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"What I would like to talk about and I think it would be useful to share some of these experiences, is my experience with leadership. I think one of the most important attributes for success is being in the right industry at the right time, and being lucky and I don’t think one should underestimate the extent of facilitation and the extent of enabling luck does to success. In my case it has been enormous, that is not to be modest of the success that I have achieved but it is just to reinforce that leader after leader I have spoken to seems to also attribute a lot of their success to good luck.

Let me get into a point form in terms of what I consider important in leadership. I think, most importantly, successful leaders must be able to articulate a clear, stated, committed vision for the corporation or the company they represent, or the company which they lead, and the vision must always be centered around the customer. It cannot be centered around any thing else. It must be powerful enough to ignite the imagination of all the troops in the organisation, not only the leadership in the organisation. So the process of buildup of a vision must be deft enough to get engagement for people who are going to contribute towards its achievement and even when it is articulated without a very broad based engagement. I think it helps a lot that you institutionalise the process to be able to bind in that kind of engagement through forming forces and task forces and sub forces within the organisation which are part of the implementation of that vision and that’s not very difficult to do because all visions require execution. The important thing is that vision cannot be an impossible fantasy. It has to be an executable dream. And that’s the most important thing. It must supercharge an organisation, it must turbo charge an organisation. It must put a lot of stretch in the organisation but at the same time it must be an executable dream but measurements in the organisations must be based on plans. They cannot be based on a vision because a vision by definition is something which is super stretch, and you are questing towards it. So it is like a quest. It is like an executable dream. 

Second, success has to be built on a foundation of values because if a company does not have a foundation of values, it cannot have a sustained success. Values not only make success enduring, but also help in building a strong resilient organisation, strong resilient teams in the organisations that can stand up to any crisis on the way. Values need leaders to be absolute transparent in whatever they do. If you are not willing to have leadership which is absolutely transparent then values articulated up front is more of a liability than an asset. It becomes a lot of hot air. And the organisation sees through it enormously fast. In an organisation in which the values are articulated, leadership must walk the talk. Leadership must be transparent, leadership must set the tenure and the standards of what it is articulating. It must practice the talk. To quote a cliché, you must walk the talk. 

Third, successful leaders must have self-confidence. Self confidence comes from a positive attitude, even in adverse situations. Self-confident leaders assume responsibility for their mistakes and share credit with their team leaders. They are able to distinguish between what is in their control and what is not in their control. They do not waste their energy and their time on events that are outside their control. And hence they accept set backs as a routine part of what happens in business practices. In these dynamic times what sets a leader apart from the rest is self-confidence. One cannot expect others to have confidence in you, if you do not have self-confidence in yourselves. Again a cliché, but very, very simply true. 

Fourth, successful leaders need extraordinary physical mental and some say spiritual energy to remain on top of their demands made to them. I found that even my job has become increasingly complex in the past three-four years. And probably it has grown in complexity by a dimension in the past two years what was not in the past twenty. I am sure the majority of you would find this true and the major challenge is, this is going to increase. It is not going to decrease. The jobs are going to get tougher. The jobs are going to get more competitive. The jobs are going to get more complex and time is going to be the essence of success or failure. There is no longer a debate whether a person should work smart or whether he should work hard. A person should work both smart and hard. If he does not do that simultaneously, he cannot be successful in the current environment. In a recent survey at Davos, at the World Economic Forum, 99% of the leaders surveyed, attributed their success to hard work. You have to appreciate that competition is intelligent. You have to outdo competition by being more hardworking than competition is. 

Fifth, successful leaders must improve their standards for excellence in quality. There is no fixed standard in quality. It is a moving target. What was excellence yesterday, becomes your qualification, your entry pass to be in business today. Customers all over the world, want more quality for less cost. Absolute universal truth! While the greatest contribution to globalisation has been demand for higher quality, and we are feeling this now increasingly so even in India. Japan used quality to achieve leadership in the automobile industry. Similarly our software industry has used quality as certified by SEI CMM Level Five to be a certificate for qualification in global markets and we are doing it successfully. Out of the 32 SEI CMM Level Five quality organisations in the world, 17 are from India. 

Sixth, successful leaders know that strategy that equals execution. All the great ideas, all the great visions of the world are useless and worthless if they are not implemented rapidly in time and cost effectively. Never neglect details. Seemingly unimportant details can completely alter the shape of the final outcome. They must lead the implementation of high priority decisions with completely focussed minds so that the decisions are taken to the logical end. That is what leadership is; vision and execution, one without the other is half baked. 

Seventh, successful leaders are on the side of optimism, always. I remember the story of a ship which got lost in the sea. On board the ship, there was an optimist and there was a pessimist. The pessimist was the first to get up in the morning and announce that the ship would sink. This depressed everyone on the ship. The optimist got up last in the morning and announced that they would reach the shore by the evening and made everyone feel much better. Finally the passengers decided that they had enough of the pessimist and threw him overboard. The optimist continued to announce that they would reach the shore that evening. In contrast to the pessimist the optimist was welcome, but when they did not reach the shore in the evening, all the people were disappointed. Finally, in exasperation they threw the optimist overboard. The moral is very simple. Stick to the side of optimism even when you are realistic. Remember that the optimist was the last to be thrown out. Optimism is very simple. It is a force multiplier. The ripple effect of the enthusiasm the optimism creates in the lead in the organisation is awesome. So is the effect of cynicism and pessimism on the exactly opposite side. 

Eighth, successful leaders attract the best people and they retain them. An organisation does not accomplish anything, tiers do not accomplish anything. Organisations succeed or organisations fail because of the people involved. Only by attracting the best people, can you accomplish great deeds. Look for intelligence, look for the ability to judge and most critically, the capacity to anticipate and see around corners, very, very, critical attributes of leadership. Also look for people with loyalty though it is old fashioned now, integrity, a high energy drive, a balanced ego and a overpowering desire to get things done. Because management by the end of the day is results. Successful leaders create leaders under them. Winning organisations have leaders at every level. Creating winning leaders is a personal payoff to the master leader. When people retire, we do not remember what they did in the first quarter of 99, the first quarter of 2000 or the first quarter of 2001, but what you remember is how many people they have helped to build better careers to dedication to their development. A very good acid test of strong leadership in an organsation is how many chief executives in and around your environment have grown up in the organisation that leader had led. It is a very good acid test. Look around, look at companies like General Electric, they have leaders in something like 60-70 Fortune 500 companies. I think we can boast a little bit of this ourselves. 

Lastly in terms of leadership, leaders play to win. They always play to win. Playing to win is one of the finest things you can do, playing to win stretches you and everyone around you. It gives you a new sense of direction and a new sense of energy. Playing to win does not mean playing dirty. If you cut corners along the way, you will miss out on personal satisfaction of winning. And your team will miss out on a pride of that winning. Because winning means reaching the depth of your potential and utilising it to the fullest. Ultimately in any business, in any competition, the biggest competition is always your self.

