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"I am going to talk to you on Leadership, but before I do that I thought you might just like to hear a short story which I heard myself. A man went to a pet shop. He was looking at various things and he stopped in front of a parrot which was priced at Rs 1000/-. The pet shop owner rushed to him and said it is a great parrot, a very clever parrot. It knows a thousand words, take it home with you. He walked further and saw another parrot which was priced at Rs 10,000/-. The pet shop owner again rushed to him and said this is an even better parrot. This is wonderful, of course it can count and it can do wonderful things, it can write a balance sheet for you. He went further and saw a parrot in a corner with a price tag of Rs, 1,00,000/-. He asked the pet shop owner, what does this parrot do? The guy replied, well actually I don’t know but everyone calls him a Boss. 

Bosses, leaders, leadership : Leadership is an extremely difficult topic to talk about, unlike many other topics of management. There are no defined rules, there are no principles, there is no structure and in fact there are very few processes. It is about the softer things in life. It is about emotions, the moral and spiritual values that you imbibe, from whomever you imbibe at that critical juncture when you are young. It is probably your family or your first school class teachers, that sort of interaction. 

In fact I am reminded of a saying by General Norman Schwarzkopf. He said that leadership is a very potent combination of strategy and character and if you have to be without one, be without strategy. Closer to home, the first Indian Chairman of Hindustan Lever, Prakash Tandon, when he was asked by somebody, who said "Prakash, what would you look for when you choose your successor?" He replied unhesitatingly in one word, "Character". So much has been written about this but I think its perhaps best summarised by something I read by an American writer Warren Bennis who differentiates between management and leadership. He says this, he says managers do things right, leaders do the right things. 

I will try to share with you my own personal views on the qualities of a leader. This is not a prescription, it cannot be, there is no prescription for leadership. By definition, it is very individual. It is about morality, its about character, it’s about values and that’s why it is really an incredibly difficult task to take on and therefore I do it with some trepidation. Some people believe that leaders are born and not made, others believe that leaders can learn. Actually my own personal belief is that neither is true. I believe that leadership depends largely upon whatever happens to you in the early years of your life. Everyone, you and I, we are all leaders. We have our own style, we must all lead with our values and our own personalities. In fact, if we do try to do anything else, we try to copy, to imitate, if we try to mirror or reflect another, by definition, we would be followers and not leaders. 

 

What are then the qualities ? Over the years I haven't quite worked out on how to put an important scale to this, but I think one of the first things that come to my mind for a leader , for him or her, is to have FORESIGHT. People call it by different names, vision, this, that or other. Foresight and that essentially means having the ability to predict macro trends, economic trends, social trends, consumer trends, business trends, technology trends, all very difficult things to predict or to do much more than to really predict. To predict the interplay, the interaction between these trends and from that maze to identify the growth opportunities that exist. That is what foresight is really all about. I can only tell you this from my own experience. Unilever has an incredibly complicated strategic planning process which we have inherited and run. I personally, all these years and today spend very little time looking at the numbers. They are important only directionally. I have yet to meet somebody who can forecast with exactitude what the number is going to be five years from now, top or bottom line. What is far more important is to discuss the trends, the issues and the scenarios I just talked about and to really unpeel and uncover the foresight that lies in any strategy or in any strategic plan. So I put in front of you the first quality is foresight. What else? 

I think the ability to COMMUNICATE is yet another crucial skill, crucial quality : important, essential, required to be able to carry that foresight through the length and depth of any organisation, to drive total alignment, I tell you it is much easier said than done. You put eight people in a room who are supposedly working together. You say the same thing to them and all the eight people take out different messages. Once you have arrived at whatever message you need to communicate you need to deploy every possible skill and make every possible effort to take that message repeatedly, continuously through the organisation. Just like every aspect of leadership, communication too has many styles. There is no one style. Look at Mahatma Gandhi, he was not an orator, he was soft spoken, gentle, he led, he communicated very interestingly through picking up the right issues and making the issues speak for themselves. The salt march, that spoke volumes. He did not have to stand on a pulpit, he did not need a microphone. And there are other styles. I do not know how many of you saw the debate or rather the nomination speech, of Clinton at the democratic launch platform. Bill Clinton, when he took the stand I was mesmerized by this man and his ability to communicate. So, communication is extraordinarily important as a skill and a quality. Once again this reminds me of something I read from another very eminent American, (Henry) Kissinger. He said that the leader has the ability to take people from where they are to where they have never been before. And for that you need both foresight and communication. What else? 

I think the third essential quality is BELIEF AND PASSION. Passion for what you do and how. This is about the most difficult quality to describe. Its impossible almost to talk about it, put words on it. But you know when a person has passion, all of us know when we interact with our colleagues, there are some who have passion and others who don’t and we can see it, it is in their eyes, on their face and you don’t have to look very far, you actually don’t need to talk about it, you can see it. In my last job when I was working in Unilever, I had an opportunity in one year, to travel to 44 countries and to look at our operations. It was a wonderful learning experience. The thing that struck me the most after that, is, that you could work out the level of passion in a business, after a couple of hours of being in it. You didn’t need to talk about it, you didn’t need to have long presentations on it but there is something about passion in a group, in an organisation. When they have got it, it oozes out from everywhere. You cant hold it back, its there in the way in which you are greeted in the reception, there is spring in the step. There is something to do in the way people walk, the way people talk, the way people look at you, the way they behave. The confidence of the organisation, the passion of the organisation, is self evident. A very learned professor, who many of you recognise, Sumantra Ghoshal, once described this as a smell of the place and I agree with him. There is something about the smell of the place that you just know, that this place ticks and the fact of the matter is that passion, that tick- tock, is entirely kindled by the leader. If he has got that passion, it flows right through the organisation, multiplies exponentially, builds and grows. So I put it to you, the third quality is passion. In fact some of these, you can see begin to ladder each other. Imagine what passion and communication can do together. They lead to a situation where the person has the capability to infect the organisation with optimism, to radiate a degree of confidence in times of difficulty, in times of adversity and very often that’s actually the time when the times are tough and the going is rough, that’s when you really need true leadership. What else? 

CLARITY, I think clarity of thought. Organisations by definition, all of you work in them and I’m sure you will agree with me, they have amazing ability to complicate life. They just do, there is something, its something about us, the human being. We do it partly, its due to work. Organisations necessarily have to be matrices of geography and function or geography and category or whatever you like, geography and business. First of all by work process, they are complex but more than that they get complicated by individuals who interpret their roles differently, even though they are in the same job, they interpret their roles differently and therefore, one of the major quality that the leader can bring to bear in an organisation or company is to cut through this complexity and to provide clarity, such that it is absolutely clear as to what each person must do, what is expected of him or her, what he or she must expect from other individuals and that can only come, that clarity in the organisation can only come in an organisation, when the leader himself has the clarity in his mind. 

This brings me to the next quality and that is complete fitness, FITNESS OF MIND AND BODY. I am reminded here of the story I read in a fortune magazine, where an analyst asked the CEO of one of the US top fortune companies who was pretty overweight. He asked him a very simple question. Why should I trust you with my funds money if you cant even look after your own self? Its food for thought and it sounds crude, it sounds odd, but it is actually a very very fundamental issue, because to lead anything you need tremendous amount of energy, you need physical and mental energy and therefore by definition it helps if you try to keep your self fit physically and mentally. What else? 

INTEGRITY ? Of course, in everything. Honesty to yourself, consistency in whatever you do, you do what you say you will do. Honesty and integrity with the outside world and with those that work with you. Pretty difficult in these troubled times as we can imagine. But it can be done. I put it to you, it can be done. Whatever standard you set for yourself, you can hold it. Let me tell you Hindustan Lever has an absolute integrous view of the world, it has always had that, I didn’t have to create that. It has been handed down to me by generations of management and it is my job to keep it that way in more difficult circumstances. We take a stand once, that stand is costly but it is an insurance for the future. So I put it to you, that integrity is very important. That you must more than that, hold to consistency of integrity. Whatever stand you set for yourself in your organisation, once you compromise on whatever benchmark you have laid, that benchmark is gone, you have a new benchmark, so whatever standard you set you have to hold to it. But this integrity is not only with the outside world but is importantly amongst the employees. I am sure all of us run very sophisticated appraisal systems. My company has one of the most sophisticated appraisal systems which runs into four pages and you are supposed to spend four hours filling it up per employee, discussing it, but yet I know that in our appraisal system good things get said, the bad things, the tough things, the difficult things remain unsaid. Is that integrity? That is not integrity. It is very very important to be able to give people not just good news but actually the news about their weaknesses that they don’t know. 

Another important quality is COURAGE, guts, to have the confidence to take big targets, to stretch, to really stretch, to take challenges, to take risks. Today we have very big money riding on variable pay . I am sure it is rampant in most companies. In my company you can triple your annual salary if you achieve an outstanding performance. What do we really do? How often do we have the courage to reward somebody who takes a very tough target and misses it by 10%. Instead more often than not we reward somebody who takes a soft target and exceeds it by 10% and I put it to you that it is running a system, but is that leadership courage ? It is difficult, it is very difficult to go away from a piece of paper in which one person has extensively met his goals and the other hasn’t, to take decision and look both people in the eye and be able to say why you have done it, but that is courage. 

INITIATIVE. I am sure that is in your experience that organizations allow much more than you ever think is possible. Yet how many people take the initiative? What typically happens is that people ask, and when they ask and keep asking they soon find the guy who says no. Because we employ very intelligent people and their job is to question, so if you ask somebody, he is going to find everything that can go wrong in that and will tell you. So really one of the other quality, I strongly endorse is that of initiative, the ability to say I can do it, I will do it unless told not to do it rather than the other way round. What else?

The ABILITY TO HEAR, TO LISTEN, truly listen, very difficult, extremely difficult. I am fighting with myself and I tell you why it is. Because of a phenomenon I described to myself as the shackles of my own experience. I have grown up in Hindustan Lever, I am son of the company, son of the soil. I have worked in many businesses and the minute somebody tries to tell me the problem, before he has finished the sentence, his problem, I think I know the answer and I have to fight that continuously, actually push that down and stop myself from talking and telling him what to do. Very difficult to do but you’ve got to do it. Because of exactly the point made by earlier speakers, actually time marches on, the context has changed and the solution that you had, might be exactly the wrong way to go and therefore I think the ability to listen is much more difficult than it seems. But crucial in a leader. You get good news all the time, there is no problem with that. If there is good sales week there will be several guys who will tell you the news, but if there is a bad sales week you can’t reach the sales manager. They disappear. Their mobiles are off, you can’t reach them. I coined a phrase in the company and I told them, I said listen girls and guys, I sit on the fifth floor, I said, send the bad news to me by elevator but let the good news come up by the stairs. That’s what we need. Its difficult, very difficult. We are all humans, all of us like to listen to good news, I too like to listen to good news, I don’t like listening to bad news. Here, each one of us, when we get up and go to work, when there are disasters, some chaos, some union problem, I tell you it is better to hear them early in the morning. 

What else? AN EYE FOR DETAIL. This is often difficult to comprehend because leaders very often tend to feel as they actually grow that they are above detail,. But, nobody can be above detail. Good leaders empower , good leaders delegate, but they must retain a watchful eye for detail. 

Above all a quality a leader needs is TRUE BELIEF IN PEOPLE and many of these statements are very naïve at one level. We hear them often, we say them very often, but I think the real issue is how many people truly and intrinsically believe in people and people power. I put it to you, it is my experience in this twenty odd years, every single job that I have done, every single work environment that I have gone to, every single team I have gone to, every single group I have worked with, I have discovered people are operating at a fraction of their true potential. It differs actually, for some it is a very low fraction, for others it is a lower fraction, for few a mid order fraction. I have yet to come across an individual who is working and functioning at the full potential, it doesn’t happen. 

There is tremendous talent sitting there and every leader can find way to unleash it, to bring it forward. You can see it immediately, a dramatic step change in the output of that business group, business unit or whatever you call it. It is a step change and it comes through people. Hindustan Lever if you look back at it as a company we have very little assets, we are not a heavy machinery company as many people here and our assets are very low and yet our market capitalization is very high. There are only two reasons for that, one is our brand and second is people behind these brands, that’s it. It is difficult to segregate which is more important. You have brands today but if you don’t have the people, those brands can hit south very fast. You need people to build new brands. 

When I was appointed on this job I was told about it a year before I came back, by the Unilever chairman, who called me and told me, would you like to go back and do this and I said of course and said can I take advice from you ? What would you like me to do first ? He told me something that really stuck in my mind, he said the first thing that you should do is to find your successor. Interesting, I hadn’t even started with the job, so I thought this was pretty odd. When I thought about it I understood what he meant really and I think it is that the belief in people and the need to build people and more people and even more people is usually fundamental, I think, in leaders. 

I have long been telling you the qualities of the leader, things that they should have. Let me spend a moment in telling you on things they shouldn’t have, things I try to throw out but I can’t claim to be perfectly successful in that. The first thing is to recognise that you are not perfect, you are not. Leadership throws you into a situation where it is easy to believe that you know it all. There is something about organisations, more so in India. We are very hierarchy driven and it is very easy to fall in that. Therefore it is extremely important to know that you are not perfect. I had done six months in this job. We have had our annual appraisals time, and one of the things I asked all my board colleagues to do apart from their appraisal process is, I asked them what I had done in the last six months and what I have done wrong. What I should do more often and this was difficult to begin with. A lot of people did not send back any replies. I had to coax out of them the replies and I should tell you I have very useful pointers and useful suggestions. 

The other thing leadership is not and absolutely not, and I should underline this and it is not about popularity. In fact it is designed to be the reverse. Leadership means you have to take calls, you have to take decisions, you have to make choices. No choice can carry any constituency . The more you try to carry any constituency, you end up with the lowest common denominator, instead of a Highest Common Factor. You have to choose and when you choose you have to choose with speed. Which means you leave a lot of people upset and you’ve got to live with the fact that as you become more successful instead of becoming more loved its possible the reverse might happen. Its lonely, its tough, it’s not about popularity. I want to end by saying this to you, you all are leaders, everyone of us are in our own ways. Leadership is truly an elixir of life, its challenging, its tough, its stimulating not without fear; energizing, all of those wonderful things. It is to be cherished of course and also to be enjoyed. " 

