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president’s 
meSSAGe

You cannot prepare for what you 

cannot imagine. The COVID-19 

pandemic has shocked even the 

paranoid. Not only has it disrupted 

life and livelihood for months together, it 

has also produced unending anxiety. With 

no prevention or cure in sight, businesses 

face radical uncertainty and organisations 

must cope with unpredictable risks to health, 

operations, finances, and reputation. In this 

situation, leadership is everything.

When everybody is dazed and confused, 

leaders have to step up and give assurances. 

They have to mitigate anguish and anxiety 

and bring calm and inspiration. They have to 

provide the clarity of collective purpose when 

everybody is focused only on self-preservation. 

What leaders do in a crisis determines their 

authority and legacy. Leaders who distract 

people by making scapegoats can get away 

with it only briefly, while those who try to avoid 

blame through inaction put their organisations 

at risk of being left behind. 

Crisis management manuals are meant to 

take care of familiar threats such as fires, 

floods, wars, strikes, regime changes, etc. 

Such events are localised and one can 

suspend or shift operations temporarily and 

rebuild. However, COVID-19 has exposed 

the world to improbable disruptions. The 

realisation of growing unpredictability and 

uncontrollability vis-à-vis the crisis has shaken 

up organisations, and they are being forced 

to think afresh about their crisis management 

approaches and strategies.

Extreme scenario planning is the starting 

point for post-COVID crisis management.  

An organisation has to plan for the most 

unlikely of events, not just those that they can 

tackle without changing too much. Leaders 

have to think not only in terms of risks in 

particular locations, they also have to consider 

the risk of disruption in both the physical and 

digital realms. 

With nowhere and nobody being beyond 

risk, leaders have to think of organisations as 

networks and not as monolithic edifices. They 

have to provide for distributed leadership and 

multi-layered succession plans. Fundamentally, 

the new crisis management paradigm has to be 

about shape-shifting structures and processes.

The speed of shape shifting has to be built 

into the crisis management plan, even at the 

cost of perfection. Leaders have to set a clear 

order of priorities in different scenarios as 

guides for everyone, so that the organisation 

is not paralysed when there is no time or 

opportunity for discussions and coordination.

Managing crises in the post-COVID world 

requires managers to have a good mix of 

Leadership in times of high anxiety
SANjAy KIrLoSKAr is Chairman and managing Director, Kirloskar Brothers Limited.
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experience and imagination. Those 

guided only by what has happened 

in the past are no longer fit to guide 

organisations in the future. Educated 

imagination has become a critical 

qualification for leaders in this age 

of frequent shocks. Leaders need 

to broaden their horizons and track 

news and trends across every area 

of life to protect their organisation 

and capitalise on unrelated, but 

relevant developments.

When a disaster strikes, leaders 

must think of employees first. All profits come 

from people. During a crisis, the physical 

and psychological safety of employees takes 

priority over everything else. Employee trust 

in management is critical to the leadership’s 

ability to mobilise the organisation to adjust 

and revive. It is vital that leaders communicate 

challenges to employees and the organisation’s 

expectations from them, clearly and quickly. 

Simultaneously, leaders need to share potential 

problems and solutions with shareholders, 

suppliers, and customers. All stakeholders 

must continue to be updated as the situation 

develops. 

The tone of communication becomes 

particularly important during a crisis. Sounding 

morose would make a leader look clueless 

whereas war cries and triumphalism would fool 

only the gullible. Answering questions is more 

important during a crisis than making grand 

announcements and promises. Credibility lost 

during a crisis cannot be recovered later.

Leaders must not let a crisis go waste. The 

interruption of business as usual offers a great 

opportunity to change things and introduce 

new objectives, strategies, processes, 

technologies, and talent. A crisis lowers the 

resistance to radical change. The singular focus 

on survival facilitates cooperation in doing 

different things and doing things differently. 

It also helps the shareholders appreciate the 

value of business resilience, even when it 

comes at an extra cost. 

Surprise is the biggest risk to an organisation. 

While nobody can anticipate every scenario 

or provide for every situation, leaders can 

mitigate shocks to the system by organising 

structures and processes for greater flexibility 

and adaptability. Optimism is necessary for 

living well, but some paranoia is also necessary 

to survive.

The opinion expressed is personal.

Leaders must not let 
a crisis go waste. 
The interruption 
of business as 
usual offers a great 
opportunity to change 
things and introduce 
new objectives, 
strategies, processes, 
technologies, and 
talent.
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What do businesses do when a crisis hits hard, 
wreaking havoc in unprecedented proportions—
when production slumps, demand dips, and 
consumption drops by the day, much like during 

the current COVID-19 situation?
Traditional wisdom may not come in handy in such difficult 

times. What a new normal demands the most is the readiness 
to embrace change as well as a high degree of resilience and 
adaption. ‘Rethink, Reset, Restart’ should then be the mantra of 
the diligent. 

Weathering a crisis is all about being mindful of the relentless 
change happening around us and recalibrating to keep pace. 
And this is true of all organisational domains—leadership, 
HR, marketing, and so on. Those at the top have to lead with 
optimism, keep communication channels open, and hold the 
company together; HR departments have to assiduously work 
towards maintaining employee morale, even if the situation 
demands workforce rationalisation; marketers may have to 
find novel ways to generate demand and stay connected with 
consumers. 

However, a crisis need not always portend the end of a journey. 
It could unfold a wide arc of opportunities, which could be 
pursued even if it entails redrawing contours or changing course 
totally. Opportunity = Environmental Change + Valuable 
Adaptation, as Richard M Rothman, author of The Power of 
Opportunity, tells us in an exclusive interview in this issue. 

The implications of a humungous crisis will undoubtedly be 
long term. But businesses cannot choose to recoil; each has to 
find its own unique ways to cope.

Do write in with your views to 
imeditorial@spentamultimedia.com

Dear Readers,

Maneck Davar
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When the 
going 

gets 
tough…
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the meta-leader

 Eric J McNulty aNd lEoNard J Marcus, authors, You’re It

Leading through a crisis unveils many hidden opportunities for transformation.
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True crisis, those incidents 
that threaten the viability 
of an organisation or where 
lives are on the line, are 
among the most vexing 
challenges for executives. 
Decisions must be made 

quickly amidst ambiguity. The consequences are 
high while the margin of error is small.

This stands in stark contrast to ‘routine’ 
settings where strategies are carefully 
crafted, and stability—or at least predictable 
variability—undergird plans and projections. 
Executives confidently predict the future, and 
in many cases, their performance is judged on 

how well they do so. Yet, it is increasingly clear 
that such certainty is an illusion. Even before 
the current pandemic rocked the world, record 
floods, droughts, fires, and other calamities 
were injecting uncertainty into the operating 
environment. Acts of terror and other unrest 
too regularly disrupted the ‘routine’.

We and our colleagues at the National 
Preparedness Leadership Initiative at Harvard 
have been studying leaders in crisis situations 
for almost two decades. Through our field 
research, we have stood alongside them during 
or soon after turbulent incidents ranging from 
extreme weather to industrial accidents, terror 
attacks and, yes, infectious disease outbreaks. 
Our work has continued through the current 
pandemic.

We have found that effective crisis leaders are 
not bigger-than-life figures who suddenly trade 
their business attire for a superhero’s cape-
and-tights. Instead, they are individuals highly 
attuned to their own strengths and weaknesses, 
who encourage open, honest feedback, and 
who embrace complexity and ambiguity. 
And, in a time when technology, market 
expectations, and demands of consumers shift 
ever more rapidly and frequently, these are 
critical competencies for everyday leadership 
as well. We call the people who thrive in this 
environment ‘meta-leaders’.

Thinking and acting as a meta-leader 
We array the mental models and practices of 
crisis leadership across three dimensions: the 
Person, the Situation, and Connectivity. This 
meta-leadership framework is intentionally 
simple to increase its utility in trying 
circumstances. It provides a systematic guide 
to grounding you and others cognitively and 
emotionally, understanding the contingencies 
you face, and fostering the enterprise-wide 
relationships necessary to achieve the best 
possible outcome.

Leading is about bringing people into an 
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uncertain future with 
optimism and confidence. 
The only evidence that you 
are leading is that people 
are following you. Thus, 
the central question you 
must ask yourself is, “Why 
will people follow you?” 
In thousands of discussions 
around the world about 

what differentiates those leaders who generate 
enthusiasm and commitment from followers 
from the ‘not so great’, we have found that it 
consistently comes down to who you are—your 
character, or what defines you, ‘the Person’—
and what you do. When you, as a person, 
demonstrate integrity, have the courage to be 
transparent, and listen to people speaking ‘truth 
to power’, you foster their confidence in you as 
a leader. When you invest in people, delegate 
responsibility, and demonstrate that your focus 
is on the shared mission, you inspire people to 
walk with you down the most difficult roads.

Crises can be chaotic, and this breeds 
confusion and, at times, fear. As a leader, 
‘the Situation’ provides the context of 
your leadership in its complex challenges 
and opportunities. To be both relevant and 
compelling as a leader, you must be an adept 
communicator. This does not imply that you 
must be a master public speaker (though it 
helps). People see through fancy words. What 
they seek is clarity. You can create islands of 
calm in the storm by continually clarifying 
certain fundamentals. First is the mission: 
People need to understand more than what to 
do; they want to understand why they are doing 
it. What is the significance of the endeavour? 
Second, are values: Articulate how you expect 
people to be in their interactions with each 
other and other stakeholders. Living into your 
shared values, being at your best, fosters pride 
in the difficult work you are undertaking. Third, 
define success. How will you measure progress 

and, ultimately, your achievements? 
Beyond this, people crave honesty, even when 

things look grim. Admit that the situation is 
difficult—and tell them that you are confident 
that you will get through it together. In fact, 
convey that there is no other team you would 
rather be with when facing this crisis. As a 
leader, you are a role model. Your calm and 
assurance will be infectious.

One company in the energy sector we 
have worked with extensively ensured clarity 
by setting three priorities communicated 
consistently by executives: people, 
environment, and then assets. We saw their 
executives and managers exhibit great ingenuity, 
discipline, and tenacity through several incidents 
guided by these simple, clear directives. 
They were empowered to take steps they felt 
necessary so long as they remained true to these 
priorities. Such precision, backed by numerous 
illustrative stories, created a bias for action 
that increased their agility and responsiveness. 
It also obviated the need for corporate 
micromanagement.

Building a crisis-ready organisation
Understanding a complex crisis situation is 
rarely done alone. You need ‘Connectivity’: 
The perspective of subordinates, who may 
be closer to the action; of superiors who may 
see larger concerns; and of internal peers and 
external stakeholders, who will bring different 
perspectives. You may bring in subject matter 
experts with specialised knowledge. Integrating 
these different sources of information and 
viewpoints takes you from simple situational 
awareness to situational insight that can reveal 
new possibilities and opportunities. It gives you 
the wider, ‘meta’ view that helps you put local 
circumstances in a broader context.

Identify a crisis team with representatives for 
the various functions within the organisation, 
with alternates for each member. Develop 
protocols and procedures, and exercise them 

Eric J McNulty 
is Associate 
Director, National 
Preparedness 
Leadership 
Initiative, Harvard. 
He is co-author, 
You’re It: Crisis, 
Change, and How 
to Lead When it 
Matters Most.

When you invest in people, 
delegate responsibility, and 
demonstrate that your focus 
is on the shared mission, you 
inspire people to walk with 
you down the most difficult 
roads.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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regularly. This serves two important functions: 
It establishes a standard structure and basic 
practices so that the team is not distracted by 
inventing these on the fly, and it helps the team 
learn to work together. In a crisis, they will 
be called upon to deliberate issues and make 
decisions in ways different from what they do 
day to day. It is best to practice in advance.

It is important that the designated crisis leader 
is not managing the details of the response. Pair 
the leader with a crisis coordinator who ensures 
that decisions are being carried out. This frees 
the leader to focus on the strategic ‘meta’ issues. 
The coordinator can watch the executional 
dashboard while the leader looks out the 
windshield to see what the future holds.

A tool that we have developed for this pair 
to use with the team is the POP-DOC Loop. It 
has six steps arrayed around a figure-8 Mobius 
Loop. Each represents a distinct cognitive and 
operational step in optimally handling a crisis, 
carried out in sequence as one moves through 
the loop. The POP steps stimulate thinking and 
analysis while the DOC steps motivate action. 
Here is how it works:

The process begins with Perceive. This 
involves gathering data to answer the question, 

Leonard J Marcus 
is Founding Co-
director, National 
Preparedness 
Leadership 
Initiative. He is 
co-author, You’re It: 
Crisis, Change, and 
How to Lead When 
it Matters Most.

“What do we know?” The next step is Orient. 
Here, patterns are identified, which help reveal 
what the data means. The third POP step is 
Predict. As patterns tend to repeat, they help 
leaders anticipate what is likely to happen next. 
With predictions in hand, the leader and team 
traverse to DOC where the first step is Decide. 
Identifying decisions to be made immediately 
or in the near future helps set priorities and 
primes the team to move from thinking to 
doing. Decisions alone, however, will not 
accomplish objectives. Thus, the second step in 
DOC is Operationalise. This helps answer the 
question, “What must we do and what resources 
are needed to carry out the decisions?” The final 
step is Communicate, so that everyone knows 
the larger mission as well as their specific role as 
things move forward. 

POP-DOC is not a one-time exercise. The 
crisis team can go through a cycle once an hour, 
once a day, or in whatever cadence meets their 
needs depending upon the scale and pace of the 
incident. It brings discipline and rhythm to the 
leadership and management of the incident.

From crisis to enduring change
In using the meta-leadership framework and 
practices, you catalyse greater connectivity 
across the enterprise. Robust feedback loops 
help relevant, actionable information flow up, 
down, across, and beyond the organisation. 
Short-term actions are taken in harmony with 
long-term priorities and enduring principles. 
You look to get the best from those around you, 
not simply the most. Resilience is enhanced  
as people bounce forward through adversity 
with hope and confidence. Does this not sound 
like an organisation poised to succeed in crisis 
and beyond?
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Seize the 
opportunity

 Sridhar Samu, Great LakeS inStitute of manaGement 
and anubhav miShra, Jaipuria inStitute of manaGement

Rapidly changing consumer patterns during a crisis require a dynamic strategy aligned with the pulse of  
the market.
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India is facing an unprecedented 
pandemic and struggling with its 
economic, social, and financial 
repercussions. COVID-19 has spared 
no one, with celebrities, medical 
workers, police, and country heads all 
being at risk. Many services such as 

restaurants, physical stores, shopping malls, and 
schools are still closed. How should businesses 
and marketers deal with this situation and 
strengthen their bond with their consumers? We 
address these issues in this article by looking at 
the changes in consumer behaviour due to the 
pandemic.

Rethink 
Rethink what the brand stands for. What value do 
brands add? How do we build and leverage our 
strengths?

Why is rethinking so important at this time? 
Firms get into a rut and continue to do the 
same thing over and over again. However, 
when the external environment changes, 
consumers also change their behaviour in a 
drastic manner. And if firms do not understand, 
it could lead to disaster. So, the rethink has to 
be organisation-wide and focus on the changing 
environment and the needs of the consumer. 
They need to focus not just on the product, but 
on the added value, over and above the basic 
product. Brand managers need to think beyond 
the easy and ubiquitous branding/marketing 
practices like offering warranty and other 
softer benefits. Firms need to focus on how the 
brand allows consumers to use the brand more 
effectively, during and after the lockdown. 
Can we be more hygienic? Can we partner 
with another firm to show that we are making 
our brands safer to use? An example would 
be how Dunkin’ franchisees co-branded with 
the P&G Professional CleanPLUS Experience 
Programme, when they reopened. Co-branding 
can be a huge way to do this, as 70 per cent of 
diners expect thorough and frequent cleaning of 
restaurants. Similarly, a restaurant can proudly 
announce that the whole premise is regularly 
cleaned with ITC’s Savlon product range, thus 
enhancing and establishing the hygiene and 
safety value. Another example is food delivery 
apps, which are facing a tough time. With 
gradual unlocking, restaurants are opening and 
using food aggregators like Swiggy and Zomato 
to deliver their offerings. They have understood 
the concerns and anxiety of consumers and 
have introduced innovative features like 
contactless delivery, regular temperature 
checks of staff, and a new hygiene and safety 
rating feature. So, marketers should take a 
deep breath, understand how the pandemic has 
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changed consumer mindsets 
and attitudes, and rethink 
how they can align their 
offerings with enhanced 
value proposition.

Reset
What does the consumer expect 
from us? What do we have to 

reset in order to meet consumer needs more effectively?
A reset is extremely important as we use 

this to adjust or change our product to meet 
consumer needs. During the nationwide 
lockdown, consumers reduced consumption 
drastically and focused more on the essentials. 
As the lockdown is easing, different segments 
are emerging. The first segment (revenge 
shoppers) could be an impatient group eagerly 
waiting in anticipation of enjoying the thrills of 
shopping and consumption. They are ready and 
willing, and able to shop again. This segment 
may not need a reset, but supplies of the 
product must match demand. For example, 
Britannia could not keep up with the sudden 
increase in demand for Good Day biscuits; now, 
they have already started working on opening a 
new factory.  

There could be other segments that will take 
more time to think through their purchase, 
segments which have realised the need for 
products that they wished they had during the 
lockdown. An example could be a dishwasher 
or a house-cleaning robot. With this segment, it 
is important to empathise with the consumers, 
understand what they went through, and then 
address their concerns. Hence, segmentation 
could be a very important reset mechanism 
that firms need to engage in to make the 
necessary changes. If segments need to be 
changed, then this is the right time to do so— 
tweaking communication from merely selling 
to empathising. For example, Lifebuoy ads tell 
consumers that they should wash their hands 
with any soap. No one would have predicted or 

imagined that a market leader will encourage 
other brands in their commercials. 

Firms could offer more value through 
their product by showing and practising true 
socially responsible and sustainable behaviour. 
It is imperative to bring out the value that the 
brand is offering, especially to those consumers 
who are struggling to meet their basic needs. 
This is the time to do CSR! A good example is 
Bollywood celebrity Sonu Sood, who has helped 
multiple cross-sections of Indians affected by 
COVID-19, and gotten a lot of support and 
praise on social media in the process. Brands 
may follow the same template by helping 
people.

Firms can consider repositioning their 
brand in order to connect better with their 
consumers. A recent commercial about 
premium soap brand Dove proclaims that it 
kills germs too! Repositioning is a tricky topic 
because it may harm brand equity in the long 
run. Dove has to fight with Dettol and Lifebuoy, 
who already have a very strong connect with 
‘germ free’ positioning in the consumer’s 
mind, and it would be very difficult to replace 
them. Moreover, once the corona crisis is over, 
what would Dove stand for? Firms should thus 
carefully think about the long-term effects on 
their brands before taking hasty decisions.  

Firms can become agile and innovative by 
using technology in their interactions with 
consumers. This could be as simple as local 
kirana stores using WhatsApp for taking orders, 
or online firms using contactless delivery for 
customers.

Restart
Why is restart so important? What exactly should we 
do?

It is almost as if firms need to hit the restart 
button once the lockdown gets over. Consumers 
have gone through a horrendous experience 
and will be thinking about restarting their 
relationship with marketers and brands. There 

Sridhar Samu is 
Senior Associate 
Professor, Great 
Lakes Institute 
of Management, 
Chennai.

It is imperative to bring out 
the value that the brand 
is offering, especially to 
those consumers who are 
struggling to meet their  
basic needs.
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are two things that firms can do in this case. 
One is the opportunity to connect with new 
customers using a new business model. Even 
though this is a risky move, it could pay off in 
terms of new customers or existing customers 
connecting differently. For example, many 
people assume that free streaming services 
are making heaps of money as consumers are 
spending a considerable amount of time online, 
watching TV shows, or listening to songs. But 
the case of Spotify shows that it is actually the 
opposite. Advertising revenue is tough to come 
by as every firm is optimising their spending. 
Spotify lost advertising dollars due to budget 
restructuring by brands. Firms need to do a 
careful analysis on how they can make money. 
Grabbing eyeballs is important, but it is critical 
to convert those visits into revenue through 
online ads. 

A second option is not to have a big-bang 
restart from scratch, but to keep customers 
engaged right through. A good example is 
the case of Amul. Many FMCG firms were 
struggling with their product launches and 
supply chain, whereas Amul launched around 
30+ products during the lockdown. Amul also 
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utilised the exemption granted to essential 
items to continue to help customers. In fact, 
a robust supply chain helped them sell non-
essential products like biscuits and chocolates, 
along with their staple dairy products, to 
consumers. 

A third option is to re-evaluate the supply 
chain and build agility in each process. Many 
states are imposing intermittent lockdowns. 
This creates a nightmare for businesses, making 
it tricky to manage a regular supply of products 
and raw materials. Firms should build a flexible 
and optimised infrastructure supported 
by technology, which should help manage 
inventory and orders efficiently. 

COVID-19 is something no one thought 
of or prepared for. But tough times provide 
opportunities to firms and brands to hit the 
pause button. Take time, rethink strategy,  
put consumers at the centre, and rework 
offerings and value propositions. It is a new 
world out there for the marketers to capture 
new markets, introduce new products, and 
maybe to grow exponentially. They should seize 
it with both hands.
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Turning the tide

 Girish Mainrai, Bank of india

Marketers have managed to turn the COVID-19 crisis into an opportunity through their 
innovative approach vis-à-vis generating demand and staying connected with consumers.
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COVID-19 has wreaked 
havoc not only on people’s 
lives but also on businesses. 
Established processes 
and models have been 
disrupted, and strategies—
which appeared to be 

infallible in normal times—have proven to be 
fragile in the wake of the pandemic. And its 
impact is being felt right from manufacturing to 
availability of goods and services.

The current situation has demanded new 
thinking by strategists across the globe, and 
businesses have responded by not just relying on 
traditional acumen and instead devising unique 

strategies with respect to business structure, 
processes, and communication. 

COVID-19—coupled with the lockdown—
has unfolded new challenges for marketers 
too, in terms of demand, logistics, consumer 
confidence, revenue, and so on. They have risen 
to the occasion by implementing strategies 
catering to the context as well as emerging 
consumer needs; these have invariably 
incorporated elements of the marketing mix, 
such as product, place, and promotion. 

These tools are undoubtedly part of usual 
business strategy, but the way marketers have 
tailored them to convert the crisis into an 
opportunity has made all the difference. And 
this approach has led to a win-win situation for 
both marketers and customers.

Product launch 
It is not surprising that many pharma 
companies launched sanitiser brands in the 
wake of COVID-19. But some companies 
entered the personal hygiene segment, which 
was unrelated to their existing line of business, 
to ensure revenue growth. Asian Paints and 
Berger Paints did so through the launch of 
sanitiser brands Viroprotek and Breathe Easy 
respectively. 

Catching an infection from fruits and 
vegetables being a big fear in customer minds, 
some companies launched cleaners too. Marico 
launched its brand Veggie Clean, whereas 
CavinKare entered this potentially high-demand 
market with SaaFoo. This move has also helped 
in breaking the clutter in the personal hygiene 
space where several players have entered.

Product and brand extension 
It was easy for FMCG companies to extend 
their products in order to cater to the emerging 
needs; for instance, some of them could 
launch handwash brands through integration of 
processes on account of their presence in the 
soap and shampoo category. Marico recently 
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launched its sanitiser in 
India, and handwash and 
sanitiser in Bangladesh 
under the umbrella of its 
brand Mediker, a popular 
brand in the oil and 
shampoo category.
 New variants: Many 
companies launched new 

variants of existing products, anticipating 
increased demand. Health being the primary 
concern, Amul launched a haldi version of its 
milk, incorporating an ingredient widely used 
in India for its health benefits, particularly for 
prevention and relief in the case of throat and 
respiratory tract diseases. They also launched 
tulsi and ginger variants, both ingredients 
known for their immunity-boosting properties. 

Identifying the unstated needs of customers 
and providing new solutions have helped 
marketers counter the fall in demand for their 
products. Services too have ventured into new 
territories; food delivery brands Zomato and 
Swiggy have gone beyond their core business, 
which has been badly impacted, and expanded 
to delivery of groceries.
 Communication: The objective of any 
advertising campaign is to generate demand and 
boost sales volume by creating a preference for 
a brand over its competitors. In this respect too, 
brands have chosen to stay off the traditional. 
Campaigns by Dettol and Lifebuoy soap are 
good examples, wherein the message is for 
cleaning of hands regularly with any soap, 
not necessarily their own brands. Through 
this approach, they are showcasing their 
responsibility towards consumer safety and 
emphasising that they are not just concerned 
about the sale of their brand—this would go a 
long way in winning customer trust. Another 
possible reason could be a concerted effort to 
broaden the market for personal hygiene  
vis-à-vis which our country seems to be lagging 
behind, according to various reports.

Marketers have also realised that in order to 
generate demand, they need to instil faith in 
customer minds and also allay safety concerns. 
Many have brought in employees involved in 
manufacturing or service delivery, in their 
commercials. Dominos features those involved 
in the process of preparing and delivering 
pizzas. Instead of celebrities like sportspersons 
or film stars, some companies are featuring 
employees as brand ambassadors for certain 
products and services, and also to showcase 
the safety protocol being followed. Airtel’s 
service engineers were showcased to highlight 
the company’s commitment to providing 
uninterrupted services during these difficult 
times.

In addition to such novel ways of reaching out 
and communicating, some have been chasing the 
marketing objective by reworking their product 
positioning strategy. The need to build better 
immunity in the current scenario has been 
leveraged quite well by Dabur by repositioning 
its brands. It has bundled  products like 

Identifying the unstated 
needs of customers and 
providing new solutions have 
helped marketers counter 
the fall in demand for their 
products.
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Chywanprash, Dabur Honey, Honitus, 
Ashwagandha, and a few others, into the 
‘Immunity Kit’. This strategy helps in further 
increasing sales of many products at one go.       
 Processes: Processes for existing products 
have also been modified to overcome the 
slump in demand. Asian Paints has assured 
total safety during the painting process through 
strictly abiding by the rule of social distancing, 
maintaining hygiene, and using protective gear. 
They have even offered to disinfect the house 
once the work is completed.
 Product availability: With the lockdown 
in place, availability of products is another 
big concern. Online shopping is an obvious 
alternative, but again safety concerns are a 
challenge. Amazon has found a solution to the 
problem by offering contactless delivery of 
goods and ensuring a strict safety and hygiene 
protocol during the entire process of packaging, 
transportation, and delivery.

In the entertainment industry too, novel 
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strategies have been adopted to suit the 
situation. With theatres and multiplexes 
remaining closed, the industry has switched 
to digital platforms for reaching its audience. 
Angrezi Medium, which was released in theatres, 
was later launched digitally as it could not 
generate the desired response. Later, movies 
such as Gulabo Sitabo and Laxmi Bomb were also 
launched exclusively on the digital medium, 
cashing in on the trend of people spending more 
time on mobile and other gadgets.

Necessity is truly the mother of invention. 
At a time when governments across the globe 
are adopting drastic measures to respond to 
COVID-19, marketers are successfully tweaking 
existing tools, strategies, and established 
processes for promoting their brands. 
Innovation and agility have come to truly mark 
their core.
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The intangibles

 Joydip dey, management consultant

Workforce rationalisation can lead to immense gains—many of them seemingly unrelated to the 
aspect of sheer ‘numbers’—but only if carried out with strategic diligence.
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The ongoing COVID-19 crisis 
has left economies across 
the world faltering and has 
also led to a scenario of 
unprecedented uncertainty 
on the human resources 
front. Indian IT services 

companies may have to resort to job cuts to 
rationalise costs in the short term if the global 
economy does not improve in the next three 
quarters, industry body NASSCOM has said. 
IBM has undertaken a major layoff exercise 
globally. This includes a few hundred jobs in 
India, where IBM has about a third of its global 
strength of 350,000. Many of those impacted 

are said to be mid-level executives, including 
project managers and above, some of whom 
have spent over a decade in the company. 
Similarly, as per media reports, around 400 
executives would be asked to leave Cognizant 
Technologies very soon. 

Amazon India is looking to hire 50,000 
people for seasonal or temporary roles. Cab 
aggregator Ola has decided to lay off 1,400 
employees, Uber 600 employees, Swiggy 1,100 
employees, Zomato 520 employees—the list 
goes on. A major workforce rationalisation 
initiative is under way in India Inc owing to the 
uncertainty triggered by the pandemic.

However, every crisis presents both imminent 
threats and potential benefits. The same holds 
true of COVID-19 too, a reality every company 
embarking upon workforce rationalisation 
should keep in mind. When managed effectively, 
this exercise can yield significant economic and 
organisational benefits—reducing manpower 
costs has an immediate, positive impact on the 
bottom line. Additionally, as its proponents 
point out, there are the longer-term benefits 
of delayering and reducing administrative 
overhead, such as leaner organisational 
structure, faster decision-making, better 
entrepreneurial behaviour, smoother 
communication, and improved operations. But 
unfortunately, workforce rationalisation is most 
of the time not managed effectively. Studies 
worldwide indicate that only less than half have 
met their cost-reduction goals through the 
exercise. When poorly managed, it may result 
in severe decrement in employee engagement 
and morale, an environment characterised 
by lack of trust in management, and reduced 
loyalty, all of which would ultimately lead to 
decreased company performance. 

A well-implemented rationalisation initiative 
demands that top management addresses the 
needs of those who are asked to leave as well as 
those who stay with the organisation. Survivors’ 
concerns would include worries about job 
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security, uncertainty 
regarding how to succeed 
in the new environment, 
and concern for colleagues 
who are asked to leave. 
So, it is critical that top 
management communicates 
with clarity, treats 
individuals with dignity 
and respect, and ensures 
management accessibility.

Even as they search for ways to make their 
numbers during a downturn, leaders should 
keep in mind the fact that rationalisation 
done badly would expose organisations to 
enormous risks and leave them without any of 
the anticipated benefits. Organisational tension 
arising out of indiscriminate, across-the-board 
job reduction—and inflicted by a blunt-edged 
management decision—can be massive and 
long-lasting. Even when executed well, it could 
disrupt the normal flow of business, divert 
attention from the marketplace, and undermine 
employee loyalty. It also consumes huge 
amounts of time and attention, and makes even 
the most talented nervous about the future and 
vulnerable to headhunting by competitors. 
During the 2001-2002 recession, one study 
found that only 47 per cent of the large 
companies who engaged in major workforce 
rationalisation actually met their cost reduction 
goals.1 Another showed that 54 per cent of the 
companies surveyed hired back many of those 
who were laid off.2 According to a study quoted 
in Harvard Business Review (Vol. 80, 2002), 
shareholders punished rather than rewarded 
companies involved in workforce reduction 
during that period.3 During the Great Recession 
of 2008, companies around the world reduced 
their workforce strength.4 American companies 
alone laid off more than 8 million employees 
from the end of 2008 to the middle of 2010. 
Even in healthier financial times, companies have 
often rationalised their workforce because it is 

seen as a way to reduce costs, adjust structures, 
and create leaner, more efficient workplaces. 
However, researchers and businesspeople 
continue to disagree on its viability.

There are two related, but distinctly different, 
aspects of workforce rationalisation: the 
strategic and the tactical. The initiative can 
be used strategically to enhance performance 
and improve the overall level of competency. 
But if we are not careful in our approach, 
the whole exercise becomes very tactical, 
activity-driven, and cost- and savings-focused. 
That is not necessarily a bad thing, but then 
we may miss the opportunity to achieve so 
much more. Here is why. Over the years, it 
has become something of a cliché to talk about 
‘the burning platform’—the disaster scenario 
leaders have to create as a pre-condition to 
readying the organisation for major change. 
Workforce rationalisation dispenses with the 
need to paint any theoretical picture; people 
can smell the smoke and see the flames, and the 
change imperative becomes real, imminent, 
and intensely personal. The result is one of 
those rare moments when leaders have the 
full attention of everyone in the company, at 
both an intellectual and a visceral level. This 
is not an opportunity to be wasted—it is an 
opportunity for top management to convert 
‘nervous energy’ into ‘constructive energy’. 
This combination of energy and attention can 
be channelised, to the company’s great benefit, 
into a heightened sense of urgency, clear 
focus, and shared purpose. The ultimate goal 
of rationalisation is not to shrink the company, 
but rather to improve it. And to maximise the 
benefits involved, managers must be explicit 
about the rationale behind the initiative and 
then implement cost rationalisation in ways 
consistent with the rationale. It is important to 
maintain clarity, at the top, about why such a 
step is being taken. 

Rationalisation in the context of strategic 
expense management rather than immediate 

Workforce rationalisation 
dispenses with the need to 
paint any theoretical picture; 
people can smell the smoke 
and see the flames, and the 
change imperative becomes 
real, imminent, and intensely 
personal.
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cost reduction can improve performance in 
a number of important ways. It provides an 
opportunity to streamline the company’s 
structures and processes in order to promote 
speed, simplicity, and customer focus. Rather 
than focusing on the number of employees, 
smart companies use it to re-evaluate how work 
gets done, and search for ways to eliminate 
cost centres, processes, and entire layers of 
management that do not create sufficient 
value. More often than not, rationalisation 
requires restructuring too in order to simplify 
the process; it gives us the licence to think 
creatively. Removal of management layers and 
simplified reporting structures create functional 
excellence because of a clearer line of sight and 
better degree of accountability. 

A strategic approach can help bring about 
manpower reduction—consistent with the 
applicable legal and contractual limitations 
of course—to remove underperforming cost 
centres, teams, or individuals. It must be 
ensured that the focus of those who are left with 
the organisation is not on concerns regarding 
job security—whether they are next in the 
line of fire—but on how to take their game to 
a higher level to help the organisation perform 
better and preclude future rationalisation. 

In terms of motivating high performance, this 
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is an unbeatable scenario: with unusual clarity, 
people perceive the close alignment of their 
personal interest in remaining employed with 
the company’s interest of staying in business. 
Further, a strategic approach—rather than an 
exclusive focus on eliminating jobs and reducing 
expenses—also provides an opportunity to 
bring in higher performers and people with 
fresh perspectives and capabilities more suited 
to the future direction of the company. This 
leads to a rare opportunity to dramatically 
accelerate the development of a new,  
high-performance culture. 

Finally, rationalisation makes top as well as 
senior management more disciplined about 
documenting information and processes so that 
there is not too much reliance on just a few 
individuals. It will also serve as a catalyst for 
organisations to become better at succession 
planning and ensure they have solid back-up 
plans to rely on in the event of a crisis.
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In times of uncertainty, leaders must foster a genuine culture of care to engage with employees.
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“Employees 
should consider 
themselves 
fortunate that 
we are paying 
them salaries and 
they have their 

jobs. This is enough for this year’s engagement 
initiative. Expecting anything more than this is 
a luxury.”

This was the reaction of an employer when 
asked what his company was doing to engage 
workers during the COVID-19 crisis.

In a scenario where many others are cutting 
down jobs and salaries of their employees, a 

company protecting the jobs and salaries of its 
employees is really doing a commendable job.

However, there are two inherent flaws with 
that assumption: 
 The pandemic has been tough for everyone, 
bringing in plenty of uncertainty, anxiety, and 
stress. Work schedules have been disturbed, the 
economic crisis is deeper than ever before, and 
the prolonged absence of ‘normal’ is affecting 
mental health in a big way. Hence, there are 
issues beyond just jobs and salaries that need to 
be taken care of. 
 Every employee engagement initiative does 
not need a huge financial commitment. It is 
more about intention and genuine support at 
this stage.

The worst aspect of this crisis has been the 
complete loss of predictability. In an already 
VUCA world, the COVID-19 situation has 
made matters worse.

There is also fear psychosis over what will 
happen if one contracts the disease—fear of 
being taken to an unknown facility, fear of 
social ostracisation, and concern for loved ones, 
many of whom are stuck in far-flung places due 
to the lockdown.

In short, there is a high degree of uncertainty 
in our professional life and a tremendous 
sense of anxiety in our personal life. We are 
always told to keep our professional and 
personal lives separate, but under the current 
circumstances it is near impossible to do so. 
Hence, companies need to look beyond the 
employee that they have hired, and instead 
focus on the human being who works for them. 
Maybe the situation cannot be changed totally, 
but there are still a few things that can be 
done to alleviate the pain and suffering of the 
‘human’ employee and engage them for life. I 
had an opportunity to virtually connect with 
some heads of organisations and heads of HR 
of small as well as large corporations; learning 
about what they had done for their employees 
in the past few months truly gave me hope that 
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the engagement was still 
about human-to-human 
connections. There is a lot 
others can learn from what 
these companies have done 
and emulate them without 
having to spend a fortune. 

Engagement is not always about offering money 
or making big investments, after all. It is more 
about intention and a genuine culture of care.

Leading from the front 
The role of leaders has become more significant 
than ever, especially those at the top. A word 
of assurance from the CEO can make a world 
of difference. Recently, CEOs and chairmen 
of some very large companies spoke to their 
employees directly and issued public statements 
assuring their internal and external stakeholders 
that the company will stand by them and not 
abandon them. One CEO went to the extent 
of saying that if things get really worse, then 
he will be first to leave before any employee is 
asked to do so. A leader who comes out in the 
open with good and genuine intentions is a huge 
morale booster.

An Irish engineering company conducted 
a survey among employees for any questions 
they might have during this pandemic when 
most of them are forced to work from home. 
Understanding that employees might be anxious 
and have many questions, this company started 
virtual townhall meetings where they could 
talk to senior leaders—for instance, many 
employees who were stuck in their hometowns 
wanted to know when they will be asked to 
report to the office, will they continue to work 
from home, etc. It helped to considerably 
alleviate employee anxiety levels.

Communicate, communicate, communicate
Line managers need to maintain consistency 
while passing on the message from senior 
leaders, and regularly communicate with 

their teams. Any information gap during such 
times can give rise to apprehensions, doubts, 
confusion, and, worst of all, grapevine. 
Regular communication ensures that the right 
information is shared with the right people at 
the right time. Listening to team members is 
equally important.

Virtual Coffee Connections is a wonderful 
initiative by a Bengaluru-based company. These 
informal networking sessions with smaller 
groups of employees were started to keep a 
tab on how employees and their families were 
doing or if they needed any support, as most of 
them were working remotely. The meetings also 
sought the opinion of employees on what they 
as a company should start doing, stop doing, or 
continue doing.

The same company has started another such 
initiative. Managers hold weekly ‘virtual coffee 
connects’ with their teams, the purpose of 
which is to generally enquire about each other’s 
welfare. One team member gives a virtual 
house tour and introduces the team to his or her 
family members. Many a time, children at home 
are a part of the call. Thanks to these sessions, 
bonding has gone up several notches.

Focus on mental and physical wellness of 
employees and their families
These are tough times, every day is a challenge. 
Things that were taken for granted have all 
become a privilege—freedom to go out and 
meet friends, interact with colleagues at 
the office, etc. The stress such situations can 
generate is a perfect recipe for depression. 
Focusing on the mental wellness of employees 
and their families would be a great way of 
keeping them from falling apart. Expert online 
sessions on beating stress, improving mental 
wellness, and managing anxiety and panic 
attacks can be done at a very low cost. Similarly, 
online fitness sessions can also be organised.

The CEO of a big company directed managers 
to refrain from looking at the employees and 

Companies need to look 
beyond the employee that 
they have hired, and instead 
focus on the human being 
who works for them.
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the work they have been doing for the past few 
months through the lens of performance, and 
instead focus on taking care of them. “No one is 
voluntarily working from home, most of them 
are forced into this. We need to understand 
the circumstances they are in and empathise 
with their situation. For some time, we need to 
stop judging their performance with those high 
yardsticks we have set for ourselves. We need to 
support them, care for them and their families, 
and help each other to tide over the crisis.” The 
company even conducted a virtual training for 
its managers to ensure that they understood the 
company philosophy of managing people during 
a crisis.

HR: The trusted partner
Finally, the role of HR during this COVID crisis 
is more of a troubleshooter, a trusted partner 
who stands by you and helps you tackle personal 
and professional challenges that employees 
face. Nonresponsive HR departments are 
the worst of the pack. There are instances in 
which employees found it easier to reach out 
to a customer care centre than their own HR 
departments. HR may not have all the solutions, 
but one can always talk, listen, and try to help, 
or least tell employees they are not alone in this 
mad scramble for survival.

The HR department of a global company 
specialising in security products sent printed 
‘thank you’ notes to all its managers. It 
acknowledged the fact that the past few months 
have been extremely challenging for everyone, 
especially the managers. Most of them did not 
have a clue as to how to manage virtual teams, 
on top of their own share of anxieties and 
worries about how to care for their families. 
Despite this, no one let things go astray. The 
company also recognised that having family 
support was a big factor, which helped managers 
function with so much efficiency during this 
period, and hence sent ‘thank you’ notes to their 
families as well. 
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All other employees were sent personalised 
emails, thanking each of them, particularly 
highlighting specific contributions that they had 
made during the past three months. Suddenly 
forced to work from home, with anxieties 
and uncertainties all around, it was tough for 
everyone and the company did not lose sight of 
the same.

The purpose of these initiatives was more 
communication and care, but it also helped in 
boosting the brand, as many employees took 
screenshots of these mails and ‘thank you’ notes 
and posted them on social media.

Building hope and creating an environment  
by showing you care, you listen, and you 
stand by them is the best way to engage your 
employees during these testing times. This 
hardly costs anything, but the returns are 
far more than one can imagine. It creates a 
positive drive, builds confidence, and sends out 
a message to employees that their company 
will not desert them even when the going 
gets tough. Who knows, you might create an 
engagement for life!
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“Opportunity is far too important to leave to 
chance. It needs a process.” How crucial is a 
process-driven approach? 
Imagine how fearful you would be if you had 
to be operated on by a surgeon who had never 
performed the procedure before. If you are 
choosing opportunities without a process, then 
that is your situation. You are flying blind and 
have every right to be fearful. 

Systematic processes are the foundation of 
our modern world. The surgeon who uses a 
systematic process did not invent it himself. 
Rather, the process is based on the failures 
and successes of hundreds of surgeons who 
came before him. By using a tested process, 
the surgeon has a much higher likelihood of a 
positive outcome.

Similarly, if you do not use a systematic 
process to see, evaluate, and choose 
opportunities, you may be condemned to 
many extra years in the school of failure. Yet, 
remarkably enough, 99.9 per cent of Indian 

We live in a world of abundant opportunities. 
Still, many a time, we fail to see them 
and instead spend resources chasing 
‘nopportunities’? Why do people often fall into 
this trap? 
Studies have found that people are far more 
motivated to avoid losses than they are in making 
gains. Similarly, executives who have invested 
in ‘nopportunities’ will often spend time and 
money in a hopeless effort to turn them around. 
If you are constantly bailing out the lifeboat, 
then the search for new and better opportunities 
tends to fall to the bottom of the priority list.

All business managers and owners are engaged 
in a constant battle, firefighting operational 
issues and solving problems. But as management 
guru Peter Drucker correctly pointed out, 
“results are obtained by exploiting opportunities, 
not by solving problems.” If possible, you should 
identify and dump hopeless nopportunities  
in order to give yourself more time to focus  
on opportunities.

interview

Too important to 
leave to chance
“Hard work, diligence, persistence, and a positive attitude are all very useful if you want to succeed. 
They’re essential… But they’re insufficient. None of them will deliver success unless you also harness 
the power of opportunity.”  Richard M Rothman talks to Indian Management about his latest book,  
The Power of Opportunity.

Richard M 
Rothman is 
Founder and 
Managing 
Director, Open 
Mind Opportunity 
Consultancy, and 
author, The Power 
of Opportunity.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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businesspersons choose their opportunities 
without using a systematic process.

The concept of Pareto Leaders and the need to 
focus on them to drive success… 
The Pareto Principle, popularly known as  
‘the 80/20 rule’, points out that 80 per cent 
of results generally come from only around 20 
per cent of efforts. For example, 80 per cent of 
your sales likely come from only 20 per cent of 
your products. Those 20 per cent of bestselling 
products are your Pareto Leaders. People 
generally focus on fixing what is wrong rather 
than expanding what’s right. By identifying 
the Pareto Leaders in all areas of your life, 
career, and business, you can focus on the skills, 
connections, and resources that can truly drive 
your success.

The Opportunity Equation…
Opportunity = Environmental Change +  Valuable 
Adaptation 
Relentless change in our environment constantly 
creates opportunities for us. What was highly 
relevant not so long ago gradually becomes 
less desirable. For example, smoking was once 
a very fashionable habit; now, it is considered 
to be socially unacceptable, and major tobacco 
companies like ITC must scramble to invest in 
different opportunities. 

An adaptation is a modification that helps 
you (and others) to fit in better with a changed 
environment. An adaptation does not need to 
be something new, i.e., an innovation. But it 
must be valuable to whoever it is provided to. 
An opportunity is an adaptation to change that 
creates a great deal of value for many people as 
well as for you. For example, when Sunil Mittal 
introduced mobile phone service to Delhi, the 
technology was not new, but it represented a 
valuable adaptation for many customers who 
had never used a mobile phone before or did not 
have access to a landline. 

Leveraging new opportunities entails 

embracing change, and adapting to change 
invariably involves a certain amount of risk. 

How far is risk appetite an imperative for 
finding opportunities?
Having an enormous appetite for risk is not 
necessary in order to find opportunities and 
can be counterproductive. Risk takers often 
jump into new opportunities without proper 
thought or preparation. They are fond of making 
decisions by ‘going with their gut’. You can 
massively reduce risk by using a systematic 
process to see, evaluate, choose, and implement 
opportunities. 

Rule breakers and rule makers—why do they 
stand a better chance to adapt to change?
Rules dictate what you can or cannot do, think, 
or believe. Many people and organisations are 
‘rule takers’. They cling on to rules for too long 
as if they were natural laws. But since most 
rules are made by people, they are infinitely 
fungible and need to change to be relevant to the 
constantly changing environment. 

In order to adapt better to the quickly 
changing environment, you can become a ‘rule 
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breaker’ and ‘rule maker’. By 
breaking rules, you can adapt and 
innovate more relevant solutions 
for human needs. This is a rich 
source of opportunity. 

Value dimension in the 
opportunity context… 
We pursue opportunities in order 
to increase value for ourselves as 
well as for others. Most people 

think of value solely in terms of money; but in 
fact, value can take many forms, and therefore 
there are many types of opportunities we can 
pursue. 

Opportunities contain only ‘potential value’. 
They are like the seeds that you plant that can 
grow into mighty trees bearing fruit. Just as a 
seed requires water and fertiliser to grow big, 
a nascent opportunity requires resources and 
effort in order to transform its potential value 
into actual value.

Why is it important to audit our opportunity 
environment? 
Opportunities arise from changes in our 
environment. If our environment were totally 
static and unchanging, then it would not contain 
any opportunities. Since all opportunities come 
from our environment, the more aware we are 
of it, the better able we will be to see, evaluate, 
and choose the best opportunities.

An audit is a thorough picture of reality. 
When a CA audits a company’s accounts, he or 
she does not just count half the money. In the 
same way, a company should regularly audit all 
four quadrants of its opportunity environment: 
mission, model, market, and domain. 

How do great opportunities attract resources? 
Most businesspeople I meet with complain that 
they cannot attract adequate funding or a good 
team. But what they are really lacking is a golden 
opportunity. That is because great opportunities 

are like powerful magnets that attract all the 
resources they require to scale. Why? Because 
big opportunities are rich in ‘potential value’. 

A few years ago, I met a 20-year-old 
entrepreneur who had raised $20 million from 
the US venture capital firm Tiger Global. Why 
would Tiger give this man so much money? 
Obviously not because of his track record. 
Like other investors, Tiger was attracted by the 
huge potential value of the opportunity this 
entrepreneur was pursuing. As famed investor 
Prem Watsa has said, “If you have opportunity, 
money comes.”

“Your competitors are never the cause of your 
failure, but the consequence of your failure.” 
Could you elaborate on this statement?
At its peak in 2004, Blockbuster dominated 
the video rental business in the US as well as 
internationally. It had 9,000+ stores around the 
world and over 84,000 employees. By 2010, the 
company was bankrupt.

What happened? Blockbuster’s business model 
was inconvenient and expensive for customers, 
who were forced to visit its stores to rent videos 
and pay high fees if they returned videos late. 
Netflix removed this pain by allowing consumers 
to order numerous videos online for the same 
low fee, hold them for up to a month, and 
receive and return them by mail. Rather than 
adapt to provide better service, Blockbuster 
stuck to its increasingly irrelevant model, and 
soon entered the graveyard of businesses killed 
by their own myopia and hubris. 

Was Netflix responsible for Blockbuster’s 
demise? Not at all. If Blockbuster had been 
focused on useful service to its customers rather 
than squeezing the last penny from its existing 
investment, then it could have easily read the tea 
leaves and created a Netflix-type model.

(As told to Anitha Moosath)

Just as a seed requires 
water and fertiliser to 
grow big, a nascent 
opportunity requires 
resources and effort 
in order to transform 
its potential value into 
actual value.
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On a new path
costs directly linked to business volume, even 
if it comes as a slight per-unit cost premium. 
Owning expensive assets and high fixed rentals 
will become even more of a bugbear. Companies 
will seek more flexible rental payout structures, 
which could be tied to business volumes.

Companies will also look to variabalise 
employee cost to the extent possible. And for 
this, they will look to engage more freelancers 
or third party, specialist agencies for specific 
projects or jobs. They will look to outsource 
even some of the core business functions, such 
as accounting or sales and marketing. This will 
allow them to ramp-up or scale-down faster 
as the need may be. The ‘worker-supervisor-
manager’ hierarchy, which is still prevalent in 
many organisations, will get completely upended 
or, at the least, considerably flattened out as  
a result.  

Decentralisation
With decades of continuous urbanisation and 
economic growth led by the services sector, 

Businesses will need a major overhaul to adapt to a post-COVID world.

 Abhishek AgrAwAl, One A ADVIsOrs

COVID-19 has posed an 
unprecedented challenge 
to humanity. Though there 
are signs now of the virus 
being in retreat, as it does 
so, it may fundamentally 
alter lifestyles and 

practices for all of us. In its wake, it could also 
leave many lasting changes in the way companies 
run their businesses. Four such changes are 
variabalisation, decentralisation, localisation,  
and virtualisation. 

Variabalisation
Companies will strive to achieve close to zero 
fixed costs and overheads. It was already on the 
agenda for many startups and large corporates 
alike, as funding and liquidity became scarce 
over the last 12 months. Investors in startups 
had started to stress on ‘evidence of profitability’ 
as a prerequisite to provide funding for growth. 
There will be a much more aggressive push 
now towards converting all costs to variable 

Strategy
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the Indian economy became 
increasingly centralised. 
The eight Tier-1 cities house 
headquarters and corporate 
offices of all the 30 Sensex 
constituent companies. 
Some of the most important 
manufacturing and industrial 
centres are clustered around the 
suburbs of these metropolitan 
centres. This has, of course, 
created tremendous stress  

on the social and public infrastructure of  
these cities. 

This could change. Some of the early recovery 
signs in the fight against the virus are from 
geographies that are not at this economic 
frontier. Companies should factor in business 
continuity in their decision-making, and 
proactively think about decentralising their 
offices, teams, and facilities across the country 
and beyond Tier-1 cities. For example, there 
may not be much value in having full support 
staff working out of a single central office. There 
could more effective models of smaller teams 
collaborating across multiple locations with 
some of the employees working from home. This 
will be a welcome change, leading to lesser stress 
on infrastructure in Tier-1 cities, and better 
development opportunities for the next tier 
cities. It will also enable many in the workforce 
to continue to stay in their home cities and live 
with their communities while continuing to 
work for blue chip companies or multinationals. 

Localisation
To make supply chains more resilient and 
responsive against such disruptions in future, 
firms will look to localise production and 
sourcing as much as possible. Cost differential 
arbitrages will become less important, and 
focus on business continuity will be of primary 
importance. Hence, local suppliers will have a 
distinct advantage over far-off ones. The long-

Companies should factor 
in business continuity in 
their decision-making, 
and proactively think 
about decentralising 
their offices, teams, 
and facilities across the 
country and beyond  
Tier-1 cities.

wound, multi-continent supply chains that 
characterised the post-1990s boom will come 
under strain. 

The cluster model successfully deployed 
in the past by automotive companies will see 
more adoption in other sectors as well, such 
as FMCG and pharmaceuticals. Local, district-
level ecosystems and brands will emerge as 
challenging national and even global majors. 
National and global majors will adapt by creating 
such local ecosystems and brands on their 
own. The currently pre-dominant organisation 
structures centred around four to five regions 
or zones will soon become outdated. Firms 
should pro-actively start thinking about micro-
markets—a large district or a combination of 
three to four mid- or small-sized districts sharing 
common characteristics, and their strategy to 
serve each of their prioritised micro-markets.

Localisation will also spur broader community 
involvement with the business. This could greatly 
assuage the simmering tensions that have built 
up over the last two decades between industries 
and the communities they operate in.

©
 S

hu
tte

rs
to

ck
.c

om



 I N D I A N  M A N A G E M E N T   A U G U S T  2 0 2 0  45

©
 S

hu
tte

rs
to

ck
.c

om

Virtualisation 
Companies will further build onto virtual 
channels for delivery of their goods and 
services—over call, internet, and messaging 
applications. For example, the banking sector, 
having already moved to fully functional virtual 
channels, could function through the crisis. 
Organisations in sectors such as education, 
healthcare, administration, business, and 
professional services will build their virtual 
distribution channels much more aggressively.

Internally, virtual meetings will do to in-
person meetings what email did to physical 
correspondence. While they will not completely 
eliminate their precursor, they will end up 
obviating a large chunk of it. Soon, executives 
will realise that virtual meetings could actually 
be more effective, say for conducting their daily 
or weekly performance reviews. By design, the 
virtual nature of meetings will force people to 

start and finish on time, ensure that there is a 
specific agenda to the discussion with sufficient 
back-up material, and minimise unnecessary 
diversions and distractions. We may see 
executives preferring virtual meetings even 
when they are physically present in the same 
office premise.

Even some of the externally oriented 
business interactions such as conferences, 
networking, sales pitches, and demonstrations 
will move to a virtual mode. This trend will 
interestingly also put more value into in-person 
discussions as they will become reserved for 
more complex problem-solving or decision-
making events.

Humanity has always emerged stronger  
out of all the crises it has faced, and it will 
surely come out of this crisis as well.  
Though, the way it conducts business might 
just change forever.

Abhishek 
Agrawal is founder, 
One A Advisors. 
He is a former 
Associate Partner 
with McKinsey and 
Company.  
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Through a 
new lens

Laskow Lahey of Harvard Graduate School of 
Education, such a mindset is the most evolved 
of the three types of adult meaning-making 
systems viz., socialised (i.e., shaped by one’s 
environment), self-authoring (i.e., aligned with 
one’s own belief system), and self-transforming 
(i.e., integrated and expansive). A self-authoring 
mind is considered a mark of a leader’s wisdom 
as well as ability to navigate complexity and 
overcome immunity to change. Interestingly, this 
rather recent western idea of a self-transforming 

Jain doctrines of ‘anekaanta vaad’ meaning 
acknowledging many-sidedness and ‘samatva’ 
or cultivating even-mindedness. The skill of not 
getting consumed by contradictions and instead 

Buddhist canon too. In Metta Sutta (Benevolence 
Scripture), equanimity has been recognised as 
one of the four brahmaviharas (abode of brahma) 
and in Buddhavamsa (The Lineage of Buddhas), it 
has been given the name ‘upekkha paarami’ or the 
virtue of equanimity. 

When caught in the �ux of change, the best bet for those at the helm is to liberate 
their thinking from well-entrenched patterns and prejudices and view things from  
a di�erent perspective.

 KARTIK R SHAH, WORKASANA®

It may take a while for us to reach 
the post-COVID-19 phase, but lively 
debates have already started on what 
mindsets, skillsets, and toolsets will 

leadership in a post-pandemic world 
that is likely to be characterised 

by rapidity, unpredictability, paradoxes, and 
unprecedented complexity. In vertical leadership 
circles, where the focus is on shifting leaders’ 
thinking and transforming their views of reality, 
there is emphasis on helping those at the helm 
cultivate a self-transforming mindset so that they 
may thrive in the future of work.

But what exactly is a ‘self-transforming’ 
mindset? It is the ability:
 To acknowledge that our principles and beliefs 
may not be absolute. 
 To see multiple possibilities and perspectives 
 To co-hold two opposing ideas in the mind 
at the same time and still retain the ability to 
function.

According to Dr Robert Kegan and Dr Lisa 

LEADERSHIP
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Although a self-transforming 
mind is the need of the hour, 
it is exceedingly rare. In his 
book, Over Our Heads (1994), 
based on an examination of 
thirteen different studies, Dr 
Kegan states that less than 1 per 
cent of people possess this rare 
mindset. Thankfully, modern 

research on brain plasticity has reiterated what 
Patanjali wrote in the yoga sutras (aphorisms) 
nearly two millennia ago: The human brain does 
not reach a plateau; it can expand. This means 
anyone can acquire this rare mindset. 

To cultivate a self-transforming mind, 
we first need to step back enough from our 
social environment as well as our own belief 
system/ideologies to be able to reflect on their 
limitations and incompleteness. 
 What if our beliefs were false or incomplete? 
 How could the opposite of what we think be 
equally true? 
 Where from have we inherited our ideas, 
beliefs, and values? 
 What other angles and dimensions exist to a 
problem or situation? 

These are just some questions that can help 
us shift the mind from being a subject or karta 
(doer) to an object or sakshi (witness). We then 
need to be friendlier towards opposites and 
contradictions rather than aligning with  
either pole. 

Let us decode the techno-speak surrounding 
a self-transforming mind through a couple of 
examples.

Caselet 1 
Laxman is a Senior Manager working in the 
Quality, Health, Safety and Environment 
(QHSE) function of a large, renewable energy 
company. He is in-charge of a large territory and 
manages four people. He is accountable to the 
Country Head for impeccable implementation 
of QHSE protocols at all power generation sites 

A self-authoring mind is 
considered a mark of a 
leader’s wisdom as well 
as ability to navigate 
complexity and overcome 
immunity to change.

in his territory. In a recent conversation with 
an internal coach, he spoke about being upset 
with his boss because he was never included 
in any strategic conversations and was pushed 
to execute projects without proper discussion, 
planning, or guidance. This was vastly different 
from his former professional experiences. He 
also stated how stressed he felt and had to work 
12-14 hours each day to ensure tasks were 
completed on time. Laxman is fearful of directly 
expressing his dislike for, or disagreement with, 
his boss, but does not mind speaking poorly 
about him behind his back with his own team 
members and other colleagues. He is resigned 
to the fact that even if he voices his concerns, he 
will be dismissed and nothing will change. 

In this example, we see that Laxman is 
operating largely from a socialised mindset: 
He cannot see or take others’ perspectives. 
Consequently, he feels like a victim with no 
power over the ‘oppressor’ (his boss). It is likely 
that his social environment has engineered his 
thinking about the role and responsibilities 
of authority figures and his conduct in an 
hierarchical system. If Laxman must cultivate a 
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self-transforming mind, 
then he will need to be 
open to new negotiations 
in making meaning and 
perceiving reality. 

Could a history of 
rejections by primary 

caregivers (parents/guardians), or other 
authority figures in childhood be responsible for 
Laxman’s fear of being dismissed or not heard by 
his boss? What if the reason for feeling upset is 
being excluded from decision-making? Or, what 
if the real reason he is not included in strategic 
discussions is his lack of critical thinking skills? 
What if his need for planning is an excuse for his 
inability to be spontaneous and dynamic in the 
face of change? What if Laxman underestimates 
his boss’ capacity to empathise with him? What if 
all organisations and all bosses are not the same? 
Does Laxman think beyond himself? If yes, could 
it be that his boss is already overloaded? What 
business or competitive pressures could his boss 
be experiencing at his level?

In other words, to breed a self-transforming 
mind, Laxman needs to dialogue with himself 
as well as with his boss. He needs to ask himself 
wherefrom he has inherited his ideas about 
hierarchy, boss-subordinate relationship, conflict, 
and harmony. Each time he feels pessimistic or 
resigned, he needs to have faith in his innate 
resourcefulness (be an actor of his life, not 
victim); ask himself how the opposite of what he 
thinks is equally true, and look at problems and 
situations not just parochially from an  
ego-centric perspective but also wholly from 
socio-centric and system-centric perspectives.

Caselet 2
Shabnam is a psychotherapist by education and 
works for a not-for-profit organisation based 
in Mysuru. To help others, especially the weak, 
the poor, and the marginalised, is second nature 
to her. Recently, on an office chat, a colleague 
posted an e-petition asking for support to 

pressure the provincial government to end the 
poor plight of migrant labourers. Shabnam not 
only signed the petition immediately but also 
complained about how “apathetic, heartless, 
privileged, and whiny” the middle class was. 
She said it disgusted her to see food pictures 
and dance videos on social media during a 
humanitarian crisis. She was indirectly attacking 
a colleague who had recently posted a TikTok 
video on social media. In her mind, there could 
be no tolerance for indifference at a time when 
thousands of people were falling prey to the 
virus; several migrant workers were dying of 
exhaustion on their long march back home; 
and hundreds of thousands of employees were 
being furloughed. Very few had the courage to 
contradict Shabnam and chose to remain silent 
on the office group chat.   

In this example, we see that Shabnam is 
operating from a self-authoring mind. In other 
words, she is able to take a stand and direct 
herself to action based on her beliefs. Although 
her expressions like signing the petition, 
criticising the middle class, and insidiously 
charging a fellow colleague are independent 
of the expectations of her social context, they 
are deeply anchored in her own ideologies and 
values. It is quite probable that she sees herself 
as the hero (the saviour), the poor as the victims, 
and the middle class and the government as the 
villains. Her assertions implicitly contain dos 
and don’ts, shoulds and should nots, must and 
must nots, based on her loyalty to that with 
which she identifies. If she were to cultivate 
a self-transforming mind, she would need to 
step back enough from her own belief system 
to be able to reflect on their limitations and/or 
incompleteness. 

Shabnam needs to ask herself what life 
experiences have shaped her views and ideas 
about the poor. What if all middle class people 
were not apathetic? What if the middle class 
too had portentous challenges of their own that 
she was not aware of? What if posting photos 

A self-transforming 
mind is an imperative 
to lead self, others, and 
also systems in the ‘new 
normal’ era. 
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of cooked dishes or making entertaining videos 
were simply attempts of ordinary human beings 
to mitigate their sense of isolation and their 
discomfort with uncertainty at a time when their 
neural heritage was under attack? 

In sympathising with one group of sufferers, 
Shabnam ignores the suffering of another group 
of people. Who can judge which suffering is 
greater? That of a hungry stomach, or that of a 
lonely heart?  

Having the humility to challenge her own 
assumptions and limiting beliefs could prevent 
Shabnam from becoming self-righteous at work, 
or in her personal life. By cultivating a self-
transforming mind, Shabnam would be able to 
channelise her compassion even-mindedly. Since 
helping is second nature to her, she could use 
her gifts to help more and more people across 
class boundaries. She can be an activist and help 
the poor by signing petitions or protesting on 
their behalf. At the same time, she can leverage 

Kartik R Shah 
is Founder 
and Principal 
Consultant, 
Workāsanā®.
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her talent as a therapist and help other people 
like her colleague shift into their hearts. A self-
transforming mind will allow her to experience 
universal friendship across all human-created 
artificial divisions. 

Letting go of our long-held beliefs, personal 
truths, and socialised ideas is not easy. Having 
said that, the mind is the mother of all 
behaviours, and it can shift from its socialised, 
or self-authoring state to a self-transforming 
state by being humble; by seeing many sides 
to a problem or situation, and by holding 
contradictions with equanimity. 

A self-transforming mind is an imperative to 
lead self, others, and also systems in the ‘new 
normal’ era. Operose it may seem, but it is 
possible for leaders everywhere to acquire a  
self-transforming mindset.
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adventurers, as profiled in our book Wild 
Success, and demonstrate how these modern-
day trailblazers defy stereotypes and succeed 
where few others can. 

MYTH 1: Adventurers take huge risks 
One of the most common assumptions about 
the adventurer is that they take unfettered 
blind risk in every situation in life, but the fact 
that they take risks does not mean that they do 
it blindly. Just like in business, big challenges 
in adventure require detailed analysis and 
risk mitigation to be overcome. Adventure 
by definition is risky and an adventurer must 
face that risk. The successful adventurer who 
routinely navigates risk and does not succumb 
to it demonstrates not only a strong capacity 
to deal with it but also an expert ability to 
mitigate it. 

Lisa Blair is a solo yachtswoman who has 
circumnavigated Antarctica, completing one 
of the most difficult ocean journeys a solo 
sailor can undertake. She spent years preparing 
mitigation plans for this exceptionally risky 
journey and developed multiple worst-case 
scenarios and outcomes before she set sail. 
Much like any leader working through a 
high-risk strategy, Blair reduced risk through 
detailed planning and strategic thinking, and 
made the challenge of sailing the Southern 

When we talk 
about the 
connections 
between 
leadership and 
adventure, 
there are many. 

An adventure is defined as a bold, usually risky 
undertaking, with an uncertain outcome—a 
description that could easily be applied to 
business as well. Both adventure and business 
involve high levels of risk and uncertainty, and 
require leadership capabilities that are honed 
through experience. Exploring the leadership 
connections shared between these seemingly 
disparate worlds is not only relevant for the 
business professional but promises unique 
insights and revelations for them as well. 
Adopting an adventurer’s mindset will not only 
increase your leadership agility when things 
are tough but will also enhance your capacity 
to perform when you absolutely need to. 

Often, when we share stories of adventure, 
common myths come to the surface about 
the mindset of an adventurer that tend to 
diminish the true value that this mindset holds. 
Below, we share common misunderstandings 
that surround the adventurer’s mindset and 
explain how this mindset will help us in the 
business world. We share real-life stories of 

Myth 
bUSTer

Tales of adventure often belie the leadership capabilities demonstrated by explorers, but they offer 
rich lessons for business professionals, opine Amy Posey and Kevin Vallely, co-authors of  
Wild Success: 7 Key Lessons Business Leaders Can Learn from Extreme Adventures. 

Venture forth
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Ocean by herself feel much less foreboding by 
analysing the details and working out a plan. 

MYTH 2: Adventurers go it alone
Many adventurers undertake adventures to 
challenge themselves mentally, physically, 
and emotionally. The theory goes that the 
adventurer is on a personal quest, pitted 
against the elements, alone in their struggle, 
but nothing could be further from the 
truth. Behind the scenes, often hidden from 
view, is their support team of sponsors, 
planners, physicians, friends, family, and 
fellow adventurers who have given them the 
opportunity to perform. They are part of a 
much bigger family and, like their business 
equivalent, know their role as part of a larger 
team focused on their success. 

Paul Gleeson and Tori Holmes are one such 
team. As novice adventurers, Gleeson and 
Holmes teamed up to row across the Atlantic 
Ocean even though the two had never rowed a 
boat before. They understood immediately that 
in order to achieve their goal they would need 
to surround themselves with people who knew 
what they were doing. They quickly assembled 
a team of supporters who would help them 
with every aspect of expedition planning, 
from the mundane aspects of sponsorship 
solicitation and gear acquisition, to intense 
physical training and rowing instruction. Much 
like good leaders, forming a diverse team 
with varied skill sets yields better and more 
innovative outcomes. Gleeson and Holmes 
knew their success relied on supporting each 
other not only during the journey, but in the 
year of preparation and planning ahead of it.

MYTH 3: Adventurers are adrenaline junkies
Watch any video featuring an ‘adventurer’ and 
there is an archetype of an adrenaline-fuelled 
extreme athlete who is at full tilt 24/7. Similar 
to familiar leadership tropes of the command-
and-control leader, this narrative persists in 

pockets, but generally, most adventurers take 
a balanced approach to their pursuits. In some 
instances, they need to rise to the occasion 
to perform in a perilous situation, but most 
of the time, the adventurer presents a calm 
presence to sort out a difficult or perplexing 
challenge.

One stereotype-defying adventurer is Mark 
Mathews, an Australian big wave surfer. On 
the surface, Mathews may appear as if he is the 
prototypical ‘surfer dude’ with his mellow-
but-stoked personality who tackles some 
of the biggest waves on the planet, but that 
belies a deeper, more reflective individual 
when you get to know him and his story. Over 
the years, Mathews has endured setback and 
injury, which have prompted periods of deep 
recovery and reflection, wherein he delves into 
his emotional performance, working through 
fear and the connection between his mental 
performance and physical performance on the 
waves. His almost Zen-like approach to surfing 
and its challenges reminds us of business 
leaders who have also mastered the art of 
emotional intelligence. He is able to reappraise 
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tough situations post-injury to positive 
outcomes and contextualise setbacks.

MYTH 4: Adventurers are ‘one-trick ponies’
It was not long ago that those individuals 
who remained loyal to one company for their 
30+ year career were handsomely rewarded 
with a gold watch or other recognition. But 
that mindset of rewarding singular focus and 
company loyalty has changed with people 
discovering new passions and developing new 
skills throughout their careers. In fact, the 
modern business world is now demanding this 
learning and career agility of its leaders.

One exceptionally agile adventurer, Kevin 
Vallely, personifies the ability to 
be agile and balanced in every 
aspect in his life—a model for 
business leaders. Vallely has 
achieved remarkable adventure 
success, breaking the Guinness 
World Record for the fastest 
team to trek unsupported to 
the South Pole, rowing across 
the infamous Northwest Passage 
to bring awareness to changes 

happening in the arctic, and breaking a record 
for the fastest traverse of frozen Lake Baikal in 
Siberia, among a long list of other adventure 
accomplishments. You could stop there and 
commend him on his exploits, but Vallely 
is indeed more than a ‘one-trick pony’. In 
addition to being a successful adventurer, he 
is a practising registered architect,  leadership 
facilitator and keynote speaker, writer, 
husband, and father of two teenage girls. His 
ability to balance all of these pursuits comes 
down to an intentional effort to be agile and 
sustainable, and a deep belief in his ability 
to do so. As leaders, so many of us lead lives 
without this level of intention, allowing the 
day-to-day hectic nature of business drive our 
reactions instead of thoughtful planning around 
personal sustainability. Being intentional with 

how you spend your time and priorities to be 
more agile can yield a more well-rounded life.

MYTH 5: Adventurers seem invincible
Perhaps a bit romanticised, adventurers who 
accomplish huge goals often appear invincible 
in their efforts. Much like leaders in business 
like Steve Jobs, Rockefeller, or Ford, they 
create legacies that seem almost unreal, 
forming cult-like followings. This creates an 
aura of capability that almost transcends the 
fact that adventurers and great leaders are, at 
their core, human.

Ernest Shackleton is one such leader and 
adventurer who embodies these transcendent 
characteristics and, on the surface, seems 
invincible. Shackleton has gone down in 
history as one of the greatest explorers of all 
time, with his astonishing story of survival in 
the Southern Ocean on his failed Endurance 
expedition being hailed as the archetype of 
gallant and effective leadership. The fact that he 
had a nervous breakdown while organising the 
rescue of his men on Elephant Island during 
this ordeal is so far removed from the narrative 
of the man that it has been all but erased from 
history books. We feel strongly that it should 
be celebrated.

The fact that Shackleton suffered a nervous 
breakdown simply speaks to his humanity and 
suggests a more astonishing personality than 
what we first thought. The fact that the great 
Sir Ernest Shackleton is fallible, just like the 
rest of us, is reassuring, but the fact that he is 
able to rebound and succeed, is truly inspiring. 
What it suggests is that Shackleton’s equally 
impressive characteristics—all very human—
are equally accessible to us all. All great 
adventurers, like all great leaders, are flesh and 
blood like you and me. Like them, we can all 
aspire to be our best and, like them, we can all 
learn to be it too.

Both adventure and 
business involve high 
levels of risk and 
uncertainty, and require 
leadership capabilities 
that are honed through 
experience.
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Get rid of 
the box

mind trap that prevents people from seeing what 
might really be possible. 

Wrong starting point
One observation from Guilford’s research is 
that people apply boundary conditions to their 
thinking that, while they appear very real, do not 
actually exist. In his nine-dot study, they assumed 
the dots on the paper represented a box within 
which they had to try and solve the problem.  
But that was not the case; they just assumed it  
to be so.

The problem with approaching a challenge 
with the mindset of ‘thinking outside the box’ 
is the acknowledgment that there is a box to 
begin with. This seemingly harmless assumption 
is a dangerous boundary condition. It creates a 
reference point that limits possibilities you might 
otherwise consider. 

Removing the boundary conditions that limit our thinking can lead to entirely 
different outcomes.

 ChuCk Swoboda, Marquette univerSity

Innovation is fundamentally about 
solving difficult problems. The advice a 
team gets when tasked with finding an 
innovative solution to a new challenge 
is invariably to ‘think outside the box’. 
The phrase has become a mantra to 
think differently and try and look at 

things from a new perspective. 
According to an article in Psychology Today, the 

idea originated with the work of psychologist J P 
Guilford, who in the 1970s was one of the first 
academic researchers to study creativity through 
his use of the ‘nine-dot puzzle’. His work showed 
how people often limit their thinking as to what 
is possible, as their thinking gets stuck inside a 
metaphorical box.

Thinking outside the box seems like a logical 
starting point for anyone looking for new ideas 
—but it is not. In fact, it creates an unintended 

InnovatIon
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 Consider the following 
example: Three people are in a 
car driving from New York City 
to Miami, Florida. What is the 
fastest way to get there? Most 
people try and figure out the 
most efficient route, considering 
traffic and time of day. Some 
will develop a driver rotation 
plan so they can limit stops 
and drive all night. These are 
all excellent ideas, but they are 
limited by the starting point, the 

fact that they are in a car. The car is an unintended 
box because the fastest way to Miami is to drive 
to the airport and get on a plane. 

If you want to develop the best ideas, then you 
have to assume ‘there is no box’.

What ‘is’ the box? 
People constantly encounter boxes, whether they 
realise it or not. The box can be real, like the car 
in the example above, or it can be an assumption, 
like thinking your boss would not let you try 
the crazy idea you have been thinking about. You 
might convince yourself that since your boss did 
not like your last idea, there is no way she will 
like the next one. But that mindset will 
not lead to the best ideas, and will never lead  
to innovation. 

People continually create boxes and define 
boundary conditions on your behalf. People are 
taught rules and expectations of what is or is 
not possible. They learn there are often negative 
repercussions for trying something new. The 
box is all around us, and it starts at an early age. 
One of the first things young children are taught 
is to colour within the lines. Why? Because, in 
someone’s mind, that is what they are supposed 
to do, when in fact it is just another box.  
When left to their own creativity, most  
kids will colour all over the page. There are no 
limits or boundaries, and that is the mindset 

Thinking outside the 
box seems like a logical 
starting point for anyone 
looking for new ideas 
—but it is not. In fact, it 
creates an unintended 
mind trap that prevents 
people from seeing what 
might really be possible.

needed to solve problems that have never been 
solved before.

Set the box on fire
The key to the type of creative thinking that 
leads to innovative new ideas is to approach 
challenges without any boundary conditions. That 
sounds nice, but how do you get beyond all those 
boundaries reinforced over time? 

Set the box on fire. Setting the box on fire will 
destroy it so you are free to imagine a different 
future—one you can create without constraints. 

One way to set your box on fire is to get rid of 
backup plans so that success is the only option. 
Jim Collins, the famed business researcher 
and author of iconic books like Good to Great, 
recounted a story on The Tim Ferriss Show about 
a time when he was considering leaving his job 
at Stanford to go off on his own to research and 
write a new book. He went to one of his mentors 
at the university and asked him if he should keep 
enough capital alive so he could come back if 
things did not work out. Collins’ mentor told 
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The key to the type of 
creative thinking that 
leads to innovative new 
ideas is to approach 
challenges without any 
boundary conditions.
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him, “If you have the option to 
come back, it will change your 
behaviour. You’re doing a low odds 
game, which means you have to put 
all in, 100 per cent, full cannonball, 
go off that cliff. Otherwise, you’re 
going to hold something in reserve. 
When it gets really scary, you’re 
going to pull back. Option is not in 

your interest.”
All to say that the best way to innovate is to 

set your box on fire and seal off your ability to 
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retreat when things get tough. Once you have 
eliminated your box and removed the boundary 
conditions that have been limiting your thinking, 
you are ready to create a different future. Start 
with a picture of this new reality, and then work 
backwards to figure out how to make it happen. 
Without a box to limit your thinking, you will 
realise that anything is possible.
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far beyond comparison. This service started by 
Star India in February 2015 has crossed over 
400 million active users across the country 
by 2020. This is a Herculean number as per 
industry standards. Peak occupancy on Hotstar 
witnessed an increase of four times, rising to 
over 25 million during the ICC Cricket World 
Cup (CWC) in 2019. The streaming giant has 
already bagged the title of the most-subscribed 
streaming service and also the most-watched 
streaming service.

Last year, on November 12, 
century-old studio house 
Disney ventured into the 
online video streaming 
business with the launch of 
Disney+, the over-the-top 
(OTT) subscription-based 

video streaming service. This was not their first 
foray into the business though.

Disney has a majority stake in Hulu, a popular 
streaming service for adult comedies and drama; 
secondly, Disney’s acquisition of Fox Star gave it 
control of Hotstar, which is the most-watched 
streaming service across the globe when it 
comes to number of subscriptions. It was in 
the year 2007 that Netflix started its streaming 
service across the US; it entered the Indian 
market only in 2016. It did click, and Netflix 
has around 4 million subscribers across the 
country. This figure is pretty decent going by 
the standards of other players, but Hotstar’s 
dominance and penetration in this market is 

Case  
STUdy

Will Disney+ get 
the lion’s share?
Disney+ has made its way into India perhaps at the most opportune time ever—when viewership 
has phenomenally peaked, ironically, due to the lockdown triggered by COVID-19. But this hardly 
allows room for complacence in a market that has strong contenders like Netflix and Amazon Prime 
as well as local players. How can Disney+ best position itself and strategically package its bouquet of 
offerings? How can they unlock the rich potential the country holds and stay ahead of the race?

Hotstar’s number of subscribers in millions
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It clocked over 265 million subscribed viewers 
during the India-Pakistan match in CWC 2019. 
Star India has so comprehensively customised 
and tailored its offerings on the platform that it 
is equally popular across all regions of India. It 
is most watched in the states of Bihar and West 
Bengal, where the average data consumed by a 
user on Hotstar is more than 10 GB per month 
against the national average of 8.7 GB. Such is 
the audacity of the platform that all other players 
are bound to adopt a content customisation 
scheme that can keep them in play. Hotstar has 
a niche feature in this category that is absent 
on most of the leading services in the business; 
this freemium service does not require any log 
in or sign up to access the huge plethora of free 
content. Moreover, a user can also browse and 
know what is in the premium offering.

 
In India, Disney+ premiered on April 2, a 

couple of days behind its scheduled arrival. 
Perhaps there is no better time to launch any 
streaming service, preferably an entertainment 
one, than in such desperate times. Last year, 
subscriptions rose around the March-April 
season for Hotstar, courtesy Indian Premier 
League, Game of Thrones, Chernobyl, and Cricket 
World Cup. A majority of these were annual 
subscriptions, which were due to expire around 
March-April 2020. Perhaps this substantiates 
Disney’s rush for an early launch. They might 

have been be trying to convert these customers 
into Disney+ subscribers. Disney has rolled 
out its premium service in conjunction with 
Hotstar in two cartels: the VIP service priced 
at R399 and the Premium service priced at 
R1499. With this aggressive pricing, it is pitched 
as the most potent competition for Netflix and 
Amazon Prime. Disney+ Hotstar Premium/VIP 
is perhaps the animation giant’s catch to cash in 
on Hotstar’s popularity and penetration in the 
market. According to the report ‘Unravelling 
the Digital Video Consumer’ by KPMG, Hotstar 
alone had 300 million active viewers in the year 
2019. In these times of lockdown, viewers and 
subscriptions are on the rise for almost all the 
major streaming services. Family entertainment 
has never been so pertinent and compelling. In 
India, Disney was able to harness a whopping 8 
million subscribers in April 2020.

The question for Disney is: Can it be a 
competition to Netflix as Samsung is to iPhone? 
Disney certainly has the potential. India has 
the second largest consumer base of internet 
data along with the availability of cheapest data 
across the globe. Moreover, the country has 
seen a rise in the number of OTT players. There 
are more than 30 players in the business with 
more than a million subscribers in their wallet. 
The COVID-19 crisis may not see the best of 
business around the globe, but the streaming 
business is undoubtedly to glow in such times  
of darkness.

Online video viewers in India (mn)
Source: KPMG in India Analysis

Peak concurrency on Hotstar Premium in millions
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In the Indian market, Disney faces competition 
not only from Netflix and Amazon Prime but 
also from local players. In a smart move, Disney 
came out with a yearly subscription plan for 
Airtel users. On similar lines, we propose some 
strategies they can adopt to reach out to a larger 
audience, apart from the popular free trial: 
 It can forge a collaboration with cable 
companies, telecom companies, and other 
players so they can offer streaming on smart 
TVs/mobile phones at an initially subsidised 
rate. Netflix, Prime Zee5, ALT Balaji, and many 
others host themselves on such networks for 
free, or at a discounted price for some duration. 
This is an inevitable collaboration that must be 
pursued by Disney, as more than 30 per cent of 
online video viewers are watching it on telecom 
platforms. A viable option is an alliance with 
DTH service providers. They can curtail the 
content that can be viewed from DTH; later 
on, they can offer a portfolio of offerings for a 

certain pricing to convert or retain the existing 
clientele. Moreover, it will provide them access 
to huge chunks of data about their effective 
target audience. 
 Another possible as well as competitive 
proposition is for Disney to partner with 
Windows and Android, or major smartphone 
players in India, and offer free subscription 
or discounted subscription plans for all new/
existing users. This may be an apt strategy 
as the country is the world’s second largest 
smartphone market, and hence success 
will be driven by mobiles/smartphones. In 
addition to this, affordability of smart TVs 
is increasing the popularity and inducing a 
need for these subscription video on demand 
(SVOD) platforms. As much as 87 per cent of 
online video viewing comes from smartphones 
followed by internet-based television (5 per 
cent). Hence these two components should 
be specially dealt with. Content portfolio 
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management is trivial for both ventures.
How Disney+ will pitch itself against the 

popularity of Netflix in the 18+ category, 
particularly to an audience caught in the new 
normal of social tolerance and social acceptance? 
It will be a stupendous task for the top brass at 
Disney. In the Indian context, the big problem 
is that Disney has two counterparties to handle 
simultaneously. Firstly, it has to see that their 
introduction to Hotstar does not degrade the 
value proposition of Hotstar, i.e., the existing 
service is not seen as a platform only for 
children. Secondly, it has to enter into a fight 
with Netflix and others for streaming A-rated 
content, which is contrary to its popular image. 
Probably it has the answer in Hulu, which is a 
popular platform and streams A-rated content at 
large. Even Hotstar started streaming 18+ rated 
content with decent popularity. Disney may 
choose to be subtly adult. TVF, RVCJ Media, 
Timeliners, Dice Media, etc., are some popular 
media houses. Their shows are exceptionally 
popular among the young crowd, which is more 
or less the target audience for the major players. 
It is certainly a genre that can fit well with 
Disney’s popular image of family entertainment 
and yet be quite adult to get them a steady entry 
in the 18+ category. 

If Disney can stream these shows on its 
platform, the studio giant might be able to enter 

in the adult comedy domain without denting 
their century-long image. According to the 
survey ‘Understanding the Indian Digital Video 
Consumer 2019 by KPMG India Analysis’,  
84 per cent of Indian OTT viewers’ preferred 
genre is comedy, and yes, that is what Disney is 
all about and so are these media houses. 

Product positioning and package assortment 
are going to be crucial issues for Disney. 
Marketing communication is going to be key 
to the growth of the business, but certainly 
originality of content and quality are going to be 
primary factors for sustainable operations. 

Lately, Hotstar has been facing issues with 
streaming quality. In this business, ease of access, 
user interface, search algorithm, and adaptability 
to bandwidth undeniably give an edge. Hence, 
Disney must take care of these issues. They have 
a diversified and wide variety of content for 
every demography. Lucasfilm, Marvel, and Pixar 
are already a hit among Indian audiences. The 
Mandalorian and The Lion King were star-studded 
premieres during the platform’s launch. A clever 
marketing strategy can turn out India as a hot 
star for Disney. We are an entertainment-hungry 
country and Disney can capitalise on it.
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•  International Business
•  Retail Management
•  Pharmaceutical Marketing

•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•  

Business Analytics
Digital Marketing
Financial Research & Valuation Modeling
Hospitality Management
Retail Marketing
Supply Chain Management
Human Resource Management
Marketing Management
Financial Management
Operations Management
International Business
IT Systems

AIMA Advantages

•  •  •  •  
•  Online Access to Library  •  Access to Live Industry Sessions  •  Scholarship to Economically Disadvantaged  •  Convenient Weekend  
    Class Schedule

Employment Oriented Curriculum  Globally Recognised  Blended Mode of Learning  Eminent Faculty from Academia & Industry  

Post Graduate Diploma in 
Management (2 Years)

Post Graduate Certificate in 
Management (1 Year)

PGDM PGCM
Post Graduate Diploma in 
Information Technology 
Management (2 Years)

PGDITM
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