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president’s 
message

Put more than one person in a confined 

space and you will have conflict—of 

interests, ideas, priorities, manners, 

and more. Put many people together 

and you will also have conflicts of identity, 

ideology, and power. People are different and 

competitive, and an organisation is a bundle 

of contests between individuals and groups. 

Ultimately, management is about harnessing 

differences and conflicts to create value.

Management has to resolve many internal 

and external conflicts to make an organisation 

functional: there is competition between 

interests and priorities of the shareholders and 

other stakeholders, boards and management, 

different divisions and offices of a firm, the firm 

and its vendors, its managers and workers, the 

firm and the government, and so on.

Management also has to deal with individual 

level conflict. Individuals have presumptions 

and prejudices about others’ competence, 

ethnicity, class, culture, politics, gender, 

etc. There are also hierarchical contests for 

power among managers and rival claims over 

importance and performance among workers.

Resolving and harnessing these conflicts 

is essential to bring different competencies 

together and get everybody to collaborate 

to achieve the organisation’s objectives. 

Differences and contests are important 

building blocks of organisational capacity for 

competition and innovation, but they need 

sensible handling. Unresolved conflicts can 

disrupt operations, restrict growth, and subvert 

the values of the organisation.

However, to get the best out of conflicts, 

management has to build conflict-resolution 

capacity. Without a clear and credible 

capacity for sorting out differences and 

rivalries, management can become hostage 

to competing claims and complaints, and 

flounder.

Trust in management is the core block of 

conflict-resolution capacity. Without this, 

competing individuals and groups would 

not cooperate with each other or with 

management. Trust is created by ensuring 

freedom of speech and equality before the 

management. It also involves minimising 

discretionary powers both up and down in 

the hierarchy. There has to be an easy and 

transparent protocol for reporting and resolving 

conflicts, and a clear hierarchy for breaking a 

deadlock. Management not only has to be fair; 

it has to be perceived by all to be fair.

Extensive communication and information 

sharing are essential for cooperation and for 

preventing conspiracies. Explaining events, 

plans, and actions to everyone minimises 

conflicts. However, leaders have to link 

Don’t let a good conflict go waste
SANjAy KIrloSKAr is Chairman and managing Director, Kirloskar Brothers Limited.
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discussions and meetings with outcomes 

to ensure that consensus building does 

not become an excuse for abdication of 

responsibility and institutionalisation of 

lowest common denominators.

Conflict phobia among managers 

can be damaging to the organisation. If 

people avoid contests over objectives, 

strategy, resources, innovation, etc., then 

the organisation will lose vitality. Sometimes 

leaders cop out and go with the majority 

view, irrespective of its flaws. That makes 

the organisation vulnerable to poor decisions 

and even disruption. Ignoring minority dissent 

blinds management to important factors and 

realities. Studies have proved that gender, 

class, domain, ethnic, and regional minorities 

in an organisation help its leadership look 

beyond the mainstream and make more 

beneficial decisions. Diversity brings people 

of varied backgrounds together, giving 

organisations the benefit of sharing different 

experiences

More than consensus building, building a 

coalition of interests helps an organisation 

minimise conflicts and harmonise efforts. 

Pulling together in a negotiated direction is 

more sustainable than an imposed direction. 

The affiliations and aims of competing parties 

have to be integrated in the overall objective 

and strategy of the organisation.

Managing external conflicts—with vendors, 

customers, government, society, etc.—

also requires structured transparency and 

communication. Having greater appreciation of 

the other party’s interests and values enables 

management to resolve conflicts quickly and 

cheaply, whereas finding fault with other’s 

reasoning and view only makes the other party 

more committed to an adversarial position. 

A common management mistake is to throw 

the book at others, or threaten a cost on them 

for not agreeing. A ‘my way or the highway’ 

attitude only makes conflicts more frequent 

and more costly. Even those with greater 

power need to explain their assumptions, 

values, and expectations, and show empathy 

for the weaker party’s point of view. As the 

cliché goes, with great power comes great 

responsibility. Stepping back from a conflict for 

a moment is often very helpful in resolving it. 

Allowing a little time for reconsideration saves 

a lot of time that might be spent on defending 

one’s position.

Ultimately, a good conflict must not be 

allowed to go waste. A conflict creates an 

opportunity to review one’s assumptions, learn 

something new, fix old problems, and create 

better ways of doing things.

The opinion expressed is personal.

Stepping back 
from a conflict for 
a moment is often 
very helpful in 
resolving it.
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Smooth-flowing, and leaving little scope for dissonance, 
discord, or disruption. That is what most prefer 
organisational teams to be. But this thinking is rather 
flawed, reflecting a preference for symmetry and similarity. 

It wholly underestimates the merits of divergence and the value 
conflicting thoughts could bring. 

Dynamism truly stems from the strength of differences. But at 
the workplace, many—even those who generally find it difficult 
to reconcile with others—tend to be conflict-averse. They ‘agree’ 
to a very high degree, more than what they actually would want 
to. Possibly because, as research tells us, most of us are wired 
so—always yearning to be liked.

What can create a culture of healthy conflict and respectful 
dissent? One important aspect is ‘psychological safety’, as  
Amy C Edmondson points out in this issue—an atmosphere in 
which people feel the freedom to speak up without fear of any 
hostile response. Leaders can sure play a seminal role in shaping 
such a culture, and should make a conscious effort to ‘walk the 
talk’. And whenever there is disagreement, make sure to keep the 
personal angle out, and to respect the perspective of others. 

Like conflicting currents ultimately merging into a strong, 
inseparable blend, dissent and debate invariably lead to deeper 
collaborations and more robust outcomes.

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

Dear Readers,

Maneck Davar
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Unlocking 
potential, 
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in safe hands

and at first unwelcome, surprise. The 
correlation was the opposite of what I had 
predicted. Better teams had higher, not lower, 
error rates. Then a provocative question 
occurred to me: What if better teams had a 
climate of openness that made it easier to  
report and discuss error? This would mean that 
good teams do not make more mistakes, they 
report more. 

I had to hire a research assistant to go out and 
study these patient care teams carefully, without 
preconceptions. He did not know which units 
had higher error rates, nor which ones scored 
better on the team survey. In research terms, 
he was ‘blind’ to both the hypothesis and the 
previously collected data. 

Here is what he found. Data collected through 
quiet observation and open-ended interviews 
about the work environment revealed that the 
teams varied in whether people felt able to 
talk about mistakes. And these independently-
observed differences were correlated with the 

“In a psychologically unsafe climate, people think positivity and agreement is what managers want to hear; 
dissent feels like rebellion or disrespect. And so, because the truth does not simply disappear, it goes into 
hiding instead.” Amy C Edmondson dissects the psychology behind successful workplace environments and 
why we all need to fail, intelligently.

 How has ‘psychological safety’, which 
you identified as a concept in 1999, 
evolved over the years?
I initially conceived of psychological safety as 
a sense of what I labelled ‘low interpersonal 
threat’—which I had detected as a palpable 
difference in the climate across work groups in 
a hospital. I had stumbled into this difference, 
without looking for it, in my first study at 
graduate school. Here is how it happened. As a 
first-year doctoral student, I was asked to join 
an interdisciplinary research team studying 
medical error in hospitals. I had long been 
interested in the idea of learning from mistakes 
at work—as a crucial competency for building a 
learning organisation. My role in the study team 
was to examine the relationship between survey 
measures of teamwork and medical error rates. 
I hypothesised, of course, that better teams 
would make fewer errors.

When all the error and survey data was 
compiled, the results provided an unexpected, 

Cover  
storY
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detected error rates. In short, people in the 
better teams (as measured by my survey, but 
unbeknownst to the research assistant) talked 
openly about the risks of error, often trying to 
find new ways to catch and prevent them. It was 
not hard, in fact, to feel the palpable differences 
in work climate across these teams. 

It would take another couple of years before 
I labelled this climate difference ‘psychological 
safety’. But the accidental finding set me off on 
a new and fruitful research direction—to find 
out how interpersonal climate varies across 
groups in a variety of companies, and whether 
this affected learning and speaking up at work.

Perhaps the most important change in how 
I have conceived this variable over the years 
is this. I have begun to think of psychological 
safety as comprised of a blend of candour, 
respect, and caring. And the caring that may 
matter most is caring about the mission of 
the organisation—so much so that people are 
willing to take the small interpersonal risks that 

are inherent in being candid at work. 
Over the years, studies in companies, 

hospitals, government agencies, and non-profits 
by researchers around the world have found that 
psychological safety is associated with learning 
and with performance. In short, early on I was 
mainly focused on psychological safety for 
learning—but over the years I and others have 
realised it is crucial for performance as well. 

 Would a culture of psychological safety 
have encouraged Boeing employees 
to speak out and prevent the disaster 
involving 737 Max planes?1

Yes, I do very much agree, and have written 
two articles for Harvard Business Review about the 
Boeing case. Most recently, I was struck by the 
many side conversations that had taken place 
in hiding among peers at Boeing, criticising 
the 737 technology in various ways. In a 
psychologically unsafe climate, people think 
positivity and agreement is what managers 
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want to hear; dissent feels like rebellion or 
disrespect. And so, because the truth does not 
simply disappear, it goes into hiding instead. 
Side conversations take shape behind the 
scenes—face-to-face and electronic—when 
people believe it is not acceptable to tell the 
truth publicly. That is the very essence of low 
psychological safety. At Boeing, they seemed to 
feel a need to go along with the boss even if you 
disagree with what is being decided or planned. 

I do believe that had people spoken up and 
spoken out, Boeing would have had a realistic 
chance of correcting the fatal flaws that led to 
disaster. But that kind of climate must be built 
on purpose—by thoughtful leaders throughout 
a company. 

 Psychological safety encourages 
people to speak their mind without fear 
of any hostile response. What should the 
management reaction be if the opinion 
aired is controversial, as in the case of 
Google firing engineer James Damore?2

Let us take this specific case. From my point of 
view, it is a shame that Damore chose to share 
his personal concerns electronically and widely 
within the company—creating the obvious and 
almost inevitable risk that someone would share 
it publicly. A better approach for an employee 
with a concern is to first solicit feedback from 
colleagues, in part to learn more about how 
others react to his ideas and to ensure he is 
expressing them as well as possible. None 
of us can see complex issues from multiple 
perspectives and consider the potential 
consequences well enough to make the best 
decisions about a complex matter, by ourselves.

Once something like this happens, however, 
more generally, how should a company 
respond? This partly depends on what policies 
the company has developed in advance about 
the use of company email addresses or social 
media platforms for the expression of personal 
opinions. When clear policies are in place, an 

employee who violates them commits what 
I have termed a ‘blameworthy act’ in my 
2011 article in Harvard Business Review, titled 
‘Strategies for Learning from Failure’.3 Clear 
violations in companies must be met with clear 
sanctions, which may even include terminating 
an employee. Being tough on violations helps 
because it lets people know that the company is 
serious about its policies and values. If policies 
are unclear, however, companies then must 
turn an unfortunate event such as this into a 
learning opportunity—for the company and 
for the interested public. Executives should 
express dismay at the employee’s opinion if it 
contrasts with company values and accept some 
responsibility for failing to educate him as to the 
various societal forces that shaped their values. 
They should then articulate plans for educating 
employees on the value of a diverse workforce. 
In short, a productive response by management 
is one that is fundamentally concerned with 
future impact. It is vital to reinforce values 
the company holds dear, and equally vital to 
avoid sending the message, “dissent won’t be 
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It is vital to reinforce 
values the company 
holds dear, and equally 
vital to avoid sending 
the message, “dissent 
won’t be tolerated here.” 
Such messages reduce 
psychological safety 
and ultimately erode the 
quality of the work.

tolerated here.” Such messages 
reduce psychological safety and 
ultimately erode the quality 
of the work. In contrast, a 
message that reinforces the 
values and practices of a 
learning organisation is, “it is 
okay to make a mistake, and it 
is okay to hold an opinion that 
others do not like, so long as 
you are willing to learn from 
what others think and consider 
the broader consequences.” 

Clearly, to me, the most 
important goal in such moments is to find  
a way to help the organisation learn from  
what happened. 

 What steps can leaders take to 
encourage a psychologically safe 
environment? Is it possible for 
employees themselves to push for it?
In my book, The Fearless Organization, I devote 
a chapter to answering this question. And in 
brief, the advice I offer has to do with modelling 
the right behaviours of learning, curiosity, and 
passionate commitment to the organisation’s 
mission, and with communicating frequently 
in ways that clarify the nature of the work 
and why it requires others’ input to produce 
excellence. I also describe ways to invite input 
that are productive, as well as how to ensure 
a productive response to employee input. 
Note that the goal is not for employees to 
create the ‘to do list’ for managers, with their 
observations or complaints. Quite the contrary. 
The goal is for everyone to offer their ideas 
for improvement, and to engage in ongoing 
problem-solving activities to go ahead and get 
the improvement work done.

 Your views on ‘intelligent failure’ and 
the role it plays in productivity…
Intelligent failure—as opposed to preventable 

failures and accidents—is vital to productivity 
and innovation. No company can afford 
to do without a healthy rate of intelligent 
failures—which is another way of saying 
smart experimentation is vital. This is such an 
important topic that it will likely be the topic of 
my next book.

 Have you come across organisations 
that have successfully shaped an 
atmosphere of continuous learning, from 
top to bottom? 
Yes, quite a few. I wrote about three of them 
in detail in my 2011 book, Teaming: How 
Organizations Learn, Innovate, and Compete in 
the Knowledge Economy, and I have several 
additional case studies that I teach at Harvard 
Business School in the MBA and executive 
programmes. What I have found is that the basic 
approach is the same whether the company 
engages primarily in well-understood products 
and services or primarily in new-to-the 
world innovation. That approach starts with 
articulating a clear and compelling goal that 
the organisation must strive to achieve through 
collective learning, reinforcing a climate of 
psychological safety (because it is essential for 
experimentation and continuous improvement 
alike), and unleashing a team-based learning 
infrastructure to do the actual execution of 
continuous learning in different types of work 
throughout the organisation. I have seen this 
basic formula work in healthcare delivery,  
fast-moving consumer goods, consultancies,  
and more.

(As told to Bindu Nair)
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Diverge, disagree, 
dissent 

have seen the posters with images of some 
idealised version of teamwork: rowers in 
perfect synchronisation or planes flying in tight 
formation. Teamwork is supposed to feel great, 
to be easy and fun. Isn’t it? 

Actually, no, it is not. 
There is no point in collaboration without 

tension, disagreement, or conflict. Tension, 
disagreement, and conflict improve the value 
of the ideas, expose the risks inherent in a 
plan, and ultimately contribute to enhanced 
trust among the participants. If you are going 
to foster collaboration that accomplishes those 
things, then you are going to need to change 
your mindset about conflict. 

Let go of the idea that all conflict is 
destructive and embrace the idea that 
productive conflict creates value. The urge to 
go along, to get along is strong and, at the same 
time, if you agree on everything, collaborating is 
unnecessary. Cautiously, harmoniously building 
on one another’s ideas produces little but 
incremental thinking. If you avoid disagreeing, 
you leave faulty assumptions unexposed. As 
Walter Lippmann said, “Where all think alike, 

Contrary to popular perception, productive conflict can create true value. Specific techniques can be used to 
make organisational teams embrace this idea.

In our world of complex challenges 
and complicated solutions, we need 
collaboration more than ever. It is hard 
to think of things we can accomplish 
on our own. Unfortunately, as soon as 
we need to work with other people, 
we introduce the possibility of conflict. 

While we might need the messy, back-and-
forth, give and take, hash-it-out friction of 
conflict to spark innovation, we do not like  
the feeling. 

We bristle at conflict. We want to keep things 
neat and tidy, harmonious, and efficient so 
we do not bruise each other or damage our 
relationships. While we know that collaboration 
holds the promise of greater innovation and 
better risk mitigation, we often shy away from 
the necessary friction because of cultural norms 
that say everyone should be in agreement, be 
supportive, and smile all the time. We need 
some significant changes to our approach to 
conflict and collaboration if we want to be  
more productive.  

To start, you have probably been taught to see 
collaboration and conflict as opposites. You  

 Liane Davey, author, The Good FiGhT
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no one thinks very much!” To get the benefits 
of collaborating, you need to diverge, disagree, 
and dissent before you choose the way forward.  

Unfortunately, our distaste for conflict is so 
entrenched that it takes significant effort to 
encourage even modest disagreement. You can 
use these three specific techniques to help your 
team embrace productive conflict. 

First, discuss the roles on the team and 
highlight what each role should be bringing 
to the conversation. Highlight how the roles 
focus on different areas and are there to drive 
different agendas. As an example, if you are 
in a cross-functional meeting with sales and 
operations, the operations person might be 
advocating for more standardisation, control, 
and efficiency. The salesperson is advocating 
for the exact opposite: more flexibility, 
customisation, and agility. When they are doing 
their jobs well, the sales and operations leads 
should be in tension with one another as they 
go back and forth to find an optimised solution. 
One is fighting to be as responsive as possible 

to unique customer needs while the other fights 
for the consistency that breeds quality control 
and cost effectiveness. You can do the same for 
the natural tensions between marketing and 
risk, human resources and production, and  
so on. 

As you work through the roles in the team 
and their different motives, people will realise 
that they are supposed to have conflict with one 
another. That disagreements are not personal or 
adversarial, but instead, functional, healthy, and 
necessary. In cross-functional teams, each team 
member will be fighting for something unique. 
They are doing their jobs and contributing to 
effective decisions by advocating in different 
directions, not by acquiescing. By taking the 
time to describe the tensions that individuals 
should be experiencing, you make it okay for 
them to disagree, to push, to pull, and to fight 
hard for the best answer. If fact, you make it 
clear how it is their obligation. 

A second exercise that is extremely beneficial 
is to use a personality or style assessment tool 
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to highlight differences in what people are 
paying attention to. In addition to differences 
stemming from their roles, team members will 
have different perspectives on an issue based 
on their styles and motives and talents. As you 
discuss the findings for your team, think about 
the discomfort team members feel because of 
these different styles. Talk about which ones 
are productive tensions (for example, when a 
risk taker and a risk avoider get into a robust 
conversation about the optimal approach) and 
the ones which create destructive friction (for 
example, when the risk avoider accuses the risk 
taker of being reckless). 

Pay particular attention if you have one or two 
styles that are in the minority on your team. 
Team members with minority perspectives 
should be given the responsibility to speak up 
if the team’s thinking becomes lopsided. For 
example, in my work with dozens of executive 
teams, I have found a dearth of executives 
who fully appreciate the process-related issues 
involved in strategy and execution. I called on 
those who have this lens and set the expectation 
that they are going to challenge the team when 
big ideas are insufficiently thought out or when 
alignment is only superficial. By describing  
the unique value of different perspectives,  
you encourage those in the minority to raise  
their voices.

A third approach to normalising and 
encouraging productive conflict is to set 
ground rules around dissension. Ask your team 
to define the behaviours that contribute to 
productive conflict (i.e., conflict that improves 
decision-making while contributing to increased 
trust) and those that detract from it. Give team 
members a clear picture of what is, and is not, 
acceptable behaviour on your team. 

In addition to clarifying appropriate conflict 
behaviours, you might want to define processes 
or roles that will help you to have more 
frequent or more effective conflict. Some teams 
have success with assigning roles (e.g., someone 

to be a devil’s advocate or someone to bring 
the blue-sky big ideas) to shed new light on the 
issue at hand. Others assign the responsibility 
for eliciting diverging views to a rotating 
chairperson, or the owner of the agenda item. 
The key is to clearly define the process you are 
using and the associated expectations.   

Another way of normalising healthy conflict 
is to have a set of questions your team uses to 
add some productive tension to your decision-
making. By codifying the questions that 
constitute constructive conflict, you reduce 
the likelihood that people will interpret the 
challenges as personal criticism. Good questions 
to include on your list are ones that test the 
facts underlying an opinion, shift to viewing 
a problem through a different stakeholder’s 
perspective, or seek greater alignment and 
clarification by asking people to define the 
terms they are using. If everyone knows that, 
‘What data are you basing your comments on’, 
or ‘How would this play with our customers 
in Europe’ are questions to improve your 
decisions, not to question one another’s 
competence, then you can use them with less 
fear of damaging relationships. 

Even after using these three techniques to 
change people’s mindset about conflict, you will 
have to go further. Giving people permission 
to challenge, to disagree, and to argue is not 
enough. After all, giving someone permission 
to do something they do not want to do is no 
guarantee that they will do it. If you want to 
create productive conflict on your team and 
use it to generate better ideas, you need to 
move beyond permission to making productive 
conflict an obligation. Using these three 
techniques will be a good start. From there, 
you will need to provide positive feedback each 
time someone broaches a difficult issue. You will 
need to ask for disagreement and encourage 
challenge. Getting the productive conflict your 
team needs will take a while, but it will be 
worth it when you get there.
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Cost of avoidance 

inherent in constructive conflict in order to 
solve problems, think creatively, fully engage 
employees, and out-compete rivals. 

Conflict is like air: it is all around us, all the 
time. It can be polluted and make us sick, or it 
can be clean and make us healthy. The existence 
of conflict is not a sign of failure, it is simply the 
normal state of human affairs. Conflict itself is 
not healthy or unhealthy, it is how we manage 
it that determines whether it will improve 
or worsen our relationships and mission 
achievement. In fact, every conflict provides 
an opportunity to improve a relationship (or 
worsen it) based on the extent to which we 
convey compassion, listen for understanding, 
avoid defensiveness, display respect for the 
views and feelings of others, and invite others to 
engage in joint problem-solving. Remember, if 
there are two people on a deserted island, there 
will be conflict. If there is one person on the 
island, there will be inner conflict (e.g., should I 
build a raft or wait to be rescued?). Conflict is a 
natural, normal part of life. How we manage it 

The absence of conflict means missed opportunities. Leaders can play a seminal role in shaping cultures that 
encourage constructive conflict.

Highly dysfunctional 
organisations are those in 
which conflict simmers 
below the surface but 
is not openly discussed. 
More than open conflict, 
fear of conflict breeds 

corporate failures. Bad ideas become new 
products or processes because employees and 
managers were afraid to ask difficult questions 
or offer alternative perspectives. Innovation is 
stymied, employee turnover or disengagement 
is high, and morale and mission achievement 
are low. At its worst, corporations with cultures 
of conflict avoidance become ethical pariahs. 
This seems counterintuitive, yet examples 
abound: Boeing sold a flawed plane; VW cheated 
environmental regulations; Wells Fargo cheated 
customers; and Uber ignored hundreds (if not 
thousands) of complaints of sexual harassment 
and suffered long-term brand damage. Conflict 
can be constructive or destructive. Effective 
leaders harness the power of positive change 
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is what matters. Yet, we rarely 
teach these skills explicitly to 
our employees. As leaders, we 
can model and teach them to 
create a conflict-competent 
organisation. We can use 
conflict to make our products, 
services, and relationships 
better. 

Why is conflict avoidance a harbinger of doom 
for corporations? Imagine this scenario: cars are 
rolling down the assembly line and more than 
100 different employees notice there is water 
in the passenger seat of each car, yet no one 
acts to identify and solve the problem. Why? 
Because each employee has a specific task (e.g., 
install the speedometer), which is measured and 
counted. If the assembly line is stopped, they 
will not meet their targets, and their managers 
will be angry. As a result, 300 ‘finished’ vehicles 
must be scrapped and rebuilt, costing millions 
of dollars for the corporation. The absence of 
trust between organisational members and 

a lack of commitment to the mission results 
in silence in the face of problems. It stifles 
innovation. Who wants to share new ideas in a 
climate of fear?

In The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, Patrick 
Lencioni writes that well-functioning groups 
have five common characteristics: they trust 
one another; they engage in unfiltered positive 
conflict about ideas and strategic directions; 
they commit to decisions and action plans even 
if some members disagree with them; they 
hold one another accountable for delivering 
their commitments; and they focus on the 
achievement of collective results (i.e., they 
are team players). In teams that lack these 
characteristics, members will cover up mistakes 
rather than asking for help. They keep ideas 
to themselves and are not fully committed or 
engaged. They are more fearful than excited by 
their workplace culture. 

What does healthy conflict look like in 
organisations? In Conflict Management for 
Managers, this topic is examined in depth. Teams 

Conflict itself is not 
healthy or unhealthy, it is 
how we manage it that 
determines whether it will 
improve or worsen our 
relationships and  
mission achievement.
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brainstorm ideas, including troubleshooting 
problems with current products, policies, 
and systems. Innovation and experimentation 
are encouraged and rewarded with the 
understanding that some ideas will not work. 
Failures are viewed as learning opportunities 
and the focus is on problem-solving rather than 
blame-casting. Individuals take the time to get 
to know each other so they can understand each 
team member’s strengths and challenges to 
ensure the efficient allocation of tasks. 

To create conflict-competent team members 
and organisations, leaders must model these 
skills: reasonable risk-taking; fallibility; 
humility; openness to feedback and criticism; 
non-defensiveness; accountability; empathy; 
adaptability; and a healthy work-life balance. For 
example, leaders model risk-taking, fallibility, 
humility, and openness to feedback when they 
say, “I tried X but it did not work as I had hoped. 
So, with your feedback, let’s figure out how to 
make it better.” Great leaders consciously build 
organisational cultures in which constructive 
conflict is encouraged, while destructive conflict 
is discouraged, and they lead by example.

Strategic leadership is the ability to articulate 
a compelling vision, set an example, and balance 
multiple competing demands in ways that 
promote the best interests of the organisation, 
its people, and the leader himself or herself.  
Strategic leaders understand the current 
state of their organisation while predicting 
future threats or opportunities. They carefully 
shepherd and manage their teams as well as 
their own careers. In times of calm, they lay 
the groundwork to avoid crises. In times of 
crisis, they call upon the relationships and 
resources they have built up in order to steer 
the ship of their organisations back to calmer 
waters. All of this requires the ability to nourish 
constructive conflict engagement while creating 
shared expectations that reduce destructive 
conflict. Pretending problems do not exist 
does not make them go away, in fact [it does] 

quite the opposite. Conflict grows in the shade. 
In fact, leaders whose primary response to 
conflict is avoidance rarely advance beyond 
mid-management within their organisations. 
Leaders must be fearless in naming conflict (and 
problems) when they see them, and inviting 
others to partner with them to engage in 
constructive problem-solving. 

Destructive conflict comes from unmet 
expectations. Always. This means we need 
to explicitly discuss, negotiate, and reach 
shared expectations within teams. Leaders 
can facilitate these important conversations 
by normalising the omnipresent nature of 
conflict and creating ground rules to encourage 
rather than discourage difficult conversations. 
Common ground rules for teams include: 
listen to understand rather than listening to 
argue; share ideas openly; share and respond to 
concerns non-defensively; focus on problem-
solving over blaming; meet deadlines or 
renegotiate them in advance; when problems 
arise (which they will), we will discuss them 
openly and work together to solve them; etc. 
One of my favourite ground rules comes from 
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Lencioni and is titled, ‘Disagree and Commit’. 
This means that when a group is discussing 
a problem or decision but a clear consensus 
does not emerge, then the leader must simply 
make a decision using his or her best judgment. 
‘Disagree and Commit’ means that even if a 
team member disagrees with a decision, they 
will commit to its implementation as part of a 
well-functioning team. This normalises the fact 
that each individual will not always be happy 
with group or leadership decisions, but we must 
pull together to be successful as a team.

Each group will create its own ground rules 
and revisit them periodically. These are tangible 
markers of organisational culture and evolve 
over time. What if someone regularly violates 
a ground rule? Then it is time to ask, “Does 
this ground rule make sense? Are we all fully 
committed to implementing it? Is it realistic 
or does it need to be changed? What are the 
consequences for violating this ground rule?” 
For example, I recently worked with a team 
that had struggled to begin weekly meetings 
on time. They agreed that the last person to the 
meeting would need to bring food to the next 
meeting. This was a fun, simple way of creating 

an incentive to be on time. The key is to  
allow teams to create their own ground 
rules (or ‘shared expectations’). Research on 
procedural justice clearly indicates that people 
are much more likely to adhere to rules they 
helped create. 

In summary:
 Conflict is a normal, inescapable part of 
life, but the way we handle it makes its impact 
constructive or destructive.
 Conflict-avoidant leaders and organisations 
will experience employee disengagement, 
lack innovation, allow small problems to 
become big, and fail to fully realise their 
mission. 
 Leaders must model the skills of 
constructive conflict engagement and create 
an organisational culture, which expects these 
behaviours from all  
team members. 
 Conflict comes from unmet expectations. 
Teams and organisations need to negotiate 
shared expectations to reduce destructive 
conflict and to harness the powerful potential 
of conflict to bring needed change.
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Lead the way 

abrasion and constructive dissent. When Nadella 
assumed his role, Microsoft had suffered 
through what many have labeled as its ‘lost 
decade’, a period during which the organisation 
lost its tolerance for candour and missed crucial 
inflection points in its markets, such as paid 
search, mobile, tablets, web services, music, and 
social networking. It missed these opportunities 
because it had developed a fear-based culture 
that neutralised peoples’ willingness to 
challenge the status quo. In short, Microsoft lost 
its ability to harness conflict. Under Nadella, it 
has rediscovered it.

Creating psychological safety
Nadella made a profound statement about the 
importance of conflict. “If you could understand 
impermanence deeply,” he said, “you would 
develop more equanimity.” Equanimity, or 
calmness of mind and ego, is a leadership 
attribute that allows a leader to harvest the 
fruit of productive conflict. Based on empirical 
research, we know how this works: Equanimity 

Leaders who harness the power of conflict create a cultural context that liberates the creative impulse of their 
teams—like Satya Nadella who brought about a productivity spurt in Microsoft by increasing intellectual 
friction and decreasing social friction.

Without 
conflict, your 
organisation 
will die and 
you will fail 
as a leader. 
Unfortunately, 

when we talk about developing conflict 
management skills, we often assume this means 
learning how to eliminate conflict, which only 
reveals our state of confusion about the topic. 
The question is not whether conflict is good; the 
question is whether you can harness its power. 
Leaders who learn to do this create culturally 
flat organisations that democratise innovation 
and outpace the competition. The best example 
of this today is Microsoft’s Satya Nadella. 

Nadella became CEO of Microsoft in 
2014. Since then, he has led one of the most 
remarkable corporate transformations in 
modern history. How has he done it? By 
injecting psychological safety into the culture to 
create an environment that encourages creative 
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leads to psychological safety, 
the ability to interact in a 
social unit without fear of 
negative consequences, which 
in turn, leads to innovation. 
This exactly describes the 
transformation that Nadella has 
led at Microsoft, catapulting the 
organisation to its current status 
as the most valuable company in 
the world.

Psychological safety › 
Innovation

Innovation by its very nature is subversive of the 
status quo. It produces conflict, confrontation, 
and a measure of chaos. These things are 
dangerous, yet necessary, and therefore must be 
managed with superb emotional intelligence. If 
organisational conflict turns into interpersonal 
conflict, if fear becomes a motivator, if there 
is censure or punishment, then the process 
collapses and people go silent.

Managing intellectual and social friction
How does psychological safety lead to 
innovation? In any organisation, conflict consists 
of both intellectual friction and social friction. 
Intellectual friction is the raw material of 
innovation. Your organisation’s very survival is 
dependent on intellectual friction. Try to view 
your organisation through the eyes of a cultural 
anthropologist. Pay attention to patterns of 
human interaction and try to answer these three 
questions: 
 What does innovation look like?
 What enables innovation?
 What blocks innovation?

If you watch closely, you will notice that 
innovation, at its root, is a social process that 
relies on human interaction. But what kind 
of human interaction? The right kind leads to 
innovation and increased competitive advantage. 
The wrong kind shuts it down and puts people 
and organisations at risk.

Innovation is almost always a collaborative 
process and almost never a lightbulb moment 

Innovation by its very 
nature is subversive of the 
status quo. It produces 
conflict, confrontation, 
and a measure of 
chaos. These things are 
dangerous, yet necessary, 
and therefore must be 
managed with superb 
emotional intelligence.
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of lone genius. It is a team sport that requires 
high intellectual friction and low social friction. 
Nadella has turned Microsoft into an incubator 
of innovation by creating a work culture in 
which employees can challenge themselves, 
challenge each other, and challenge the status 
quo without fear of being embarrassed, 
marginalised, or punished in some way. 

Perhaps you have never framed it this way, but 
this is the essence of your job as a leader—to 
simultaneously increase intellectual friction 
and decrease social friction. Social friction is 
a consequence of our species’ nearly universal 
condition of insecurity. What do insecure 
leaders do? They crave attention, exert control, 
and assert dominance in ways that create fear 
in others. They hide behind title, position, and 
authority. They talk more than they listen. They 
try to drive decisions based on power and rank 
rather than analysis and merit. All reminiscences 
of Microsoft’s lost decade.

What is the train of unintended consequences 
that flow from these tendencies? What 
happens when you push the fear button? Not 
surprisingly, fear activates the self-censoring 
instinct. Reflect on your own experience. When 
someone activated your self-censoring instinct, 
you most likely retreated into a mode of 
personal risk management, loss prevention, and 
pain avoidance. What about the organisation? 
The implication is that organisations that lack 
psychological safety cannot compete in highly 

dynamic markets and are galloping their way  
to extinction.

Avoiding wilful blindness
On Bill Gates’ final day as chairman of 
Microsoft in 2008, he made this statement in an 
interview: “When we miss a big change, when 
we don’t get great people on it, that is the most 
dangerous thing for us.” Ironically, missing big 
changes is exactly what Microsoft had been 
doing and would continue to do for several 
more years. If you conduct a postmortem 
analysis of failure for almost any commercial 
organisation that is in a state of competitive 
decline, you can trace the problem to a lack of 
psychological safety and intellectual friction. 

This was the case with Microsoft. How 
could an organisation filled with large numbers 
of highly intelligent people miss so many 
opportunities over more than 10 years? Answer: 
Social friction shut down intellectual friction. 
Fear-induced defensive routines blocked the 
free-flowing debate of ideas. The organisation 
lost the ability to challenge itself. It was, as 
Henry David Thoreau observed, “buried in the 
grave of custom.” By modelling empathy, self-
awareness, and social perception, Nadella has 
recast the prevailing norms of the organisation. 
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His low ego needs and humility, his respect 
for others, his accommodation of dissent, his 
insistence on accountability in the context of 
humanity—all of these things have reverberated 
throughout the organisation, inexorably 
transforming a fossilised status quo into a 
complex adaptive system. 

Creating a culturally flat organisation
Most leaders do not comprehend that managing 
these two categories of friction to create an 
ecosystem of brave collaboration is at the heart 
of leadership. It is perhaps the supreme test 
of a leader and a direct reflection of personal 
character. Without skill, integrity, and respect 
for people, it does not happen. Nor can perks 
such as free lunch, an open office environment, 
or the aesthetic of a hip organisation bring it  
to life. 

Nadella may be a brilliant technologist, but 
this is not the primary source of his success. 
Rather, his secret weapon has been to introduce 
the social technology of psychological safety 
to regenerate the organisation’s neurological 

system. By increasing intellectual friction and 
decreasing social friction, he has unleashed the 
organisation’s creative capacity. The organisation 
has responded with a wave of unprecedented 
productivity. The velocity of information has 
increased. The co-creative process has come 
alive. The adaptive capacity has emerged. 
Microsoft is more artistic and more athletic, 
more disciplined and more demanding, and 
ultimately, much more confident and self-aware.

Whether conflict is good is not the question. 
The question is whether you as a leader can 
create a cultural context that liberates the 
creative impulse and latent drive and motivation 
of your team. The question is whether you 
can make your organisation culturally flat 
and neutralise the arbitrary influence of rank 
in merit-based discussions. The question is 
whether you can emotionally tolerate candour. 
The question is whether you can forbid personal 
attacks, which thrust people into defensive 
routines. At the end of the day, the question is 
whether you will lead the way or get in the way. 
Lead the way!
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assume that spelling it out and sending a 
company-wide email would do. In reality, it will 
not. The correct step would be to understand 
the steps past the definition and communicate 
the ‘complete package’ to the company.

Beyond definitions
Leaders should follow a multistep process to convey the true worth of dissent and to shape a culture that 
values its merits.

How to build a culture 
of healthy conflicts and 
dissent in an organisation?  
The answer begins with 
the question itself. What 
is a healthy conflict as 
opposed to an unhealthy 

one? The definition may actually surprise you. 
A healthy conflict is one that begins with 

the premise that there is ‘need to dissent over 
a thought, process, or action, in any business 
or professional environment’. Here is a list of 
unhealthy conflicts:
•	 To dissent against the person initiating the 

 thought, process, or action
•	 To show that ‘I am superior’ or that ‘I  

 know more’
•	 To gain brownie points with a boss/ 

 colleague/peer
•	 To dissent because nobody else wants to
•	 Because I want to
The next big step is to communicate the 

definition effectively to the staff. One would 

Conflict is 
good.

Really?

Management 
trap Sounds fishy

Says who?
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Identifying where conflict is welcome  
and necessary
Depending on where you sit in the management 
structure, it is important to understand 
the points at which conflict and dissent are 
critical and where they are optional. Almost 
all management [structures] have a hierarchy 
where the CEO sits at the top of a pyramid-
like structure. At the base are freshers entering 
the workforce. Dissent should follow the exact 
opposite pattern. Dissent is most important for 
decisions taken at the very top and lesser at the 
broader base of the pyramid. This is explained in 
the graphics below.

Decisions taken by senior management affect 
the present and future of any organisation. 
It affects the workforce, products, process, 
profitability, and overall health. It is thus critical 
that dissenting voices are given adequate 
attention and space at this level. As we move 
lower down the management structure, the 
importance of dissent diminishes.

Identifying roles that should critically review 
decisions
Within every type of management structure, it is 
possible to identify roles whose voices are critical 
to decision-making. The most obvious one is the 
voice, whether collectively or individually, of the 
senior management that reports directly to the 
CEO. But as we move further down, it becomes 
less clear. Some basic principles to identify 
critical voices can be applied universally. Here are 
my top three:
•	 Leave it to the experts: Decisions that 
affect any critical function of an organisation 
cannot, and should not, be made without 

CEO and Senior Management

Freshers in the workforce

Dissent less im
portant  

near the base

More important to  
listen to dissent 
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consulting people who directly work in that 
function. These are the experts I refer to here.
•	 Listen to the user: Another class of expert 
is the section that actually works on a process 
or equipment or product. These are functional 
experts within an organisation that bring 
value to decision-making.
•	 Listen to the customer: Some input 
from an external customer is necessary but 
here I refer to an internal customer of an 
organisation who is further downstream 
from where the decision is being taken. This 
conversation helps in removing ‘dead fish’ (a 
term referring to broken processes or faulty 
products) moving downstream.

Effective conversations
Once levels and roles are identified, the next 
important step is to start a conversation on 
dissent. It begins with the CEO having clear 
and respectful conversations with his immediate 
team. 

He needs to bring in the following elements 
to ensure that the conversation is not lost.
•	 Define dissent: This means agreeing to 
disagree.
•	 Define the process of dissent: It is 
important to know which conversations 
should be in-person with an individual and 
which conversations should be with a group. 
This is often critical because most people, 
even at senior management positions, are 
uncomfortable airing views in a group. 
•	 Establish the final decision-maker: The 
CEO has absolute authority vested in him 
from the board. But there will be many 
decisions that are delegated. To have effective 
conversations, it is essential that the decision-
maker is identified clearly. It could be 
someone other than the CEO, and this should 
be respected by the group.
•	 Establish rules for having the conversations: 
In any decision-making process, the role of 
emotions can never be ignored. However, it 

is critical for the CEO to be clear on ‘getting 
personal’ about a decision, a comment, or 
a project. More often than not, emotional 
conversations derail the decision-making 
process. It is thus important to keep emotions 
out. Dissent should be based on facts, 
technical expertise, working knowledge, and 
personal knowledge; it should rarely be based 
on thought, assumption, or hunch.
•	 The learning/understanding of dissenting 
conversations should be put into practice 
within the strategic functioning of the CEO 
+ the team. It is best to designate at least one 
individual in the CEO + team whose mandate 
is to dissent from every decision that is being 
discussed. This helps the team understand not 
just the process of dissent but also appreciate 
the outcomes of a balanced debate. 

The next step is to roll out the same 
methodology to the rung below senior 
management. Each member of the senior 
management group should be tasked to training 
and working with their respective reports on 
learning to dissent. For both the CEO + team 
and layers beneath, it is important to check in 
periodically and evaluate the efficacy of dissent. 
Over time, this gets easier and the need for 
checking in reduces automatically.

Setting up guidelines to handle dissent
Whether it is the CEO and his team, or senior 
management and their respective teams, it 
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is very important to set up 
guidelines on how dissent is to 
be handled. Very often, dissent 
loses steam when people start 
believing that ‘no one listens 
to me; they just do what they 
want to’. There are many 
different approaches to setting 
up these guidelines. I am listing 
guideposts whose efficacy I 
have personally tested and 
believe in. 
Defining an escalation 
matrix
All dissent must follow an 

escalation matrix. This is essentially a step-by-
step guide to registering any sort of dissent. 
Every company must believe in escalation of 
dissent, and one way of demonstrating this 
belief is to define an escalation matrix. The 
simplest form is to encourage individuals to 
talk to their managers. If there is a problem 
that is not resolved at the immediate manager’s 
level, the individual must have the right to 
escalate it to the next level. At each level, 
the manager must be trained to handle the 
dissent and ensure that there are no negative 
consequences perceived or received by the 
dissenter. It is absolutely essential that the CEO 
communicates this consistently, be it in town 
hall-type meetings, SMG meetings, etc. While I 
have not really felt the need for having a written 
document defining the escalation protocols, it 
is clear that basic guidelines are always talked 
about. These are:
•	 All dissent should be in writing and to the 
immediate supervisor. 
•	 Supervisors can resolve the issue but if they 
feel they cannot, then they must move it to 
the next level of management while keeping 
the dissenter in the loop. 
•	 Where the dissent is not resolved to the 
dissenter’s satisfaction, he or she must be 
allowed to escalate it to the next level up 

while keeping the immediate supervisor 
informed.

Evaluating dissent—the three-question 
framework 
One effective way of allowing healthy dissent 
to come forth across any organisation is to 
subject the dissent to a transparent set of three 
questions. The wordings may be changed, but 
here is what I have used effectively:
•	 How is the dissent beneficial for the 
larger good of the company? Sometimes 
a change in process might work for a 
department or even for many departments, 
but it is essential to evaluate if it works for the 
entire company or not. 
•	 Does the dissent come from a full 
understanding of the project/process/
policy? One danger of opening up dissent 
is the potential opening up of floodgates of 
‘input’. It is essential to first evaluate if the 
communication of the project/process/
policy has been adequately transparent 
or not. If it has, then it is important to 
evaluate the dissent in light of what has been 
communicated to the larger group. More 
often than not, most dissent comes from a 
lack of well-rounded understanding. Rather 
than address the dissent, it is essential that the 
root of the dissent is understood first. 
•	 Has the dissent followed due process 
of being raised? Cafeteria conversations 
and water/coffee dispenser conversations 
are not true dissent. They are to be treated as 
conversations. The moment an organisation 
elevates these to acknowledged dissents, 
the entire intent of dissent loses its validity. 
Everyone has an opinion about everything, 
and they rightly should. But when one 
wants to provide constructive dissent to 
the organisation, it must follow defined 
protocol—usually as simple as putting the 
dissent in writing (over email perhaps) 
and sending it to the appropriate team or 

When one wants to 
provide constructive 
dissent to the 
organisation, it must 
follow defined protocol—
usually as simple as 
putting the dissent in 
writing (over email 
perhaps) and sending it to 
the appropriate team  
or individual.
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individual. Oral submissions or hearsay must 
be ignored.

Resolving dissent—the framework
There must be a defined protocol that 
transparently defines how any dissent is 
resolved. Most often, when the three-question 
framework is used, most issues are resolved. But 
if any issue passes the three-question phase and 
still remains unresolved, it is essential to define 
the authority that is entrusted with resolving it. 
Typically, the CEO is the final authority on all 
issues. But it is impossible for every dissent to 
reach the CEO for resolution. For each type of 
dissent, an authority must be defined.
Here are some examples of defining authority: 
•	 For issues related to finance, taxation, or 
accounting, the Director - Finance must be 
the final authority to resolve any dissent. 
•	 Where dissent is against an HR policy, the 
HR committee (if an organisation has one) is 
the final authority. If such a committee does 
not exist, then typically the Director - HR 
in consultation with the CEO, should be 
designated as the final authority.
•	 Sales policy or discount structure or sales 
accounting issues should be resolved by the 
Director - Sales in consultation with the 
Director - Finance.

Encouraging dissent
Once the framework has been established, 
individuals will generally become more 
receptive to the concept of dissent. But the vast 
majority will not openly dissent about anything. 
Most organisations stop at the point where the 
framework is in place and willfully ignore the 
next phase of ‘encouraging the airing of dissent’. 
I have frequently heard that management 
believes creating the framework is their only 
duty; it is no longer their responsibility if no 
one uses it. More often than not, employees 
choose to stay quiet. This is harmful in  
two ways.

•	 Dissent does not get a platform to be aired 
and builds up like a pressure cooker. This 
results in low motivation, less ownership 
of decisions, and worse, the hunt for other 
pastures. 
•	 Great ideas come from dissenting with 
just mediocre or good ideas. A company loses 
the benefit of so many minds concurrently at 
work. 
There are many steps a company can take to 

encourage people to voice their concerns.

 

Here are some of the ones I have tried and 
tested: 
■ Speak your mind
An organisation should have a channel where 
employees can air dissent. This channel can 
be anonymous but should allow individuals 
to identify themselves if they choose to. 
Comments, observations, suggestions, and even 
criticism should be addressed in a transparent 
manner. A town hall-type meeting is my 
preferred way of doing it. Everyone gets to 
listen to the issue and the resolution. This builds 
trust, which to me is the most fundamental 
building block of airing dissent. 
■ The CEO’s direct channel
A tool I firmly believe in is the unhindered, 
direct communicating channel that anyone can 
use to reach the very top. Again, it could be 
an anonymous channel, or one where one can 
identify themselves. However, if this channel 
is created, then one has to be clear that it is 
handled by the person claiming to own it. 
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Here are two examples of how this channel is 
damaging if mishandled:

I used to be a frequent flyer with a now-
defunct Indian airline and loved its service. 
Many like me were enamoured with the 
welcome message the Chairman gave as soon 
as you boarded a flight. The message ended 
with the Chairman displaying an email address 
to which one could directly send feedback. 
Once when I was upset with the airline, I 
sent an email to the address. I expected a bot, 
or at least the Chairman’s PA to write back. 
But I was not prepared for a supervisor-level 
person responding to my query without even 
understanding what the issue was. 

The second has to do with a management 
consultant (marketing) who is still in business. 
This person was a pioneer in creating the 
direct channel. I once wrote to him on this 
channel but never received a response. That was 
early on in my career when I was without an 
attractive job or title. Many years later, I had 
the opportunity of letting the consultant know 
about this shortcoming. I explained to him that 
I could not do business with him because I did 
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not think he was credible. 
■ Building credibility
Perhaps the most fundamental building block to 
establishing trust is ‘credibility’. If employees do 
not see the CEO and/or the senior management 
as credible, then they are not going to believe 
in any trust-building exercise. Credibility is not 
going to be built in a day; but every day can be 
used to build credibility. It begins with walking 
the talk; not making exceptions for oneself 
from any rule created for the entire company. 
Policies that affect the lives of people must be 
thought through and should necessarily be a 
consultative process. Setting up smaller groups 
of individuals outside of senior management, 
who are entrusted with handling internal issues 
(e.g., committees that handle green initiatives, 
employee engagement, charitable giving, etc.) 
help build trust. When people feel empowered, 
they build trust. 

There is no real shortcut to creating a culture 
of anything. It is built one day at a time, and 
requires commitment from the very top. It is 
only then that this will bear fruit.
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Into the unknown…

It is easy to be stuck in a rut. The 
difficult is to break the mould, 
and see as well as seize the 
opportunities that lie beyond.
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thinkers50

Blue Ocean Thinkers
Des Dearlove and Stuart Crainer offer a peek into the ‘blue ocean’ concept and its 

shaping by 2019 Thinkers50 #1 duo W Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne.

Des DearlOve anD sTuarT crainer


are Founders and Directors of Thinkers50 and internationally recognised experts  
and commentators on management ideas. Dearlove and Crainer are the authors of more 

than 15 books available in 20 languages. Former columnists to The Times (London),  
they are editors of The Financial Times Handbook of Management.

F
or more than a decade, W Chan 
Kim and Renée Mauborgne have 
been a fixture in the top five of the 
Thinkers50 ranking. In 2011, they 
won the Thinkers50 Strategy Award 

for ‘the business book of the decade’, Blue Ocean 
Strategy. In 2013, they were shortlisted for the 
Thinkers50 Global Solutions Award and in 
2015, for the Thinkers50 Breakthrough Idea 
Award.

In 2019, they topped the Thinkers50 ranking 
for the first time, joining an elite list of previous 
#1 thinkers, including the legendary Peter 
Drucker, the late and greatly missed Clay 
Christensen and C K Prahalad, Michael Porter 
(inducted into the Thinkers50 Hall of Fame in 
2018), and Roger Martin (ranked #1 in 2017 
and #2 in 2019).

Mauborgne is the first woman to occupy the 
#1 position and Kim is the first from North 
Asia. It is also the first time that professors from 

a European business school have been named 
as the world’s most influential management 
thinkers.

Professors of strategy at INSEAD, Kim and 
Mauborgne are also co-directors of the INSEAD 
Blue Ocean Strategy Institute in Fontainebleau, 
France. They are fellows of the World Economic 
Forum, Davos, and founders of the Blue Ocean 
Global Network. 

Kim, born in Korea, and the American 
Mauborgne first met at the University of 
Michigan Business School in the 1980s. By then, 
Kim was a professor (and had been mentored 
himself at Michigan by C K Prahalad) and 
Mauborgne was studying. The two have worked 
together ever since, first in the United States 
and then at INSEAD and also in Asia. As Kim 
says: “We have been on a long journey sharing 
an intellectual curiosity to understand what it 
takes to stand apart and create strong, profitable 
growth.”
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Our Blue Ocean vOyage
Our own journey with the ‘blue ocean’ thinkers 
started nearly 20 years ago. Shortly after 
publishing the first Thinkers50 ranking in 2001, 
we met them at INSEAD, and were immediately 
struck by shared interests and common 
cause—not least the fact that we were both 
double acts. Their intellectual dynamism and 
strategic aspirations were evident from that first 
conversation when they picked our brains about 
the optimum time to publish a business book. 
We had recently mapped business bestsellers 
against the business cycle and opined that 
catching the wave of the next upturn seemed to 
work best. It was 2002 and the world economy 
was still reeling from the dot-com crash. 

In 2005, after a string of highly influential 
Harvard Business Review articles, they published 
their long-awaited first book, Blue Ocean 
Strategy. It has now sold more than four million 
copies in 46 different languages. But it was 
always clear to us that Kim and Mauborgne’s 
ambitions went far beyond becoming best-
selling authors: they wanted to have an impact 
in the business world and beyond. 

So, it was not altogether surprising that 

not long before the publication of Blue Ocean 
Strategy, we found ourselves being escorted 
through an artists’ village in northern France  
by Kim and Mauborgne. “This place is a creative 
hub,” said Kim, smiling broadly as another pack 
of tourists disembarked from a bus.  
They outlined their plans to bring together 
managers from diverse global companies to 
work on cross-industry and cross-company 
projects to link innovative ideas to large 
commercial opportunities. 

Their enthusiasm for putting their own  
ideas into practice was, and remains,  
infectious and has been an integral part of 
their continued success. Not only do Kim 
and Mauborgne display sharp intellects and 
offer new ways of thinking, they provide the 
frameworks and roadmaps for leaders and 
managers to apply cutting-edge concepts to 
their own organisations.

iDeas inTO pracTice
At Thinkers50, we believe there is nothing 
so practical as a great idea, and the strategy 
concepts and tools developed by Kim and 
Mauborgne have been utilised throughout the 
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world. We have first-hand experience of how 
blue ocean strategy has been applied not only by 
businesses but also by schools and governments. 
And their recent work on nondisruptive 
creation provides intriguing new insights on 
innovation. But their insights in the strategy 
field date back much further.  

The paper that set them on the path to success 
was ‘Value Innovation: The Strategic Logic of 
High Growth’, published in Harvard Business 
Review in 1997. In it, Kim and Mauborgne 
posed the question: “Why is it that some 
companies succeed in achieving high growth 
in both revenues and profits?” The answer, they 
asserted, concerned a company’s approach to 
strategy. Instead of focusing on staying ahead of 
the competition, successful companies set out 
to make the competition irrelevant by adopting 
a strategic logic the authors termed ‘value 
innovation’. They also introduced a new tool, 
the value curve, to map out value innovation, as 
well as a new tool for plotting growth potential.

In the intervening two decades, Kim and 
Mauborgne have gone from obscure strategy 
business school professors to world-renowned 
experts, and their concept of blue ocean 
strategy has become part of 
the business lexicon. Kim and 
Mauborgne pioneered a way 
for organisations to break out 
of fixed market boundaries and 
capture a whole new market. 
They coined the terms ‘red 
ocean’, which represents the 
known, competitive market 
within industry boundaries and 
‘blue ocean’, which represents 
the unknown and uncontested 
market space where  
demand is created, spawning 
new opportunities and growth. 

Blue Ocean shifT
Kim and Mauborgne’s 2017 follow-up book Blue 
Ocean Shift provides a simple five-step process 
for organisations to move from the competitive 
red oceans to uncontested blue oceans and 
is a New York Times, #1 Wall Street Journal, and 
USA Today bestseller, which demonstrates the 

resilience and long-term impact of their work. 
Indeed, their concepts and constructive tools 
reach beyond the world of business: some 10 
years after the publication of Blue Ocean Strategy, 
we found ourselves present at a cabinet meeting 
of a government in Asia, and the practical 
application of Kim and Mauborgne’s ideas was 
top of the agenda, with Kim sitting alongside 
the prime minister.

More recently, Kim and Mauborgne have 
developed the concept of ‘nondisruptive 
creation’, challenging the notion that 
innovation must be disruptive. Following a clear 
intellectual line from the blue ocean strategy 
concept of uncontested markets, nondisruptive 
creation is about generating new market 
space without disrupting an existing market: 
uncontested innovation that does not destroy an 
existing industry.

In their 2019 article for MIT Sloan Management 
Review, ‘Creation Without Disruption: An 
Alternative Path To Growth’, they draw on 
their three decades of analysis and research 
to demonstrate that disruption is not the 
only—or even the best—way to innovate, 
despite long-standing mindsets among most 

companies that in order 
to create you must disrupt 
or destroy. Nondisruptive 
creation, they assert, has been 
overlooked by a single-minded 
focus on disruption, despite 
the significant growth potential 
and increased opportunities 
of creating new markets and 
the advantages—emotional, 
practical, and political—of 
execution without destroying an 
existing business.

 As creators of one of the 
big strategy concepts of the 
21st century, W Chan Kim 

and Renée Mauborgne’s place among the elite 
management thinkers is uncontested. Their 
latest work on non-destructive innovation 
represents a blue ocean in its own right and may 
yet prove an even more significant contribution 
to the world of management ideas.

kim anD mauBOrgne have 
gOne frOm OBscure sTraTegy 
Business schOOl prOfessOrs 
TO wOrlD-renOwneD 
experTs, anD Their cOncepT 
Of Blue Ocean sTraTegy has 
BecOme parT Of The Business 
lexicOn.
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interview

‘iT is key TO eschew 
markeT-cOmpeTing lOgic 
fOr a Blue Ocean shifT’

In an exclusive interview, W Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne speak at length about 
‘blue ocean’ strategy, why businesses need to shift from the familiar waters of red oceans to 

the uncharted depths of blue oceans, and the prospects such a move holds.

w chan kim anD renée mauBOrgne


are professors of strategy at INSEAD and co-directors of the INSEAD Blue Ocean 
Strategy Institute. Authors of the over four million copy global bestseller Blue Ocean 

Strategy and its indispensable follow-up, the New York Times bestseller Blue Ocean Shift,  
they are ranked the World’s #1 Most Influential Business Thinkers by Thinkers50.  

Kim and Mauborgne are also Fellows of the World Economic Forum 
and recipients of numerous academic and managerial awards.

Why do businesses need to shift from red 
ocean to blue ocean? What is the potential of 
such a shift vis-à-vis product development, 
processes, and other organisational 
domains?
Kim: When there is too much competition in 
a market, price will go down and profits will 
shrink. No matter how familiar a company is 
with the industry landscape, to keep competing 
in the old way will not produce profitable 
growth. In our study of more than 30 industries 
over a time span of more than 100 years, we 
found that a blue ocean shift was particularly 

needed in markets characterised by cut-throat 
competition, price wars, and shrinking profits. 

There has been indeed a rising imperative 
to create blue oceans in recent years. On the 
one hand, globalised production and exchange 
of goods as well as global flow of information, 
technology, and capital have improved industrial 
productivity, permitting suppliers to produce an 
unprecedented array of products and services 
while removing niche markets and monopoly 
havens, making competition in the global 
market more and more intense. On the other 
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hand, there is little evidence of any increase in 
demand. In more and more industries, supply 
is overtaking demand, resulting in hastened 
commoditisation of products and services, 
intensified price wars, and contracting markets. 
Competing head-on in these markets results 
in nothing but a bloody ‘red ocean’ of rivals 
fighting over a shrinking profit pool. For 
companies in both developed and emerging 
economies, the growth issue has become 
increasingly salient, especially as the fast 
development of social media has further torn 
down information barriers and posed challenges 
to traditional brand building. It is more 
imperative than ever for companies to shift from 
red oceans of bloody competition to blue oceans 
of profitable growth. 

Blue ocean shift requires aligning a company’s 
functional and business activities at the system 
level. Product development, processes, and 
other organisational activities are respectively 
sub-system level activities that need to support 
a company’s overall strategic direction. When a 
blue ocean shift is made, all these activities  
need to be aligned and support the new 
strategic goal.

How difficult is a blue ocean shift, especially 
for traditional businesses that often reside in 

a realm of complacency?
Mauborgne: In our conversations with 
managers and executives around the world, 
including those from traditional businesses, 
we found that a growing number of them had 
a sense of urgency when it comes to the need 
to make a blue ocean shift, as competitive 
pressures were building in more and more 
industries, with the room for profitable 
growth getting increasingly limited for many 
companies. 

What has historically made it difficult for 
companies to shift from the red to the blue is 
the fact that while they were familiar with the 
methods and tools for competing in the red 
ocean of existing market space, they were less 
equipped with the knowledge and methods 
needed to sail into the blue ocean of new 
market space. 

This is why in our book Blue Ocean Shift, 
we laid out a five-step process for making a 
shift from red to blue. As illustrated in the 
book, each step is guided and supported by 
corresponding blue ocean analytical tools, 
which makes it a step-by-step and action-based 
process that any organisation can follow. 

The first step is to ‘get started’. Here you 
learn how to choose the right business to start 
your blue ocean initiative among your entire 
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portfolio of businesses, and construct the right 
team for the initiative.

The second step is to ‘understand where 
you are now’. Here we address how to get 
everyone aligned around the current state of 
play and the need to make a shift. We do this 
by introducing a key blue ocean tool called the 
Strategy Canvas that allows you to capture, in 
one simple picture, your current state of play, 
thereby seeing and easily agreeing on the need 
for the shift.

The third step is to ‘imagine 
where you could be’. Here your 
team learns how to identify both 
the range of pain points imposed by 
your industry on buyers and the total 
demand landscape you can unlock by 
removing those pain points.  

The fourth step is to ‘find how 
you get there’. Here you learn 
how to identify the opportunities 
to create a new market, or blue 
ocean, by understanding how to look 
across existing market boundaries and develop 
alternative strategic options that can achieve 
both differentiation and low cost.

The final step is to ‘make your move’. Here 
we address how to select your blue ocean move 
among alternative strategic options, conduct 
rapid market tests, and formalise your big-
picture business model that delivers a win for 
both buyers and you. We conclude with insights 
on how to launch and roll out your move.

With these five steps, a blue ocean shift 
is no longer a daunting, difficult mission to 
accomplish, but a systematic and robust process 
leading an organisation to blue oceans of 
profitable growth. As managers go through each 
step of the process, their creative competence 
and confidence to succeed on that journey 
multiply as they learn to look at the world in a 
new way.

What are the fundamentals of blue ocean 
strategy as opposed to red ocean strategy?
Kim: In a nutshell, red ocean strategy assumes 
that an industry’s structural conditions are given 
and that firms are forced to compete within 
them—an assumption based on what academics 

call the structuralist view, or environmental 
determinism. To sustain themselves in the 
marketplace, practitioners of red ocean 
strategy focus on building advantages over 
the competition, usually by assessing what 
competitors do and striving to do it better. 
Here, grabbing a bigger share of the market 
is seen as a zero-sum game in which one 
company’s gain is achieved at another company’s 
loss. Hence, competition—the supply side of 

the equation—becomes the defining 
variable of strategy. Here, cost and 
value are seen as trade-offs, and a 
firm chooses a distinctive cost or 
differentiation position. With one of 
these two strategic positions, firms 
seek to grab a bigger share of the 
existing market, where the total profit 
and growth prospects are limited and 
increasingly dampened as competition  
is intensified. 

Blue ocean strategy, on the other 
hand, is based on the view that market 

boundaries and industry structure are not given, 
and can be reconstructed by the actions and 
beliefs of industry players. This is what we call 
‘the reconstructionist view’. In other words, 
we believe that strategy can shape structure. 
Assuming that structure and market boundaries 
exist only in managers’ minds, practitioners 
who hold this view do not let existing market 
structures limit their thinking. To them, extra 
demand is out there, latent and waiting to 
be unlocked. This, in turn, requires a shift of 
attention from supply to demand, from a focus 
on competing to a focus on ‘value innovation’—
that is, the creation of innovative value to 
unlock new demand. This is achieved via the 
simultaneous pursuit of differentiation and low 
cost. As market structure is changed by breaking 
the value/cost trade-off, so are the rules of the 
game. Competition in the old game is therefore 
rendered irrelevant. By expanding the demand 
side of the economy, new wealth is created. 
Such a strategy therefore allows firms to  
largely play a non-zero-sum game, with high 
payoff possibilities.

In popular perception, creation is almost 
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synonymous with disruption. 
Your concept of ‘nondisruptive 
creation’ runs contrary to this. 
How can you ‘create’ without 
destroying? How does it help 
in expanding the arc of new 
opportunities?
Mauborgne: Indeed, many 
executives, entrepreneurs, 
and government leaders often 
associate market creation 
with the concepts of creative 
destruction or disruption. 
These two concepts describe a 
situation where an innovation, 
driven by either a superior or inferior 
technology, creates a new market by displacing 
an existing technology, or an existing product 
or service. 

Important as creative destruction and 
disruption are, they blind us to another 
universe of market-creating opportunities. 
As our research shows, many new markets 
have also been created without disrupting and 
displacing existing ones. We coined the term 
‘nondisruptive creation’ to capture this other 
universe of market-creating opportunities. 
Consider Sesame Street, an American television 
series that seduces and amuses as it educates 
the very young around the world. It created a 
new market of preschool edutainment without 
displacing preschools, libraries, or parents 
reading bedtime stories to their children. It 
created a new market space without disrupting 
an existing market. Examples like this have 
been ample in history: online dating, health 
clubs, crowdfunding, lifestyle drugs… these 
are just some of the myriad multibillion-dollar 
industries that have been created in the last 
few decades through nondisruptive creation. 
Our concept of nondisruptive creation was 
developed, therefore, on the basis of consistent 
historical evidence about creating new markets 
without destroying existing industries.

We developed a holistic model of market-
creating innovation to delineate three 
basic paths to market creation: 1) offer a 
breakthrough solution for an existing industry 
problem; 2) redefine an industry’s existing 
problem and solve the redefined problem; 3) 

identify and solve a brand new 
problem or seize a brand  
new opportunity. 

Each of these innovation 
approaches involves a different 
balance between disruptive and 
nondisruptive creation. When 
you create a breakthrough 
solution for an existing industry 
problem, it strikes at the core 
of existing firms and markets, 
and disruption happens. In 
contrast, when you identify and 
solve a brand new problem or 

seize a brand new opportunity, you unlock new 
markets beyond existing industry boundaries, 
triggering nondisruptive creation. When you 
redefine an existing industry problem and solve 
the redefined problem, both disruptive and 
nondisruptive creations are at play.

If we look at the evolution of industrial 
classification standards like the North American 
Industry Classification Standard (NAICS), 
we can see that over the years some existing 
industry classifications were replaced while 
entirely new categories were also created 
to recognise the emergence of brand new 
industries, which were created largely through 
nondisruptive creation. This indicates that the 
nondisruptive approach can significantly  
expand the realm of new opportunities for 
market creation.

Steering a blue ocean shift is an uphill 
task—leaders have to ensure that they 
take everyone along and this necessitates 
reshaping of the organisational mindset and 
culture. How best can one shape a blue ocean 
mindset?
Kim: In the course of our research, we 
found that blue ocean strategists embrace 
a perspective that allows them to ask 
fundamentally different sets of questions, which, 
in turn, enables them to perceive and appreciate 
the fallacies behind the long-held assumptions 
and artificial boundaries we unknowingly 
impose upon ourselves. For an organisation to 
make a blue ocean shift, it is key for its people 
to free themselves from the market-competing 
logic that dominates most executives’ mental 

when yOu iDenTify anD 
sOlve a BranD new 
prOBlem Or seize a BranD 
new OppOrTuniTy, yOu 
unlOck new markeTs 
BeyOnD exisTing inDusTry 
BOunDaries, Triggering 
nOnDisrupTive creaTiOn.
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models and reframe their thinking from red  
to blue.

First, instead of taking industry conditions as 
given, they should ask: ‘How can we reshape 
them in our favour?’ They need to recognise that 
while industry conditions exist, individual firms 
created them in the first place, and they can 
reshape these conditions in their favour.

Secondly, instead of seeking to beat the 
competition, managers should ask: ‘How can 
we make the competition irrelevant?’ When 
executives accept industry structure as a 
given, they proceed to benchmark their rivals 
and focus on outperforming them to achieve 
a competitive advantage, which ironically 
leads to imitative, not innovative approaches 
to the market. A blue ocean 
perspective, by contrast, 
drives managers to have a 
quiet disregard for what the 
competition is doing. Instead, 
they are challenged to focus 
on exploring what it would 
take to win over the mass of 
buyers even without marketing. 
It is the drive to make the 
competition irrelevant that 
opens organisations’ eyes to 
the difference between what 
industries are competing on  
and what the mass of buyers 
actually value.

Thirdly, instead of focusing on 
fighting over existing customers, 
managers should ask: ‘How can we create and 
capture new demand?’ The quest to improve 
existing customers’ satisfaction scores, despite 
all its strength, tends to keep organisations 
anchored in the red ocean of existing market 
space, as these customers’ insights tend toward 
the familiar, such as ‘offer me more for less’. 
This, in turn, drives organisations to merely 
offer a better solution to an industry’s existing 
problem. Blue ocean strategists, by contrast, 
seek to create new demand by looking to 
noncustomers and what turns them off about 
an industry. In this way, they begin to uncover 
the major pain points imposed by the existing 
industry and  

gain critical insight into how to open up new 
market space.

Finally, instead of accepting the trade-
off between value and cost and choosing 
one over the other, managers should ask: 
‘How can we break the value-cost trade-off 
and simultaneously pursue differentiation 
and low cost?’ For a red ocean strategist, 
strategy requires making a choice between 
differentiation and low cost. By contrast, blue 
ocean strategists follow a different path and see 
market-creating strategy not as an either-or, but 
as a both-and approach. In short, they pursue 
differentiation and low cost simultaneously. It 
is this quest that allows them to leapfrog the 
competition, open up a new value-cost frontier, 

and create a blue ocean of new 
demand and profitable growth.

As you have observed, many 
change efforts fail owing to 
lack of humanness in the 
process. What are the tools 
needed to develop in people 
‘the confidence to act’ and 
make them competent?
Mauborgne: ‘Humanness’ is one 
of the three key components 
of a successful blue ocean shift. 
The other two are to adopt ‘a 
blue ocean perspective’ that 
expands your horizons and shifts 
your understanding of where 
opportunity resides, and having 
‘practical tools for market 

creation with proper guidance’ on how to apply 
them to translate a blue ocean perspective into 
a commercially compelling new offering that 
creates new market space. By humanness, we 
mean that an organisation has ‘a humanistic 
process’ in its change efforts, which inspires and 
builds people’s confidence to own and drive the 
process for effective execution. 

While the importance of the other two 
components is relatively easy to appreciate 
for companies seeking to make a blue ocean 
shift, the one about humanness is frequently 
overlooked, but should not be. Often, 
companies see the humanistic aspect as 
exogenous to a strategic shift process. Not 

we have seen many 
managers whO aspireD 
TO creaTe new markeTs 
Or Blue Oceans BuT fOunD 
Themselves inaDverTenTly 
TrappeD in The cOmpeTing 
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The cOncepTual lens Of 
cOmpeTiTiOn.
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addressing the human psychological aspects 
or assuming them away, however, is why 
many change efforts and attempts to inspire 
organisations to become more creative and 
innovative fail.

Humanness builds psychological 
understanding of the strategic process so that 
people are willing to engage fully at every step. 
Humanness builds our confidence to act by 
eliciting our emotional engagement. It relaxes 
us and makes us feel secure enough to reach 
beyond what we know and explore 
the as-yet unknown. It inspires us to 
tap into our curiosity and creativity. 
It builds our confidence to act, 
which, together with the creative 
competence that we acquire through 
mastering market-creating tools and 
guidance, will allow us to achieve  
real results. 

Blue ocean shift builds humanness 
into the process in three important 
ways. Through ‘atomization, 
firsthand discovery, and fair process’. 
‘Atomization’ breaks the seemingly daunting 
challenge of making a blue ocean shift into 
small, concrete steps that move people forward 
in increments that psychologically feel doable 
and inspire rather than intimidate. ‘Firsthand 
discovery’ creates the conditions that enable 
people to discover for themselves, firsthand, 
the need for change, instead of being told what 
to do so that people wake up from the red 
ocean realities they are so used to. It is built 
into each step of the process so that with each 
step, people begin to literally see patterns that 
had escaped them or that they had written off 
as anomalies before, thereby increasing their 
confidence, optimism, and creativity. Finally, 
‘fair process’, a key blue ocean framework, 
recognises people for their intellectual and 
emotional worth, builds trust, and inspires their 
voluntary cooperation. The three key elements 
of fair process are engagement, explanation, and 
clarity of expectation. Altogether, addressing 
the above three key dimensions instils and 
reinforces humanness and the confidence to act 
into the blue ocean shift process. 

The traditional concept of strategy revolves 
around beating competition, and most 
business schools continue to further this 
view. Is there a need to revisit curriculums 
to foster a mindset that looks beyond 
competition?
Kim: Both competing and creating are part of 
the business reality. It is necessary for business 
schools to continue teaching the frameworks 
and tools of competition in order to prepare 
students for understanding how to compete 
in the real business world. But if our teaching 

focus of strategy is only on how to 
compete in today’s existing markets, 
our students—future managers—will 
be poorly prepared for creating the 
new markets for tomorrow. We have 
seen many managers who aspired  
to create new markets or blue oceans 
but found themselves inadvertently 
trapped in the competing red ocean as 
their mindset was so solely  
wedded with the conceptual lens  
of competition. 

Our 30-year research journey to the blue 
ocean has shown both how the strategic pattern 
and process of creating fundamentally differ 
from those of competing, and how creating 
and competing complement each other and 
work together as the distinctive components 
of strategy. Introducing the teaching of blue 
ocean strategy in business school classrooms 
and strategy curriculums will help future 
managers build the right perspective and equip 
them with practical and actionable tools with 
proper guidance, both of which are critical to 
understanding how to create new markets. We 
see this as important. By teaching our students 
how to balance the strategic task of competing 
today with creating for tomorrow, the theory 
and practice of strategy is more complete 
for them as they prepare to manage the real 
business world.  

In fact, business schools and other higher 
educational institutions around the world have 
already realised the importance of blue ocean 
teaching. As of today, blue ocean pedagogical 
materials developed by INSEAD Blue Ocean 
Strategy Institute have been used in over 2,800 
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universities in more than 100 countries around 
the world. And the number keeps on growing. 

 
Is blue ocean shift a sure-shot way to future-
proof businesses? 
Mauborgne: Industries never stand still. New 
industries continue to be created, and existing 
industries get reconstructed and recreated. 
Throughout history, companies have shifted 
from red to blue in order to break away from 
the competition in existing industries and 
re-embark upon the path of profitable growth. 
They will continue to face this necessity in  
the future. 

To address this challenge head-on, we spent 
the last decade analysing and comparing the 
successes and failures of blue ocean projects 
across the globe that have sprung out of the 
movement we began with our first book 
Blue Ocean Strategy. Analysing a variety of 
sectors from business-to-customer and 
business-to-business to public, non-profit, and 
governments–including what worked and what 
did not—we developed a concise understanding 
of the process of new market creation and 
growth that unlocks people’s creativity as much 
as their confidence to act. Blue Ocean Shift is 
the result. The book is brimming with real-
world cases of organisations that applied the 
process and tools laid out in the book to make 
successful blue ocean shifts, showing the path 
all organisations can take to start sailing to their 
own blue ocean. Blue ocean shift, therefore, 
provides a set of empirically proven and 
actionable frameworks and tools for companies 
in any industry to shift from red to blue  
when needed.  

On the other hand, red ocean is also part 
of the business reality. In between blue ocean 
moves, there are periods where companies need 
to exploit, expand, and defend the existing 
market they are in, in order to fully capture 
the rent and profits from it. This is essential 
to building a solid and healthy base for the 
organisation to pursue future growth. The key 
here is to maintain a healthy balance between 
the profit of today and the growth of tomorrow. 
Consider the well-known example of Apple. 
From Macintosh products to iMac, iPod, iTunes, 

and iPhone, Apple continued to launch a next 
value-innovative product when the previous 
one sank into the red ocean, keeping itself on 
the trajectory of high growth potential for the 
future. In the meantime, it also applied methods 
of competitive strategy to the existing products. 
For example, once Apple’s iPod began to be 
imitated, to counter competition, it rapidly 
launched a range of iPod variants at various 
price points with the iPod mini, shuffle, nano, 
touch, and so on. This not only served to keep 
encroaching competitors at arm’s length, but 
also expanded the size of the ocean it created, 
allowing Apple, not imitators, to capture the 
lion’s share of the profit and growth of the 
market. Red ocean competition and blue ocean 
shift, therefore, are complementary in managing 
a company’s profit for today while building 
strong growth and brand value for tomorrow.

How impactful has been the concept of blue 
ocean thinking? 
Kim: Blue ocean thinking struck a chord with 
managers and executives around the world 
when our original work, Blue Ocean Strategy, 
was published in 2005. Our follow-up work 
Blue Ocean Shift has again become a global 
bestseller. The term ‘blue ocean’ has entered 
the business vernacular, and thousands of 
articles and blog posts have come out around 
the world, exploring and recording how blue 
ocean thinking has provided the insight and the 
methodology for shifting businesses from the 
red to the blue ocean,  enabling organisations to 
achieve high performance. Many individuals and 
organisations came to us or to members of our 
blue ocean global network for guidance on how 
to make a blue ocean shift. Others applied our 
blue ocean theory and methodology on their 
own. Blue Ocean Shift has documented some of 
the organisational real experiences of shifting 
from red to blue, CitizenM, HealthMedia, 
Wawa, Kimberly-Clark, just to name a few. 

Take the example of Groupe SEB, the French 
multinational founded in 1857.  Before making 
the blue ocean shift, the company, like most 
small appliance makers at the time, was facing 
increasingly intense competition and margin 
pressure. In particular, its electric French fry 
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maker was struggling to stand apart in a market 
that was shrinking 10 per cent a year in value. 
Christian Grob, head of electric cooking at the 
time, led a team with the mission to break out 
of the intense competition by making a blue 
ocean shift. By going through the blue ocean 
process, the team challenged the accepted 
wisdom of the industry and refined the problem 
from the one the industry had long focused 
on—how to make a best-in-class fryer—to how 
to make mouthwatering, healthy, fresh fries 
without frying. The result was ActiFry—a whole 
new type of French fry maker with no frying, 
first launched in France and later rolled out 
globally, which even lifted up the whole Groupe 
SEB’s stock price for 5 per cent and allowed the 
company to reach beyond the best practice of its 
industry. It has earned revenues of over 1 billion 
dollars from this one blue ocean shift alone. 

An Indian example of blue ocean shift is 
HCL Technologies. Vineet Nayar, CEO of the 
company who led the shift, then shared with us 
how he applied blue ocean thinking to make a 
strategic shift for his company, which, at that 
time, relied very much on its existing core 
strength—IT engineering—and was losing 
growth momentum and falling into obscurity 
in the wake of a global slowdown following 
the bursting of the internet bubble in the 
early 2000s. The CEO employed blue ocean 
thinking and methods to enable a strategic 
and organisational transformation, shifting 
the company’s business from running like 
a me-too manufacturing operation driven 
by IT engineering to becoming a globally 
oriented knowledge-based service and digital 
solution provider. As you know, today it is 
a multinational IT service and consulting 
company with 44 offices around the world, 
serving many of the Fortune 500 and Global 
2000 companies.

In an era where localisation is gaining 
ground, what is the scope for blue ocean 
thinking for MNCs that operate across 
borders?
Mauborgne: Localisation is not a new 
phenomenon. It has, in fact, always 
accompanied the globalisation process. Hence 

the term ‘glocalisation’. For MNCs, the 
challenge is how to replicate the success of a 
business offering in different national markets.

When a blue ocean is created, the blue ocean 
creator often seeks to deepen and broaden the 
blue ocean by rolling out the business model 
in different geographical markets. MNCs have 
a natural advantage in this regard, thanks to 
their existing global operations. However, 
in extending a blue ocean offering, simply 
replicating and transposing it into a different 
geographical market normally does not yield the 
best results, as situations surrounding customers 
and noncustomers in different national markets 
are often very different, requiring companies 
to reanalyse which factors to eliminate, reduce, 
raise and create in order to reconfigure their 
offerings and effectively unlock new demand. 
Imagine, can you replicate exactly the YellowTail 
model in France and achieve the same success? 
Probably not, as the composition and pain 
points of noncustomers of the French wine 
industry are likely very different from those 
in the US. Another telling example is eBay vs. 
Taobao in China. eBay applied its existing  
model to China while Taobao identified, 
among other things, the key problem of 
online transactions in China—the lack of trust 
between sellers and buyers—and addressed 
this problem with Alipay, a third-party payment 
system and credit guarantor. Taobao soon 
became the undisputed market leader of 
the C2C market whereas eBay largely failed 
in China. Again, in China, Uber China was 
overtaken and later acquired by the local value 
innovator Didi. On the other hand, American 
businesses like Starbucks and KFC have thrived 
in China despite numerous imitators, as they 
have reconfigured their offerings to address the 
pain points of Chinese consumers. 

For MNCs, the key here is not to 
mechanically replicate an existing business 
offering geographically when seeking global 
expansion. Instead, they need to go through  
the five-step blue ocean shift process in each 
local context, just as they did in the original 
home market.

(As told to Anitha Moosath)
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thinkerspeak

Is leadership loneliness a myth? Is 
mindfulness a must trait for leaders? What 
do you think about the power of resonant 
leadership to build connected teams?

Mauborgne: Leadership loneliness 
is real and not a myth, in the sense 
that a leader must shoulder greater 
responsibilities and often make tough 

decisions independently. However, this does 
not mean that this feeling cannot be overcome 
nor that a leader has to be in solitude in an 
organisation. As we all know well, a leader has 
many viable options to build a team of advisors, 
coaches, and friends around him or her from 
both inside and outside of his or  
her organisation. 

Mindfulness and resonant leadership are 
valuable traits and qualities for a leader. But in 
our blue ocean leadership theory, we propose 
a different approach to becoming a successful 
leader. Our approach focuses on what acts and 
activities leaders need to undertake to boost 
their teams’ motivation and business results, not 
on who leaders need to be or what their needed 
traits and personal qualities are, as it is markedly 
easier to change people’s acts and activities than 
their values, qualities, and behavioural traits. 

In our article ‘Blue Ocean Leadership’, 
which was the cover story for the May 2014 
issue of Harvard Business Review, we lay out 
how leaders at any level of an organisation can 
achieve higher impact while conserving their 
most valuable resource—time—by redefining 
the acts and activities they focus on. In this 

way, the value they bring to those they lead 
and to the market multiplies, creating a more 
engaged, productive, and effective culture and 
real business results where people, the leader 
included, are happier. We are very excited 
about what blue ocean leadership can do for 
companies and their people.

Can intrapreneurship foster innovation? 
What do you think about the need to embrace 
failure in the innovation journey?

Kim: Certainly, intrapreneurship is 
conducive to fostering innovation. 
And learning from failure is a 
valuable and contributing part of the 

innovation process. These elements, however, 
are necessary conditions but are not sufficient 
ones for successful business innovation to 
happen. Our research has shown that despite the 
existence of these elements in an organisation, 
if it treats innovation simply as a random 
occurrence or the result of a trial and error 
process without proper organisational guidance, 
it may face high financial and strategic risks in its 
business innovation endeavors. 

To achieve business innovation in an 
opportunity-maximising, risk-minimising way, 
we need systematic frameworks, tools, and 
processes to harness people’s creativity and 
motivations, and gear them towards commercial 
opportunity. Here is where our blue ocean shift 
process comes in. By fully engaging people  
from different functions and different 
management levels throughout the organisation, 
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the process builds collective wisdom through 
step-by-step application of blue ocean tools 
and frameworks designed for innovation. Our 
blue ocean shift process helps an organisation 
pursue its business innovation endeavours 
systematically at low risk. 

Role of intuition in a data-centric world...
Mauborgne: Certainly, intuition is 
a valuable element for innovation 
and remains, and will always remain, 
important in a data-centric world. 

Here, the question is how can we synthesise 
managers’ and employees’ intuitions and turn 
them into collective wisdom and propositions 
that can be tested with data. To illustrate this 
point in more concrete terms, let us revisit 
our previous discussion on the blue ocean 
shift process and use it as an example of how 
intuition meets data.   

As explained before, our blue ocean shift 
process offers step-by-step guidance along 
with a roadmap to build collective wisdom. As 
people throughout the organisation contribute 
their own individual intuition at each step, 
testable hypotheses are built for the needed 
strategic and organisational shift. Once working 
hypotheses are developed through the blue 
ocean shift process, they are tested rapidly 
in the market against data and facts before 
they are finalised into a new strategy for the 
organisation to implement. The blue ocean shift 
process, therefore, is a mechanism and channel 
designed to allow intuition and data to meet 
and inform an organisation’s strategic decisions. 
That combination of soft data and hard data adds 
to the power of the process, further building 
people’s confidence and creative competence 
for success.

(As told to Anitha Moosath)



 I N D I A N  M A N A G E M E N T   J U L Y  2 0 2 0  53

SIZE 21X27.3cm

SERIES

B SINESS 
NUSUAL 

JULY 2020

Vikas Sharma
Mobile: +91 9999678297
Email: vikas@aima.in

Shilpi Gupta
Mobile: +91 8470807788
Email: shilpi@aima.in

All India Management Association
Management House, 14, Institutional Area, Lodhi Road, New Delhi 110003
Tel: 011- 2460 8524 / 24608511 / 43128100,  Website: www.aima.in

PARTICIPATION FEE 

• INR 15,000+ GST per participant per programme - 1 to 4 nominations 
• INR 12,500+ GST per participant per programme - 5 to 8 nominations 
• INR 10,000+ GST per participant per programme - 9 or more 

nominations 
• Group discounts can be availed on nominations from an organisation 

over multiple programmes under the series

• Plus  18% GST,  GST No. AAATA 1644 AST001,  PAN No. AAATA 1644 A
• The programme would be conducted digitally on a secured platform meeting the security measures as suggested by CERT-

IN and MHA Advisories
• Registrations are confirmed upon receipt of payment only
• Log-in details for joining the programme will be shared with the participant(s) only after the receipt of the participation fee
• Bank or any other charges will be extra on remittances
• All India Management Association (AIMA) reserves the right to postpone events or amend the programme if necessary

AIMA BusinessUnusual Series is a set of one-day 
programmes conducted digitally and will focus on 

providing mentorship and guidance from experts to help 
enterprises revitalise their operations and realign their 

business models as per the new normal.

Saturday, 11 July, 2020

HR LEADERSHIP: TRANSFORMING WORK, 
WORKPLACE AND WORKFORCE

- 

- Manish Sabharwal
Chairman, TeamLease Services Ltd

- Ranjan Mohapatra
Director (HR), Indian Oil Corporation Limited
- Ira Gupta
HR Head, Microsoft India

Suresh Narayanan
Chairman & Managing Director, Nestle India ltd

- Rajeev Dubey
Principal Advisor, Mahindra & Mahindra Ltd
- S Y Siddiqui
Chairman-AIMA Committee on HR & Executive Advisor, 
Maruti Suzuki India Ltd

Programmes & Speakers

Saturday, 04 July, 2020

SHOCK PROOFING SUPPLY CHAINS

- CK Ranganathan 
Chairman & Managing Director, CavinKare Pvt Ltd
- Om Prakash Manchanda
Managing Director, Dr Lal PathLabs
- RS Sodhi
Managing Director, GCMMF Ltd (AMUL) 
- Vineet Agarwal
Managing Director, Transport Corporation of India Ltd
- Hanish Yadav
Associate Partner, McKinsey & Company

Saturday, 18 July, 2020

THE BIG SHIFT: HOW COVID WOULD 
CHANGE CONSUMPTION AND BRANDING

- Saugata Gupta 
Managing Director and CEO, Marico Ltd
- Devendra Chawla 
CEO & MD, Spencer's Retail Ltd
- D Shivakumar
Group Executive President - Corporate Strategy and 
Business, Aditya Birla Group
- Santosh Desai
Managing Director and CEO, Futurebrands Ltd
- Tarun Katial
CEO, ZEE5 India 

SIZE 21X27.3cm

SERIES

B SINESS 
NUSUAL 

JUNE - JULY 2020

Vikas Sharma
Mobile: +91 9999678297
Email: vikas@aima.in

Shilpi Gupta
Mobile: +91 8470807788
Email: shilpi@aima.in

All India Management Association
Management House, 14, Institutional Area, Lodhi Road, New Delhi 110003
Tel: 011- 2460 8524 / 24608511 / 43128100,  Website: www.aima.in

PARTICIPATION FEE 
• INR 15,000+ GST per participant per programme - 1 to 4 nominations 
• INR 12,500+ GST per participant per programme - 5 to 8 nominations 
• INR 10,000+ GST per participant per programme - 9 or more 

nominations 
• Group discounts can be availed on nominations from an organisation 

over multiple programmes under the series

• Plus  18% GST,  GST No. AAATA 1644 AST001,  PAN No. AAATA 1644 A
• The programme would be conducted digitally on a secured platform meeting the security measures as suggested by CERT-

IN and MHA Advisories
• Registrations are confirmed upon receipt of payment only
• Log-in details for joining the programme will be shared with the participant(s) only after the receipt of the participation fee
• Bank or any other charges will be extra on remittances
• All India Management Association (AIMA) reserves the right to postpone events or amend the programme if necessary

AIMA BusinessUnusual Series is a set of one-day 
programmes conducted digitally and will focus on providing 
mentorship and guidance from experts to help enterprises 
revitalise their operations and realign their business models 
as per the new normal.

Saturday, 06 June, 2020

INNOVATING TO SURVIVE 
ADAPTING TO THE POST-COVID WORLD

- TV Mohandas Pai 
Chairman, Manipal Global Education Services 
- Solomon Darwin 
Executive Director, Garwood Center Corporate Innovation, 
Haas School of Business, UC Berkeley 
- CP Gurnani
CEO and Managing Director, Tech Mahindra 
- D Shivakumar 
Group Executive President - Corporate Strategy and Business, 
Aditya Birla Group        
- Deep Kalra
Founder and Group Executive Chairman, MakeMyTrip Limited 

Saturday, 13 June, 2020

BUILDING BUSINESS RESILIENCE 
MANAGING THE NEW NORMAL

- Pramod Bhasin
Founder, Genpact and Chairman, Clix Capital
- Sunil Kant Munjal
Chairman, Hero Enterprise      
- Manoj Kohli
Country Head - SoftBank India
- Ganesh Natarajan
Chairman, 5F World             
- Saurabh Mukherjea
Founder & Chief Investment Officer, Marcellus Investment Managers

Saturday, 20 June, 2020

DIGITAL SUPREMACY 
CAPITALISING ON SHIFT TO ONLINE

- D Shivakumar 
Group Executive President - Corporate Strategy and Business, 
Aditya Birla Group         
- Sunil Lulla 
Chief Executive Officer, BARC India        
- Mohit Kapoor
Vice President, Group Alliances & Mentor, JioGenNext, Reliance Jio               
- Sukhleen Aneja
CMO & Marketing Director, Hygiene home for South Asia, 
Reckitt Benckiser             
- Anusha Shetty
Chairperson and CEO, Grey Group, India            

Saturday, 27 June, 2020

AUTOMATION FOR BUSINESS 
CONTINUITY AND GROWTH

- TV Mohandas Pai 
Chairman, Manipal Global Education Services 
- Umakant Soni
Co-founder, AI foundry and Advisor & Founding Partner, pi Ventures  
- Pulak Ghosh
IIMB Chair of Excellence & Professor, Decision Sciences & 
Center of Public Policy, IIM-Bangalore 
- Pulkit Gaur
Founder & CTO, Gridbots Technologies
KK Natarajan *
Co-Founder, Mindtree Ltd

- RS Sodhi
Managing Director, GCMMF Ltd (AMUL) 
- Vineet Agarwal
Managing Director, Transport Corporation of India Ltd

Saturday, 11 July, 2020

HR LEADERSHIP: TRANSFORMING WORK, 
WORKPLACE AND WORKFORCE

- Rajeev Dubey
Principal Advisor, Mahindra & Mahindra Ltd
- Manish Sabharwal
Chairman, TeamLease Services Ltd
- Ranjan Mohapatra
Director (HR), Indian Oil Corporation Limited
- SV Nathan
Partner and Chief Talent Officer, Deloitte India
- Ira Gupta
HR Head, Microsoft India
- Judhajit Das
Chief - Human Resources, ICICI Prudential Life Insurance

* Confirmation awaited

Programmes & Speakers

Saturday, 04 July, 2020

SHOCK PROOFING SUPPLY CHAINS

- CK Ranganathan 
Chairman & Managing Director, CavinKare Pvt Ltd
- Albinder Dhindsa *
Co-founder, Grofers

Saturday, 18 July, 2020

THE BIG SHIFT: HOW COVID WOULD 
CHANGE CONSUMPTION AND BRANDING

- Saugata Gupta 
Managing Director and CEO, Marico Ltd
- Devendra Chawla 
CEO & MD, Spencer's Retail Ltd
- D Shivakumar
Group Executive President - Corporate Strategy and 
Business, Aditya Birla Group
- Santosh Desai
Managing Director and CEO, Futurebrands Ltd
- Tarun Katial
CEO, ZEE5 India under the Consumption and Branding programme
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for a long time are usually anchored down 
to their existing infrastructure and legacy 
systems. Being heavily invested in yesterday’s 
technology makes expensive change 
unattractive. That is why you cannot assume 
successful brands always know what they are 
doing. Successful brands often conveniently 
overlook new opportunities that then leave 
openings for new brands to come along  
and fill. 

MYTH 2: Emerging market consumers aspire 
to be like those from developed markets 
While this may have been true in the past, it 
is not the norm anymore. There was a time 
when global companies frequently reserved 
the latest technology for their domestic 
markets while exporting older versions of 
their products overseas. Naturally, consumers 
in developing markets found the advanced 
offerings sold abroad aspirational. However, 
as the developing middle class and their 

MYTH 1: Successful brands know what they 
are doing 
Conventional thinking says that when a 
company is successful, they must be doing 
something right. There is even a tendency for 
those in startups to idolise incumbent brands. 
It is understandable; doing something new is 
scary, and when you are just getting started, 
it is easy to let self-doubt creep in and second 
guess your original thinking. Once a company 
founder told me, “Our main competitor has a 
lot of brilliant people working for them. Don’t 
you think if our new idea were that good, they 
would already be doing it?”

The truth is, established brands are too 
often overwhelmed—getting lost in execution 
and spending much of their time putting out 
fires instead of dreaming about the future. 
Sometimes, big brands are just complacent 
and not hungry anymore. Almost always, 
incumbent brands are slow to react to evolving 
consumer needs. Brands that have been around 

Myth 
bUster

Popular perceptions about successful brands may not always reflect the true picture, observes 
Luis Pedroza, author of Lean Brands: Catch Customers, Drive Growth & Stand Out 
In All Markets. 

Brand truths
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spending power grew, a corresponding rise in 
both national pride and the demand for locally 
designed products occurred.

These days, it is more common to see 
game-changing ideas in the West arrive via 
developing markets where brands are using 
lean methodologies to fuel growth. A great 
example is General Electric’s ultra-portable 
electrocardiogram (ECG) machines made in 
India. These units were efficiently designed 
to be one-third the price of similar quality 

imported ECG machines 
from the West. Now, 
General Electric is selling 
the machines all over the 
world. Due to their compact 
design, the units became 
popular in developed regions 
like Western Europe, where 
they serve as an innovative 
solution for first responders. 

MYTH 3: Global brands 
require consistent execution around the world
I regularly meet business people who 
instinctively believe that global brands should 
follow a unified marketing strategy in every 
market. In their minds, brands should create 
consistency to drive economies of scale. From 
a macro perspective, this approach worked 
well for early multinationals such as Coca-
Cola, McDonald’s, and IBM. Back then, local 
manufacturing capabilities were limited, and 
the size of these markets often did not justify 
customisation. However, as manufacturing 
capabilities grew in local markets, adaptation 
became more feasible. Local manufacturers 
also became more competitive with the ability 
to create customised solutions to fight against 
one-size-fits-all products coming from the 
West. This change in local capabilities forced 
global brands to embrace adaption; in  
the process, many multinationals became  
even stronger.  

Today’s successful 
global brands seek to 
balance adaptation 
and standardisation by 
searching for ways to 
connect the dots between 
markets.

Successful global brands like Starbucks, 
at first glance, appear to offer almost the 
same product selection across regions. 
Yet, upon closer inspection, you can find 
many differences in product messaging and 
communication priorities. Starbucks goes so 
far as to develop unique menus and seasonal 
offerings for key markets and regions. Today’s 
successful global brands seek to balance 
adaptation and standardisation by searching 
for ways to connect the dots between markets. 
Instead of rigidly enforcing one comprehensive 
brand strategy, leaders are creating global and 
regional frameworks that allow for adaptation 
at the local level.

MYTH 4: The best product at the best price 
wins
Logically, this should be true. If a brand 
is differentiated in a meaningful way and 
designs a product to deliver on a unique 
value proposition, then it should win in the 
marketplace. The problem is that in the real 
world, you can have the best solution and 
the best tech, but if your salespeople and 
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stakeholders do not understand the value it 
delivers, they will not be able to persuade 
buyers and end-users to try it. 

That is why the best brands create 
memorable stories that connect with target 
users on an emotional level. These brands take 
it a step farther by distilling messages down 
to their essence so they can be easily recalled 
and shared with others. Apple uses this 
strategy expertly whenever it launches a new 
product. For example, when Apple recently 
launched its iPhone SE, it was accompanied 
by a short description that summarised the 
value proposition perfectly, ‘Lots to love, less 
to spend. iPhone SE packs our most powerful 
chip into our most popular size at our most 
affordable price. It’s just what you’ve been 
waiting for’.

MYTH 5: New product development is 
expensive and time-consuming 
Traditional new product development can 
be inefficient because it is designed like a 
relay race where concepts must pass through 

sequential go/no-go gates before a product 
is allowed to move forward. Typically, this 
conventional way of developing a new product 
takes a long time to complete, and critical 
market testing often happens towards the 
end of the process when it is least actionable. 
A better way to innovate is to adopt a lean 
approach that breaks down arbitrary silos and 
encourages collaboration. Global brands like 
Unilever, IKEA, and DHL regularly co-create 
alongside real end-users and influencers. 
During these innovation sessions, participants 
work together to create rapid prototypes, 
provide instant feedback, and improve 
hypotheses on the fly. The result is a process 
that is not only faster but also less expensive. 
For example, Byton, the Chinese EV startup, 
favours co-creation because it gives the 
company the agility to pivot before a change 
becomes too costly. As a result of co-creation, 
Byton believes it has shortened the design and 
production process of its vehicles from five to 
three years.
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Walking a 
tight rope

patriarchal movements, globalisation, and the 
celebration of a pluralistic ethos), the paradigm of 
the business world has witnessed a revamp. The 
hierarchical model has made way for the concept 
of a more equitable workplace that demands 
attaching value to collective efforts. Rather than 
being just ‘bosses’, business heads have started 
pondering on the ways to become effective 
leaders—those who are visionaries, can inspire 
their team members as well as other employees, 
and are more communicative, thereby 
abandoning the age-old notion of authority. 

Also, the business world has started 
considering concepts that were earlier sidelined 
as being in the domain of ‘soft skills’ and hence 
were not considered as essential for business 
excellence. Leadership in the business world has 
become a much discussed and deliberated topic, 
and, in this new millennium, there is no denying 

Traditionally, the world of 
business and the world of 
ethics were considered 
as being wide apart, with 
the overwhelming notion 
that the former is profit-
driven whereas the latter 

addresses humane aspects—that one is growth-
oriented and the other concerns the avenues of 
human happiness. 

Robust mechanisms of profit conventionally 
governed the world of business and, 
consequently, instilled a sense of hierarchy in the 
minds of managers and their co-workers. The 
manager exercised his authority over those low in 
the organisational ladder—the way bureaucracies 
have also been functioning in other fields. 
However, lately, with the many transformations 
in the socio-political sphere (such as anti-

Leadership

Effective leadership demands empathy, but make sure it is used in the right measure.

 Dr Ashutosh KumAr, Amity Business school
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the fact that managerial leadership is one of the 
most challenging trajectories that is inviting more 
and more nuanced insights each day. 

Leadership is now more about collective 
responsibility, democratic temperament, a 
positive approach, humaneness, and inclusivity.  
And this role is woven with the ethical theme—
the need for holistic development and the need 
to nurture the importance of human capabilities. 
Leaders need to justify their credibility and 
remember that they are accountable to the larger 
whole. As Warren Bennis in his book, On Becoming 

a Leader (2009), rightly states: 
“One thing that has become 
clearer than ever to me is that 
integrity is the most important 
characteristic of a leader, and 
one that he or she must be 
prepared to demonstrate again 
and again… Great leaders and 
followers are always engaged 
in a creative collaboration. We 
still tend to think of leaders, 
like artists, as solitary geniuses. 
In fact, the days when a single 
individual, however gifted, can 
solve our problem are gone… 

In order to lead a Great Group, a leader need 
not possess all the individual skills of the group 
members. What he or she must have are vision, 
the ability to rally the others and integrity. Such 
leaders also need superb curatorial and coaching 
skills—an eye for talent, the ability to recognize 
correct choices, contagious optimism, a gift for 
bringing out the best in others, the ability to 
facilitate communication and mediate conflict, 
a sense of fairness, and as always, the kind of 
authenticity and integrity that creates trust.” 
This ‘sense of fairness’ and ‘trust’ are inevitably 
associated with the quality of empathy—a lack 
of which can perpetuate self-centricity and 
self-aggrandisement in a leader, and an excess 
of which can make him or her more vulnerable 
in his decision-making. But an appropriate dose 

When employees start 
feeling that they are 
being appreciated and 
their perspectives are not 
being ignored, then any 
organisation can easily 
reach a stage of excellence 
not only in terms of 
growth but also in human 
happiness.

of empathy can ensure a cordial and thriving 
workplace, and also confirm the presence of 
effective leadership.   

Empathy is a relatively new concept in the field 
of managerial leadership—much popularised 
by Satya Nadella, CEO of Microsoft, who 
claims it to be the foundational stone of positive 
leadership. The application of empathy in this 
role is now being contemplated as well as 
debated in multiple ways. Empathy, in common 
understanding, denotes the ethical quality of a 
human being to look at any problem or situation 
by putting his/her foot in others’ shoes—in 
other words, to develop an understanding by 
taking into account the perspective of others. 
Empathy, as a psychological trait and virtue, 
focusses on mutuality and compassion, and 
evidently undermines anything that has to 
do with demanding obedience or exercising 
arbitrary authority on others. An empathetic 
outlook will therefore involve inquiry and 
engagement and thereby foster inclusivity at the 
workplace. Nadella, in many of his interviews 
and speeches, has said that empathy enhances 
trust among employees—it generates the feeling 
that they are being cared for as human beings 
and not just seen as workers. Once employees 
feel they are being valued and are convinced 
that they have a right to express their opinion, 
their productivity level goes up. They develop a 
sense of self-esteem, which in turn makes them 
more creative and active. When employees start 
feeling that they are being appreciated and their 
perspectives are not being ignored, then any 
organisation can easily reach a stage of excellence 
not only in terms of growth but also in human 
happiness. The induction of empathy counters the 
sheer profit-driven mentality that solely informed 
organisations years ago. 

Thus, developing an empathetic outlook is 
undeniably one of the prime traits to become 
a good leader.  However, the tougher part is 
to maintain an appropriate dose of it. On the 
one hand, empathy nourishes trust among 
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employees; on the other, it could lead to poor 
judgments. One’s objective understanding 
of a situation could be affected if one is too 
empathetic. Also, a leader could unwittingly 
associate with like-minded colleagues and detach 
from those who differ from his or her opinion—
which can distort the sense of impartiality 
much needed in a professional environment. 
Moreover, a manipulative person can capitalise 
on the emotional vulnerabilities of a team 
leader in crucial situations. A leader becoming 
too passionate could also stand in the way of 
meaningful and timely action. Paul Bloom’s 
Against Empathy elucidates the dangers  
of inculcating empathy and warns about the  
moral hazards. 

Empathy is an ethical trait that is required to 
evaluate the sentiments or emotions of co-
workers. So, what becomes crucial is to maintain 

Dr Ashutosh 
Kumar is Professor, 
Amity Business 
School, Amity 
University, Haryana. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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Bennis, Warren G (2009). On Becoming a Leader. 

the right equilibrium—the perfect balance 
between an empathetic mindset and an objective 
analytical temperament. There are several 
questions that need to be addressed and worked 
upon when we think of ‘empathy’ in the world of 
business—to what degree can we embrace the 
virtue? Who are those towards whom we need 
to be empathetic? And what if being empathetic 
affects an organisation vis-à-vis productivity? 
What are the parameters for applying empathy? 

For managerial heads, it is no less than walking 
a tight rope in which they need to show empathy 
and at the same time take care not to be carried 
away by it.
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