added. Come back to me when the cup is empty. Come back to me with an empty mind.’66

Coming to our modern times, it is often said that a true leader should never feel complacent. This, of course, doesn’t mean that his hunger for advancement should come from comparison and unwanted competition with others. The tendency to compare, now heightened by social media in the twenty-first century, has always been an innate human characteristic, often simply described as ‘ego’. But humility in leadership helps leaders to consciously ‘kill’ their egos after they taste success, since they consciously and willingly attribute such success to others and to circumstances.

Similarly, humility helps leaders to consciously avoid feeling pessimistic or low on confidence after a failure. So, both success and failure infuse in them a zest for learning. This, in turn, leads to healthy internal self-competition to move forward. The motivation here is purely the desire to bring benefit to the other—be it an individual, a group or society in general. A humble leader does not identify with achievements or outcomes but focuses on what she can learn and what she can contribute.

Corporate titan Anand Kripalu explained it very well when I asked him what he felt about being an achiever: ‘I don’t feel that I have achieved so much in life. In fact, I feel uncomfortable when someone says that. I mean, everyone looks up to other people. That’s human nature. So, I may look at Satya Nadella or Sundar Pichai and say to myself, “Wow! Look at those guys.” But for myself, I never think of myself as having achieved anything big. I am proud to do what I do and that’s all.’

Interviews with leaders I chose to survey in a bid to understand humility and leadership revealed an interesting array of human and very interesting responses to the question of where they see themselves in terms of their achievements.

Josh Bersin, for example, said: ‘I always feel like there is more to do. I don’t feel like I have achieved any pinnacle at all. I have always felt like I’m kind of barely there yet. I feel just very lucky that I found something that I like doing, that I am good at and been able to become successful at it. And that’s my number one feeling: it’s just gratitude for having found work that I am good at and can be rewarded for and can help people with.’

Leena Nair summed it up: ‘I have had great opportunities and I have had God’s grace to be at the right place at the right time and I always say that my best is yet to come,’ she said. ‘There is so much more that I want to learn and contribute.’

For leaders like Bersin, Nair and many others, evolution is not an option, it’s a compulsion—an impulse that drives them on—accompanied by the realization that they have ‘not arrived yet’ and there’s a lot more they need to do. That brings us to ‘competing with oneself’, the second attribute of evolved leadership.

When people are in a frame of mind to keep learning and evolving, and when the work they do constantly challenges them, intellectually and creatively, to stay on their toes, they begin to instinctively shed the desire to compete with others. This is because they have the quality of humility. At this point, the only competition is the one they have with their own selves. They think on their feet and, as leaders, are able to tackle dilemmas based on an evolved, self-authored method of thinking rather than on a polarized, borrowed and anxious way of thinking. Thus, humble leaders are ready to take on challenges adaptively; they are ready to experiment and take risks—not because they want to outdo others, but because they want to set higher standards for themselves. Let us take a closer look at this attribute.

5.2 Competing with Oneself

Most of us have grown up in a competitive environment. We compete with our siblings for our parents’ love and attention. We compete for better marks and ranks in school. We compete with peers for better grades in entrance examinations, in college interviews and for the best job opportunities. Wouldn’t it be natural, then, for this competitiveness to flow over into our professional lives? Who, after all, doesn’t work to outperform colleagues in the annual performance appraisals at the workplace so that they can get faster promotions and better opportunities?

However, as the COVID-19 pandemic promotes an increasingly hybrid work style, and as globalization continues to influence markets, competition is becoming an instinct that leaders will have to unlearn. Organizations today cannot operate effectively unless there is voluntary and smooth sharing of information, with teams working together to get jobs done. This means that instead of competing with others, what leaders and organizations need to do is to reorient their thinking about competition—from an external perspective to one that is internal.

Let’s look at what Walter Kiechel, author and business journalist who has served as managing editor of Fortune magazine, said in an article ‘The Case against Competing’ in Harvard Business Review.

Kiechel writes, ‘[Avoiding competition] is a condition, or more precisely, a frame of mind, that more should aspire to. An overweening focus on beating the other guy, gal, or outfit is just as bad for your psychological and moral health as it is for your business’.

Kiechel later goes on to mention Adam Phillips, the British psychoanalyst who has warned about the dangers of excessive self-criticism too. Phillips had written an essay in the London Review of Books titled simply ‘Against Self-Criticism’, where he invoked Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis.

Kiechel writes in his article for Harvard Business Review:67

A Freudian himself, Phillips invoked the Founding Father’s tripartite division of the human mind into id (that churning cauldron of instinctual energies), super ego (sitting above it all, cheering or booing), and ego (sandwiched between the two, desperately trying to mediate between them and the outside world). The super ego, we are reminded, itself has two parts, the conscience (punitive, critical, nagging away at us) and the ego ideal (holding up the image of all the excellence we might become).

This might be why someone like psychologist Robert Hogan feels, as he told me, ‘I have something to prove every day. I feel like I have to earn my living. I have to demonstrate that I am worth the salary that I get from the organization.’

Hogan, incidentally, was talking about his own organization—Hogan Assessment Systems—the one he founded and made extremely successful globally.

Speaking about his professional journey, John Ustas, who was the chief executive officer of Hindustan Coca-Cola and responsible for the company’s business turnaround in India, said: ‘Mine was more of evolution. A guy who was a really naive, young kid, who didn’t have self-confidence. I always knew that I had to work harder than other guys, just to keep up. So, I was always humble in terms of learning. I really didn’t learn anything at high school, so I kept reading and catching up. I always felt I was behind, so I would read more. I always felt that I had to do better. Then I caught up and then I kept going.’

Speaking further about his evolution into one of the best business turnaround leaders in the beverage industry, Ustas said, ‘I started from manufacturing and warehousing. I joke that I was the only CEO who started at second shift warehouse and was promoted to night shift sanitation. Through my career, I served with big companies, which was good, but I also explored small franchisees. Later, I got to see the whole thing, I got to see board members and how small businesses run. I used to work on all kinds of projects. I have an MBA in finance, so I knew a lot about accounting. So, my skills and understanding, everything was interactive, helped. And eventually, I got into taking over sales. In the twenty years of my career before I took over sales, I did all backend work and I think that really gave me overall knowledge, skills and the confidence to run operations.’

No wonder, then, that Ustas’s evolution helped him to turn around the company’s business in South Africa too, which we will touch upon later in this book.

Rewiring how we think about competition is hard, especially with our social conditioning. Competing with oneself has always been viewed as one-sided, if not impossible. Competing with others—personally or professionally—is the more recognized norm. ‘I’m very competitive,’ Bersin told me. So, one of the things that gets me going is staying current and maintaining my reputation and keeping the research relevant. I think that my competitive nature gives me the tremendous work ethic I have.’

Humble leaders are not only aware of their competitive streak but also realize what kind of competition is good and what is bad for their people and the organization. They can draw the line on competitiveness and channel that energy to make sure it is not detrimental to others. This is where they end up running their own race, or competing with themselves, rather than against others.

But how do we understand good competition from bad competition?

In his essay for Harvard Business Review68, Kiechel points to something that, in the twenty-first century, leaders sometimes overlook. He asks leaders to take another look at why they began the businesses they did, and what their initial objective was. ‘Did you or the founders of your enterprise get into business to take share, cut costs, and generally show the other guy up? One hopes—and suspects in the case of the best companies—that other ambitions were at work, other desires, dissatisfactions, or curiosities.’69

Kiechel argues that leaders in companies across sectors and fields would normally have entered the businesses they did in order to serve a need or a demographic. The objective of any business is never—at least at its inception—to defeat its rivals. The purpose is always to serve clients or customers, whether the company manufactures a medical device or a smartphone.

How do we keep an eye on the real objective of our businesses? We do that by focusing on the third and last attribute of evolved leadership.

5.3 Quest for Growth

In 2015, American psychologist Carol Dweck had defined the growth mindset as that point when ‘people believe that their most basic abilities can be developed through dedication and hard work’, and that brains and talent were just the starting point. This view, Dweck had said, ‘creates a love of learning and a resilience that is essential for great accomplishment’.70

Simply put, the growth mindset is about recognizing that no matter where you are, there’s always room for improvement. Leaders with a growth mindset always look forward to what they can work on. They find ways to make the things they do better than they were the previous day. They look at what they want and find a way to spend that extra hour in the morning getting that workout in or spending a weekend taking a class to learn more about a skill. They don’t settle for the ‘status quo’ or for ‘good’ or for ‘it works’. They make time in their schedule to accomplish the extra goal they always talk about.

Nearly all the leaders I spoke to said they did this. ‘I am always willing to challenge the status quo, always asking why we have to do it that way,’ said Bill Pelster, the industry consultant. ‘Why does it have to become that? Is there no better way?’

But to challenge the status quo, Dweck argues, we must acknowledge that we are also inherently human. There is, after all, no such thing as a ‘pure’ growth mindset. Nor can one simply ‘espouse’ it in order to progress. ‘Organizations that embody a growth mindset encourage appropriate risk-taking, knowing that some risks won’t work out. They reward employees for important and useful lessons learned, even if a project does not meet its original goals,’ she says. Such companies also encourage employees to embrace the fact that we are all a mixture of fixed ideas and flexibility.71

Nitin Paranjpe explained this concept well when he said that in order to bring about change, we must put in the effort required, but that again, a growth mindset is not only about praising or rewarding effort. While unproductive effort is never a good thing, it’s critical to reward not just effort but also learning and effort. And, along with that, to emphasize the processes that yield these things, such as seeking help from others, trying out new strategies and capitalizing on setbacks to move forward effectively.

‘I think it is important for leaders to face and overcome challenges,’ agreed Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw. ‘You can ask any leader what really made them stronger or what made them most successful. They will all tell you that it’s because they overcame a big challenge or a huge challenge. That has been my life’s learning journey too’.

Change and challenge are the bywords for organizations of the twenty-first century. Today, leaders and their teams have access to global markets and information, and employees have access to new jobs. If a leader does not keep pace with these changes, learn to collaborate and strategize in the ever-changing world, he will soon be history. ‘There must be an unending curiosity to learn,’ said Prof. Quy Huy. That was the sentence that got me thinking about the key attributes required for an evolving, perceptive and humble leader.

The journey we are talking about is not only about self-improvement, it is also about a quest for discovery—quest for knowledge, quest to discover team members’ strengths and, eventually a desire to leave a legacy behind—not for their self-aggrandizement but for the betterment of others.

Thus, humble leaders believe that they need to evolve constantly. He or she does not set out to be a leader but becomes one by sheer integrity of intent. Also, humility helps leaders to believe that other people too will evolve over a period of time—professionally and personally.

The IMAGE Framework

The purpose of the first five chapters was to understand what humble leaders believe in and how they think. Chapters 6–10 deal with another easy-to-remember acronym—IMAGE— representing the behavioural characteristics that emanate from the beliefs and thinking represented by APPLE. Like the acronym APPLE, the acronym IMAGE has also been created using the first letters of the five behavioural characteristics of the humble leader:

• Intensity

• Mindful excellence

• Ahead of one’s time

• Gratitude

• Emotional connect 

In the following chapters we will examine each of these behavioural characteristics, which need to be looked at in a holistic manner and not in isolation. Each chapter, from Chapter 6 to Chapter 10, is devoted to one behavioural characteristic. The last section of the book, which starts after Chapter 10, as mentioned at the beginning of this book, covers some broad ideas and experiences related to developing humble high achievers. Readers will find scientific aspects related to psychology, psychodynamics and neuroscience concepts which, I believe, will help leaders develop humble high achievers for their organizations.


6

Intensity
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‘To share your weakness is to make yourself vulnerable; to make yourself vulnerable is to show your strength.’

—Criss Jami

WHAT IMAGE COMES TO MIND WHEN WE SPEAK ABOUT intensity among leaders? Someone standing with his hands on his hips, barking out commands, fuming over tasks not completed, breathing down the necks of people?

You are right, that’s the image we associate with intensity among leaders. And those who smile gently and speak softly while trying to understand why the work was not completed are, apparently, less intense than their fire-breathing counterparts. If you ask me, I am all for gentle smiles and careful listening. However, the reality is that behind every humble leader’s kindly smile lies an ocean of passion and a strong determination to do justice to whatever he is doing since he is responsible to others. That is what humility makes them.

Humble leaders feel that they owe their accountability to others, and I have seen several such leaders take upon themselves the responsibility of the well-being of the ‘little guy’ on the ground and making sure they do whatever is within their reach towards that end. This attitude is what gives them intensity—and they never help in a way that is condescending or deprecating but always with the aim of inspiring others to do their best. Although working with such leaders would demand total commitment from those lower in the hierarchical orders, it is never a strain. Yes, it can be tough and exacting, but there is always an element of joy in working for and with such leaders.

An incident at the start of my career comes to mind. After completing my education, I had joined a manufacturing firm called Ferro Alloys Corporation Limited (FACOR), a company as old as the Indian ferroalloy industry itself. The company’s foundational principle was altruism. Started by Sreeman Seth Durgaprasadji Saraf in 1955, it had the best of welfare facilities for its employees, including a world-class employee township. It adopted nearby villages, built orphanages and old-age homes, and took care of destitute women. As the company progressed, its focus on supporting employees and their families, and the nearby communities, grew stronger.

I joined the company after the next generation of the Sarafs had taken over. They too continued the tradition of doing good by sharing the profits of the company with their employees and community, as their father used to do.

Sometime in 1986 or 1987, about a year after I had joined, Durgaprasadji, by then a frail old man in his mid-seventies, visited the Shreeramnagar plant in Andhra Pradesh, where I worked. The occasion was Founder’s Day, which means it was his birthday, which the company celebrated every year.

Among the many activities planned that day was free lunch for the poor. I was on the committee responsible for getting the food cooked in the company cafeteria and serving it to the thousands who would come to the township from the surrounding villages and other areas. After the food had been distributed, we realized that a few hundred people were still left to be served. We then came up with the idea of giving money to those who had missed out on the lunch with the request that they eat somewhere else.

Durgaprasadji, in the meantime, was done with his plant visit and was passing by the community centre where the lunch distribution had been organized. He stopped his car and walked into the centre. He soon found out some people could not be served lunch as the food had run out and so had been given money instead. He didn’t say a word but slowly turned around, walked out of the community centre, got into his car and left for the family bungalow in the township. 

He went straight into his bedroom and shut the door from inside. It was already afternoon and the Saraf family members, who had come down from different parts of the country, were waiting to have lunch with him on this special day. But the old man refused to open the door. He wouldn’t eat, he said from inside, till everyone who had missed out on lunch at the community centre were given the same food that had been served to the others.

The family panicked. The patriarch’s health was fragile. And he had locked himself in.

Back at the community centre, we too were in a state of panic. All of us ran out to plead with the people who hadn’t had their food to stay back. Finally, we served freshly cooked food to these people late in the evening. Durgaprasadji too was informed that everyone had eaten. The organizing committee members then finally sat down to eat.

I remember the food tasted different; perhaps it was the tastiest I had ever had in my life. I also learnt the best lesson of my life—feeding a hungry person makes your food taste better.

When employees of the plant gathered that evening to watch the founder’s day programmes—folk dance and plays by employees and villagers—one could sense the intense positive energy among the gathering.

By now you must have figured why I recalled this incident of so many years ago. It was just an example of what I have been talking about—how the intensity of humble leaders can be exacting but rewarding too. But, to understand that better, we need to look at how intensity differs from person to person, because what humble leaders bring to the table is unique and different from what other leaders—those who are not humble—exhibit.

Sankaranarayana Padmanabhan, non-executive director of Tata Chemicals Ltd and head of Tata Business Excellence Group (TBExG) and the Tata Group Ethics Function, told in his conversation with me of a different kind of intensity he had experienced with Ramadorai, former MD of TCS, when he had worked with him in the past. ‘He was quite intense. He would be available for calls all day. He would wake up early in the morning and start from Australia. Tokyo, Singapore, Hong Kong, and then he would make all the calls to India. According to time zones, he would call the country managers, and then regional managers every day as a routine. He was constantly connected. When he would hear about something in the market, he would immediately call one of us who was responsible for that market and say, “Okay listen, this is what they said, please take care of it.” Though there were MIS and digital reports every day, without exception, he was constantly talking to people in the market. I remember when I was in Europe and he stayed with us. At 4.30 in the morning he was up, and then, based on different timezones, he was calling everybody. It was his work style.’

An article on leadership—‘Is Your Boss an Intense Leader? Or Just a Jerk?’—says that intensity is a powerful tool which, when wielded with laser precision, can help focus, engage and inspire team members. The article says,

the art of using intensity as a leadership tool is finding the right balance between personal humility and professional will to ensure that you are perceived as focused and committed, not angry or irrationally obsessed. There’s most definitely a fine line between the two. Cross this line in the wrong direction and instead of promoting a high-performance team you are likely to be in the running for ‘jerk of the year’ in the boss category.72

Author Kim Gray, in an article titled ‘The Dark Side of Intensity in Leaders’, published by HR Magazine, says,

intensity in leaders is a sought-after trait. Intense leaders are highly energetic, have tremendous drive to get things done and an unrelenting focus on achieving goals that galvanizes others into action. In a growth economy, when there’s lots of opportunity, intense leaders can be inspirational to work for and with. However, there is a dark side to intensity.

This dark side often emerges when times are tough when there is less opportunity for growth. Because the feeling of intensity can be almost addictive to the leader, they constantly strive for this sense of authority and control, often to the detriment of themselves and definitely to the people they work with.73 

Gray was right. When leaders are obsessed with authority and control, their intensity becomes unbearable for their followers. You would remember our discussion in Chapter 3 (Path-Showing) where we saw that humble leaders adopt a command-and-empower style of leadership instead of a command-and-control one. When leaders are truly humble, the thought of controlling others does not normally arise in them. Rather, their intensity comes from their belief in the purpose of getting the work done, its benefits and their confidence in the strength and potential of the people they are working with. This in turn is possible because of their appreciative mindset, discussed in Chapter 1. It’s true that at times the intensity of even humble leaders can be intimidating, but it also inspires their subordinates to learn as they realize that they can grow under the tutelage of such leaders.

Three major attributes contribute to the intensity of humble leaders. They are:

• High-impact decision-making

• Willingness to learn

• Trust

6.1 High-Impact Decision-Making

The key to high-impact work is correct assessment. Let’s take the example of Dwight Eisenhower, the thirty-fourth President of the United States, who is remembered for being highly productive. What was Eisenhower’s mantra for balancing high levels of productivity with high-quality work? This quote, attributed to the World War II military hero-turned-civilian leader, sums up Eisenhower’s work-time principle: ‘What is important is seldom urgent, and what is urgent is seldom important.’74

A Deloitte research report titled ‘High-Impact Workforce Experience’ puts the onus of creating high-impact workforce experience on leaders, among other things. It says that leaders in high-performing organizations are accountable for the manifestation of workforce experience:

[I]n fact, in high-performing organizations, leaders are nearly 6 times more likely to be held accountable for workforce experience. From line managers to CEOs, leaders demonstrate this accountability in their everyday interactions with individuals by fostering authenticity, establishing trust, and building a culture of inclusivity and transparency.75

In other words, high-impact work on the part of leaders has a direct correlation to high-impact positive experience among the workforce. Needless to say, high-impact decisions are part and parcel of a leader’s high-impact work.

Nitin Paranjpe narrated an interesting episode which is a good example of high-impact decision-making. Paranjpe was then in India as the chief executive officer of Hindustan Unilever and feeling ‘absolutely hopeless’, in his own words. That was around the time the global financial crisis had sent major economies into shock.

The next dozen or so extended passages and quotes from Nitin’s account—which I’ll try to reproduce as faithfully as possible—constitute a masterclass from a true leader. It’s also a tribute to an idea passed on by another stalwart, Professor C.K. Prahalad, the late corporate and social strategist and educator.

‘Those were my darkest moments of 2009, when I was feeling absolutely hopeless and didn’t know how to turn around the company’s performance,’ Paranjpe said. ‘As I could not wait for a year for some new breakthrough innovation to come through, I asked myself, “What can I do, which is in our control and influence, which would move the needle quickly?” I don’t know how, but I was reminded of an interaction I had nine years earlier with Professor C.K. Prahalad. That interaction turned out to be the most valuable interaction for me.

‘At the time of the interaction in the year 2000, I was young and Professor Prahalad was on the board of our company. He asked me, “What do you think, Nitin, this company needs more to be an even better company than it is today?” I said we should be more entrepreneurial. Take more risk. But he wasn’t happy. “What do you mean by entrepreneurship? What is the real difference between a manager and an entrepreneur?” he kept asking me.

‘Professor Prahalad basically said the only difference between a manager and an entrepreneur is the relationship between ambition (A) and resource (R). A managerial mindset is where A is substantially less than R. That’s why most managers say when you increase resources, I can do a little more, and if you reduce resources I will do a little less, because we were all taught to manage resources. Most entrepreneurs actually have but a penny in their pockets. But they have the aim of changing the world. With them there is no correlation between ambition and resource.

‘And then he went on to say that it was this mismatch between ambition and resource which they were willing to live with in their minds and not reject the possibility that their outrageous goals can happen, that results in innovation taking place—where you find new ways of using that same resource to get to that outcome that you want. That was Prof. Prahalad’s message: if ambition is equal to resource, all you need to do is efficient execution.’

Nine years later, in 2009, the company got the chance to test what the professor had urged. It’s a fascinating story of how a company thrived in adversity. Hear it from Paranjpe himself, the man credited with the turnaround:

‘I asked myself, “What can we do today that will help us change the trajectory of our business quickly?” Probably expanding our distribution reach—by going to and servicing more stores,’ Paranjpe said. ‘In India there are millions of stores. At HUL, we used to go to 1 million stores every year. And the next best company used to go to about 700,000. We were the leaders. But we were not satisfied with being ahead of everyone else—we were adding about 30,000 or so outlets every year. I was wondering what we could do. What would be an audacious goal in terms of expansion of outlets against a year-on-year track record of 30,000.’

The narrative so far is hardly extraordinary. But what happens next lifts it beyond the audacious—all because of some high-impact decisions.

‘I don’t even know why, how or why we zeroed in on our goal. That number sounds ridiculous, even as I tell you the story,’ Paranjpe said. ‘We didn’t think of 50,000 or 100,000—the number which came to my mind was 500,000. So, we said, could we add 500,000 more outlets in a year? In the history of this company, there had been no year when we added more than 30,000 outlets. The cumulative number, after decades of being in the country, was 1 million. So, the intent was wildly audacious, in the realm of impossibility. The greatness about the company and the team we had was that they didn’t reject this thought. And, to cut a long story short, I don’t think anyone expected to hit 500,000; it was only sort of designed as a big ambition and thinking out of the box. I kept evangelizing about the outcome, constantly saying, “Wouldn’t it be super cool if we could get to 500,000”, knowing that if we even got to 100,000, it would be heroic and we would all be superheroes.

‘And yet, I started discovering that things were happening by the middle of the year. I was seeing a change in the team’s energy. New ideas were emerging and we were seeing different behaviours, with people collaborating, building on each other’s ideas. I couldn’t put a finger on it, but something different was happening. At the end of that year, we actually got—not 100,000, but 500,000.’

This was high-intensity leadership at its peak—driven by high-impact decisions. But the story wasn’t over yet.

‘In August-September, I think even the company had realized that we had cracked a new model that could help us deliver the goal of adding 500,000 new stores annually. The normal tendency would have been to get there and consolidate that reach the next year. But I was bitten by the bug of insanity,’ Paranjpe recalled. ‘‘‘Something is happening here,” I said, “can we try and get another 500,000 next year?” That meant, in two years, we would go from 1 million to 2 million. And the next year, we actually got 600,000 outlets. So, we were at 2.1 million outlets at the end of two years. Now, this was truly intriguing, and I was tempted to experiment and see if similar outcomes could be achieved in other areas—say, our supply chain, or in our legal function, et cetera, et cetera? And, inexplicable as it was, magical outcomes followed more often than not.’

Paranjpe said he was happy with what was happening but also ‘deeply disturbed’ at the same time. ‘I was unable to explain to myself how the same bright people with the same resources were busting their guts out earlier and getting only 30,000 outlets in a year. And how come the same people now added 500,000 outlets? It wasn’t as if people were not working hard earlier. And then the penny dropped for me. I asked myself what might have happened had I gone to the sales director and asked him to get 50,000 outlets in the year, and how that conversation might have gone. I can be certain that if I had mentioned 50,000, he would have come back and shown me the company’s history of the last five years and said, “Nitin, are you crazy? We have never got that—some years we did 25k, sometimes we do 30k or 32k, and we have never crossed that number. How can we get 50k? That’s ridiculous.”

‘So, we would have negotiated. And at the end of the negotiation, we might have settled at 40,000. And he would have convinced me that 40,000 was a super-stretched goal. That’s how it would have happened. Right? But when one started off with a goal of 500,000, one thing was different. There was no negotiation. Because what would you negotiate—400,000, 300,000, 200,000? Those numbers were as crazy as 500,000.’

Paranjpe paused in his narrative. When he resumed, he started with a question. ‘Why, then, do people negotiate?’ he asked rhetorically, before coming up with the answer himself. ‘All of us are afraid of failing, and it is the fear of failure that holds us back and makes us negotiate and settle for goals and targets that are modest and broadly within reach.

‘But when you start off with 500,000 (against 30,000), something magical happens, by virtue of changing the paradigm of thinking. The fear of failure disappears. Nobody really expected the company to hit 500,000. But the conversation—in its language and tone—was inspiring. Wouldn’t it be simply awesome to try and do things that no one in the world had attempted? And that is energizing. It got people out of the fear of failure and into a completely different space, experiencing excitement and joy in doing something so pioneering that the act of working towards it in itself is a reward, an adrenalin flow every day. That adrenalin flow is very different from the juices that flow into you when you are afraid of failing. 

‘And this energy sparks creativity, innovation, and drives collaborative behaviours. People discover capabilities in themselves that they didn’t know existed. And that’s why these magical outcomes happen. The unfortunate thing is that most people go through their entire lives without discovering how much ability they actually have, because they are playing too much within themselves, too safe, too afraid to fail.’

Paranjpe’s high-impact decision to go for 500,000 outlets annually propelled the entire organization into a different level of positive energy. Isn’t that what you call intense leadership?

Let’s also hear the experiences of employees at Hindustan Unilever under Paranjpe as a leader.

Frances Fernandes, who worked with Paranjpe as his executive secretary, said, ‘He is a fantastic human being. Really a lot to learn from him. Very humble and down to earth despite his position.’

Speaking of Paranjpe’s approach towards achieving goals and how he handled his team, Fernandes said, ‘You would never see him angry. At least he didn’t show it. And he never ever raised his voice on anyone; never, not even behind closed doors. But he had his way of getting the work done. He was always willing to learn from somebody else. So, if another peer or person who reported to him followed something and he thought that follow-up method was good, he had no problems about it. “We have to learn from XYZ, how they keep a tab,” he would say. “How they follow this system so meticulously and get the work done.” ’’

Giselle Martins, who worked at HUL around the same time that Paranjpe was the CEO, said, ‘He was always happy with success, of course, but he didn’t make us feel that he was a step higher than us. I didn’t feel at any point in time that he was the MD and CEO. He was just like another colleague. Even in 2009, when we knew a crisis was coming, he was calmly taking it in his stride. He was at the forefront. He reassured all his team members that “we will do it”. He had everything in place and didn’t have to call somebody to say, “The board is asking for this. Where is it?” He just took it on himself, to do these things.’

Another leader who created a high-impact work environment was John Ustas, who came to India as the chief executive officer of Hindustan Coca-Cola Beverages in 2005. One of the key decisions he took was to stop the practice of ‘lifting’ empty glass bottles of the company rival, Pepsi. Both Coca-Cola and Pepsi had levelled this allegation against each other in 2002.76

Here’s a brief background: Both these companies distributed their products in glass bottles that were returnable. In other words, the empty glass bottles customers drank from were to come back to the factories for refilling. Since the business was dependent on the availability of the glass bottles, some of the managers would take away the empty glass bottles of the rival company from outlets. And soon this became a tit-for-tat occurrence. They would hold on to the empty bottles of the rival till personnel from the other company exchanged these bottles for empty bottles of their own brand that they had seized. This would happen often, especially in the summer season.

Ustas came to India when the company was losing money hand over fist. A few days after taking over, he came to know about the practice of ‘glass lifting’. He called a meeting and asked the senior operations teams to stop the practice. The senior leaders in operations said that if they did so, it would hamper the business of the company in a very bad way. But Ustas stuck to his guns; he gave them twenty-four hours. The practice stopped almost overnight. Ustas’s focus was on doing business the right way and ensuring that people were not overloaded with unproductive work. He would take more such high-impact decisions, ensuring a dramatic turnaround for the company in two years.

I worked with Ustas very closely as his chief human resource officer at Hindustan Coca-Cola Beverages in India for a couple of years before he moved to another international location. The intensity he brought to the table was intimidating at times, especially when something we had agreed upon had not been done. He would make sure the work was carried out, either by following it up, supporting it, or doing it himself, but always in a focused and respectful manner. He brought a great deal of discipline and passion to the organizational culture and, as a company, we were much better off on several parameters—speed of execution, profits and taking care of our people—when he eventually left India.

Kim Usher was another person who worked closely with Ustas, as his chief human resource officer in South Africa. (After his India stint, Ustas had moved to South Africa, where too he turned around the company’s distressed business.) ‘I absolutely loved it,’ Usher said about working with Ustas, before sharing the experience of her first meeting with him.

‘I walked in, I had files, I had everything; engagement surveys, competency development plans, talent plans and reviews, you name it; I was about to go into the functional tools and stuff when he looked at me and said, “Stop, Kim. Stop! Do you know this business is failing?” I was like, let me just show you, John, what is happening in engagement scores, competencies, and all of my lovely functional HR. And he stopped me again and asked me, “Kim, do you know this business is failing?” I then sat back, and he proceeded to explain what was going on in the business. I sort of had a sense of that before, but I didn’t know about its impact. He said, “We have to move down the costs without impacting people’s lives.”

‘He asked me to figure out how HR was going to enable a mass-consumption strategy and talked to me for an hour and a half. I realized that John was speaking about preparing our employees to become our brand ambassadors so that they could influence masses to consume more of our products. That was my first conversation with him, and I was absolutely intimidated. I went back and got my team together; we spent hours trying to figure this out. John was the kind of person who stepped in and helped us understand what it looked like in terms of helping the business. That was the power of my journey with John. Those three or four years made me evolve as a leader who was purely functioning in HR but became good at business strategy in the end. What we contributed was absolutely amazing. But in the end, whatever he did was really solid for me to figure out both at the personal and professional level.’

Paranjpe and Ustas are good examples of how intense leaders constantly push their teams to learn, to mature and to consider all the facts so that they can take their organizations to greater heights.

6.2 Willingness to Learn

The second behavioural attribute that contributes to the intensity of humble leaders is their willingness to learn, which enables them to solve problems. ‘They are all great learners,’ said Dr Ram Charan. ‘That’s one of the things you will find about them. It’s almost 100 per cent correct.’

Dr Charan made this observation in the context of humility in leaders: ‘Learning expands their capacity and that’s what makes them successful.’

Not surprisingly, it’s a trait that I have seen in Dr Charan himself. So, when I told him that he too was a great learner, the reply came fast. ‘Oh, yeah! You bet,’ he quipped, before going on to explain how learning expands our capacities.

This is the gist of what he said: our problem-solving capacity lies in the prefrontal cortex of our brains. We all know that we need skills and competencies for solving problems. Developing such skills and competencies begins with knowledge. At the core of problem-solving is the process of building realistic scenarios of what is possible. The possibilities are expanded when we have knowledge coupled with relevant experience. Many a time, our restricted view of the scenarios we are faced with limits the number of solutions that are possible. When we improve our learning capability, our problem-solving capabilities also get enhanced.

As discussed in the chapter ‘Appreciative Mindset’, humble high achievers are always curious about their surroundings and the people around them. This curiosity manifests in their seeking, understanding and incorporating both technical and non-technical learning to make work effective and efficient. It doesn’t stop here. These leaders are keen to learn not just the skills and competencies needed to do their job, but also the values, norms, culture, unwritten rules and the demographics of their organizations.

As humble leaders tend to seek to learn more and more from their teams and others, they are able to build a knowledge base as an objective tool. That is why humble leaders also look for ways to nurture their employees’ curiosity by encouraging self-learning. The humility at their core makes these leaders observe both what is obvious and not so obvious. They keenly understand things by linking the dots and creating an effective image of a situation in their minds.

The ‘inspiration’ for the Polaroid instant camera was a curious three-year-old’s question. Inventor Edwin Land’s daughter was impatient to see a photo her father had just taken. When he explained that the film had to be processed, she wondered aloud, ‘Why do we have to wait for the picture?’77

Talking about effective learning and problem-solving, I noticed an almost childlike innocence among humble leaders. Ustas, for instance, came to India from America, but within a few months had become an ‘Indian’. He had quickly grasped Indian traditions and understood what a vital role our festivals and customs played in social cohesion. So, when Diwali celebrations were held in the office, Ustas would come wearing Indian attire.

Sometimes, his desire to learn would make Ustas strike up a casual conversation with a worker at the factory. When it came to communicating with employees to learn something, hierarchy was never a hurdle for Ustas. He would ask the worker what he or she was doing at that moment—not to interrogate the worker but to understand how the organization worked. 

Vinita Bali, who has worked with Cadbury’s in India, UK, Nigeria and South Africa, is another example of this. Bali, who later moved to Coca-Cola in Atlanta, recalled her experience at the multinational beverage corporation. ‘I remember when I was promoted to division president in Coke, I actually delayed that appointment by about four months and created my own learning and development programme because I wanted to know more about the operational aspects of the business and best practices from around the world,’ she said.

‘I hadn’t grown up in the Coke bottling system and joined Coke at a very senior level as the global marketing director of Coca-Cola. So, I wanted to learn about the bottler and bottling operations and understand that part of the business before I took over as division president in Latin America—the third-ever female division president at Coke. I wanted to be prepared for that responsibility and wanted to know and learn more. It worked exceedingly well for me.

‘Throughout my career, I have been driven by domains and geographies that are new to me and challenge my own learning and development. I have done the same in board positions where I am an independent director. I look at board appointments as a perennial learning programme where you also have the opportunity to interact with some really smart people from around the world. So, I think, that kind of exposure has really helped my decision-making, which is why I lived and worked in so many different countries and continents in my executive roles, thanks to the opportunities given to me by both Cadbury’s as well as Coke. I can’t think of very many people of my vintage who would have lived and worked in places as diverse as the UK, Nigeria, South Africa, USA, Chile, and then returned to India, both in global and regional roles, as well as functional head and CEO roles. I maintain a diary of all the countries I have travelled to. At last count, it was about seventy.’

Praveer Sinha of Tata Power, India, spoke about what he called the ‘lifelong fire and desire’ to learn. ‘I did my education while working,’ he said, when I interviewed him for this book. ‘I did my master’s from Delhi University part-time. Then I did master’s in business law and went to IIT-Delhi to do my PhD. In the first year of PhD, you have to do certain classroom courses. The first day I went to class, everyone thought I was a professor. I sat in the class and did presentations along with the other students. I was a CEO, running a company and recruiting MBAs, but here I was sitting along with other MBA students. But I would like to be in learning mode rather than say “I know that”. Lifelong fire and desire for learning have always to be there. If you are doing that, you would realize what one knows and does is very small in comparison to what others are doing.’

6.3 Trust

This is the third behavioural attribute that adds to the intensity of humble leaders. The dictionary meaning of trust is to have confidence in somebody. This can be expanded further to include expectation. After all, you have expectations of somebody only when you trust them. And the higher the expectations from someone, the more improved their performance, because the person who has been trusted to do a job tries to do his best.

Psychologists have called this the Pygmalion effect, after the legendary sculptor in Greek mythology. Pygmalion, so goes the legend, falls in love with the sculpture of a woman he had carved—so perfect was the statue. Goddess Aphrodite later grants his secret wish. The statue comes alive and Pygmalion eventually marries her.

The Pygmalion effect is also known as the Rosenthal effect, after the psychologist Robert Rosenthal, who concluded that the greater the expectations placed upon people, the better they were likely to perform, a theory later subjected to critical evaluation and further research.

Let’s look at the whole thing from this perspective: Suppose you have a high-impact leader above you, who puts the interests of others ahead of her own. That leader trusts your strengths and potential. How would you feel? Wouldn’t you do your best, savouring every moment as you lifted yourself a notch higher to meet the high standards you have set for yourself? That’s the power of humility at the core of leadership—it can transform individual performance and, collectively, the whole organization.

Patrick Jordan, who was the HR director for Coca-Cola South Pacific, recounted what Vamsi Mohan Thati, then president of Coca-Cola’s South Pacific Business Unit (Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific Islands), had told him.

‘For Vamsi, trust in people is his strategy for effective execution. What he does is that he goes behind the action, like thinking, conceptualizing,’ Jordan recalled. ‘Vamsi would say that if trust and values were well integrated, we could turn any situation around. He said that once you had built genuine trust with someone, you knew that they would deliver for you.’

Trust is also one of the most ‘essential forms of capital’ a leader has, according to an article that Frances X. Frei and Anne Morris wrote for Harvard Business Review. The article says:

Building trust, however, often requires thinking about leadership from a new perspective. The traditional leadership narrative is all about you: your vision and strategy; your ability to make the tough calls and rally the troops; your talents, your charisma, your heroic moments of courage and instinct. But leadership really isn’t about you. It’s about empowering other people as a result of your presence, and about making sure that the impact of your leadership continues into your absence … Your job as a leader is to create the conditions for your people to fully realize their own capacity and power.78

Another example from my interviews of trusting leadership is Professor Manoj Kumar Tiwari of National Institute of Industrial Engineering (NITIE), Mumbai. Professor Tiwari operates on the basis of trust, which empowers his subordinates and encourages them to take their performance to a higher level of efficiency. 

Professor Shirish Sangle, who has worked with Professor Tiwari, spoke about how trust formed a huge factor in the NITIE director’s relationship with his subordinates. ‘I remember once he asked me to prepare a notification for recruiting post-doctorate fellows. I prepared the notification and he suggested two changes in it. Normally, a director would ask you to incorporate the changes and ask you to seek his approval again. But Professor Tiwari wrote a note on the notification document that read “Approved with two changes”, and signed the papers. I was really surprised. He had discussed those two changes with me and had the faith and trust in me to carry them out. This notification was supposed to be handled by the dean, but he (Professor Tiwari) believed that his team should have enough faith in each other (to get the job done),’ Professor Sangle recalled.

‘When you are in a “senior” position you think of safeguarding your own interests, but here he was willing to believe in you … He gave everyone responsibility and made them accountable. Even if a few didn’t like that initially, he made sure that everybody owned their work. He wrote about 379 research papers, and he did this with a lot of passion and intensity. And when people met him to discuss their research ideas, he made everybody feel like they had teamed up with him and he transferred that energy to others.’

I’ll end this chapter with an example of another person I have mentioned earlier and who had a great influence on my thinking—Prof. Quy Huy. This is what Daniel Z. Mack, assistant professor of strategic management at Singapore Management University, said about Prof. Huy, with whom he had interned for his doctoral thesis: ‘He [Prof. Huy] maintains quite high standards and expectations. That said, he provides quite healthy guidance. Guidance, not in the sense of piece by piece or word by word, but he gave me space and guidelines which helped me to reflect on my work. He is involved, but he allows you the freedom to grow yourself and fixes you to your destination. I always felt trusted by him.’

Mack wasn’t in any way exaggerating about his former mentor. Dr Huy, if you remember, was my professor at INSEAD, and I too had similar experiences in my various interactions with him.

Professor Mack also said that Dr Huy would put in a lot of effort into his feedback, and that led to collaborative work. ‘Every time we met, he made sure that we were clear about what things needed to be done, so that no time was wasted. At the same time, when he gave his feedback, he offered advice. So, there was always something to learn when I interacted with him. That was the reason I never felt any pressure or stress. But he has a very strong personality and sometimes people were scared of him because he would always urge you to improve and learn more. People felt frustrated at times, but it was a healthy frustration that changed you at a personal and professional level.’

Today, leaders function in a very different world where rules are often rewritten. In a volatile and ambiguous world, organizations are constantly forced upon to renew themselves by inventing new ways of doing businesses. Many of today’s leaders project a high level of intensity, but humble high achievers are more than just intense. They not only want to achieve their goals through high-impact work, they also want their people to learn and create thriving organizations. So, they respect and trust those who work at different levels, playing a key role in the personal and professional evolution of those working under them. This ensures that the teams they lead learn to navigate challenges, increase their productivity and find joy in coming to work every day.
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Mindful Excellence
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‘The education of attention would be an education par excellence’

—William James

‘WOULD YOU BE DOING THAT ONE OF THESE DAYS WHEN you are here, PV?’

The words broke my reverie. I looked at Nitya, who had asked me this question.

Nitya, whom I had met at the monastery barely an hour ago, was looking up at the sky, an endless immense blue, save for a few drifting specks—paragliders, far up in the air.

‘No, Nitya, paragliding is not my cup of tea at all,’ I said.

It was an honest confession. Paragliding, bungee jumping … in fact, no adventure sport had any attraction for me. I always felt they were way too dangerous and the risks involved far outweighed the pleasure. So, there I was, looking up at the sky but feet reassuringly on the ground.

That was a few years back. I had gone to a place called Deer Park Institute, situated on the campus of a former Buddhist monastic centre at Bir in Himachal Pradesh, India, to attend a silent mindfulness retreat conducted by a Zen monk from Japan. The Bir Billing area is also known for paragliding, and there I had met Nitya, a fellow visitor, soon after reaching the institute. An hour later we were walking around the place, silently soaking in the natural beauty of the surroundings, when Nitya suddenly stopped, looked up and pointed at the specks in the sky.

I stayed at the institute for a week, practising mindfulness meditation under the guidance of the Zen monk. The sessions would start at 6 a.m. and continue through the day. Apart from sitting in the usual meditation posture and ‘observing’ our breath and bodily sensations, we would do other forms of meditation, such as mindful walking, mindful drinking of tea, mindful eating and mindful washing of dishes. On the last day, when the retreat ended, we broke our silence.

Something else ended too—for me. I travelled 14 km up a dusty hill in a crowded jeep and jumped off a cliff, strapped to a paraglider. The fear had gone. Paragliding—a sport I had thought was too risky to attempt before getting into mindful meditation—no longer held any terrors for me.

No one had pushed me into trying it; there was no external motivation either. It just came from within, and I did it. The joy of gliding at 8,000 ft above the ground, the uninterrupted panoramic view of the Himalayan ranges and the valleys below, can’t be described in words; one needs to experience it. I think this is what mindfulness does to us. It takes us to a higher plateau and makes us do things we couldn’t have done otherwise, thanks to the daily distractions that life hurls at us.

But what does being ‘mindful’ mean?

Psychologist Rick Hanson deals with this question in his book Buddha’s Brain:

[W]e hear the word ‘mindful’ more and more these days, but what does it actually mean? Being mindful simply means having good control over your attention: you can place your attention wherever you want and it stays there; when you want to shift it to something else, you can. When your attention is steady, so is your mind: not rattled or hijacked by whatever pops into awareness, but stably present, grounded, and unshakeable. Attention is like a spotlight, and what it illuminates streams into your mind and shapes your brain. Consequently, developing greater control over your attention is perhaps the single most powerful way to reshape your brain and thus your mind.79

In his book, Dr Hanson focuses on, among other things, ways to enhance inner confidence, one of the positive effects of mindfulness. While that is vital for a more fulfilling life, there is another aspect of mindfulness that Ellen Jane Langer, professor of psychology at Harvard University, delves into. This is the interpersonal aspect and, therefore, relevant to our study of leadership.

Professor Langer defines mindfulness as the process of actively noticing new things. ‘When you do that, it puts you in the present. It makes you more sensitive to context and perspective. It’s the essence of engagement. And its energy-begetting, not energy-consuming,’ she said in an interview with senior editor Alison Beard for Harvard Business Review. Langer added:

There are many other advantages to mindfulness. It’s easier to pay attention. You remember more of what you’ve done. You’re more creative. You’re able to take advantage of opportunities when they present themselves. You avert the danger [that has] not yet arisen. You like people better, and people like you better, because you’re less evaluative. You’re more charismatic.80

This ability to organize others comes to the fore especially during crises, when mindful leaders don’t just work towards eliminating mistakes but also towards discovering and acknowledging the emotional and cognitive needs of their teammates. Such mindfulness, irrespective of the environment, adds positive value to the leadership style.

Attention and engagement are, therefore, two key aspects of mindfulness that determine a leader’s interaction with his or her team. What I also found while researching for this book is that humble leaders, consciously or unconsciously, strive to achieve mindful excellence and, in the process, transmit that ambition to their subordinates—as Andrea del Verrocchio had done over five centuries ago—to inspire a young Leonardo da Vinci.

The following passage is from an article on leadership skills—‘3 Leadership Skills That Encourage a Culture of Excellence’81—citing the examples of these two Italian masters:

Leonardo da Vinci began his journey to becoming a master painter as an apprentice in the workshop of the Italian master artist, Andrea del Verrocchio. Da Vinci learned a range of technical skills that many today would not consider part of becoming a painter, including drafting, chemistry, metallurgy, plaster casting, mechanics, and carpentry—along with the artistic skills of drawing, sculpting, and painting. The great masters trained their apprentices to be knowledgeable in a variety of topics and skills not just by teaching but by doing. In a master’s workshop, the junior budding artists like da Vinci were schooled in every step of the process, such as preparing pigments and canvases.

In other words, the humility at the core of humble leaders enables them to shift their focus from themselves—their charisma, their name, their thoughts—to other people and their needs, situations, circumstances, opportunities and possibilities.

The journey towards mindful excellence is a long and arduous one. Excellence has exacting standards, agreed Bhaskar Bhat of Titan Industries. But there are ways to go about it, he said, in my interview of him for the book: ‘I keep telling people not to get moved around by big targets or a big vision. It will make you feel that you will not be able to achieve them, or you are not capable. Whereas, everyday excellence, doing better today than yesterday, is not so difficult. It is a process; some days you make big progress, some days, not so big, but you keep progressing.’

In my discussions with leaders, I found three behavioural attributes that contributed to mindful excellence. They are:

 

• Singular focus

• Relational engagement

• Seeing tomorrow’s reality today

7.1 Singular Focus

Humble leaders try to bring clarity to their daily priorities, which helps them fix their attention on the job at hand. As this clarity about their priorities makes them aware of the actions needed to complete their job, they don’t engage in micro-management but focus on the goal.

This helps them put things in the right perspective, said Josh Bersin, the industry analyst. ‘I think high achievers tend to have what can be called singular focus. Sometime in their life they’ve decided that something they want to do is clear to them and so they don’t jump around and lose interest. It might be a matter of timing but, you know, one of the reasons I think they are able to put all their energy into something is that they really believe in it. So, finding something you believe in is, actually, one of the keys to becoming a high achiever.’

Speaking about timing, Vinita Bali said, ‘If you had asked me ten years ago what would I be doing, could I have given you a picture of what I’m doing now? Perhaps not. I follow my instinct and interests. I have never been enamoured of big titles or positions (though several have and continue to come my way); what I know is that I will be doing things that I enjoy doing and where I believe I can make a contribution. And, those domains extend beyond the business world to academics, development activities, especially nutrition, performing arts, etc.’

In a nutshell, therefore, leaders need to have clarity on what they, their teams and the organization have to accomplish as goals at a given point in time. Focusing on a few things gives them a clear picture of what they must do with excellence, at a time to reach the larger goal. keeping in mind what obstacles their team might have to face.

Langer offers some practical advice. ‘Rather than worrying about whether a decision is right, make the decision work,’ she says. ‘Look at the advantages that accrue from whatever happens, and then play it as if it was the right decision all along. Pay close enough attention to what happens, so that if the decision goes wrong, you’re aware of how to improve things without changing course.’82

The most important thing that humble leaders know is that an organization cannot achieve excellence in everything it does. This is where they choose to work on areas that are under the control of everybody. This is a cognitive process they adopt by being mindful of the skills, feelings and emotions of the people at work. They also look at the few skills their teams could learn quickly to become excellent in one or two areas. It’s not just their teams that learn the skills; the leaders themselves learn them so that they can work with their team shoulder to shoulder and get things moving in the right direction.

Giselle Martin, who worked with Nitin Paranjpe at Hindustan Unilever, noticed that the HUL honcho did not merely work hard at a job but enjoyed what he did. ‘He is a very focused person,’ she told me, recounting a problem the company had faced. ‘I remember that during a particular crisis we had with a noodle brand, he sat with every team and figured out every strategy the opponent was using. He figured out how we were going to tackle the problem. Had we made any mistakes? Did we have everything in place? Which, of course, we didn’t, at one point. He knew this, so he too made the effort of knowing what the requirement was—one thing at a time.’

Humility makes leaders aware of the situation at hand, which means they are in a better position to focus on and prioritize their goals. Take, for instance, Fareed Zakaria, journalist, author, political commentator and host of Fareed Zakaria GPS, the much-acclaimed weekly public affairs show on CNN. What Zakaria told me when I interviewed him builds on what we have been discussing in this chapter. ‘I motivate myself to do things. The COVID-19 pandemic happened, I am sitting around, I have nothing to do because all my travel is cancelled. I am thinking to myself where the world is going and what it is going to look like. So, I decided to write a book. And, in the last three weeks, I have written three hundred pages,’ Zakaria said.

Another benefit of focusing on a few things and on the here and now is that it works as an antidote to stress. Vamsi Mohan Thati, president, Greater China, Coca-Cola Company, would second that.

I spoke about John Ustas in the previous chapter and his high-impact decision-making. Now hear from Vamsi Mohan Thati how Ustas had a positive influence on his personal life too, helping him cope with stress when they worked together in India some years back.

‘I think John was the person who reduced my stress; my life changed after John,’ Vamsi Mohan Thati said. ‘I used to work long hours, and the six-day week as the general manager of Dasna (a Coca-Cola plant in northern India) was never enjoyable. With John came discipline and balance. I learnt swimming at the age of thirty-six and, I think, physically, I got fitter. Later, I picked up tennis. I’m much calmer now. I rarely work late. I always leave the office on time—“Leave by example”.’

Speaking about focus, Soumitra Bhattacharya, president and managing director of Bosch India, said, ‘Over the years, I have made up my mind on what to take home and what to drop from my mind before going home. I drop all non-value-added meaningless discussions. I decided this a long time ago and I’m 6 or 7 (on a scale of 1–10) on this. So, I manage this part well.’

7.2 Relational Engagement

All of us engage in transactions of different types, some more frequent than others, but they all involve interactions with people. Going to the grocer’s, for example, is one such interaction. We select our items, make the payment to the person at the cash counter, thank him and then leave. This is a classic example of transactional engagement. Our engagement with the staff at the store remains purely transactional; nothing more. The same thing happens when we order food online or buy a film ticket at the counter. What we are doing is transactional engagement—paying and closing a deal—although some do add a human touch by smiling or saying a few words for courtesy’s sake.

What, then, is relational engagement? One that is ‘organic’, says William Lye, whose LinkedIn profile describes him as ‘One of Her Majesty’s Counsels’. In an article titled ‘Transactional Engagement vs Relational Engagement’, Lye says, ‘We must remind ourselves that unless we make an effort to nurture and build strong relationships with people, we will remain in a cycle of transactional engagement. To me, transactional engagement is linear, involving “giving and taking”, whereas relational engagement is organic. It grows as we invest our time in people. It is all about “giving and receiving”. It’s authentic. It is special. It should not be lost in a sea of transactions.’83

So, pause and reflect on the kind of engagement you have had with your bosses, peers or subordinates, past or present. Was it transactional or relational? Wherever it was relational, I am sure you are in touch with them even if these former colleagues had left the organization several years earlier. But in most cases, the engagement is transactional, which is unfortunate. We spend a substantial part of our waking hours at work and yet end up having just a transactional engagement with the people around us at work.

Humility enables leaders to realize the power of relational engagement with others. And the best example that comes to my mind when we speak about relational engagement is that of Ratan Tata, chairman emeritus of the TATA Group in India. On 26 November 2008, when he was chairman of the TATA Group, the Taj Mahal Palace and Towers, the iconic Mumbai hotel owned by the Tatas, came under a terrorist attack. The assault, part of a coordinated siege that has since come to be known as 26/11, left more than a hundred people dead in the city of Mumbai. While the hotel had many exit points, not one employee left the hotel to save themselves. They stayed put and did their best to escort the guests to safety. In their piece for Harvard Business Review, Professor Rohit Deshpande and Anjali Raina wrote:

During the onslaught on the Taj Mumbai, 31 people died and 28 were hurt, but the hotel received only praise the day after. Its guests were overwhelmed by employees’ dedication to duty, their desire to protect guests without regard to personal safety, and their quick thinking. Restaurant and banquet staff rushed people to safe locations such as kitchens and basements. Telephone operators stayed at their posts, alerting guests to lock doors and not step out. Kitchen staff formed human shields to protect guests during evacuation attempts. As many as 11 Taj Mumbai employees—a third of the hotel’s casualties—laid down their lives while helping between 1200-1500 guests escape.84

Later, I have had the privilege of interacting with these employees when I was the HR head of the company and have since had conversations with several of them who were inside the hotel when the terrorists stormed in. I can say with confidence that the employees at the hotel acted at a psychic level. None of them had received any specific training to handle such situations; rather, it was a relational engagement between them and the management that was at the root of their humanitarian response.

Here is the context to how this relational engagement developed: Many of the employees at the hotel had a long working tenure with the company and had benefited from the positive steps taken by the management. For one, the management never looked at the rule book or HR manuals when it came to taking care of its employees or their families, whether in matters of education or extending a helping hand when they were ill. The employees always had access to Ratan Tata, who knew many of them personally. That meant there was a strong relational connect between the top management and the employees, the main reason they risked their lives and ensured that the company’s reputation suffered no dent.

When people would later ask these employees why they didn’t think of their personal safety when the terrorists struck, I always saw a surprised look on their faces. ‘Would anyone leave their homes and run away when their family is in distress?’ they would reply. What their reply summed up, unwittingly perhaps, was the essence of relational engagement.

The story doesn’t end here. Prompted by Ratan Tata, the company would later form a public trust—the Taj Public Service Welfare Trust—to support victims of floods and other natural calamities and terror attacks. The trust has helped many across the country over the past few years and will likely continue to do so. For instance, funds from the trust have helped many to cope during the COVID-19 pandemic. No wonder then that the company’s relational engagement with its employees, consumers and the public has made it one of the most successful in the world in its hundred-plus years of its existence.

So, what lies at the core of such relational engagement? Humility, surely? But it has to come from inside, says Ratan Tata in his interview with me. ‘I think humility has to come from within, and it has to be an unconscious attribute of your relationship. If it is not, it is putting up an artificial mask and, probably, it falls short of achieving what it should achieve.’

He then spoke about something he had learnt at Harvard Business School. ‘There is one lesson I learned very minutely at the business school in Harvard, and that was mainly to put yourself in the shoes of the other person. For various reasons that idea has been one that has enabled me to overcome many difficult tasks. I just insert myself in the shoes of the others and suddenly a clarity of why he is doing a certain thing, why something is not happening, comes out very clearly, very quickly. It is again adapting to the person on the other side.’

In a few words, one of the world’s finest and most respected corporate leaders had explained the most effective way of building relational engagements with people around us.

7.3 Seeing Tomorrow’s Reality Today

Having a singular focus on short-term goals does not necessarily mean that humble leaders are not oriented towards the future. A good example of these two aspects not necessarily being mutually exclusive is Professor Manoj Kumar Tiwari, who has been mentioned quite a few times in the previous chapters.

Professor Tiwari, if you remember, did not come from a wealthy background but he had belief in himself and in the future of the students he taught.

‘The institute where I was working was not well known, even its rank and other things were insignificant. There was no infrastructure,’ he told me during our conversation.

Seeing that the students had very little to inspire them, Professor Tiwari spent his own money to send and receive mails and get research papers from abroad, which he then studied before passing on the knowledge gained from them to his students.

Despite the difficult situation, Prof. Tiwari did not give up on the future of his students. ‘Whatever money I used to get, I spent on getting foreign journals. I worked with my students, eventually being able to send around fifty to sixty of them to foreign universities with full funding,’ he said.

‘It is better to be a part of people, be with them, and if you can do something, fine. Otherwise, you will just end up doing your own job. To cite an example, a few days ago, one of my students got a job in Cardiff University as an assistant professor. He comes from an extremely poor family that has a kachcha ghar (mud house) in Maharashtra. He was doing his research with me and was very hardworking. He worked from 9 a.m. to 4 a.m. the next morning, without a break, just getting up to have lunch and dinner in between. He published more than five or six papers during his PhD period. I sent him on a foreign internship, where also he did exceptionally well. And that became his foundation to get a faculty position in Cardiff. When he was leaving, he needed various things. He had no money to pay the air fare, but we somehow managed and gave it to him.’

Helping such people, Prof. Tiwari said, gave him more pleasure than helping those who had the wherewithal to fund their studies, as he believed that students like this particular one would go on to create a bright future for themselves and others. In other words, he was focusing on the immediate, or today, with an eye on tomorrow.

But then, one might ask, is it possible in every situation to keep a micro and macro perspective so critical to how things pan out in the future?

Professor Krishna Palepu, the Ross Graham Walker Professor of Business Administration at Harvard Business School, who also served as senior adviser to the president of Harvard University for global strategy, outlined a process he follows, which, he said, could help us understand how it is possible for leaders to maintain that overall vision.

‘Great people, in my opinion, give feedback to themselves because a lot of times the other person may not be in a position to give you feedback when you are expressing your anger or your arrogance as you rise in your career. So, if you wait for people to give you their feedback, sometimes it may be difficult. That includes your own family, since they all put you on a pedestal. So, the question is, are you able to give feedback to yourself? At the end of the day, lying in bed, are you reviewing your day? To me, it’s that introspection that’s important. Not perfection as much as introspection,’ Prof. Palepu said.

‘To me, personally, the number one source of my own learning is me. You must multiply the signals you are receiving by ten to truly understand what other people are thinking about you. I don’t think people will tell you the truth all the time, especially if you are successful.’

Mark the word he uses—‘reflect’. That’s another word for introspection. Humility allows a leader to introspect, which enables him to lay the bricks for the future.

Coming back to Prof. Nitin Kumar Tiwari, he too focused on the immediate requirements to build, in his own words, an ‘institute for tomorrow’. Over to Professor Sangle, a member of the faculty at National Institute Industrial Engineering, Mumbai.

‘Initially, when Prof. Tiwari came as the director, most of us had apprehensions. We assumed he would be a difficult person because he had achieved so much compared to what we had done. In fact, if we all put our resumes together, it would still not match his; it’s a fact. But the point is that Professor Tiwari never showed that one-upmanship. When he said we had to build an institute for tomorrow, he understood this concept very well,’ Professor Sangle said.

‘I really enjoyed working with him,’ Professor Sangle added. ‘The beauty is that you could slog with him for twelve hours and yet not feel the stress. Some leaders are so demanding that you start feeling frustrated after eight hours of work. Eight hours, or whatever time is mandated by the institute, is ‘duty’. Professor Tiwari works more than fourteen hours, but he told me to work as per my convenience. I felt comfortable doing more for the institute. Not only me, his encouraging attitude made others too think beyond our work to build the institute for the future. It made us take professional ownership of the institute as well as ownership of our personal growth.’

I will end this chapter by again quoting Praveer Sinha, managing director of Tata Power. His words to me were profound when he said, ‘Fortunately, I have been part of projects where I can directly help farmers, employees and others. Many people asked me why I focus on corporate social responsibility. We need to understand, we have finite time. After their time has gone, people will wonder what they could have contributed to the people and society, but by then their time has gone. There is no point in talking about it in the past tense because you did not do [anything] when you got an opportunity. So, whatever you want to do, you have to do it today because time is short. Earlier, people used to have swords, now we have pens, you need to use it properly to help others—what’s the benefit of putting it in your pocket.’

Keeping a watchful eye on the future is, therefore, a key responsibility for today’s leaders, because they will then be able to predict the onset of disruption and deal with it accordingly. In conclusion, we may say that mindful excellence in all its many dimensions and behavioural attributes translates into humble leaders respecting their people and seeing how they add value to the job at hand, and show how encouragement and healthy cooperation go a long way in fostering the ideal atmosphere for teams to survive and thrive in.


8

Ahead of One’s Time
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‘The future depends on what we do in the present’

—Mahatma Gandhi

SUNE BERG HANSEN, WHO HAS WON THE DANISH CHESS Championship seven times and has been a grandmaster since 1998, says he is asked one question very often. The question is, ‘How far ahead do you calculate?’

Hansen says it’s a complicated question and people don’t like it when he responds saying, ‘It depends on the position.’

He explains, ‘At times, thinking two moves ahead is also difficult.’85

The same applies to a lot of things in life, whether it is the performance of a product or market conditions for a business. But how is this in any way related to humility and leadership?’ one might ask. Where’s the connection?

The link lies in the mind’s response, in its subliminal assessment of situations. Humble leaders have that trait of looking ahead to the future while being mindful of everyday excellence. For them, work is not just a question of excellent day-to-day execution; what matters too is the realistic vision they need to craft to secure the future of their organization and everyone involved. Humble leaders are always aware that what they do today must benefit the organization in future. They think about their employees, their families, and other stakeholders involved in the business, and try to create the right path forward for a better tomorrow. That is how they are ahead of their time. They can see into the future, at times a step or two ahead of others and, sometimes, many steps ahead. It all depends on the circumstances.

Humble leaders have this trait because of the grounded opinion they have about themselves, their realistic optimism and their intent to create a brighter future for their people. These are the leaders who cultivate mindful patience, which, in turn, enables them to focus on a few priorities in the present while nurturing their vision for the future.

We discussed this in the previous chapter (‘Mindful Excellence’) under the sub-head Seeing Tomorrow’s Reality Today. In contrast to humble leaders, those who adopt a command-and-control approach to leadership have a limited vision of the future and are content to focus on quarterly revenues and profits to satisfy shareholder demands.

There are also leaders—so-called visionaries—who have too many ideas and suffer from unrealistic optimism. These are the ones ‘who tend to get bored easily’, writes Martin Zwilling in an article for Forbes magazine. ‘To spice things up, they start creating new ideas and direction, which gets everyone excited. This may cause a wonderful 90-day spike in performance, but in the end often sabotages their original vision. Many projects get started but few are completed, and momentum is lost.’86

Every organization, Zwilling writes, ‘needs a steady counter-force that is focused on directional clarity’. That is because, he says, ‘Visionaries typically don’t like running the day-to-day of the business on a long-term basis, and aren’t good at following through. Even communicating the vision itself can be quite a challenge, since it’s so crystal clear in their head that they can’t imagine having to repeat or clarify for others.’87

An article in Harvard Business Review titled ‘Why Visionary Leadership Fails’ describes visionary leadership as a double-edged sword.

Employees of misaligned visionary managers indicated that their managers created confusion and uncertainty about what the company strategy entailed. This disengaged their teams from the company strategy. As one employee from a team with a misaligned visionary manager explained, ‘Well, we talk a lot about strategy with our manager. But I don’t see a clear company strategy. I rather choose to focus on my daily tasks and leave it [strategy] for what it is.’ Whereas visionary leadership thus was a positive force when managers were aligned with the company strategy, it became a negative force standing in the way of strategic alignment when the manager’s vision diverged from the company’s.88

What we can conclude, then, is that humble leaders, because of their tendency to put the interests of others ahead of their own and their characteristic of mindful everyday excellence, develop a unique quality—like that of a champion chess player. This rare quality allows them to assess, at an unconscious level, the sequential fallout of their current actions. Their actions are neither short-term nor aimed too far ahead at an ambiguous future. Rather, they take steps and move forward—continuously but cautiously, without causing distress to their people—as they seek to build an organization for the future and secure the lives of those linked to the company.

‘Ahead of one’s time’ thus translates into certain behavioural attributes that equip humble leaders to carry out their business affectively and cognitively in shaping the desired future outcome while working in the present. This trait originates as an individual characteristic, and its behavioural implications include the utilization of every available resource and bit of information at hand. This includes making use of both social and human capital, such as the views and opinions of peers and subordinates—in fact, anything that has the potential to influence future results.

Soumitra Bhattacharya, managing director of Bosch India, put things in the right perspective when he spoke about what he called social engagement. ‘Many years ago, I started measuring success in a different way,’ he explained. ‘Not by how others looked at me, but by how successful I was in doing things which gave me a purpose in life. One such purpose was to make sustainable changes in other people’s lives. So, for my work in the company, on social engagement, I considered that to be a success when the team succeeded. I consider my work on wanting to go on the transformation journey and creating a better future to be a success. So, for me, the definition of success is when you lay down footprints on what you don’t talk about, but what others would talk about—the outcomes and not the person. And that has given me pride and happiness and will continue to be a source of pride and happiness afterwards.’

The following three attributes contribute to creating the behavioural characteristic of ‘ahead of one’s time’, when humility is at the core of a leader. They are:

• Avoidance of attribution errors

• Intersectional perspective

• Cultural adaptability

8.1 Avoidance of Attribution Errors

Humility helps leaders temper any exaggerated notions of self-worth they may have. One reason for this is the inclination of humble leaders to focus more on others and not take undue credit for any successful venture. Their humility also reduces the possibility of their succumbing to what is called fundamental attribution error (FAE), the tendency to overemphasize ‘personality’-based assessments of other people’s behaviour and play down ‘situational’ factors. Human beings are cognitively biased to assume that the other person’s actions are dependent on what kind of a person he or she is, rather than on the environmental factors that influence that person.

‘Attribution theory, in its broadest sense, is concerned with the attempts of ordinary people to understand the causes and implications of the events they witness. It deals with the “naïve psychology” of the “man in the street” as he interprets his own behaviors and the actions of others,’ says Lee Ross in an article titled ‘The Intuitive Psychologist and His Shortcomings: Distortions in the Attribution Process’.89

‘[Y]ou tend to cut yourself a break while holding others 100 per cent accountable for their actions,’ says Patrick Healy, writing about fundamental attribution error in Harvard Business School Online’s Business Insights Blog. ‘For instance, if you’ve ever chastised a “lazy employee” for being late to a meeting and proceeded to make an excuse for being late yourself that same day, you have made the fundamental attribution error.’

Healy says fundamental attribution error is at the root of misunderstandings.

In working with your colleagues, for example, you probably form a general impression of their character based on pieces of a situation, but never see the whole picture. While it would be nice to give them the benefit of the doubt, your brain tends to use limited information to make judgements. Within organizations, FAE can cause everything from arguments to firings and ruptures in organizational culture. In fact, it’s at the root of any misunderstanding in which human motivations have the potential to be misinterpreted. For example, think back to the ‘lazy employee’. Since she was late to an important meeting, you might be inclined to form a judgement of her character based on this one action alone. It’s possible, however, that her behaviour is due to several external, rather than internal factors. For instance, any number of situational factors could have caused her to run behind schedule, such as a family emergency or traffic jam, which have nothing to do with the quality of her character.

Unfortunately, leaders who are humble can also become arrogant or move away from their humble state of mind as a result of certain circumstances and situations. That brings us to a related term—situational arrogance.

So, what is situational arrogance? Hear it from an expert, Professor Krishna Palepu, the Harvard academic, author and consultant whom I mentioned in the previous chapter.

I had asked Prof. Palepu how he dealt with arrogant people, and he cited the example of Ron Johnson, of Apple and JCPenney fame. ‘He [Johnson] wanted to transform JCPenney quite dramatically. It’s an old, family-oriented departmental store that, as you know, used to give coupons for sales. He came in and wanted to make it into a millennial type of place, and it didn’t work. The culture of the company was very different from what he was trying to do. When he was fired, there were a lot of stories written about how arrogant he was and how he thought he could change this old, iconic brand overnight. He failed [to do that] and was labelled as arrogant by everybody.’

Palepu said a colleague of his, Prof. Das Narayandas, did a case study on Johnson’s career. Ron Johnson came to the class when the case was discussed at HBS. Most people in his position wouldn’t be part of such a study, but Johnson said he wanted to come to the class and speak to the students when the case was discussed at HBS. ‘He came and commented on a phrase, which, I think, is probably very good in this context,’ said Palepu.

Johnson told the class he was not an arrogant person. ‘In fact, he comes across as very humble,’ Palepu said. ‘But Johnson told the students, “It’s true that I was situationally arrogant. In that moment I was overconfident, and I thought I had a good idea and I pushed it too hard and, maybe, the idea might have worked if it was given enough time, but it was a risky thing. But I have taken risks a couple of times before when everybody else was saying it can’t be done. I was able to do it and so, as a result, I became, in that particular situation, arrogant. That doesn’t mean I am an arrogant person. I am just a humble person but situationally I became arrogant”.’

Palepu thinks Johnson’s explanation that he had been situationally arrogant summed up what applies to most people. ‘I think that’s a great descriptor, and you could say that about all of us. I think what happens is when something that we are doing starts working really well, it’s very easy to have a lot of self-attribution to the success. You do it a couple of times, and you start feeling confident and the world reinforces that impression to you. I have seen a lot of people like that.’

How, then, does one avoid falling into the trap of situational arrogance? ‘We have to be, in my opinion, humble in evaluating other people,’ Palepu said, before going on to summarize what he thought was the ‘most important takeaway’ from Johnson’s experience at JCPenney. ‘If you take too much credit when things are going well, the world will blame you when things are not going well. Such experiences, like Johnson’s, teach you not to take too much credit when you are succeeding. You need to say, “I am trying and sometimes it succeeds and sometimes it doesn’t, and I feel joy but not pride when I am succeeding”.’

While he did not specifically use the term ‘situational arrogance’, Coca-Cola Company’s Vamsi Mohan Thati dwelt on something similar when he underlined the need for ‘respect’ when he spoke to me on the subject of differing points of view.

‘Respect for the context is how I would put it. So, I used to tell my kids, the answer is always in the middle, right?’ he said, reemphasizing the importance of understanding the context and putting it in perspective.

‘There are no extremes … If someone, say, for example, a politician, was behaving in a certain way, there is a context. They reside in a historical context. They reside in a political context. So, I might not agree with him/her, but I can understand why he/she says those things.’

That takes us to ‘intersectional perspective’—the second behavioural attribute under ‘ahead of one’s time’.

8.2 Intersectional Perspective

We know that the point where two or more things cross one another is called an intersection. We have also seen intersections of roads in our towns and cities, where vehicles and pedestrians move in different directions, crisscrossing each other. But that is at the spatial level. What if we imagine an intersection at a psychological level—where the thoughts, feelings and emotions of different people crisscross each other? If you are a leader, how would you capture the best combination of such thoughts, feelings and emotions without pulling rank and insisting that things be done a particular way only?

Humility enables leaders to develop this capability for themselves. This awareness of intersectionality, once developed, helps humble leaders identify the advantages and disadvantages of any action and form a view about its future outcome. Since such leaders are open to the views, emotions and perspectives of others, they gradually become adept at capturing the intersectional perspectives and move forward in the right direction. The inner development happens imperceptibly.

For the purpose of this study, we’ll borrow from psychotherapy a term known as ‘mentalizing’. This is the process of making sense of both, one’s own and others’ mental states. The capability that develops in humble leaders, then, is something similar to the capacity to mentalize. How do they do it? Simple: by taking note of the things said—and not said—by people around them.

In an article published in the early years of this millennium,90 Jon G. Allen, a professor of psychiatry, had written:

Anybody who is listening carefully to another person is not only receiving information but is also continuously trying to make sense of what is being said. This is influenced by our capacity to understand that behavior is caused by so-called unobservable states of mind; wishes, needs, desires, feelings, ideas, hopes, fears, illusions, and so on, and to acknowledge that the state of mind of another person may be different from our own. This rather recently identified cognitive skill is called ‘mentalizing’.

This unique capability that develops in humble leaders is based on empathy, compassion and a sense of perspective. As we discussed in Chapter 3 (Path-Showing), empathy has different components. When we look at affective and cognitive empathy, the difference between the two is that while affective empathy functions to understand the emotional state and feelings of others, cognitive empathy aims for an understanding of their thoughts and perspectives.

Affective empathy manifests itself in a range of behavioural traits, such as compassion and inclusion. Cognitive empathy gives us the ability to change our views and deliver actions, and presents itself in what is called ‘perspective taking’, or the act of perceiving a situation or understanding a concept from an alternative point of view, such as that of another individual.91

An article on the ScienceDaily website, addressing the concepts of empathy and perspective, says:

To date, countless studies have been conducted that examine empathy and perspective taking … Philipp Kanske, currently professor at the TU Dresden, together with Matthias Schurz from the Donders Institute in Nijmegen, Netherlands, and an international team of researchers, have now developed a comprehensive explanatory model for empathy and perspective taking.

The article then quotes Kanske.

‘Both of these abilities are processed in the brain by a “main network” specialized in empathy or changing perspective, which is activated in every social situation. But, depending on the situation, it also involves additional networks,’ Kanske explains, referring to the results of the study published in the journal Psychological Bulletin. If we read the thoughts and feelings of others, for example, from their eyes, other additional regions are involved than if we deduce them from their actions or from a narrative. ‘The brain is thus able to react very flexibly to individual requirements.’92

While flexibility is one of the key attributes of a leader, compassion in a leader is vital for building social relationships, according to author and psychologist Daniel Goleman.

Goleman also made a distinction between compassion and empathy when he spoke to Andrea Ovans for the article, ‘What the Dalai Lama Taught Daniel Goleman About Emotional Intelligence’, which appeared in Harvard Business Review.

‘Cultivating all three kinds of empathy, which originate in different parts of the brain, is important for building social relationships. But compassion takes empathy a step further,’ Goleman said.

He explained how:

When you feel compassion, you feel distress when you witness someone else in distress—and because of that you want to help that person … Simply put, compassion makes the difference between understanding and caring. It’s the kind of love that a parent has for a child. Cultivating it more broadly means extending that to the other people in our lives and to people we encounter.

I think that in the workplace, that attitude has a hugely positive effect, whether it’s in how we relate to our peers or how we are as a leader, or how we relate to clients and customers. A positive disposition toward another person creates the kind of resonance that builds trust and loyalty and makes interactions harmonious. And the opposite of that—when you do nothing to show that you care—creates distrust, disharmony, and causes huge dysfunction at home and in business.93

To sum up, then, humility among leaders helps them to draw mental connections and communicate effectively—listening to the words of others, and noticing the emotions and hidden perspectives that are important for driving elite performance. Humble leaders don’t evaluate a person or pass judgements on others on the basis of the words spoken, the language used or the emotions expressed; they tend to go deeper and ‘listen’ to understand the conscious and unconscious meanings or perspectives behind a person’s words and actions.

Carl R. Rogers, in an article for Harvard Business Review titled ‘Barriers and Gateways to Communication’, which he co-authored with F.J. Roethlisberger, says:

Through my experience in counselling and psychotherapy, I’ve found that there is one main obstacle to communication: people’s tendency to evaluate. Fortunately, I’ve also discovered that if people can learn to listen with understanding, they can mitigate their evaluative impulses and greatly improve their communication with others.

Although making evaluations is common in almost all conversations, this reaction is heightened in situations where feelings and emotions are deeply involved. So, the stronger the feelings, the less likely it is that there will be a mutual element in the communication. There will be just two ideas, two feelings, or two judgements missing each other in psychological space … We can achieve real communication and avoid this evaluative tendency when we listen with understanding. This means seeing the expressed idea and attitude from the other person’s point of view, sensing how it feels to the person, achieving his or her frame of reference about the subject being discussed.94

An excellent example of how intersectional perspective develops in a leader resulting in collaborative communication and effective decision-making—when both parties or a team and its leader are willing to express and accept differences without fear—was spoken about by the corporate lawyer and businesswoman Zia Mody.

‘I never assumed that my answer had to be the right answer,’ Mody told me when I spoke to her for this book. ‘I would like it to be. But I think the ability I must have is to keep an open mind, and to recognize that there are other points of view, other legal debates, other solutions that actually could be more nuanced but more appropriate and more practical.’

S. Padmanabhan of the Tata Group, speaking about Ramadorai, said, ‘I have worked with him for twenty-plus years, we actually lived every day together for many years. First, I found him to be a keen listener. He thinks a lot on his own for some directional thoughts in his mind. But then he doesn’t say “You do this, you do that!”. He knows the issue; he thinks through it and has multiple directions and thoughts in his mind. Then he would talk to his direct reports—and he would request for our thoughts and views. He would listen completely to all our inputs. Then he would form a pattern in his mind, one which concurs with most of the people. Of course, all this has to result in an outcome … that is there in his mind. In twenty years of interaction, I have rarely heard him say “You go and do this”. He must have said it, but most of the time he would say, “What can we do? How can we do it?” So, these are not casual concurrent, they are well thought-out and fully-analysed concurrent. So, this one aspect is very natural to him.’

Praveer Sinha of TATA Power, whom I quoted earlier, is another example of a senior industry leader with intersectional perspective. Gitanjali Tripathi, assistant general manager at TATA Power Delhi Distribution Limited (TPDDL), recalls how receptive Sinha was to suggestions. ‘Since his involvement in social responsibility activities, the [company’s] women literacy programme has increased from sixty-five to 350 centres in three to four years. Under his leadership, the programme did not just grow big, he also ensured its longevity,’ said Tripathi, who had worked closely with Sinha in the lead-up to the rebirth of TPDDL as a social innovation group for corporate social responsibility activities.

‘On one of his visits to the field,’ Tripathi recalled, ‘one woman told him, ‘You have made us functionally literate, but then what else? Because, at the end of the day, our quality of life is dependent on how much we are earning.’ Sinha went back and brainstormed with the team and community representatives and started the “Abha” programme. It was our unique programme, where we employed women who were trained in functional literacy.’

Tripathi’s account is a classic example of how a humble leader understands different perspectives and captures their essence in a manner that eventually becomes a solution which is transformative in nature.

Tripathi also recounted a personal interaction with Sinha. It was about her performance rating around the time she was expecting. ‘That was sometime in 2015. I told him there was an issue with my performance rating. When I was expecting a child, how could my rating be decided in the regular manner? He asked me, “What are you worried about?” I said I’m worried because my rating is a bit low. “Are you worried that you will get lesser money?” he asked. I said, “Sir, it has nothing to do with money, but it might impact my career in the future because of the promotion criteria.” He said, “Okay, I will take care of that. You don’t worry”.’

Tripathi continued, ‘Initially, I thought he hadn’t given me a positive response. But later, I came to know that he invited the entire HR team for a discussion. He had given my case as an input, with questions like, “What are we doing for women? What kind of support are we giving to them?” Subsequently, many policies were introduced, such as extended maternity leave and average performance rating. I am a very small person in the entire company, but I had raised a certain issue and he had taken it seriously, not just to help me but to change the entire ecosystem for women. I came to know about it from another senior leader. Mr Sinha didn’t even share this with me or anyone else.’

The willingness to accept other people’s points of view and to listen with understanding is a mantra that Bhaskar Bhat of Titan has always followed. Raj Narain, who worked with him as chief human resources officer at Titan, says Bhat was an empowering leader. ‘I experienced absolute freedom while working with him … he was a good listener. If he had a point of view different from ours, he would state it without hesitation. But he wouldn’t insist that we do something the way he thinks is best. He would say, “If I were to look at it, this is the way I see it, but I leave it to you, you decide.” I think that takes a lot of courage. But, of course, he had to be convinced that you had a point of view. That you had thought it through, done your homework and all of that. What I used to like about working with him was that there was a certain respect for what I brought to the table. Most of the time the [people at the] senior level knows what things need to be done. But Bhaskar would make you understand things and give you a certain perspective and [then] complete freedom.’

Humility enables leaders to consider different perspectives and keep open scope for meaningful communication. Given the pace of globalization and movement of talent across cities, such an approach is not just a requirement, it is an imperative. That brings us to the third and last attribute under this section, cultural adaptability.

8.3 Cultural Adaptability

Whether it relates to global business or simply workplace diversity, cultural adaptability refers to the ability of a person to function in a multicultural environment, consisting of different work styles, values, types of performance, ecosystems and ethics. Leaders who are culturally adaptable make optimum utilization of resources in terms of knowledge, logic and perspective, helping them run businesses smoothly, whether globally or locally.

‘Adaptability—the ability to change (or be changed) to fit new circumstances—is a crucial skill for leaders, and an important competency in emotional intelligence,’ says Bruna Martinuzzi, author of the book The Leader as a Mensch: Become the Kind of Person Others Want to Follow.

According to Martinuzzi, it is essential for a leader to make a ‘concerted effort’ to understand people of different cultures. Consequently, she says, ‘cultural adaptability has become a leadership imperative’.95

At no other time in recent history has adaptability been more important than it is now perhaps. ‘Research indicates that success as a global leader depends significantly on the leader’s ability to interact effectively with others who are culturally different. To do this, leaders must be able to adapt their behavior appropriately to the particular circumstances in which they are working,’ says the abstract for an essay, ‘Cultural Adaptability and Leading across Cultures’.96  

Cultural adaptability is critical to successful leadership, as we can see in the case of Bharat Puri of Pidilite Industries. ‘I went to the Asia Pacific region and I was in Singapore for five years. I also went to China for some time and I ran the Asia Pacific sales and marketing and strategy for the region. Consequently, in my team, I had a fair number of people of different nationalities. I think that was another very good learning experience because there were people coming from different cultures,’ Puri said. What did cultural adaptability meant for him? Puri explained how he had to handle people as culturally diverse as Australians and Indonesians: ‘With the Australians, sledging is a way of life … We see that on the cricket field. But if you don’t handle them firmly and give back as good as you get, they will think you are a weakling, whereas, if you even raise your voice once with the Thais or with the Indonesians, you have lost them for life.’

Another person who epitomized cultural adaptability was John Ustas. Earlier in this book I have mentioned that Ustas respected Indian traditions, festivals and customs and wore Indian attire during Diwali celebrations in the office, when many of us would arrive suited and booted. Not only that, when we went out on market visits, he would sit at a roadside tea stall and eat a dosa. Ustas, who came from America, never asked for a sandwich or a toast or something similar. He ate Indian food along with all the team members. That’s how he adapted himself to the local culture.

In an article titled ‘Your Assumptions About Cultural Adaptation Are Probably Wrong’, professor and author Andy Molinsky writes, ‘The real key to crossing cultures isn’t learning about differences: it’s being able to adjust your behavior to actually take the differences into account.’ Molinksy says:97

Leaders, therefore, need to ‘develop a way to customize or personalize how they act in the new culture … but at the same time maintain their own personal integrity … Adapting to a new culture takes serious effort, thoughtful strategy, and, often, a great deal of courage. But managing this balancing act will pay great dividends.

Vamsi Mohan Thati put it well when he described what adjustment means, drawing from his own work: ‘As you know, I am an Indian and an unlikely CEO of a company in Australia or Vietnam. So, when I went there, one of the things I used to avoid was talking about religion and politics. So, my standard and favourite questions were, “What are you proud of about your country?” Everyone likes to talk about their own country. So, in Malaysia they used to say we are proud of the [Petronas] Twin Towers and their diverse cuisines. In Vietnam, they used to say they were proud that they had never been defeated in war. In Australia, they were proud of their egalitarianism. By asking such a question, you get an understanding as to what resonates in those countries. But that is at a superficial level. At core, authentic leadership will get you past any problem in any culture. Authentic leadership—genuine care for the other person—is valued everywhere.’

That’s another quality leaders should have—authenticity—which helps them to be what they are without having to put up an act. Also, as mentioned earlier, it’s not just in global situations that one needs to have cultural adaptability. Any leader working in any set-up with different sets of people from different cultural backgrounds needs to have this capability.

What Gitanjali Tripathi of Tata Power told me about her CEO Dr Praveer Sinha substantiates this point. ‘He [Sinha] introduced the idea of a business associates’ meet, where more than 6,000 business associates—vendors who work with the company’s corporate social responsibility initiatives—gather with their families and celebrate the [company’s] yearly success with food and many entertainment activities,’ she said.

‘I remember we planted a lot of trees in a single day; it was the month of June and it was scorching hot. The day before, he had asked all of us to come and taste the local food that was to be served to the business associates. He asked all of us whether we approved of the menu and if there was any suggestion we could give. He then realized that chhas (buttermilk) was very important because people would get tired and thirsty after planting trees. He made sure everyone got chhas and water on time. He gets into specifics and takes care of everybody. Bringing people together, mingling with them as an equal and creating goals for the future is what he does, so that together we can achieve our target.’

That is the essence of being ‘ahead of one’s time’—focused on the future while keeping a watchful eye on the needs of the present day. Too often we see clichéd expressions like ‘visionary leadership’ being used without an understanding of what they really mean or how they impact those involved. The truth is, it is only those with humility who can show the path, with the metaphorical lantern in their hand, moving alongside their teams—their eyes fixed firmly on the ground so that they don’t falter in their next step towards the future.
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Gratitude
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‘Gratitude makes sense of our past, brings peace for today, and creates a vision for tomorrow’

—Melody Beattie

WE ALL KNOW SOMETHING ABOUT GRATITUDE. Philosophers have written about it and our modern-day lifestyle gurus keep harping on it. We have even read that it has the power to move mountains and bring tranquillity into our lives.

But the world we live in, dominated as it is by social media platforms that shape our responses, there is no escape from the roller-coaster of emotions that we experience while reading about or witnessing the ‘success’ and ‘happiness’ of others—negative emotions like anger, bitterness, hatred and jealousy-driven competitiveness. However much we try not to, we are also responsible for strengthening the dog-eat-dog culture and believing in one-upmanship, living under false notions of superlative self-worth.

Slowing down and expressing gratitude to others is difficult because this ‘softer’ quality of being thankful falls between the cracks of our busy lives and remains as a philosophical response tough to practice. Some people are exceptions, of course, but they are few.

Gratitude, after all, is not merely a cursory ‘thank you’, the expression we use perhaps as a courtesy dozens of times in a day. It’s much deeper than that—it is an appreciation for someone or something that produces lasting positivity in both, the benefactor and the receiver.

In his book Emotional First Aid, Dr Guy Winch says, ‘Gratitude is an emotion that grounds us and is a great way to balance out the negative mindset that uncertainty engenders. When we express gratitude, our brain releases dopamine and serotonin—two hormones that make us feel lighter and happier inside.’98

Being grateful is thus an emotional state of mind—guided by the affective–cognitive drivers of humble leaders—that acts as a reminder to them about how far they have come and how far they need to go. It also reminds them of the contributions and support of other people that got them this far and could take them further, personally and professionally.

In short, gratitude is a social emotion that acknowledges—and signals—our recognition of what others have done for us. It is this quality that keeps humble leaders grounded and rooted.

It works in a different way too: when humility is at their core, leaders become aware of the contribution of others, however small that might be, and make them express their gratitude. Whatever form it is expressed in—a smile, a pat on the shoulder, or words of appreciation—the receiver too feels the genuine positive intentions of the leader. Gratitude thus becomes a form of communication, with the power to move the most hard-nosed people and to get things going with the right momentum.

In contrast, those who lack humility revolve in a circle of negativity, trapped in their feelings of selfishness, envy, cynical rivalry and narcissism that feed off each other. The result is there for everybody to see—inauthentic behaviour that erupts in a bubble of superficiality.

It’s not that humble leaders never experience these negative emotions. They do, but to a much lesser degree because of their focus on others. They put others ahead of themselves, as we discussed in the previous chapters. Gratitude for any contribution others make, therefore, comes more naturally to them as their innate humility allows them to see matters from a perspective different from their own. That, in turn, contributes to the emotional well-being of all concerned, as gratitude helps bind people together.

This is what author–philosopher Robert C. Solomon wrote in the foreword to The Psychology of Gratitude: ‘being capable of and expressing gratitude is not only a virtue but part and parcel of the good life. It is not just an acknowledgement of debt and an expression of humility but is also a way to improve one’s life’.99

According to a white paper written for the John Templeton Foundation by Summer Allen, more grateful people were, in general, ‘happier, more satisfied with their lives, less materialistic, and less likely to suffer from burnout’.100

Elsewhere in the paper ‘The Science of Gratitude’, the writer says, ‘It’s possible that more grateful parents are more likely to observe gratitude in their children because they are more attuned to it—this study may also suggest that parents can succeed in attempts to socialize their children to be more grateful.’101

Soumitra Bhattacharya, president and managing director, Bosch India, puts it succinctly while giving his own example of how parents instil values and positive feelings like gratitude in their children. ‘When I look back, I have to look back at my own journey. And, in my journey, what I was very fortunate to have [were] some very basic characteristics which my parents indirectly ingrained in me,’ Bhattacharya said. ‘I learnt those values on reflection, especially because they were not directly told to me.’

‘Ingrained’ is the word here, because gratitude sits easy in humble leaders and is expressed not just in their words but in their actions too. Their sense of gratefulness—the acknowledgement that things might have been less pleasant—and their inherent understanding of the transient nature of power and authority, make them feel contented. And a contented person has not much to complain about.

‘Nearly a decade of research by Dr Robert Emmons—the world’s leading scientific expert on gratitude—and others has found that people who have regular gratitude practices are healthier, happier, and have better relationships,’ says International and TEDx Speaker Christopher Littlefield in his piece ‘Use Gratitude to Counter Stress and Uncertainty’ for Harvard Business Review. ‘Further research suggests that gratitude is also key in helping individuals and teams persevere in challenging tasks.’102

Let’s now explore how gratitude works at the organizational level. Gratitude among humble leaders has three components or attributes:

• Responsible behaviour in good times and bad times

• Celebration of success

• Universal acknowledgement

9.1 Responsible behaviour in good times and bad times

‘There’ve been good times

There’ve been bad times

I have my share of hard times too …

‘There’s gotta be trust in this world,

Or it won’t get very far …’

Most of us have heard this song by The Rolling Stones. And just like there are good times and bad times in life, there are good times and bad times in business too. But it is in the way one responds, irrespective of the situation, that differentiates a humble leader from the rest.

I’ll hold up before you the example of Ratan Tata again, this time through the lens of Taljinder Singh of Indian Hotels Company Limited.

‘I think I have been extremely fortunate that I have had the opportunity to interact with Mr Ratan Tata on several occasions and observe him from close in a couple of situations which have possibly become life-changing experiences for me,’ Singh said.

‘The first one occurred in Kolkata where I was the general manager of Taj Bengal. It is the place from where Mr Tata announced to the world that Tata Motors will pull out from the Singur Nano-manufacturing facility and relocate it to Gujarat.’

For those not too familiar with the controversy, Tata Motors had acquired land in Singur, West Bengal, for its Nano car factory. The project faced massive opposition from activists and opposition parties in the state, prompting the Tatas to eventually scrap it in 2008.

Ratan Tata had been often visiting West Bengal in his attempt to resolve the impasse, but the opposition to the Singur plant was increasing by the day. The then government couldn’t stop the protests, which were spreading and probably becoming more violent. Over the course of several visits that Ratan Tata made, Singh recalled, it seemed that things were not going in the right way.

‘On this occasion, he was there along with other members of the TATA GEC (group executive council). I was asked to come up to his suite at about 6-6.30 in the evening and was told that we needed to quickly arrange a venue for a press conference. I met Mr Tata at his suite, and we were walking down.’

The state government had provided Rata Tata with police protection in view of the growing violence in Singur. At the Taj Bengal porch too there would be a hundred-plus protesters, which was so every time Ratan Tata visited the state.

‘So, he had two police constables with him in the elevator. There was complete silence and the atmosphere was tense. As the elevator started moving down, Mr Tata turned to the constables and said, “Thank you, I’m very sorry, I am having to put you through this. At this time, you should have been with your families. My apologies for creating all this trouble for you.” We all were speechless. The police personnel almost fell at his feet; they were, obviously, never expecting such words from a personality like Mr Tata. They said it was their duty and responsibility [to be by his side]. But for them and for me, it was a learning experience.

‘What thoughts must have been in his mind then. He was minutes away from announcing to the world that the project in which several hundred crores of rupees had already been invested was not going to go ahead. The gravity of that moment must have been immense, the weight on his shoulders must have been huge. And yet he had the kindness and humility to thank these people when they were merely doing their assigned jobs.’

Ratan Tata’s response that day reminds me of what Jack Kornfield, the western Buddhist master, said in an interview with writer and editor Carolyn Gregoire. 

We’ve been given the extraordinary privilege of incarnating as human beings—and of course the human incarnation entails the 10,000 joys and 10,000 sorrows, as it says in [Chinese classic text] Tao Te Ching—but with it we have the privilege of the lavender colour at sunset, the taste of a tangerine in our mouth, and the almost unbearable beauty of life around us, along with its troubles. It keeps recreating itself. We can either be lost in a smaller state of consciousness—what in Buddhist psychology is called the ‘body of fear’, which brings suffering to us and to others—or we can bring the quality of love and appreciation, which I would call gratitude, to life.

… In certain temples that I’ve been to, there’s actually a prayer that you make asking for difficulties. “May I be given the appropriate difficulties so that my heart can truly open with compassion.” Imagine asking for that.103

When the COVID-19 pandemic shook businesses, hundreds of thousands of people were suddenly left without jobs. Bhattacharya of Bosch India and his chief human resources officer, B.R Suresh, took a decision at the very beginning and stood by it: no one would be fired and all employees would continue getting their salaries.

That’s what humility does to leaders. To treat human beings as human beings is not altruism, but comes from a feeling of responsibility. When that happens on the business front, it always comes back in the form of people putting their heart and soul into the company they work for—as we had discussed earlier in Chapter 7 (‘Mindful Excellence’) under the sub-head Relational Engagement.

That brings us to the second behavioural attribute of gratitude, which is celebrating success.

9.2 Celebrating Success

Suhail Nathani, managing partner of one of the most reputed law firms in India, Economic Laws Practice (ELP), which he nurtured over a period of twenty years, says ‘celebrating success is less about feeding egos and more about building the morale of our people—it also serves a business purpose for us at ELP. When we take our entire team out on an offsite, it is more about listening to them, understanding their perspectives on different subjects and discussing in an open and transparent manner. Further, we use the opportunity to recognize them for their efforts—we play, sing and dance together during such meets. The resultant outcome is an environment that results in bonding, collaboration and joy at the workplace. It also enables the future generations to play a role in the future of the firm and instil a sense of ownership.’

Puneet Chhatwal, chief executive officer of the Indian Hotels Company Limited (IHCL), whom I interviewed for this book, told me this about his perspective on humility and how he celebrates success: ‘If you are not born in a rich environment, when you have to earn everything on your own, you should consider yourself privileged to not only have the opportunity but that you succeeded too; don’t let it go to your head. You should be thankful that you got an opportunity and be thankful that the steps you have taken took you to a positive outcome. That is the key. Humility is a culmination of several traits that you have as a human being—caring for other people, being mindful about the other person’s wants and needs, giving to the society, giving to the people who helped you get where you are today, not forgetting them in your journey.’

Chhatwal elaborated further on this: ‘I think leadership, or life itself, both can be very short. So, the sense of achievement, fulfilment and celebrating success is as important as planning for the next event or for the next venture or the next challenge. That makes the whole experience sweeter. Celebration is important, but what is even more so is getting the entire team together—get the full team together. Building teams and making a difference have always been things I liked doing, and I enjoy doing that.’

What Chhatwal said was very interesting. He not only talked about the importance of celebrating success but also talked about bringing teams together by celebrating success and building a sense of achievement.

In in an article for Harvard Business Review, authors Teresa M. Amabile and Steven J. Kramer speak about the importance of small wins at the workplace, and how they create meaningful work for employees:

Of all the things that can boost emotions, motivation, and perceptions during a workday, the single most important is making progress in meaningful work. And the more frequently people experience that sense of progress, the more likely they are to be creatively productive in the long run. Whether they are trying to solve a major scientific mystery or simply produce a high-quality product or service, everyday progress—even a small win—can make all the difference in how they feel and perform.104

Celebration of success is, therefore, vital because employees need to be recognized for their contribution to remain at their productive best.

They need to be not only recognized but appreciated too, says author and thought leader Mike Robbins, who makes a distinction between the two words in an article105 he wrote for Harvard Business Review:

We often use these words interchangeably and think of them as the same thing. But while they’re both important, there’s a big difference between them. For leaders who want their teams to thrive and organizations that want to create cultures of engagement, loyalty, and high performance, it’s important to understand the distinction.

… Recognition is about giving positive feedback based on results or performance. Sometimes this happens in a formal way: an award, a bonus, a promotion, a raise. Sometimes recognition is given more informally: a verbal thank you, a handwritten note. All of these methods can be meaningful, especially if they’re done in a timely and genuine way. They’re also motivating and exciting—everyone wants their good work to be applauded.

Appreciation, on the other hand, is about acknowledging a person’s inherent value. The point isn’t their accomplishments. It’s their worth as a colleague and a human being.106

Humble high achievers do both simultaneously—recognize and appreciate—as Vamsi Mohan Thati always did to motivate his team, said Patrick Jordan, who was the head of human resources for Coca-Cola South Pacific, recalling the days when he worked with Vamsi Mohan Thati.

‘Vamsi always verbally recognized the team. He had a routine meeting that lasted around two to three hours with the leadership team every month. The meeting usually had a free agenda. In the morning we decided which things were to be discussed. Vamsi called out all the good things that he had observed or seen. He verbally recognized all the people who had done some good work … He would go to everybody and appreciate their contribution. He would share lots of personal information with people … it was a sort of natural recognition coming from him.’

In an article ‘Why Appreciation Matters So Much’ for Harvard Business Review, journalist and author Tony Schwartz writes:

The single highest driver of engagement, according to a worldwide study conducted by Towers Watson, is whether or not workers feel their managers are genuinely interested in their well-being … Feeling genuinely appreciated lifts people up. At the most basic level, it makes us feel safe, which is what frees us to do our best work. It’s also energizing. When our value feels at risk, as it so often does, that worry becomes preoccupying, it drains and diverts our energy from creating value.107

Research also suggests that helping employees feel more valued is important not just for the sake of the well-being of those individual employees ‘but also for the organization as a whole’. This contention comes in an article authored by Shibeal O’Flaherty, Michael T. Sanders and Ashley Whillans, where they say: ‘Studies have shown that when employees are more satisfied with their organization, they are more productive and less likely to leave, and that recognizing and empowering employees can increase motivation and improve performance across the organization.’108

So, whether it is appreciation, recognition or celebration of success, all three are powerful tools used by humble leaders to motivate people individually and collectively.

Vinita Bali, in our conversation, went a step further. She insisted that people were to be treated well in terms of compensation when forced to retire early.

‘I’ve had as many arguments as possible or debates about how we compensate people for the contribution they have made. Sometimes companies are not as fair or empathetic as I think they need to be. So, I have dug in my heels, and debated those situations on the principles of equity and impartiality. You have to be gentle and compassionate with people, especially in the difficult conversations of asking them to leave, take early retirement, etc., and compensate them fairly for what they have done,’ she said. ‘I think when it comes to recognition of employee efforts, it’s not just enough to recognize them when they are with the company, but also to acknowledge their contribution when they have left the organization.’

In all the above examples, we have seen that humble leaders build a culture of gratitude in different ways. Some verbalize their recognition and appreciation; others signal their commitment by taking the time to wish each employee a sincere and personalized thank you.

There are, of course, some leaders who occasionally ‘overlook the profound power of small gestures’, says Andreia Fontes in ‘The Power of Acknowledgement’. ‘Their roles can make them so attuned to the bigger picture that the little details lose out. But more often than not, it’s the little things that create meaningful change over time. And one such gesture is the simple act of acknowledgement.’109

This is where humility in a leader acts as a reminder to him to be grateful to others and show it either through appreciation or celebration.

Another perspective comes from Lara Bezerra, whom I have quoted earlier in this book. In a blog on her website, Bezerra says, ‘Work to make a difference, work to do your best for your people and for the country you live in—do not bother if you might fail sometimes, or just celebrate each time you have been true to your values, your principles, your purpose!’110

But few have articulated the importance of acknowledgement better than Oprah Winfrey. ‘The single most important lesson I learned in 25 years talking every single day to people were that there’s a common denominator in our human experience … we want to be validated,’ the celebrated talk show host said, in her interaction with students at Harvard University in May 2013.111

That brings us to ‘universal acknowledgement’, the third behavioural attribute of gratitude.

9.3 Universal Acknowledgement

‘The very act of acknowledgement has been defined as the “recognition of the importance or quality of something”. When you identify and recognize the importance or quality of someone’s efforts, that person subsequently feels seen, heard and understood,’ says Andreia Fontes, to quote from her article112 again.

Humble leaders realize that acknowledgement cannot be limited to their place of work. It transcends the immediate to encompass much more and is, therefore, universal in its applicability.

An excellent example of such acknowledgement comes from Professor Krishna Palepu of Harvard Business School, who acknowledges his father’s influence as well as the circumstances that made him what he is. ‘I was born in fairly humble circumstances. My father was a government-school teacher and we were from a middle-class family. I went to an elementary school in a small village—with no electricity—and studied till the fifth grade by the light of kerosene lamps. That school had three teachers for five grades. Only the fifth grade had a teacher exclusively for itself. The first grade shared a teacher with the third grade. The second and the fourth grades shared a teacher. But I was inspired by seeing how committed my dad was to whatever he was doing in difficult circumstances and how, with very little excellence all around him, he was achieving excellence,’ Palepu said, recalling his father’s struggle and dedication.

Bill Pelster of Josh Bersin Company acknowledges a personal debt to a teacher. ‘As a child growing up [in the late 1970s], I was very fortunate that there were people that came into my life, mostly through the school system, who saw something in me that I didn’t see in myself. And the first one that really did this was a teacher in the seventh grade who had an early laptop computer way before we had,’ Pelster told me. ‘After school, he would teach me how to program and there were a couple of us that he invested hours and hours and hours of his personal time in to elevate.’ 

For Dwarakanath, support came from everyone. ‘I’ve been fortunate,’ he said, acknowledging the support of his family and many others in his rise from a factory personnel manager to the position of non-executive chairman of GlaxoSmithKline.

‘You need support at different stages of life,’ he explained. ‘A child needs the support of his or her parents … to some extent your siblings can be of some help, then your teachers. Later, when you’re shaping your life, your wife, your family, your team members, your managers, all of them give you a lot of guidance and support.’

We have come towards the end of this chapter on gratitude, but it would be incomplete without a few words on what can be called the ‘circle of fulfilment’—as humble leaders see it.

This is the essence of gratitude, which lies in giving back to the people. At its basic level, it means the leaders support others to help them cope with life’s ups and downs—just as life had given these leaders a leg-up when they needed it.

That’s a philosophy Polman follows to the hilt. As discussed earlier, the former Unilever chief created a ‘sustainable living plan’, integrating sustainability and human rights into the company’s global business strategy, and continues that work even after he has left the company. ‘The more you work in a global job and the more you go around the world, the more you realize how lucky you were that you had food at home, free, quality education, and access to healthcare,’ he said in his interview with me. ‘Once you start realizing that you belong to the lucky 5 per cent who won the lottery ticket of life and did not do anything for it, then it’s your duty, your obligation, to put yourself to the service of the other 95 per cent.’

For Polman, this continued involvement completes his circle of fulfilment.

Successful leaders who have scaled the high ladder of recognition should not have the luxury of complaining, said Prof. Quy Huy of INSEAD, adding a new angle to the discussion. ‘You are working hard, it’s true. But just look out of the window, there are people today who are working under the scorching sun, on the streets, to take care of their families and have no medical insurance. They work hard for modest pay. Not to mention many children in developing countries who do not have medicare, cannot go to school, are going hungry and looking for work,’ he said.

His message was terse but clear: when improving your life can improve others’ lives, stop whining: ‘That’s what I say to myself to change my negative emotions to positive emotions.’


10

Emotional Connect

[image: Images]

‘With a mental connection to somebody, an emotional connection almost immediately follows, understanding the mind is knowing the heart. You only breathe a few words, yet everything you wish to say is not only heard, but felt.’

— A spiritual poet

• An organization belongs to all those who play a role in its survival and thrival;

• Emotional connectedness is the glue that makes people work for their organization’s continued success;

• A humble leader connects with people at an emotional level and creates a culture of connectedness within the organization, leading to better collaboration and superior performance.

Most people would say these three statements take too idealistic a view of the workplace, and you cannot blame them for thinking so. The general perception people have is that corporate culture hardly has any scope for such intangible—and impracticable—bonding, in an environment where profit and loss determine everything. But the emotional connectedness I am referring to here is deeper and stronger than the regular business-related interactions and, by extension, any casual social connection.

In the earlier nine chapters of this book, we dealt with nine attitudinal and behavioural characteristics of humble leaders, each vital for building a culture of emotional connectedness. This chapter will deal with a few other behavioural traits that can help leaders strengthen emotional connectedness at the workplace.

We will begin with what Dr Brené Brown, the American professor, lecturer and author, known for her research on leadership, says about connection. ‘I define connection as the energy that exists between people when they feel seen, heard and valued; when they can give and receive without judgement; and when they derive sustenance and strength from the relationship.’

Emotional connect can, therefore, be described as something that happens naturally between two or more persons. Some of these connections can be stronger and last long, maybe for life, and become transformative in nature. Others are short-term connections, the spur-of-the-moment ones—or situational, so to say.

Now, pause and think about the emotional connections that have been transformative for you. Several people and your relationship with them would come to mind. When you were with these people, as Dr Brown says, you would have felt seen, heard and valued; free of apprehension that you were under scrutiny and were being judged. You would have expressed yourself freely, defended your position and perhaps even changed it. These are the connections that energize and make you come alive.

The situational ones too can give rise to positive energy, but for a limited duration. Let us look at one such example. Say, you are looking for a designer dress you plan to buy for a special occasion. You walk into a high-end store and start looking for something stylish. The salesperson is pleasant and courteous and tries her best to help you. When you still can’t find that perfect dress you had in mind, she guides you to another store in the area where you might get what you are looking for.

Her behaviour leaves you so impressed that you don’t feel like disappointing her. You think on your feet and buy something else—perhaps something less expensive, maybe a scarf, just to make the salesperson feel good about the whole experience of interacting with you.

We, as humans, reciprocate each other’s emotions because of the mirror neurons in our brains. The point to remember is that emotional connections play a positive role in our lives.

When it comes to connections at the workplace, emotional connectedness is a shared positive energy between people working together. If there are humble leaders at the helm, they strengthen this emotional connection, not only within a particular department but also among different networks of people in the organization. For the purpose of this book, we will focus on this type of connections we make at the workplace and how that manifests itself.

Anyone who has worked in an office, especially in a corporate environment, knows that day-to-day workplace interactions invariably trigger strong emotions, both positive and negative. When leaders lack humility, negative emotions like anger, frustration and fear among those they lead contribute to creating a toxic environment.

It’s totally different when leaders have humility at their core. Interactions then take place on a different plane, where anger is tempered with respect and difference of opinion translates into collaboration. Humility thus helps build emotional connectedness in the long run, even if the dominant feeling at a particular moment is anger or frustration.

That’s why it’s not uncommon to see people clash vehemently on a particular business point but share a hearty laugh at the end of the day. You might even see one of them walking up to the other person to apologize and make up over a pint of beer!

Louis Carter, author of In Great Company: How to Spark Peak Performance by Creating an Emotional Connect, says:

emotional connectedness [at the workplace] brings people together as almost nothing else can. When employees are emotionally connected, they feel respected, and that drives higher performance. At the workplace, emotional connectedness can be defined as the sense of belonging that people feel when they see that their work affects organizational outcomes positively and their work matters to their managers, colleagues, and the wider world. It is the motivating sense of satisfaction and intellectual alignment that results from feeling appreciated and part of a purpose that people believe in and have in common with colleagues.113

Remember the music band on the sinking Titanic? You would have seen it in the movie. Even when the ship was sinking, the band members played on, hoping perhaps that the music would calm the passengers. They played as long as they could, till they finally went down with the ship. Surely, that must have been one of the most moving examples of emotional connect—between the band and the rest of the crew?

In Chapter 7 (‘Mindful Excellence’), I cited the example of the employees of the Taj hotel—and their admirable commitment and courage under terrorist fire—while talking about relational engagement. What these employees did that terrible November day in 2008 suggests a strong emotional connectedness with their leaders as well as patrons.

What I heard later from the Taj employees who survived the 26/11 attack is truly humbling. I was told that while they took care of the safety of the guests by escorting them into banquet halls and conference rooms, they kept up their exceptional service by continuing to serve whatever the guests requested, even if it happened to be the choicest of wines. Such superlative performance wouldn’t have been possible without a strong sense of emotional connect.

Emotional connectedness at the workplace also helps to reduce the power distance between the leaders and their people. This distance decreases significantly when the leaders have respect for others, listen to their views and make a genuine effort to understand their perspectives. This, in turn, creates conditions for a stimulating workplace as the positive energy that is generated becomes transformative in nature.

We will now discuss three behavioural attributes of humble leaders that go into building such transformative energy at the workplace. They are, to condense them into one or two key words:

• Respect

• Transparent conversations

• Viewing the organization as a global family

10.1 Respect

What is respect in the organizational context? Let me cite an unusual example to explain this point—the autobiographical novel To Sir, with Love, by E.R. Braithwaite, which recounts the author’s personal experience as a teacher in London. The novel was made into a movie of the same name, with Sidney Poitier in the lead role as the black teacher.

Here’s a brief summary: Braithwaite takes up a job at Greenslade secondary school, located in a poor neighbourhood in England, where students are sent after being expelled from other schools for behavioural problems. Braithwaite has a hard time as he begins teaching at Greenslade. He struggles early on to establish a connect with his students, who fall far below the level of education expected for their age (fifteen years), have practically no interest in learning and show little respect for Braithwaite.

The difficulties are compounded by the fact that Braithwaite views his class as a group of privileged, ungrateful whites. In short, the students as well as the teacher are guilty of viewing the other according to preformed stereotypes.

Things gradually improve when Braithwaite introduces some changes. He decides to treat his students as ‘adults’ and not as ‘kids’, which was the norm. This allows him to be realistic. By instructing the students to address him as ‘Sir’, and each other by their last names, Braithwaite cultivates an atmosphere of respect in the classroom. His logic is that if he treats the students more like adults, they would act like adults. Braithwaite also tries to make the students feel involved in what they are learning by giving them more opportunities to speak up in class and even devoting a certain amount of classroom time to discuss topics of their choosing. He takes them on field trips to museums, something many of them had never done. Not only do these changes foster greater enthusiasm for learning among the students, they also help both the students and the teacher to view each other differently from before, and with respect. Eventually, because of his emotional bonding with the students, Braithwaite, in the movie, declines a better job offer and stays back.114

You must watch the emotional song of the outgoing students towards the end of the movie conveying their gratitude to their beloved teacher to understand what I am talking about.115 As a kid, I watched this movie with my father and this song still remains with me after all these years. It touches your heart for sure.

Respect, therefore, is a two-way street here, to use the idiomatic expression. It’s the same with the workplace environment. When the difference in hierarchy remains in the minds of the bosses and their subordinates, when employees are treated as people supposed to only carry out orders and get the work done without expressing their views, it means respect is missing. And an environment that is lacking in respect has little chance of developing any emotional connect among its people.

In my discussions on humility with Dr Ram Charan, the world’s well-known business consultant said something very profound, which fits into the context here. ‘The first line of humility is a habit, meaning you respect every individual even though he disagrees with you, or somebody fails. You can be very firm or very tough. But whatever might be the situation or circumstances, you are not intimidating by your perceived power.’

Dr Charan went on to explain what he meant by perceived power. ‘A leader is a power. Everybody who sees the CEO already has a perception of the leader’s power. Half the intimidation arises from the perceived power. A leader by definition is a leader of people—informal or formal, it doesn’t matter. When a leader is a leader of people, the leader must realize that his position has authority, informal or formal. So, the first line is that whenever the leaders talk, interact, or correct or give tough feedback, are they respectful, is their tone respectful, is their language respectful? That is what they need to ensure.’

Of course, one can be tough and demanding, but never, Dr Charan continued, should a person’s respect be undermined. ‘Well, I am going to use an Urdu expression, Kisi ki aabru mat udao (an approximate translation would be, don’t take away the respect of the other person). Aabru, meaning respect, is the key word here.’

He narrated an incident from his vast experience of dealing with leaders and coaching them. ‘I saw one CEO doing reviews, one after another. A guy comes in and starts presenting something. Instead of saying “I don’t agree with this, I don’t understand this,” he simply takes the aabru out by saying, “You know nothing, you are wasting my time, you can leave,” etc. He could have easily said, “I disagree with your presentation, come to my office, we will talk about it.” But he was setting the tone for the others and showing his power to insult.’ That was, Dr Charan concluded, ‘showing or demonstrating power’.

Dr Charan’s words are not just profound, they form the first principles of leadership. I have come across many situations in my career where I have seen people work day and night before an important meeting. When the meeting takes place, the senior person stops the presentation on the first or second slide, expressing disappointment and sometimes anger because the presentation, in his view, has missed something. He then goes on to insult the person doing the presentation, bringing up several other issues from the past, often out of context. A humble leader would never do that.

Suhail Nathani of ELP, whom I had mentioned in the earlier chapter, adds to it saying ‘respect needs to be given to a person and not to the position. We have an office peon, Mama, at ELP, who joined our firm along with me when it was set up. I consider him a very important person who supported our partners and the firm over the years. Many times, we have Mama felicitate the eminent dignitaries who come and address our associates. It also sends a strong signal within the organization that you must treat everyone at our firm with respect, irrespective of their position.’

Humility makes leaders pause for perspective. It’s somewhat akin to applying the ‘principle of charity’, which basically requires us to interpret the other person’s argument in the most positive way before we evaluate it. When that happens, our default position in a discussion is that the other person is intelligent too, which, in turn, helps maximize the element of rationality in their argument. When this is done, the other person feels respected, and the chances of improved outcomes increase.

In his book Intuition Pumps and Other Tools for Thinking, philosopher Daniel Dennett lists four steps for implementing the principle of charity whenever we engage in a discourse.116

i. You should attempt to re-express your target’s position so clearly, vividly and fairly that your target says, ‘Thanks, I wish I’d thought of putting it that way.’

ii. You should list any points of agreement (especially if they are not matters of general or widespread agreement).

iii. You should mention anything you have learned from your target.

iv. Only then are you permitted to say so much as a word of rebuttal or criticism.

‘In a professional dialogue, there is no room for hierarchy,’ said S. Ramadorai, former managing director and CEO of Tata Consultancy Services, emphasizing the importance of respect. ‘You must give room to everybody. Some are quiet, some are open, some are aggressive. So, how do you make them feel comfortable collectively? Switch between listening and speaking. A person cannot be dominating the whole conversation, saying that his idea is the best because he speaks the most. So, these are things you (as a leader) must let people know, and let them know by your own actions rather than by a diktat. A diktat never works.’

When leaders don’t have humility at their core, there will invariably be a strong sense of hierarchy, top-down diktats and mechanical execution of jobs by people down the line. The entire situation sucks the energy out of people and the organization.

The only way to pre-empt such a possibility is to respect others, whatever the hierarchical difference. As columnist and political commentator Fareed Zakaria put it in my interview with him, ‘It is important to remember, whatever you may have achieved in terms of money, position or fame, in a fundamental moral sense, we are all equal. My worth as a human being is not greater than a taxi driver’s.’

Showing respect to an employee in normal circumstances is one thing. But at times a leader also needs to take tough decisions, such as asking someone to leave the company. How do humble leaders deal with such a situation?

This is how industry maven Vinita Bali tackled such delicate situations. ‘The really tough conversation is when you have to ask people to leave because it’s not just a matter of one individual who would be affected but a whole family. So, it becomes more complex. But the way I look at it is that, in a professional sense, you’ve got to do what is right for the company and for the individual concerned. You have to be respectful towards the individual and make that very difficult transition as fair and as easy as possible. It’s not easy. But part of being responsible is to be able to do the tough things as well as you do the easy things. The question is how well and effectively you can do both.’

That brings us to transparent conversations—the second behavioural attribute that helps build emotional connect at the workplace.

10.2 Transparent Conversations

Humility helps leaders to bring transparency to their conversations simply because they are genuinely concerned for the well-being of their people. They don’t like to keep others guessing, keep them in the dark or twist facts, preferring candour instead, which, in turn, wins them the trust of their teams. People who work with them know there is no hidden agenda and that whatever has been communicated is the correct picture.

‘Candour means speaking openly, honestly and directly. They’re not wondering what others around the table are thinking about a decision or problem,’ says Craig Weber, bestselling author whose book Conversational Capacity: The Secret to Building Successful Teams That Perform When the Pressure Is On, offers useful tips on how to communicate.

Not only candour, conversational capacity, according to Weber, also involves curiosity. ‘Candour is best when it’s balanced with curiosity, which means open-minded, inquisitive and eager to learn. When there’s a difference of opinion around the table, instead of getting defensive, people with curiosity get interested: How are you looking at this? Tell me more about how you’re making sense of the issue.’117

Puneet Chhatwal of Indian Hotels, who is known for his candour and direct conversations with his people, says, ‘Initially it hurts you, people are not used to it. But, over time, people respect that because they know what you are saying is what you mean. And if you were telling the truth, you don’t have to remember a year later or two years later what you had said that time and try to build stories. So, your credibility as a leader increases with time, but initially it is a challenge.

‘It is even a challenge for your superiors, because nobody is used to that. It is a very difficult one. Some people call it fearlessness; some people call it being stupid, some people even call it being an emotional fool. But it worked well for me. And I just feel that you should not be rude, you should not be foolishly blunt that you hurt others, but saying what you think and bundling it and packaging it in a good way is the right thing to do.

‘Over time, I realized that people will respect you if you tell the truth. Not just truth, but if you are humble, if you are hardworking, if you are honest and, above all, if you are transparent.’

Talking of transparency, Prof. Krishna Palepu of Harvard University explained why transparency is so important, especially when one has to tell people that they are no longer required. ‘As a senior faculty member, I participate in the promotional tenure process. Three out of four people that the school hires as assistant professor do not get promoted to tenured full professor. These are difficult and challenging decisions,’ he said, when asked what approach he followed for tough conversations. ‘You might mentor somebody for ten years and then you must be part of a tough decision. The key is not to lose your humanity—ultimately, you are dealing with people’s lives and emotions—so you have to be transparent, consistent and nurturing. You have to build trust and make sure that your junior colleagues see that you wish them well.’

Palepu added: ‘I start talking about the process on day one and say, “This is the system, and we are all part of it, I am doing my job and you do your job, and I will do everything to make you successful.” But when I participate in the final promotion decision, I try to be objective. I have been able to maintain many good relationships even after I had to tell my junior colleagues the bad news about the outcome of their promotion review. Of course, there are a few people who have had a tough time dealing with it and I have lost some good friends. But at least I can go home and sleep okay because I feel that I didn’t lose my humanity during the entire process.’

Judith Glaser, author, academic and organizational anthropologist, comes up with an interesting parallel while explaining how to tackle conflict with conversations. ‘Effective leadership, like a good marriage, hinges on how you deal with the tough stuff. But addressing and resolving conflicts requires enormous mental and emotional strength, which is why many of us try to avoid it.’118

So, what should a leader do in such situations? ‘Clarify the conflict by talking through each party’s stance,’ says Glaser, the author of Conversational Intelligence: How Great Leaders Build Trust and Get Extraordinary Results. That, again, calls for transparency.

Suresh Narayanan of Nestlé India too prefers frankness. ‘I have always believed that a healthy dose of anger is required, so I don’t try to suppress it,’ he said. ‘I don’t try and stop people from knowing that they have incurred my displeasure. So, I tell it to them, but I don’t personalize. I will not humiliate them, but I will make them know very clearly that I am unhappy and why I am unhappy.’

Not many may appreciate it, but brutal honesty does serve a purpose. ‘Why do negative comments and conversations stick with us so much longer than positive ones? A critique from a boss, a disagreement with a colleague, a fight with a friend—the sting from any of these can make you forget a month’s worth of praise or accord. If you’ve been called lazy, careless or a disappointment, you’re likely to remember and internalize it,’ Glaser says in her article, ‘The Neurochemistry of Positive Conversations’, in Harvard Business Review.119

Most of the leaders I spoke to underlined how vital transparency was in workplace interactions. Like most such leaders, Soumitra Bhattacharya too felt the same, but what the Bosch India boss said also serves as good advice for corporate honchos. ‘Never play to the gallery, be your authentic and true self, whatever that is,’ Bhattacharya said. ‘At the same time, don’t make a massive hue and cry.’ 

It was what he said next that exemplified the essence of humility. Making people feel like worms can make you feel great, Bhattacharya said. ‘I have done it once or twice or, maybe more than once or twice, but that was some time ago. I felt very bad about it and I told myself I didn’t want to do this again. It is not worth it because, first, I am making a lot of people around me extremely unhappy. There are huge ripple effects down in their families. And the second is that I am making myself also terribly unhappy, which I may not admit, but internally I had to admit I was doing something wrong. I felt great when I first had the courage to say I am sorry, that I didn’t mean it. And when I apologized, it liberated me.’

As Bhattacharya said, humble leaders also think about the larger ecosystem of the people who come to work under them. That, then, brings us to global family, the third attribute that contributes to emotional connect.

10.3 Viewing the Organization as a Global Family

When leaders have humility at their core, their emotional connect with people does not stop with just the employees or other people at the workplace. It goes beyond their place of work, and their humility helps them build rich, meaningful and long-lasting relationships with many connected people, whether they are family members of the employees, or the past employees who worked with them, or someone else.

Some might disagree with what I have said above and think it is an antiquated and impractical approach, especially in today’s world, where expectations from others are skyrocketing. But leaders who are truly humble don’t think of relations as something related to the workplace alone. They look at relations from a human perspective. So, if this so-called old-school approach of going beyond the workplace helps create an environment of meaningful reciprocity, then why not use it?

The relationships thus formed, say, with the families of employees, last long, often beyond the tenure of employment of the leader and those who worked with him. The families of the employees too bond with each other, their relationship strengthened by a common interest and the knowledge that if the organization thrives, they too would. Such bonds, once developed, get stronger with time as the families make an effort to keep in touch, drawn by a shared past and a wealth of reminiscences.

I had once asked a senior employee of Tata Consultancy Services, then headed by S. Ramadorai, what made him stay with the company for more than thirty years.

‘I got many good offers from other companies,’ the veteran had replied, ‘but it would have been very difficult for me to convince my family that I was leaving TCS.’

Bharat Puri, MD of Pidilite Industries, is another leader who makes employees feel like they are part of a larger family. ‘Bharat is normally very people-focused,’ said Anand Ramadorai, who had been part of Bharat Puri’s team at Pidilite and is currently business head at Tata Digital. ‘I keep saying this—and a lot of people would agree—that he never forgets a person’s name. It might be a salesperson or someone at a plant; he just has to meet them once to recognize and remember them by name anywhere later. Not just their names, he would remember their personal details too, their family, siblings, personal issues.’

Another person who always keeps in mind the larger ecosystem of people is Bhaskar Bhat. ‘He worked for a crazy number of hours, travelled like a mad man, but if somebody invited him for something, he would never say no,’ recalled Raj Narain, who worked with Bhat at Titan Industries. ‘He would say, “They have called me, so I will go.” He would take a train, a bus, go to the middle of nowhere for some franchisee’s daughter’s wedding, or to where an employee who had invited him for something.’

Dwarakanath of GlaxoSmithKline is another example of how leaders can connect. He has a large network of people who have worked with him and maintains a personal–professional relationship with each. He never loses touch with anyone or misses out on any detail about their family members or what’s happening in their lives. Dwarakanath, it can be said, has created a global family where people who worked with him have the comfort of emotional connectedness.

Speaking about Ramadorai of TCS, Padmanabhan of the Tata Group said: ‘Helping people is what I have experienced in him. It was beyond a professional relationship. When he senses that somebody needs help, he will find immediate help. I have rarely seen him say, “No, I cannot help or I won’t help.” He is very helpful and personally reaches out to people.’

There are many other examples of this type of leaders that I can cite, among them John Ustas, Vamsi Mohan, Josh Bersin and many others. All of them genuinely believe that organizations are networks of human interactions and it’s meaningless to draw boundaries like workplace and employment tenure in this regard.

‘I realized, perhaps two decades ago, that relationships and memories are more important than transient positions. So, this has given me a far greater feeling of deep satisfaction,’ said Bhattacharya, who recently invited all his twelve executive assistants who had worked with him over the years to join him for a three-day get-together in Bengaluru with their families. All of them turned up, some from other countries, and had a great time with Bhattacharya and his wife Chandana at their home.

This is how humble high achievers create a larger family—by becoming part of the families of those they lead.

Emotional connectedness has no boundaries, geographical or otherwise. Also, humility ensures an extraordinary experience of a life of connectedness without ego battles and the one-upmanship of who can trump a perceived rival.


PART B
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A Case for Developing Humble High Achievers

NOW THAT WE HAVE DEALT WITH THE TWIN FRAMEWORKS of ‘APPLE’ and ‘IMAGE’—the ten key attitudinal and behavioural characteristics of humble leaders—it’s time to move on to the next and final section of this book. This section briefly describes how organizations can focus on developing humility among their leaders and create a culture of high people engagement, high experimentation and high performance. For ease of reference, we’ll call leaders who can create such a culture as ‘humble high achievers’.

This will be a broad account, with a few key techniques thrown in to demonstrate that it’s possible to develop such leaders. An inherent risk in going into too much detail is that the bigger picture can be lost sight of, making us miss the woods for the trees, as the saying goes. Also, since it is a transformative journey, leaders need to experience the transformation themselves—deep inside—rather than merely read about it.

But it is first necessary to assimilate what we have learnt so far as we build a case for organizations to emulate this leadership approach. So, before we move on to Part B, here is a recap of Part A:

Recap, Part A

At the individual level, humility is putting others ahead of ourselves.

At the organizational level, humility consists in placing the interests of employees ahead of other stakeholder interests, with the understanding that such an approach leads to building of a high achieving organization. High achievement is defined as ‘an organization with a culture consisting of high people engagement, high experimentation and high performance’.

In summary, humility at the core of leadership enables building a sustainable high achieving organization.

• Attitudinal characteristics: Humility makes leaders believe and think in a certain manner, and this is where the APPLE framework comes into the picture. APPLE stands for Appreciative mindset, Positive possibilities, Path-Showing, Lightheartedness and Evolution
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A humble leader espouses the appreciative mindset as the first and foremost attitudinal characteristic. An appreciative mindset helps leaders focus on the strengths and potential of team members rather than on their weaknesses. To develop an appreciative mindset, leaders need to have three distinct attributes: curiosity, purpose and willingness to co-create.

A leader’s humility, along with an appreciative mindset, leads to identification of positive possibilities. In other words, such a leader’s mind is open to unexpected positive possibilities that will enable her to perceive, analyse, manoeuvre and remember the cues she receives from the environment, keeping in mind the emotions, situations and conditions of other people in the organization. The attributes that humble leaders who have this attitudinal characteristic are integrative emotion, realistic optimism and the ability to sense opportunity in adversity.

The third attitudinal characteristic that humility brings is path-showing and belief in a seemingly paradoxical approach—the ‘command-and-empower’ as opposed to the ‘command-and-control’ style. Humble leaders adopt the command approach at the initial stages, when they clarify the goals, values and work norms, etc., to their teams. The empower approach, which comes later, gives freedom to their followers to explore, innovate and execute the work. The attributes that help leaders to adopt this approach are empathy, positive anticipation and ability to tap the potential of others.

The next attitudinal characteristic of humble leaders is lightheartedness, or their ability to remain free of stress even in the most trying situations. This is possible because humble leaders have the ability to distinguish between a person and the problem, to understand the importance of effort over outcome, and to treat mistakes as simply mistakes.

The last attitudinal characteristic of humble leaders is evolution. Humility helps such leaders stay grounded and to evolve. And because they evolve, they believe others will evolve too. Three fundamental attributes contribute to this. Evolved leaders never feel they have ‘arrived’; they always compete with themselves rather than with others, and a constant quest for growth powers them on.

• Behavioural characteristics: The behavioural characteristics of humble leaders are represented by the IMAGE framework, which stands for Intensity, Mindful excellence, Ahead of one’s time, Gratitude and Emotional connect, as reproduced in the following diagram. 
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The first behavioural characteristic of humble leaders is intensity, which makes them go all out to get a task accomplished. This involves making high-impact decisions, constant learning and trusting the capabilities and potential of the people who work with them and for them.

Mindful excellence is the second behavioural characteristic, a quality that makes a humble leader focus on the day-to-day execution of a task. The behavioural attributes that contribute to mindful excellence are singular focus on the job at hand; engaging with people in a relational rather than transactional manner and focusing on short-term goals with an eye on the future.

The third behavioural characteristic of humble leaders is being ahead of their time, a quality that comes through as they work towards securing the future of their people and their organizations. They do that by acknowledging the impact of circumstances or the environment on the life and work, taking note of intersectional perspectives, and adapting their approach to suit the cultural requirements and circumstances of people.

Next on the IMAGE framework is gratitude. Humble leaders show gratitude to others in good times and bad, celebrating minor and major achievements equally, and attributing success to their employees, larger eco-system and other factors.

The last behavioural characteristic is emotional connect. Leaders who are humble build emotional connections with other employees and subordinates because they have deep respect for them. That’s a kind of conscious and unconscious non-negotiable thing for them. After that comes transparency in conversation and treating employees as family, discussed under the sub-head Global Family which can result in lasting relationships with employees and their families, often beyond the tenure of employment.

The attitudinal and behavioural characteristics discussed here can create a positive organizational culture, as shown in the following integrated framework.
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In essence, when leaders have humility at the core, they develop a specific mindset (beliefs and thought processes) and exhibit certain behaviours that arise out of such a mindset. That in turn helps them create a sustainable organization with a culture of high engagement, high experimentation and high performance.

The first part of this book was based on interviews with thirty top leaders and people who worked with them, and also on my personal observations in the corporate world.
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Developing Humble High Achievers
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‘Behaviour is a function of person and environment’

—Kurt Lewin

LET’S START WITH A QUESTION: IS IT POSSIBLE TO DEVELOP humility among leaders?

That’s a tricky one. If humility is an innate quality, how can it be developed?

Point. How, indeed?

But there’s a counter to that. Humility may be an innate quality, but not one that is inherited. There is no research to show that people are born either with or without it. It’s true that scientists have identified genetic links between a set of psychological factors known as ‘the big five’ personality traits—extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness, conscientiousness and openness to experience. But these are all personality traits. Humility, on the other hand, is primarily a mindset—a set of attitudes we develop based on how we interact with and interpret the world around us. Hence, it has little to do with (inherited) personality traits. It has been scientifically proven that mindsets can change and people can change their attitudes and behaviour at any stage in their lives. The recent findings around neuroplasticity are an example of this.

While it is true that genetic disposition plays a role in our belief systems and behaviour to some degree, science shows that our environment—parenting, education and life experiences—plays a dominant role in shaping our overall mindset and making us what we are.

Based on genetic data, researchers have concluded that our environment accounts for approximately 50–70 per cent of our personality.120

We all know the inspiring life story of Nelson Mandela, who believed in violence and aggression in the initial stages of his struggle against apartheid in South Africa but subsequently transformed himself to work with a different mindset—one of peace and forgiveness.

Take the case of Brendan Duddy, an ordinary businessman in London who ran a fish-and-chips shop. The man known as the ‘link’, and whose identity was not known to the world for years, played a key role in the Northern Ireland peace process. Without him, the Irish Republican Army’s ceasefire and the historic 1998 Good Friday Agreement wouldn’t have been possible.

What made Duddy put his life in danger and work for peace? This is what a BBC documentary on him said: ‘Out hunting one day, Duddy shot a rabbit and, in that moment, realized what violence did to people. That realization would change his mindset and take him on a journey, fraught with personal danger, to save the lives of others.’121

It is thus evident that circumstances and situations change people’s mindset, sometimes in a transformative manner. It is, therefore, more accurate to say that humility is more of an acquired trait than an inherited one.

That brings us to the second question—the main topic of this final section: if humility is an acquired trait, how can it be ingrained in a future leader?

When I asked Dr Ram Charan for his views on this, he said leadership is all about people and, as such, the definition of leadership has humility ingrained in it. Leadership and humility, he felt, were inseparable.

But some leaders I interviewed for this book also spoke of how easy it was to give in to the feeling of superiority and the momentary satisfaction of riding roughshod over others, knowing that they were in no position to hit back. This is where our APPLE and IMAGE frameworks come into the picture. The attributes under each of these attitudinal and behavioural characteristics help build humility among leaders so that they can evolve and develop as humble high achievers. In my career, I have seen several leaders change their attitudes, slowly but steadily, and transform themselves into humble high achievers. What is needed is sincere effort by the leaders themselves and their organizations to make humility an essential part of the leadership repertoire.

Of course, there’s no point in trying to transform a narcissist into a humble high achiever because of his sense of exaggerated heroism, hubris, hype and his propensity to harass others. With the best of interventions, it might be possible to bring about some positive changes among such narcissistic leaders, but a complete shift in attitude and behaviour is unlikely. It’s better for organizations to let such leaders go in the interests of everybody.

An important point to keep in mind here is that few leaders, if any, will score a perfect 10 on the humility and high-achievement index. On a scale of 0 to 10—10 being the highest—most leaders would fall in the lower half of the index (3, 4 or at best 5) whereas humble high achievers figure at the higher end of the scale, at 7 or 8 and the best of the best even at 9. So, the key is to first assess leaders on their current attitudinal and behavioural characteristics and design a development plan tailored to individual requirements.

I’ll recall my own experience doing this at the Indian Hotels Company, where we had designed a 720-degree feedback mechanism. Under that mechanism, not only did managers, subordinates and peers who worked with a general manager give their feedback on him/her, but also his or her spouse, children, childhood friends and others who interacted with the general manager, including guests, neighbours and club-mates. The confidential feedback that the leaders got through this process was truly reflective of their natural selves to a large extent, whatever their self-evaluation must have been. That is how we held a mirror to them. Another thing I noted is that it was very much possible—and maybe more rewarding—to groom young, mid-level leaders, whose feet are still on the ground, to become humble high achievers through a long-term reflective and experiential leadership development journey that is transformative in nature.

Thus, once leaders are assessed on the APPLE and IMAGE frameworks, it’s different strokes for different folks, although there could be some common knowledge and experiential interventions for all.

Also, developing humility in leaders is not merely about imparting them technical competency. While leaders can be handed the relevant toolkits of knowledge to acquaint themselves with the strong foundational principles, leadership is more about adaptive changes that need to take place in their hearts and minds, changes that influence authentic behaviour. This is where changing the mindset comes to the forefront; otherwise change can be cosmetic, superficial and short-lived.

It’s important to change the inner world of a leader—what the leader believes, consciously and unconsciously, and how she thinks—because people can sense phony behaviours. A recent study—part of a collaboration between the University of Barcelona in Spain, Axilum Robotics in France, Harvard Medical School and Starlab Barcelona—substantiates this point. The researchers transmitted a message into the brain of a colleague 5,000 miles away using electroencephalography (EEG) headsets, which recorded electrical activity from neurons firing in the brain. The colleague who received the message could understand what the sender was saying. According to the researchers, this was the first time humans had sent a message ‘almost directly’ into each other’s brains.122

As the study proves, people can sense each other’s thought process even when there is no formal communication. This means superficial or artificial behaviour will never be good enough when it comes to developing humility among leaders. What is needed is change at a much deeper level.

As mentioned earlier, developing humility involves an attitudinal or mindset change. When the core of a leader’s mindset symbolizes humility, the resultant behaviours will reflect such a mindset. A sustainable culture of high organizational performance coupled with high people engagement and high experimentation is an outcome that can be derived only when the behaviours of leaders emanate from such a mindset of humility. It’s all about changing the way leaders look at themselves, others, situations and the environment.
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For that, what is needed is deeper exploration to unravel the ‘iceberg’—the metaphor that can be effectively used to describe attitudes, mindsets and behaviour. The above picture makes the point clearer.

Let’s consider a real-life situation to understand the attitudinal and behavioural characteristics related to humility. One of the companies where I worked had hired a senior executive as the CEO of one of our business verticals. The CEO had grown up in an environment where professionalism meant direct and no holds barred communication. Wherever he had worked, the seniors were blunt in their approach and would bulldoze their way through, often trampling upon other people’s views while taking decisions in the name of speedy execution. The bosses would ask their teams to only execute decisions, nothing more. Naturally, when he joined our company, the CEO brought this mindset with him. His attitude was: ‘A kick up their backside to make things happen.’

The CEO was not a bad soul as such. Nor was he a hardwired narcissist. In fact, at a personal level, he believed in helping others, especially those less privileged. ‘I need to be kind and compassionate to them,’ he would say.

At the workplace, however, he was a completely different man, a hard taskmaster who didn’t bother about other people’s thoughts, views, ideas and feelings. Professionalism to him had no place for emotion. All that mattered to him was how to achieve the target, never mind if someone felt hurt or humiliated in the process.

Under his leadership, the culture that formed was one of mistrust, conflict and balming each other. People started leaving the company and business results plummeted. When we took the CEO through a six-month coaching involving experiential development interventions, there was a major shift in his attitude related to people and situations. Eventually, the CEO slowed down and changed his beliefs. There was also a change in the way he interacted with people. The business started growing again as his connect with people strengthened.

What this example illustrates is that change in attitudes, from, say, professional arrogance to a more humble approach, can be brought about when leaders experience situations that challenge their existing beliefs and thoughts. This is where simulating situations that move the inner world of the leaders significantly is an important element in the transformation process.

I’ll narrate one such experiment we came up with for our general managers at the Indian Hotels Company during our general manager development programme, which I had mentioned earlier. The experience was a surprise dinner at Nox-Dine in the Dark, a restaurant in Singapore. The thirty-plus leader-participants in the programme were not informed about the restaurant they were going to dine at that evening. Being hoteliers and having experienced a range of service standards across restaurants, mostly high-end and premium ones, they were extremely curious about where they were going to be taken to, but the destination was kept a secret so that they didn’t go to this place with preformed opinions.

Nox-Dine in the Dark is a small restaurant where the food is served in a completely dark room. The service was impeccable, and the food delicious. It was an experience of a different kind. So, what was so special about this restaurant? The staff at the restaurant was all visually challenged. They could not see at all. But they were the ones who served the drinks and the three-course meal to the general managers of our luxury hotels in that pitch-dark room. If any general manager thought that a restaurant run by him/her at the Taj was the best in terms of service standards, they would have emerged humbled after experiencing the service in that small restaurant.

In their reflective classroom conversations the following morning, the general managers had no words to describe what they felt about their dinner experience the previous night. It was a combination of curiosity, empathy and a feeling of being grounded.

But, as emphasized throughout, such simulated experiences must go hand in hand with imparting knowledge related to the ten attitudinal and behavioural characteristics we discussed in the previous section of this book. The leader-participants also need to understand the importance of each attribute under each of these characteristics, such as curiosity, purpose and co-creation, to name a few.

For instance, the first and foremost step is to move the leaders from a state of deficit mindset, as discussed in Chapter 1, to one of appreciative mindset. My experience is that coaching, along with some therapeutic techniques, can go a long way towards achieving this, helping the leaders deal with the conflict between their ‘inner world’ and ‘external demands’, and reach a state of equilibrium where they start appreciating the strengths and potential of their team members and the situations they encountered. This is the first step towards building humility, as the leaders start looking at people and situations through a new pair of positive lenses.

A key component of the humble high achievers’ programme is deep reflection. To make sure their learning gets deepened further, there are simulated experiences, team as well as individual coaching, sharing of perspectives, experiential interventions and teach-back sessions.

These methods will lead to better self-realization, mindful presence and metacognition (awareness and understanding of one’s own thought process). As the attitudinal shift takes place, the leaders move towards a command-and-empower style of leadership, which I am using as a synonym here for humble leadership.

In my experience, a leadership intervention programme, designed on the principles of psychology, systems psychodynamics and neuroscience, works well in bringing about transformative change among leaders.

Systems psychodynamics, for those not too familiar with the subject, is an emerging interdisciplinary field that integrates three disciplines—the practice of psychoanalysis, the theories and methods of group relations, and open systems perspectives. The open systems concept provides for framing perspectives for better understanding of the structural aspects of organizational systems.

There is one rider: transformative shift is possible only when leaders are willing to walk the path of transformation and make a difference to themselves, others and their organizations. If a leader is willing to explore her inner self and challenge some of the beliefs that got formed over a period of time, it is possible for her to make the shift towards humility.

Chiselling Away All That Is Toxic

‘I created a vision of David in my mind and simply carved away everything that was not David’

—Michelangelo

Few have bettered this description of honest work by a man who had a huge influence on the development of Western art. 

When it comes to changing attitudes, the recommended approach is to first chisel away the negative ones formed over the years. We had, in the introductory chapter, discussed four negative or toxic attitudinal characteristics of leaders—heroism, hubris, propensity to hype and inclination to harass—and concluded that as long as a leader had any one of these in excess, or more than two of them even in moderation, there was little chance of their being considered as humble from its true meaning.

As we grow into adulthood, it’s natural that we will imbibe beliefs and ideas, some from our elders, and others from our surroundings. While some of these beliefs might be helpful, there are others that act as roadblocks and prevent us from realizing our full potential. For instance, many people end up with excessive pride (hubris), maybe over their academic excellence or recognitions received, or the fame and wealth they have acquired in their professional journey. This makes them feel like heroes, and they often create unnecessary hype around what they have achieved. Along the way, these people might have even harassed others by bearing down upon them with the full dominant force of their elevated status. Over time, these proclivities become part of their mental makeup. From their perspective, though, this is normal and reasonable since, more often than not, they are oblivious of these negative traits.

What makes matters more complex is the figurative mask all of us wear. Leave alone knowing about others, we ourselves don’t know who we are, because we are so comfortable with our masked personalities. As the years pass, the mask gathers layers, slowly and imperceptibly, and our true selves slip deeper beneath this invisible cloak.

It’s important to bring these hidden layers to our awareness and discard the negative ones. If we don’t, we will not only do injustice to our roles as leaders and to our followers, but also suffer from anxiety, panic attacks, depression, disease and mental disorders at some stage in our lives when the conflict within ourselves becomes too difficult to handle.

This is what Carl Gustav Jung had said:

We know that the wildest and most moving dramas are played not in the theatre but in the hearts of ordinary men and women who pass by without exciting attention, and who betray to the world nothing of the conflicts that rage within them except possibly by a nervous breakdown. What is so difficult for the layman to grasp is the fact that in most cases the patients themselves have no suspicion whatever of the internecine war raging in their unconscious. If we remember that there are many people who understand nothing at all about themselves, we shall be less surprised at the realization that there are also people who are utterly unaware of their actual conflicts.123

While the founder of analytical psychology was talking about the unconscious, Peter Fuda wrote about leaders wearing a mask, but consciously. In an article for Harvard Business Review, Fuda, author and consultant, who did his doctoral research on how leaders spark and sustain change in themselves and their organizations, wrote:

There are two main ways in which leaders wear masks. Some conceal their perceived inadequacies and flaws behind the polished façade we have come to expect of ‘great’ leaders, a bit like the Phantom from Andrew Lloyd Webber’s epic musical The Phantom of the Opera. Others take on a new persona at work that they feel is necessary for success, much like Jim Carrey’s character Stanley Ipkiss in the movie The Mask, who transforms into a flamboyant green superhero. Both types of mask(s) undermine trust and effectiveness. They also create inner conflict, as leaders struggle to align their work and home lives.’124

In essence, as leaders, we hide our true selves behind different types of masks, not just in an unconscious manner, as Jung talked about, but also intentionally, in our struggle to survive and thrive in this complex world.

Let’s look at this from the perspective of the people who work with a leader who portrays himself as the saviour of the company (or even the world) he heads, is full of pride and hypes every personal achievement. How would teams working with such a leader feel? Would they not feel constricted and harassed, since their space (psychological safety) has been taken over by someone sitting in a position of power? The employees can neither raise their voice in protest nor surrender themselves to the idiosyncrasies of the self-admiring leader. This invariably triggers internal conflict among these people and results in several unwanted outcomes, such as resignations, higher absenteeism and lower engagement and productivity.

So, does this mean that only leaders known for their negative attitudes and behaviours need to undergo the transformative journey towards humility? Certainly not. Leaders who accumulate negative and toxic attitudinal characteristics are not somebody else but ourselves—you and I. There are no exceptions to the fact that we all acquire negative beliefs about various things in life, thereby accumulating a negative mass around our personalities.

In short, while we have infinite potential, we also have infinite capacity for self-deception. ‘People overestimate their ability to understand why they are making certain decisions. They make up stories to explain their own actions even when they have no clue about what is happening inside,’ says business author Tony Schwartz, quoting from journalist David Brooks’s book, The Social Animal.

‘Worse yet, the most powerful among us have a tendency to bloviating certainty—swatting away doubt and choosing up sides precisely because not having answers feels so uncomfortable and potentially threatening. Opinions, in turn, become polarized and rigid,’ wrote A. Markman in a piece titled ‘Do You Know What You Don’t Know?’ in Harvard Business Review.125

It is, therefore, important for every leader to experience the leadership transformative journey, either by engaging a coach or by going through a structured programme once every two years to identify and get rid of the negative layers of heroism, hubris, the propensity to hype and harass, and then strengthen or build positive perspectives, attitudes and mindset.
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Helping Leaders to Change
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AS MENTIONED EARLIER, A COMBINATION OF CONCEPTS from psychology, systems psychodynamics and neuroscience can help leaders to not just shed unwanted negative attitudes but also form fresh capabilities to believe, think and behave in a particular manner. This is the basic approach by which organizations can help leaders transform themselves into humble high achievers.

The transformative journey begins with helping leaders deepen their capacity for self-realization. Apart from the feedback and assessment mechanisms, what could help leaders identify and eliminate unwanted attitudes are deep, reflective conversations, motivational interviewing by a coach and structured knowledge sessions, simulated experiences, etc.

The systems psychodynamic approach looks at a leader’s unconscious and brings the ‘below-the-surface elements’ to the conscious level. It is not possible to change what we are not fully aware of. Hence, the first step is to bring what is in the unconscious into our conscious. It’s like focusing a light on something lying in the dark; once the light falls on the object, it becomes visible.

The expectation is that once people are made aware of their negative attitudes, they will examine why and how such attitudes were formed. It then becomes easier and possible for the leader concerned to work towards getting rid of those attitudes. While all the negative attitudes cannot be eliminated at once, becoming aware of such traits at least increases the leader’s chances of improving his behaviour when interacting with others.

While the role of a coach in this process is that of a compassionate companion, the fundamental responsibility of identifying and eliminating the negative attitudes and replacing them with positive traits lies with the leaders alone. The coach can only facilitate and support them in the identification and elimination process.

I’ll cite the example of the CEO of a company whose intellectual arrogance was a serious issue. He had a strong academic background and was hardworking and disciplined, but considered himself the best in everything he did, professionally or in his personal life.

Initially, the people in the company were fine with this arrogance since it seemed all about his personal opinion of himself. The problems began when he began to consider others utterly incompetent. His teams would work on a business or operational strategy for days together, but when the plan was presented to the CEO, he would trash it and show off his knowledge by coming up with instant solutions. Forget appreciation, what the teams constantly heard from the top boss was only about himself, his business acumen, his hard work and his previous experiences. The teams soon started feeling utterly constricted due to such working environment.

The employees who worked with the CEO then gave him direct, honest feedback through a 360-degree feedback mechanism, but it was of no help. The CEO genuinely believed there was nothing wrong in his leadership style. Moreover, since the business was making profits, the CEO started suspecting his senior colleagues of trying to sabotage his reputation.

The company’s governing board eventually stepped in and the chairman had a discussion with the CEO. Luckily, the CEO had high regard for the chairman, who was the person who had hired him. I was brought in as the leadership coach and the CEO agreed to work with me.

Having understood his background, I approached the problem from a systems psychodynamic perspective. As the CEO became gradually aware of the negative layers around his personality, he realized that the ‘tough’ environment in which he had been brought up by his parents was the root cause of his arrogance. Despite his good academic scores as a student, he had never received recognition from his parents, who always wanted ‘more’ from him. The CEO’s ‘inner self’ now longed for that recognition, the main reason he would ‘show off’ to and ‘rant’ at those he worked with.

As the CEO became aware of his unconscious self, he began to manage his interactions better. Over time, he changed himself into a leader who could genuinely appreciate the effort his teams put in. Soon, the respect and appreciation were mutual.

If we looked carefully at attitudes like heroism, hubris and the propensity to hype and harass, we would notice that there are certain underlying negative emotions associated with these attitudes, such as greed, anger, jealousy and unnecessary competitiveness. What a trained coach or counsellor does is to make a person aware of these negative qualities through what is known in psychology as associations.

Psychological Associations

As human beings, we constantly form associations, which can be categorized as either cognitive or behavioural. From the cognitive perspective, an association is a subtle connection between two thoughts, ideas, images or other psychological happenings, whereby the occurrence of one tends to recall the other.

Say, for example, you spent your childhood in a small seaside town which had a beach, narrow roads and lots of trees. Years later you happened to go on a business trip to a town which too had a beach, narrow roads and lots of greenery. As soon as you reached this town, your mind would have, without any intention on your part, started associating this town with the town where you grew up. Without any effort on your part, you would have been filled with memories from your childhood—of your parents, childhood friends, the time spent at the seashore, so on and so forth. This is known as cognitive association.

A behavioural association is the learned connection between a stimulus and a response, or between one stimulus and another. Ivan Pavlov’s experiments with his dog would be a good example of behavioural association. In the experiments, every time a bell was rung, the dog would start salivating, associating the sound of the bell with the arrival of food. When we respond to a stimulus by showing a particular behaviour, it amounts to behavioural association.

Let’s say you were bullied as a child in your school. Then one day you retaliated, mouthing abuses at the bullies. Seeing you stand your ground, they backed off. Here, the stimulus was bullying and teasing, and the response was abuse and shouting, which worked effectively. You grew up with the belief that when someone tries to put you down, you need to hit back by being aggressive. This belief of yours might make you react to situations where a colleague or a loved one tries to confront you over something but not in a derogatory way. But you respond by raising your voice since your brain associates the conversation with the childhood experience of your classmates trying to bully you. That’s another example of behavioural association.

All these underlying associations are at play in a person’s response to situations. That’s why it is important to delve deeper to bring what’s in the unconscious to the level of the conscious in an attempt to transform.

Our next focus in this transformative journey will be a leader’s relationship with money and power. This is because, in the majority of cases, a leader’s association with these two factors determines the level of ‘dark mass’ in his personality.

Money: The Greatest Addiction of Modern Times

Writing about money, Kimberly Weisul, editor-at-large, Inc.com, quotes Sam Polk, writer and co-founder and CEO of Everytable, a social enterprise restaurant chain that makes healthy food affordable:

What does money addiction look like? Sam Polk, who admits he was once addicted to both alcohol and drugs, writes in The New York Times of his time as a hedge fund trader. ‘Ever see what a drug addict is like when he’s up his junk? He’ll do anything—walk 20 miles in the snow, rob a grandma—to get a fix. Wall Street was like that. In the months before bonuses were handed out, the trading floor started to feel like a neighbourhood in The Wire when the heroin runs out.’

Later, he writes, ‘I see Wall Street’s mantra—We’re smarter and work harder than everyone else, so we deserve all this money—for what it is; the rationalization of addicts.’126

This is true not just about Wall Street traders; it holds true for corporate executives across the world. Money, inevitably, becomes an addiction for them. Peter Yeung, writing for BBC.com, says:127

According to research from High Pay Centre, an independent think tank based in London, FTSE 100 chief executives earn a median of £3.6m ($4.9m) a year—more than 100 times the £31,461 earned by full-time employees. At the top of the pile of those CEOs is Tim Steiner, chief executive of the online supermarket Ocado, who was paid £58.7m in 2019. That’s 2,605 times the company’s staff on average. In one day, he earned seven times their annual salary.

Across the Atlantic, the picture is even more extreme. Analysis by the Economic Policy Institute, a Washington DC-based think tank, showed chief executives of the 350 largest US companies earned an average $21.3m (£16.9m) in 2019. This puts the CEO to worker ratio at 320 to 1—more than five times the level in 1989.

These findings come as the coronavirus pandemic has worsened inequality across the world, exposing low-income populations to greater health risks, job losses and declines in well-being. These divides have come into sharper focus than ever as awareness grows of the value of ‘essential’ workers—who often have few employment rights and little pay.

The point I am trying to make is that it’s a vicious cycle of high pay and higher ego, each feeding off the other, playing out in the higher orbits of corporate leaders. Needless to say, humility is the casualty. High accumulators of wealth some CEOs might be, but they definitely do not have the humility to place other people’s interests ahead of their own.

Here is more from Yeung’s article:

‘There are several reasons a company can perform well,’ says David Bolchover, a management-pay expert who wrote the book Pay Check: Are Top Earners Really Worth It? ‘May be the economy or their sector is buoyant, which has nothing to do with the CEO, maybe they operate in an oligopoly. It could be the contribution of workers. The impact of a CEO on company performance is not measurable, which is the nub of the issue. They have this “talent ideology” to justify this. But is their ability so rare? I think it’s a con’.

Bolchover says the 2008 global financial crisis was a prime example of how performance and pay don’t always align. ‘The financial sector always defended their high pay on the basis of their rare abilities and their talent,’ he says. ‘But a lot of these banks went bust during the crisis, and people started to ask questions—why were they paid so much and why did they continue to be paid so much even after the crisis?’

According to Bolchover, the ‘vortex of self-interest’ between shareholders, board members and executives is why CEO pay has not dipped—and, for him, that is why there is growing pressure from the general public.

Jack Kelly, a senior contributor, wrote an article in Forbes detailing the compensation and bonuses of several CEOs in US companies while at the same time giving details of the number of employees that were laid off or furloughed in each company. ‘While millions of Americans lost their jobs, had their hours cut, were forced to take positions beneath their experience and educational levels or laboured in essential jobs risking their health and safety, corporate industry titans were well-compensated,’128 his article pointed out.

While these are mostly examples from the West, what we see, then, across the world, is the well-oiled network of hubris, lubricated further by high pay and other compensations. Sage counsel comes from Prof. Manfred Kets De Vries: be satisfied with what you have achieved.

‘In the end, however, all of us want to be judged by the way we live, not by our standards of living, and measured by the way we help others, not by our wealth,’ says the founder of INSEAD Global Leadership Centre, who has done a lot of research on leaders and their ‘dark’ side.

‘As I have stated repeatedly, wealth is a state of mind. Anyone can acquire mental wealth by thinking rich thoughts. If we consider ourselves prosperous, we will be. If we see ourselves as continually hard up, that’s exactly what we will be.’

Prof. De Vries adds, ‘Until we are happy with who we are, we will never be happy with what we have. Our thoughts and imagination are a great source of wealth, as are our friendships and familial ties, and our ability to take pleasure in the small things of life. I truly believe that the spiritually wealthy are the wealthiest of all—far richer than the richest billionaire, in a commodity that is far more valuable than money. It is our Weltanschauung, our outlook on life, which counts.’129 

We’ll now move to our next topic—a leader’s relationship with power. It’s the capability to influence others, which, if uncontrolled, can lead to hubris, propensity to hype and even harass others.

Power: A Leader’s Magic Wand

‘In psychological science, power is defined as one’s capacity to alter another person’s condition or state of mind by providing or withholding resources such as food, money, knowledge and affection, or administering punishments such as physical harm, job termination or social ostracism,’ writes professor of psychology Dacher Keltner in his piece ‘The Power Paradox’ published in Greater Good Magazine.130

The question here is, once a person is invested with that power, how does that affect his relationship with those under his control?

I’ll quote from Elizabeth M. Cornelius’s article—‘The Obsession with Greatness Leads to Power Abuse: Is Spiritual Intelligence an Appropriate Response?’ which focuses on the reasons for power abuse.

Why do people at the top, with authority and power, suddenly morph into beasts? Keltner (2017) says that when you give people power, they basically start acting like fools. Once people assume positions of power, they are likely to act more selfishly, impulsively and aggressively, and they have a harder time seeing the world from other people’s points of view. Keltner did his own research and found that people with power tend to behave like patients who have damaged their brain’s orbitofrontal lobes (the region of the frontal lobes right behind the eye sockets)—a condition that seems to cause overly impulsive and insensitive behaviour. Thus, the experience of power might be thought of as having someone opening your skull and taking out that part of your brain so critical to empathy and socially appropriate behaviour. Keltner also refers to the wealth of evidence that having power makes people more likely to act like sociopaths.

Psychologists refer to this as the ‘paradox of power’. It means that the very traits that helped leaders accumulate control in the first place, all but disappear once they rise to power (see Keltner 2007). According to Keltner (2007), this is a result of a damaged social intelligence.

The question why a person’s social intelligence is damaged still remains unanswered. It could be an aspiration for superiority, as discussed by Alfred Adler (1979: 29–40). While an aspiration for superiority can motivate you to work very hard, for some this aspiration can go wrong, and they may end up being arrogant and selfish, committing misdeeds and abusing power.

So why do people strive for superiority? Adler (1979: 50–58) believes that some people might strive for superiority because of a sense of inferiority. What is also relevant in this argument is Adler’s personality types, especially the ruling type. People who belong to the ruling personality type are characterized early on by a tendency to be generally aggressive and dominant, and possess an intense energy that overwhelms anything or anybody who gets in their way.

The question regarding why a person with a ruling personality type (perhaps struggling with inferiority issues) would strive for superiority and abuse power, remains. My question is whether this is an obsession with greatness. What is present or absent in leaders’ lives that makes them obsessed with greatness?131

The objective of quoting the passages is to show that the first step in bringing about change among leaders in their journey towards humility is to help them eliminate their negative attitudes arising out of their obsession for power—similarly with money, as discussed earlier. While that is being done, it’s also important to start building new neural connections in their brains to help them shift their focus from themselves to others.

That brings us to positive attitude and thinking, the key that moves us forward. ‘The mind is everything, what you think you become,’ so goes the saying, commonly attributed to the Buddha.

Positive Attitude, Positive Energy, Positive Behaviour

Our positive attitudes build positive energies within us. While the supply of energy to the brain depends upon the flow of oxygen and adequate glucose levels in our blood, our emotions, thoughts and feelings also play a major part in energizing us. For instance, after a tiring day’s work, totally stressed out and wanting to go to bed, we suddenly feel charged up on hearing some good news about our loved ones—son getting a high rank in an exam, daughter clinching a much-awaited business deal, a friend getting a promotion, etc.

Not just good news, even a suggestion from the boss that a promotion might be round the corner makes us feel energized. This happens because we feel optimistic about the future, and that energizes our brains.

Unfortunately, our brains capture negative cues much faster than it does the positive ones. While that helps us negotiate the tricky bends in life, it generates negative thoughts. When the negative thoughts pertain to people, especially in an environment where time is always a constraint, we tend to draw conclusions fast and brand people with disparaging labels, such as lazy, arrogant, or good for nothing. And the more we do that, the deeper we slide into a state of deficit mindset.

What I am trying to say is that our thoughts, positive or negative, have a huge impact on the way we conduct ourselves, and it is positive energy that moves us forward.

So, how do we generate positive energy and stay energized? This is where mindfulness meditation greatly helps, along with a few other techniques from gestalt therapy, a form of psychotherapy that focuses on the present and is centred on enhancing a person’s awareness, freedom and self-direction. In fact, these are important steps in nurturing humility. 

This is how you go about it at this stage: Do a simple assessment of your mental make-up. Take a pen and a writing pad and write down your mental image of yourself and the people around you, those at home as well as people you interact with at work. Divide the page into two columns—positive assessment on one side and negative assessment on the other. Reflect on your mental image of yourself and write it down. When your image of yourself is ‘I work hard’, write it down on the appreciative side. When it’s something like ‘I hate eating vegetables’, write it on the negative side. Be totally honest and jot down as many such observations as possible about your image of yourself.

Take another piece of paper and write about the person you love most—your spouse, child, a friend—following the same framework. Repeat the exercise for all those you interact with regularly, by writing down what you like and dislike in them. Now, look at all the observations you have made in these sheets of paper and ask yourself the following questions:

1. What do these identifications tell me about myself as a person/leader?

2. Whom or what did I leave out while writing? Why did I do it? What am I trying to hide from myself? Where have I been excessively positive or negative?

3. Which of the two columns—positive or negative—do I find uncomfortable and why?

4. How can I shift my negative thinking about myself or any other person into positive thinking, and what would be my feelings if I did so?

These reflections (though still at the conscious level) might give you a rough sketch of your mindset, but don’t get unnecessarily bothered about your negative thinking. Nobody is free from negative thoughts, and the beauty of working on oneself lies in making the shift from a deficit mindset to an appreciative one. Also, don’t rejoice over the positive list—remember that there is an unconscious self—you don’t know what you don’t know.

To make the real transition, leaders need to practise/undergo a few things; for instance, silencing the mind, motivational interviewing by a coach, which is a directive, client-centred counselling style aimed at eliciting behavioural change by helping clients to explore and resolve their ambivalent attitudes and behavioural issues, and a few other techniques from gestalt and neuroscience, as needed. 

We’ll now briefly discuss the first two and see how they can help bring about the required attitudinal change in leaders, since that is our main focus.

Silencing the Mind

This is not just a meditation technique but is also recognized by neuroscience as a way to develop ‘growth factors’ in our body. Growth factors can be described as natural proteins in our body that promote the growth, organization and maintenance of cells and tissues, including the skin. Growth factors are essential for the healing of wounds and repair of our skin. They also ensure effective prefrontal regulation in our brain.

Speaking from the perspective of meditation, silencing the mind enables us to reflect deeply, to realize our true selves and to understand our emotional and cognitive states of mind. It is simple and effective.

The starting point for silencing the mind is breathing deep, which, as neuroscience also recognizes, is an effective method of relaxation and of moving our brains away from the ‘fight or flight’ mode.

Jay Rai, empowerment psychologist and corporate public speaker, says:132

Research shows that deep breathing can have a direct effect on the overall activity level of the brain. What this means is that slow, deep breathing stimulates the vagus nerve, which runs from the brain to the abdomen and is in charge of turning off the ‘fight or flight’ reflex. The vagus nerve uses the neurotransmitter acetylcholine, which activates the ‘relaxation’ response of your parasympathetic nervous system to calm you down.

Silencing the mind, a technique largely unused in leadership development, can be practised for fifteen to twenty minutes every day, either through focused attention or open-monitoring meditation, which helps us to stay grounded in reality without getting distracted and swayed by the drama all around us.

In an article for Frontiers in Psychology, Dominique Lippelt, Bernhard Hommel and Lorenza Colzato from the cognitive psychology unit of the Institute for Psychological Research and Leiden Institute for Brain and Cognition at Leiden University, Leiden, the Netherlands, write:

Even though numerous studies have shown meditation to have significant effects on various affective and cognitive processes, many still view meditation as a technique primarily intended for relaxation and stress reduction. While meditation does seem to reduce stress and to induce a relaxing state of mind, it can also have significant effects on how people perceive and process the world around them and alter the way they regulate attention and emotion.133

Motivational Interviewing and Directive Coaching

Another little-used technique, motivational interviewing, can bring about major attitudinal changes in leaders with the help of trained coaches, helping the leaders learn to look at people and everything around them from a different perspective.

This is a counselling approach developed by clinical psychologists William R. Miller and Stephen Rollnick. It is a directive, client-centred counselling style aimed at eliciting behavioural change by helping clients to explore and resolve their ambivalent attitudes towards people and their relationship with money, power and other more personal aspects of their lives.

Another unique and somewhat similar to motivational interviewing is directive coaching, where a coach sets goals for individuals or groups and suggests strategies for achieving those goals. In non-directive coaching, the individual or the group is the expert, and it is they who set the agenda.

‘Directive coaching is a perfectly legitimate and appropriate way to coach in some circumstances,’ say Terry R. Bacon and Karen I. Spear in their classic work Adaptive Coaching: The Art and Practice of a Client-Centered Approach to Performance Improvement. ‘Clearly, directive coaching can be powerful, and it has a place in human development. It is the most appropriate form of coaching when the coach is much more of an expert in the topic than the client is.’

In my experience, I found directive coaching to be much more effective than the non-directive approach in bringing about attitudinal change among corporate leaders. However, a lot would depend on how an experienced coach goes about it as transparently and respectfully as possible.

In summary, humility can be developed among leaders to enable them to make a difference to themselves, all the stakeholders and to the business outcomes. The transformative process requires specialized knowledge of psychodynamics, psychology and neuroscience. When corporations put their focus on this important element of development in their leaders, it is not just the lives of people and organizations that can transform, but there is also the possibility of bringing in the required changes at the societal level. It’s for the leaders and corporates to take the lead in the right direction to stimulate the momentum for this.
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‘It is always important to know when something has reached its end. Closing circles, shutting doors, finishing chapters, it doesn’t matter what we call it; what matters is to leave in the past those moments in life that are over.’

—Paulo Coelho

AS I SIT DOWN TO WRITE THE EPILOGUE FOR THIS BOOK, my heart fills with gratitude towards all those who have helped and inspired me to complete this journey, which has at times been lonely and arduous. Not only that, but they have also influenced my thoughts and attitudes and, in the process, shaped my own behaviour and response to situations over the last five years that I have been involved in this labour of love and self-transcendence. In fact, all of them have become an integral part of my own self, and I hope they will influence the thoughts and actions of many others too, just as they did mine.

So, what do I feel, now that I have completed this book? At an intellectual level, certainly a sense of fulfilment. That is because I have been able to transfer into this work not merely my thoughts but also the ideas and opinions of some trend-setting leaders who graciously took time off their busy schedules to share their experiences with me, so that future leaders can impact in a positive manner the lives of those whom they lead.

At a more personal level, I feel lighter in head and heart, an almost physical sensation of relief. Wrapping up this book has allowed me to transfer to readers the heaviness I bore in my chest for several years. Now the responsibility is upon them—to evolve from ambition-driven individuals focused only on self-advancement, to humble high achievers who carry others along in their journey towards success and shared recognition. I believe that when this world has humble high achievers in every field—political, social and corporate—it will become a better place to live in—a world full of compassion, whose people have respect for each other. Only humility can lead to such an empathic existence.

That brings us to the key point of this book—humility. Here I must confess to a nagging doubt that I had when I started writing this book. One thought would often interrupt the flow of words, a question mark that would pop up every now and then like a disturbing suffix: ‘Is humility a strength or a weakness for leaders?’, challenging the very core of my book. But this doubt faded as the chapters took shape and finally culminated in a passionate exploration and inquiry that led to the evolution of two frameworks—APPLE and IMAGE—the ten key attitudinal and behavioural characteristics the humble leaders would possess. I hope and wish that these frameworks and the attitudinal and behavioural attributes discussed under them will not just help leaders to reflect on their approach to leadership but also prompt organizations to develop leaders for the future as humble high achievers.

I think leadership and being humane are interlinked. When leaders become better at what they do, they also evolve into better human beings. And when they become better human beings, they become better leaders. If anyone were to reflect on modern existence, they would probably realize that the world now, more than ever, needs better human beings and better leaders. This book is an attempt, however limited in its scope, to make people aware of that, as also of the immense benefits, personal and collective, of casting aside negative, narcissistic mindsets and ill-conceived notions of heroic superiority that some in positions of authority suffer from.

Fortunately, there are also leaders—though they are fewer in number—who hold themselves accountable to others, irrespective of the others’ age, experience or position in their respective hierarchies. These leaders are blessed with immense hidden potential. They just need to give expression to that potential within themselves to make that transition from good to great. All they have to do is to look at themselves from a different perspective; that is, take a ‘balcony view’—as they say in systems psychodynamics—to see their own selves dancing below. When leaders move from good to great, their organizations will follow the same trajectory. It is never the other way around, because it is leaders who define the ethos of an organization.

When I started planning this book, the COVID-19 pandemic was still in the future. A lot has changed since. But forged in the tragedy of loss and contagion, mankind has learnt one of its biggest lessons—the importance of living to its fullest potential. It is a vital life lesson, all the more so in a world that is changing fast, and not necessarily to everybody’s benefit. Here too, leadership plays a part in mitigating the ill effects of some of the changes that are taking place. When leaders transform into humble high achievers faster than the changes that are taking place, it becomes that much easier for them to tackle new developments. It is we, humans, who are responsible for most of our problems.

I hope the frameworks, concepts, experiences and stories narrated in this book will help readers get a fair picture of how to become better leaders. My request is that leaders reflect on their shortcomings and seek feedback on their blind spots; in short, try and see yourselves in the mirror, so that you become aware of what needs to be changed to make things better for those you lead. Any change, after all, should always begin with one’s own self!

I would like to end this book by narrating a real-life experience of a friend. This friend, who later in life rose high to a position of senior leadership in a large multinational company, was then a student of a primary school in a small village in India. One day, in class, he noticed a brand-new watch that one of his classmates had left on a table by mistake. It was too much of a temptation to resist for my friend. When the classmate told the class teacher about the missing watch, the teacher asked all the students to shut their eyes. He then searched the pockets of each student. My friend, who had kept the watch in his pocket, panicked, but didn’t know what to do.

When his turn came to be searched, the teacher put his hand in his pocket and silently took out the watch. The teacher didn’t say anything to my friend. Eyes still shut, ashamed and frozen with fear, my friend could sense the teacher still searching the pockets of all the other students. Only after he had frisked all the students did the teacher ask everybody to open their eyes. He then handed over the watch to its rightful owner.

This incident left a deep impression on my friend. He believes that it changed him as a person and that many of his leadership decisions later in life emerged from this experience. He told me that whenever a difficult situation arose involving people, he would try to imagine what his primary school teacher would have done in a similar situation.

The story is not over yet. After many years, my friend happened to meet that teacher who was by then an old man. After they had spoken for a while, my friend brought up the classroom incident and asked the teacher why he had not exposed and punished him that day.

‘I didn’t know that you were the one who had stolen the watch,’ the teacher replied.

My friend was stunned. ‘How is that possible?’ he asked the old man.

‘I too had kept my eyes closed while searching your pockets,’ the teacher said.

Life can be our biggest teacher if we can reflect on our experiences and learn from the experiences of others. If we do, we might achieve self-actualization, which we keep harping on in corporate circles.

 I remain grateful to my readers for patiently going through this book and bow with gratitude to each one of you for bestowing this privilege upon me. Thank you.
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