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president’s 
MESSAGE

A crisis is a time to be tough, but to 

act with empathy. When disaster 

strikes, leaders have to look after 

not just the physical and financial 

safety of the stakeholders but also their 

emotional well-being. During an emergency, 

the emotional maturity of leaders can be the 

difference between survival and destruction of 

an organisation. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has 

highlighted the need for emotional 

strength among leaders. Suddenly, 

revenues and jobs disappeared for 

a large number of businesses and 

workers. Fixed costs and contractual 

obligations did not cease with the 

lockdown. Some leaders froze 

while others panicked. Both kinds 

damaged their organisations and 

made recovery harder. However, 

some kept their nerve and wits, and 

adapted quickly. Their organisations 

were up and running virtually, within a short 

period of time.

Hope is the greatest defence against 

disaster, and self-belief is the greatest resource 

to recover from it. Emotionally healthy leaders 

quickly assure the stakeholders that they can 

get out of the hole. They offer hope and back 

it with a plan. They spell out the strategies 

for crisis mitigation as well as rebuilding and 

growth post the tough phase.

Damage containment and recovery 

begin with employees. They are the key to 

organisational resilience. However, when a 

crisis strikes, employees are worried about their 

income and jobs. At such times, emotionally 

intelligent leaders ask their employees what 

the organisation can do for them and not what 

they can do for the organisation. Leaders must 

absorb the pressure of the situation and not 

transfer it to employees.

Communication is central to good leadership 

in bad times. Speaking to stakeholders 

immediately after a disaster is essential. Even 

more important is a truthful, yet optimistic 

framing of the situation. In the absence of clear 

understanding of problems and plans, gossip 

overtakes information and multiplies anxiety 

and anger.

While communicating during a crisis, it 

is better to directly go to everyone instead 

of abiding by the hierarchical trickle-down 

protocol. Everybody needs to know the 

situation straight from the top, and they want 

their questions answered directly by those who 

know everything and make strategic decisions. 

It helps to drop the management jargon and 

Emotional rescue: Leadership during a crisis 
HArsH PATI sINGHANIA is Director, JK Organisation, and Vice Chairman & Managing Director, JK paper Ltd.

Communication 
is central to good 
leadership in bad 
times. speaking 
to stakeholders 
immediately after a 
disaster is essential. 
Even more important 
is a truthful, yet 
optimistic framing of 
the situation.
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formal tone to enhance the trustworthiness of 

communication. Leaders need to come across 

as comrades and not as masters.

After trust, people need inspiration the 

most during a crisis. Leaders must provide a 

clear and credible blueprint for overcoming 

hardships and emerging stronger. They need 

to create the feeling of a community under 

siege that must make extraordinary efforts and 

sacrifices to tide over the adversity. 

The combination of a threat and a 

mission concentrates everybody’s 

minds quickly. Also, a constant 

reminder of the long-term purpose 

and goals of the organisation 

helps people look beyond                            

immediate problems.

Emotional resilience requires 

caring about specific difficulties 

faced by individual employees. 

Some may need emergency support 

in terms of money, healthcare, 

logistics, work tools at home, etc.; 

others may need flexibility vis-à-

vis time and targets. Personal help earns 

employee loyalty and commitment during both 

bad and good times.

Emotional support has to be extended to 

customers and suppliers as well. During a 

crisis, customers need speed and reliability. It 

could present an opportunity to increase prices 

and profits, but emotionally intelligent leaders 

opt to tailor packages and prices according to 

customers’ needs and their ability to pay. 

Leaders must think beyond the immediate 

opportunity and stay focused on the big 

picture. They need to adapt advertising and 

marketing to show empathy with customers. 

They may also initiate charitable efforts to help 

the badly affected population. Society never 

forgets the behaviour of companies during 

difficult times.

Suppliers, most of whom tend to be smaller 

businesses, also need empathy and support; 

their gratitude can be a significant competitive 

advantage. At least those critical suppliers 

need to be helped with early payments and 

advances against future supplies. It is also 

important to show confidence in oneself and 

vendors by renewing contracts.

It pays to lead from the heart, especially 

during a crisis.

The opinion expressed is personal.

Leaders must 
provide a clear and 
credible blueprint 
for overcoming 
hardships and 
emerging stronger. 
They need to create 
the feeling of a 
community under 
siege that must make 
extraordinary efforts 
and sacrifices to tide 
over the adversity. 
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The concept of ‘emotional resilience’ has come to 
occupy centre stage in recent times—there are 
conversations galore happening around the need to 
reign in the negative thoughts that have engulfed most 

minds in the wake of COVID-19.
Emotional resilience, in a larger sense, stands for self-belief and 

inner power; it reflects a high degree of adaptation to the flux 
around and the ability to bounce back from the difficult situations 
life may unleash upon us. In the world of business too, it is a 
much-discussed topic amidst this disruption that has forced many 
to redraw their paths. The need of the hour is to navigate with 
equanimity, and not cower down. 

And when caught in the vortex of unprecedented change and 
uncertainty, it is invariably for those at the helm to show the way. 
Leaders need to themselves possess a high degree of inner power 
to be able to accept and absorb the change around, and also help 
others tackle adversities and move forward. 

But then ‘emotional resilience’ is a rather nebulous construct. 
It is difficult to quantify it, or to determine as to what measure 
it is a prerequisite for transformational leadership. One thing 
is clear though: An emotionally resilient leader can better hold 
the parts together and help that mindset get embedded in the 
organisational core. 

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

Dear Readers,
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it’s a growth journey 
 eILeen MCdaRgh, ResILIenCy gRoup

Cultivating emotional resilience is a leader’s number one job in these disruptive times.
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Pivot. Punt. Pretend. 
Procrastinate. These are all 
words leaders might say out 
loud (or to themselves) as 
the world moves into the 
continuous uncertainty brought 
about by a pandemic that is 

more than a temporary crisis. The ‘normal’ 
factors of our lives have all been smashed: 
where we work, how we work, whom we see, 
what we feel, how we educate our children, 
and which industries are destined to close their 
doors forever.

None of us have ever been in a disaster that 
circles the globe with no end in sight. 

What does this mean for those in leadership 
positions? Cultivating emotional resilience 
in ourselves and others has now become job 
number one. What makes this so difficult is 
that our logical brain seeks to find data, facts, 
and tried-and-true methods to move through 
this situation. We scramble to tune up our 
technology, change marketing strategies, find 
other revenue sources, or make cost-cutting 
decisions, all while doubling down on being 
rational and analytical.  

Now, that is all very practical. But it is not 
where emotional resilience resides. Instead, 
emotional resilience resides in our limbic brain, 
which seeks feelings of trust, transparency, 
courage, and compassion. 

resilience is about growth
Resilience is not about bouncing back or 
returning to normal. It is about growing 
through challenges and opportunities to 
become stronger, wiser, and more skilled in the 
process. Ultimately, resilience comes down to 
energy management. It is about whether we 
have the emotional, mental, and physical energy 
to move forward. You can be exhausted at the 
end of the day, but if your emotional energy 
says it was a day well spent, you have added 
another arrow in your resilience quiver. 

resiliency starts with an honest assessment
To build a culture of emotional resilience, 
leaders must begin from the inside out. 
Specifically, leaders must first honestly assess 
their own emotions about living in a world 
of constant uncertainty, anxiety, and, yes,        
even fear. 

When the pandemic first started, many of us 
used ‘surge capacity’ to operate. This term was 
first defined by Ann Marsten, a psychologist and 
professor of child development at University 
of Minnesota. Surge capacity is a collection of 
adaptive systems humans can draw on for short-
term survival in stressful situations. It explains 
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why we stockpiled water, 
food, medicine, and toilet 
paper during the first days 
of the pandemic. (Though 
I am still rather befuddled 
about people hoarding 
toilet paper.) 

From all-hands Zoom 
meetings to kitchen 
counters transformed 

into office spots, from holding virtual dinners 
to cleaning out closets and garages, from 
experimenting with meals to discovering new 
family games, putting something positive into 
action provided us with feelings of control and 
relief. Until it did not. The crisis phase did not 
stop. And for leaders who are used to solving 
problems and getting things done, this inability 
to make headway began to undermine the very 
thing we need most: resilience.

So, how can we right the ship and build 
resilience in ourselves and others?
	Understand that resilience is 

cultivated. Resilience is a life skill and 

just like growing a plant, it takes tilling the 
soil, weeding what does not belong, feeding 
the plant, and nurturing it. How does your 
resilience ‘garden’ look? What is the weed that 
seems to be choking your energy? These are 
the very questions leaders can ask individual 
team members, as long as you are truly open 
to listening in a non-defensive way.

	Acknowledge, to yourself and your 
team, that life is different now. There 
is no way to gloss over our new reality or 
pretend that life has not changed. Every 
member of your team has experienced loss 
to some degree. And with loss comes grief, 
which might range from denial to anger                  
to acceptance.

	Allow space for yourself and others 
to express emotional vulnerability. In 
many ways, this strange, new world offers 
opportunities for us to know each other in 
deeper ways than we did in our pre-pandemic 
lives. Titles and positions on an organisational 
chart have little impact when we realise we 
are all in this together.  

resilience is not about 
bouncing back or returning 
to normal. It is about growing 
through challenges and 
opportunities to become 
stronger, wiser, and more 
skilled in the process.
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	Recognise that daily pressures can feel 
relentless—and may induce fear. Jim 
Parke, CEO of smartphone-case manufacturer 
Otter Products, knew that anxiety among his 
1,100 employees was intense. What happens if 
someone gets sick with COVID-19? Is it safe 
to come to work? Will the company be okay? 

According to an article 
written by Larry Kanter, 
former executive editor of 
Inc., Parke decided to hold 
a frank Q&A session with 
his entire company. He 
has begun sending twice-
weekly video messages on 
the company’s financial 
condition and strategy. 

Plus, he sets aside time to virtually meet 
with individual employees at all levels of                    
the company.  

	Feel the pain with your team. Sharing 
pain sets up an emotional bond that boosts 
confidence in you as a leader. For example, at 
Otter Products, Parke offered the company’s 
600 distribution centre employees—who are 
not able to work remotely—the ability to opt 
out with full pay if they are too frightened 
to come to work or live with a high-risk 
individual. Those who do work are paid time 
and a half. 

 To make this happen, Parke cut executive 
salaries by 30 per cent and his own pay to $1 
a year. As Parke explains, “Every leader wants 
to be a calming voice, but if your actions don’t 
match your words, it rings hollow.” 

	Consider offering virtual mental-
health solutions. This could include 
meditation sessions, virtual workout 
classes, desktop yoga, and webinars about                    
mental health. 

	Create deep social connections. 
Loneliness is a feeling of isolation. Just like 
resilience, the social connections that combat 
loneliness need to be cultivated and tended. 

Eileen McDargh 
is Chief energy 
Officer, Resiliency 
Group. Her new 
book is Burnout 
to Breakthrough: 
Building Resilience 
to Refuel, Recharge, 
and Reclaim What 
Matters. 

Resilience is a life skill and 
just like growing a plant, it 
takes tilling the soil, weeding 
what does not belong, feeding 
the plant, and nurturing it.

Look for quality time versus quantity. Create 
a list of people you can reach out to, and then 
follow through.

	Release unrealistic expectations of 
yourself and others. Burnout is the result 
of depleting one’s emotional and physical 
resources by trying to fulfill a ‘goal’ or a 
‘demand’ that drains energy. Now is the time 
to kick unrealistic, pre-pandemic expectations 
to the curb. Stop when your emotional limbic 
brain says stop. 

	Replenish your energy. Where do you 
get your energy? What kind of downtime do 
you need? Ask your team this same question. 
Rethink what options you do have to refill your 
energy tank. 

 For instance, that you cannot eat out does not 
mean you cannot experiment with new food 
in your home. Just because you cannot go 
to the piano class does not mean you cannot 
find instructions via YouTube. My youngest 
granddaughter just taught herself how to play 
the ukulele from watching a YouTube video!

	Make gratitude a daily practice. Think 
about what you are grateful for, and write it 
down. Think of this as putting a deposit into 
your resilience bank account. When we realise 
how much we have to be thankful for, the pain 
of the pandemic lessens. It is also a great way to 
begin or end a virtual meeting. Let individual 
team members know what you appreciate   
about them. 
One other thought: do something for someone 

else every day. Leave soup at the door of an 
elderly neighbour. One woman I know surprised 
postal workers with her homemade lemon cakes 
just to say ‘thank you’. One of the postal workers 
started crying. When you reach out to others, you 
recharge your emotional resilience.

Remember the words of Howard Zinn, the 
philosopher: “To have hope, one doesn’t need 
certainty—only possibility.” At the end of the day, 
a leader’s ability to cultivate emotional resilience 
in oneself and others is to be a hope merchant.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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Mark of dynamism
 K shanKaR, FeedBaCK BusIness ConsuLtIng

Those with emotional resilience at the core of their management philosophy will emerge as resourceful 
leaders when the going gets tough.
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The world has seen greater 
crisis than COVID-19 or 
other such distortions. 
Apartheid is one of 
the worst nightmares 
mankind has experienced 
to date. Everything that is 

oppressive, demeaning, disdainful, and all that 
created inequality was loaded into the apartheid 
system. It was not like a passing pandemic 
that has hope in the form of a vaccine; it was 
not about a corporate crisis, or an economic 
disaster that could be dealt with through policy. 
It was also not a systemic aberration that could 
have been addressed through talk and dialogue. 

It was a perpetually open-ended problem that 
had no contours, it was an issue that flared with 
every attempt of protest. People that suffered it 
were living every single day without expecting 
much when the sun rose the next morning. One 
of the greatest natural leaders to have graced 
this planet was born in the vortex of apartheid, 
dealt with it at different levels, showed tenacity 
to handle it during stressful times, and finally 
managed to put an end to apartheid in a way 
that was acceptable and beneficial to all those 
that were impacted then and would have been 
impacted in the future. At the core of Nelson 
Mandela’s leadership was emotional resilience 
and empathy. He overwhelmingly demonstrated 
to the world what could be achieved through 
emotional resilience, staying united, caring for 
each other, and progressing towards a goal. It 
looked like a street battle when it all started 
but Mandela did a lot of things right to get a 
country out of its darkest times. He famously 
said, “Do not judge me by my success, judge me 
by how many times I fell down and got back up 
again.” It was all about ‘hanging in there’, with 
emotional resilience as the only weapon to take 
on the rulers. 

Very naturally, emotional intelligence found 
its way into the workplace many years ago. It 
changed the way leadership was conceived and 
transformed. It brought in a new management 
approach that captured and included the 
awareness of emotions in dealing with stress. 
Emotional resilience further took it to another 
level. It conclusively proved the point that when 
adversity strikes, managers who can understand 
their own emotions and connect them with 
the emotions of their team in the fairest way 
can make better and impactful decisions for 
the group. The key to this is empathy and being 
able to connect with colleagues in a realistic, 
transparent, and meaningful way. It helped 
boost morale, inspire greater performance, 
and lay the groundwork for leading with 
consistency, accountability, flair, and integrity.
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The ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic is testing leaders 
a lot like it tested Nelson 
Mandela. Leaders are 
subjected to dynamic issues 
of extreme duress and 
anxiety. This is the time to 
build emotional resilience 
of the highest order and use 
it as the platform tool to 

deal with issues. Building emotional resilience 
helps leaders make best use of their inner 
strengths to learn, reflect, rebound, and develop 
dynamic strategies that keeps the organisation 
in a mobile, yet tranquil space. Emotional 
resilience can be cultivated. It requires 
conviction, discipline, and the right approach. 
There can be no failing moment. It will have to 
be built every step of the way. Good leaders that 
use emotional resilience consistently at the core 
of their management philosophy demonstrate 
adequate dynamism when crisis arrives.                
Some pointers:
Personal wellness
Emotional resilience requires a holistic 
approach. It involves a high degree of self-care, 

which will allow leaders the required strength 
and resilience to deal with extraordinary 
situations and pontificate to dependents. Mental 
strength, ability to soak in pressure, and staying 
calm when things around us are out of place are 
the critical requirements of developing good 
emotional resilience. Leaders are expected 
to continuously rebalance themselves when 
crisis strikes. A good mind and body will allow 
leaders to bring in the desired tranquil mental 
state during crisis. It requires the leader to 
stay in shape through regular exercise, social 
connects, sports, meditation, and family 
support. Additionally, better hygiene habits 
like sleep and personal upkeep add to wellness. 
Minimal technology in sleeping space and 
dedicated, yet limited, time for social media add 
to wellness. A few good laughs in a day provide 
a lot of psychological benefits.
Listen and trust
If empathy is the fountainhead of emotional 
resilience, trust is what drives that emotion. 
Listen more than speak to derive the best out 
of emotional resilience. Perspective is what 
matters. Emotional resilience is all about 
the perspective. When leaders conduct a 
360-degree assessment of a situation, they look 
for the core issues, adversaries, the might of 
the situation, the team’s capability to deal with 
it, the team construct, etc. In these situations, 
every voice matters, and every word should be 
trusted first and verified subsequently. Calm 
in the war room must be maintained. When a 
leader listens and trusts, he becomes the only 
leader amongst a bunch. That is possible because 
of higher emotional resilience within. Nelson 
Mandela rose to become a marquee leader and 
a glorious champion of emotional resilience-led 
leadership primarily because of his ability to 
listen and trust. Every voice matters.
Reflecting upon self
During crises, a leader should continuously 
reflect on his decisions and actions. That is 
primarily because the window to correct an 

Emotional resilience can be
cultivated. It requires 
conviction, discipline, and 
the right approach. There can 
be no failing moment. It will 
have to be built every step
of the way.
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action is limited during such times. Reflection 
is an important part of emotional resilience. 
Self-awareness and emotional resilience are 
two sides of the same coin. Good leaders have 
a great fix on their mental inventory, viz., 
thoughts, emotions, and actions through a prism 
of reality. When a leader reflects on his actions 
continuously, a fine blend of emotion and 
circumstantial awareness delivers progressive 
results. Emotionally resilient leaders understand 
the distinction between who they are at their 
core and the cause of a negative emotion. 
Practising mindfulness regularly can assist a 
leader in finding critical levels of inner calm 

and strength to confront 
external challenges. The 
more they practise, the 
higher will be the chances 
of them staying in the 
moment by building strong                        
emotional resilience.
Optimism, always
A leader’s first line 
of reaction should be 
empathy and the first 
line of expression must 
be optimism. Optimism 

is directly linked to resilience. Realistic and 
measured optimism is the façade of a strong 
and emotionally resilient leader. That allows 
him or her to handle the storm inside and 
decipher it meaningfully to the team. A good 
and positive outlook is critical while wrestling 
with inner uncertainties. It has tremendous 
tangible benefits, including better disposition, 
decision-making abilities, and maintaining 
calm. It further aids a leader’s health and 
quality of life to improve. While optimism is 
a feel-good factor and not a comprehensive 
solution, it can prompt a manager to lead with 
empathy and get into a solution-finding mode 
quite early. It will light up the workplace and 
create a strong runway for collective hope for                                                                  
the future.

k shankar is CEO, 
Feedback Business 
Consulting.

Leaders invest in every 
individual, directly or 
indirectly, to seek their views 
on happenings in their work 
domain, to ascertain
challenges, and to identify 
coaching, counselling,
and skilling needs.

Every individual matters
Building emotional capital is just as necessary 
for every individual in the team as it is for 
the leader. Leaders invest in every individual, 
directly or indirectly, to seek their views 
on happenings in their work domain, to 
ascertain challenges, and to identify coaching, 
counselling, and skilling needs. This is a dynamic 
process and a hygiene issue for leaders with 
strong emotional resilience. Crisis will demand 
every individual to imbibe change and react to 
the new normal. Some adapt to it easily, some 
struggle. Leaders should exercise patience 
and allow every single individual to adapt and 
succeed in the new and changed ecosystem. 
This will help develop new methods, improve 
productivity, strengthen engagement, and build 
emotional resilience.
Always a team
Rallying with teams and achieving short- and 
medium-term objectives can be attained 
through emotional resilience. It is one thing 
to demand results of a team during a crisis 
and it is quite another for the leader to travel 
with the team and the rigours in pursuit of a 
goal. Developing emotional resilience requires 
surrounding ourselves with other resilient 
people in a team—those who have been there, 
react with empathy, exhibit optimism, are self-
aware, supportive, and share accountability. A 
good and like-minded team offers a leader the 
requisite space to grieve, express, and work 
through emotions. They connect the leader 
with ground realities and propose pragmatic 
implementable solutions, particularly in a crisis. 
That helps the leader recalibrate the perspective 
and strategy to be adapted. Teams help leaders 
to listen, empathise, and encourage in the face 
of adversity.

Woodrow Wilson, 28th President of the US, 
famously said, “The difference between a strong 
man and a weak one is that the former does 
not give up after a defeat.” That best captures 
emotional resilience.

ABouT THE AuTHor
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roadmap for  
the future

 asIF upadhye, neVeR gRow up

Preparing an emotionally resilient workforce can help shape the future of the industry, instead of simply 
adapting to it.
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Even though remote work 
structures and tech-driven 
set-ups have been in vogue for 
a while, 2020 has accelerated 
digital transformation by 
a few years, if not more. 
Workplaces across the 

globe are undergoing transformation 
at breakneck speeds; and while digital 
acceleration continues to take place, 
leaders need to simultaneously prepare for 
imminent change in the context of employee 
productivity, employee engagement, rewards 
and recognition programmes, and overall 
organisational well-being. 

The fact of the matter is that even though 
the pandemic has impacted all sectors 
in unpredictable ways, the widespread 
repercussions on the economy will be felt for 
years to come. 

The bigger question is: What next?
The honest answer to this is that nobody might 
actually know what is coming. From a factual 
standpoint, we currently lack credible data to 
predict when the world will return to even a 
semblance of normalcy. Until then, leadership 
needs to undergo a monumental shift. 

Especially during a crisis, employee feedback 
and active listening are paramount. In fact, 
building trust, easing anxieties, and calming 
fears become part and parcel of a leader’s 
portfolio, if not the most important bit. 
Leaders must therefore invest in building 
their empathy as well as their emotional          
resilience levels. 

First things first. It is important to define 
resilience and understand what it takes to 
build leadership resilience when navigating 
through uncharted territory. Simply put, it is 
the capacity with which an employee is able 
to bounce back after going through a phase 
of adversity, respond to change, feel a sense 
of control over his or her own workflow, and 
establish a sense of community at work.

Having a solid concept of your leadership 
style is a focal point when reflecting and 
assessing leadership effectiveness. Since 
resilience is a skill that can be learned, crisis 
situations present opportunities for leaders 
to learn more about themselves and come 
out stronger on the other side. Leading 
with purpose results in enhanced employee 
productivity, a transparent work culture, 
and higher job satisfaction. Becoming a 
future-ready and emotionally responsive 
leader builds resilient muscle within an 
organisation to help teams navigate the flux and                                   
move forward.
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resilient leadership will set you apart         
from the rest
Lead with your heart (then, your head) 
In January 2020, a survey conducted by 
Deloitte China revealed that 90 per cent 
of the companies and NGOs considered 
it an urgent requirement to provide their 
employees with remote and flexible work 
options. Simultaneously, more than half of the 
government and public service entities were 
focusing on addressing employees’ psychological 
stress. While this might be stating the obvious, 
the state of mental health in corporate India 
requires immediate and deeper-than-surface-
level attention. There is no better time to 
take the lead and roll out communication 
that not only resonates with the purpose 

of your organisation 
but also helps cultivate                     
engaged employees.

Leading with your heart 
requires an understanding 
of an employee’ basic 
psychological needs as well 
as an empathetic approach 
towards putting in place 
remote work structures that 
prioritise their well-being.
Put the vision first. Aim 
for speed over style

A key trait of an emotionally resilient leader 
is the ability to find opportunities even in 
adversity. In my experience, the ability to take 
decisive action during a crisis—even without 
knowing the complete picture—is what helps 
stabilise organisations. From an emotional 
intelligence standpoint, building a culture of 
emotional resilience requires leaders to start by 
narrowing down on pressing issues, establishing 
a centralised communication system during a 
crisis, strengthening digital capabilities, and 
maintaining business continuity. 

When it comes to agility over elegance, 
leaders need to be willing to accept that they 

will need to act with imperfect information and 
sometimes make impromptu decisions. Leaders 
can seize this chance to encourage teams across 
all levels to take more initiative, along with 
driving decision-making and coming up with 
creative approaches to addressing unanticipated 
needs. Doing this will amplify trust within 
teams, motivate employees to assume 
ownership of projects, and thereby ease the task 
of putting out multiple fires all at once. 
Own the narrative. Embrace the 
unknown
Communicating with empathy and authority is 
like balancing on a tightrope. Not many leaders 
can ace the art of balancing, but the ones that 
do know how integral it can be to responding 
to crisis situations. Owning the narrative 
requires being cognizant of the situation, 
telling your employees exactly what you know 
as well as communicating grey areas within                    
the organisation. 

While numbers can be powerful, recognising 
that emotions always take precedence during 
uncertain times is a solid way to build a work 
culture that thrives on overcoming challenges. 
Take for example, the findings from a Harvard 
Business Review assessment of corporate 
performance during the past three recessions. 
Out of the 4,700 firms studied, those that 
cut costs fastest and deepest had the lowest 
probability of outperforming competitors after 
the economy recovered. While mass cost-
cutting might be the first thing that leaders do 
while trying to stay afloat, it can also backfire if 
long-term strategies are not in place. Instead of 
jumping the gun, resilient leaders can emerge 
from the crisis by striking the right balance 
between short- and long-term strategies.
The ‘Evolving Leader’
Whether we like it or not, COVID-19 has 
put us all to the test. But if we take a step 
back, pause for a minute, and reassess how 
we deal with change, we will quickly realise 
that no matter how hard we fight change, 

Communicating with 
empathy and authority is like 
balancing on a tightrope. Not 
many leaders can ace the art 
of balancing, but the ones 
that do know how integral 
it can be to responding to  
crisis situations.
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it is inevitable. Something as simple as 
acknowledging the fears and uncertainties that 
your employees might be facing is a great way to 
start asking the right questions. 

Building an emotionally resilient workforce 
requires listening intently to what your team 
members are saying as well as what they 
‘aren’t saying’. If you are transparent in your 
communication about the direction that the 
business needs to head in, are compassionate 
towards employees who are struggling while 
working from home, and are also taking into 
account the serious impact on their mental 
health, then your people will remember it. 
Acknowledging that the new normal is as alien 
to you as it is to your employees will help fill in 
any gaps in communication. 
Talk of the corporate town
The biggest work culture shift that organisations 
are experiencing has less to do with adjusting to 
remote work and more to do with the impact 
on employees’ emotional well-being. While 
organisations are scrambling to put in place 
digital workforces that cater to their clients and 
stakeholders, it is important to hit pause and 
take a long, hard look at employee well-being 
and engagement. 

Asif upadhye is 
Director and Dark 
Knight, Never    
Grow Up.

In order to effectively deal with the business 
ramifications caused by the pandemic and 
prepare for unprecedented change, leaders need 
to build a positive work culture that eventually 
transmits across teams and across all levels of 
the organisation. Under pressure, organisations 
are forced to think about what they can do and 
where their hidden strengths lie. Emotionally 
resilient workforces that embrace the unknown 
end up shaping the future of the industry, 
instead of simply adapting to it.

And finally, when it comes to gauging the 
impact of emotional resilience within your own 
organisation, start by asking yourself ‘Who do I 
want to be right now? Am I living the values of 
my own organisation? Am I willing to lead with 
compassion and integrity, at all costs?’ 

Empathy and emotional resilience are two 
sides of the same coin. Showing genuine 
concern is a sign not just of humility, but also of 
high emotional intelligence. I personally believe 
that in times like these, emotional resilience 
encompasses not just weathering storms, but 
finding ways to build something new from the 
rubble that gets left behind.

ABouT THE AuTHor
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Delve deep  
into the self

 aMogh deshMuKh, ddI IndIa

Emotional resilience is a prerequisite for impactful leadership.



 I N D I A N  M A N A G E M E N T   O C T O B E R  2 0 2 0  25

Cover  
STORy

If I just say ‘past five months’, I know 
exactly what each one of you would 
think. The lockdown! I do not even need 
to elaborate on the challenges that came 
along. Everyone in the world has a story 
to tell about their experiences. 

It started with a lot of excitement 
about getting to spend more time with loved 
ones. Work from home was a distant dream for 
many, and the pandemic turned it into a reality 
overnight. IT and HR teams were in the war 
room of offices, struggling to handle the problem 
of enabling everyone to work from home. 
Many large firms placed orders for thousands 
of laptops to the extent that there was an acute 

shortage; some even asked employees to take 
their desktops home. But as the three-week 
lockdown extended, the real challenges started 
rearing their ugly head. Many of us, who are not 
lucky enough to have a dedicated work space at 
home, managed work in the middle of chaos—
juggling domestic chores and office work for 
extended hours. Children attending virtual 
sessions added to the problem. 

The situation has been worse for those 
in managerial roles. As research has shown, 
managers at all levels are under tremendous 
pressure and are not being optimally effective. 
Managerial or leadership ‘effectiveness’ has been 
a top priority for CEOs over the past decade. 
They have struggled to manage teams effectively 
even in better times; and now, they have to 
manage the curveball of doing so virtually. 
Imagine the variables they have to manage—
employee motivation, safety, performance, 
revenue generation, navigating supply chain 
issues that have come to a standstill, and much 
more. Also, multiple teams are looking up 
to them for direction. Sadly, the picture that 
emerges in most organisations is that of an 
army in the battlefield with a stressed and          
clueless general. 

Leadership capability has undoubtedly been 
put to test in these COVID times. What leaders 
and managers should understand is that it is 
okay to feel vulnerable and stressed. All of 
us have our own set of frailties; superheroes 
with superpowers can save the world only 
in comics. They should not fall into the trap 
of showing action bias without weighing the                   
options available. 

So, how can one manage oneself and lead 
effectively? The answer: Know thyself. Every 
human being has many different layers. The 
deeper you are able to go, the better you 
will understand yourself. This is also called 
‘emotional resilience’. The more resilient 
you are, the better prepared you will be to                  
handle challenges.
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Here is a formula to 
delayer the construct:
Traits + Skills – Mindset 
Obstacles = Resilience

Traits
These are intrinsic 
personality types like 
extrovert/introvert, 
optimistic/pessimistic, 
flexible/rigid, and many 

more—characteristics that are not trainable. One 
can only understand them and learn to manage 
them over time. These traits can have a lot to do 
with how resilient we are. However, resilience 
can be boosted by paying close attention to 
our innate tendencies and how we respond to 
situations. Our research has shown that leaders 
who possess and manage the traits listed below 
are able to demonstrate emotional resilience far 
better than others.
 Adaptability: Darwin was spot on when 

he spoke about ‘survival of the fittest’. 
This is applicable in the case of leaders 
too—the ability to adapt to situations and 

respond to change well is the mark of an                         
impactful leader.

 Stay positive: The present times are testing 
and can get the better of you. Dealing with 
change or challenging situations is not easy, but 
those who do not let negativity affect them will 
emerge as better leaders. 

 Be curious: All of us are born with this 
ability, but over the years we start taking things 
for granted and stop learning. One may never 
have all the answers, but one has to be curious 
enough to find them.

 Infectious energy: No successful leader runs 
on an empty tank. He or she gives out energy 
that inspires others to do much more than what 
they ever thought they could.

skills
These denote what we can actually do and what 
we are capable of doing. And for sure, skills can 
be acquired and honed. Here are a few that can 
enhance a leader’s ability to be resilient. 
 Building relationships: Human beings 

are social animals. And as research shows, the 
impact of poor social relationships is fatal. It 

A leader’s strength lies in 
diligent handling of stress. 
While a right proportion of it 
can act as a motivator, poor 
handling of difficult situations 
would invariably have a long-
term impact on mental and 
physical health.
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is difficult to be resilient if we are alone. So, it 
is imperative for leaders to maintain a robust 
social connect.

 Managing stress: A leader’s strength lies 
in diligent handling of stress. While a right 
proportion of it can act as a motivator, poor 
handling of difficult situations would invariably 
have a long-term impact on mental and 
physical health. 

 Acting decisively: Analysis-paralysis is 
a common pattern, especially in uncertain 
times. But leaders have to be comfortable 
with ambiguity and the occasional paucity 
of data, which could stand in the way of                      
decision-making. 

Mindset obstacles
Warren Buffett once observed, “As I said, 
everybody here has the ability absolutely to do 
anything I do and much beyond. Some of you 
will, and some of you will not. For the ones who 
will not, it will be because you get in your own 
way, not because the world doesn’t allow you.” 
In other words, we tend to have a lot of biases 
and voices in our head that makes us believe in 
something that may not be real. The key lies in 
managing the traits so that the right behaviours 
are demonstrated and the leader has a positive 
frame of mind. Let us explore this with an 
example: If your natural tendency is to be curious 
and to learn, then you will always get hands-on 
with things to explore as you enjoy the process of 
learning through experiencing. But if you are not 
a curious mind, then this whole process becomes 
a drag and you would hate every moment of it. 
This is who we are as people, and it will not 
change by attending a programme on being 
curious. The good news is: We can manage our 
personality traits and make learning a conscious 
process of our work-life.

Leaders can develop emotional resilience by 
focusing on their inborn traits, acquired skills, 
and by tackling mindset obstacles, but this 
cannot be achieved overnight. They will have 

Amogh 
Deshmukh is MD, 
DDI India.

to experience the whole development cycle in 
order to achieve it: 
	Assessing the self: This is the first stage in 

which leaders need to collect data on their 
strengths and gaps. This can be done through 
either deep self-reflection; inviting candid 
feedback from managers, team members, and 
peers; or undergoing a detailed behavioural and 
personality assessment. This exercise will help 
them understand where they stand with respect 
to their ability to be emotionally resilient. 

	Development process: It starts with a 
well-crafted plan defined by clear actions and 
milestones. In this phase, the leader will have 
to acquire some amount of formal knowledge 
vis-a-vis areas that need development and also 
build a plan to leverage their strengths in the 
short term to see immediate progress. 

	Measure progress: ‘Whatever is measured 
moves’. The leader needs to build a review 
plan and set up time to discuss progress 
with managers or mentors, periodically. 
Development does not offer any benefits if this 
step is missed; but if done well, it will bring 
about tangible change.
Most importantly, leaders need to feel for 

the team. The need to tide through uncertainty, 
should act as an impetus for resilience, and 
should ensure that business goals and people goals 
are treated as equally important in such times. 
Constant self-reflection and course correction 
will allow them to take a quantum leap.

ABouT THE AuTHor
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Versatile mode
he pointed out that this life stage has two               
essential realities.

The Frontstage is where we display—and are 
on display—the self that we want the public to 
see. Leaders in particular must face the camera, 
literally and metaphorically, all the time and 
be accountable to many stakeholders—in the 
speeches they give, the feedback they offer, the 
visions they set, and the hope they give, and      
so on.

The Backstage, however, is our messy reality. 
It is the self—or organisations—that we really 
have, when we are alone, or alone with our 
fellow members. It is the private, hidden, facts 
and ‘the way life really works around here’.

Leaders need to be capable on both frontstage 
and backstage. It is not either/or, it is          
always both. 

But the development of leadership education, 
in my view, has done a much better job in the 
past few decades preparing leaders for the 
frontstage than backstage work. We have a lot 
of mirrors in that space but too few windows. 
Just think of all the hours spent on 360 [degree] 
feedback surveys that focus on personal or 
interpersonal traits [like] public speaking skills, 
negotiation skills, feedback skills, and media 
relations. What I have found to be in short 
supply are time and knowledge on difficult 

Leaders need to be capable on both frontstage and backstage. Such resourcefulness 
would come in handy, especially during disruptive times. 

 ChaRLes gaLunIC, authoR, BaCkSTagE LEadErShiP

ames Stockdale, an American Navy 
fighter pilot who faced years in jail 
as a prisoner of war, reflected on his 
experience years later and famously 
introduced a paradoxical formula 
for resilience in times of upheaval. 
He said he survived because he had 

both bottomless faith that he would survive, and 
yet was brutally honest about the facts (build 
positive expectations, but keep them on a leash). 
This combination—of faith and facts, of hope 
and reality—stuck because, while it is seemingly 
contradictory to have both things at once, it is 
wise and necessary to build capacity for both, as 
leaders and as people.

In fact, if there is anything that truly defines 
effective leadership today, it is versatility.  
Leaders need to deal with not only hope 
and reality, but also the short term and long, 
openness to bottom-up ideas but also moments 
of decisive command, feel comfortable dealing 
with tasks but also relationships, and on the       
list goes.

While Shakespeare pointed out that the 
world is a stage and we are all merely players, 
I have found that our leaders are particularly 
important players, who must cope well with 
that stage life. The great sociologist Erving 
Goffman took this metaphor further when 

Leadership

J
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backstage work. Taking care of the ‘plumbing 
and electrics’ in the background is not as 
glamorous as the spotlight upfront, but it is 
incredibly important to do competently. 

By the backstage, I do not mean processes 
such as financial controlling, IT, personnel, 
supply chains, and so on, although all are 
important. What I refer to are the key processes 
which help craft, support, and deliver business 

strategy; and the need to 
be fundamentally ‘owned’ 
by organisational leaders. 
‘Scanning and sensemaking’ 
is about reality checking your 
strategy and making sure you 
are not blindsided. This is about 
finding and tracking the storms 
before they become hurricanes 
or cyclones. Ideally, one would 
forecast trouble coming well 
in advance, but this is never 
perfect. Nonetheless, the best 
leadership meteorology can 

‘shaping culture’ occurs 
through indirect
means. rather than 
issuing edicts about what
the organisation’s values 
and norms are to be,
leaders should first 
immerse themselves in 
the culture as it stands—
the reality.

develop a well-functioning radar aimed beyond 
the horizon and the humility to live with a 
degree of uncertainty as you explore solutions 
with your team.

‘Building and locking in commitment’ to 
a strategy requires more than an amazing 
public speaking capacity. First and foremost, 
generating consensus, or at least a good-faith 
acceptance, hinges on the level of openness 
involved in the process. Will you pull in ideas 
and feedback from the whole organisation, or 
concentrate on pushing key stakeholders into 
alignment with your intentions? There is no one 
right answer; every strategic context demands 
an individual approach. The key is for leaders to 
recognise that ‘pulling’ and ‘pushing’ are very 
different stances that require a distinct series of 
steps. I focus particularly on ideas surrounding 
‘fair process’.

‘Handling contradictions’ consists of trade-
offs to help leaders cope with contrasting 
mandates, e.g., the need for hierarchy versus 
the comparative agility of decentralised 
decision-making, the wisdom of thinking 
long term vs. the imperative to deliver 
quarterly shareholder returns. To honour these 
seemingly irreconcilable opposites, leaders 
must master the art of ambidexterity. This 
may include building harmony among the 
senior management team and manipulating the 
plumbing of organisational design so that each 
side of a conflict has a dedicated unit.

‘Shaping culture’ occurs through indirect 
means. Rather than issuing edicts about what 
the organisation’s values and norms are to be, 
leaders should first immerse themselves in the 
culture as it stands—the reality. Allow for the 
possibility of a large disparity between what 
top leaders say the company stands for and 
what actually goes on. Cultural change requires 
shaping the context, which shapes behaviour, 
and ultimately shapes ideas and performance. 
It requires the ultimate in ‘invisible’ work, not 
being everywhere, but being felt everywhere.
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‘Developing talent and capabilities’ 
encompasses spotting superstars in the making 
and giving them opportunities to shine. But 
it also means reshaping the context to allow 
talent to thrive. The key for leaders is to provide 
a connection between strategy, capability 
development, and talent development. While 
leaders have HR professionals, they must (co)
own the three key pillars in the HR arena: 
talent detection, talent development, and 
performance management. 

Essential to this approach and Backstage 
Leadership are at least two things. One is that 
this work is centred on the life and success of 
business strategy. It is not purely a ‘leadership 
book’ nor a ‘strategy book’, but blends these 
two fields together because that is the way 
they are experienced by practising leaders. 
The backstage involves many possible activities 
for leaders, but the ones I focus on are in the 
service of a business strategy and the survival 
and effectiveness of that human organisation. 

Secondly, I want leaders to appreciate that, 
as they become more senior, their impact will 
be more through indirect means, through their 
shaping of context. Leaders need to become 
patient and comfortable with this fact. They 
cannot interact 100 per cent of the time with 

100 per cent of the people, but if they build 
effective backstage processes, which shape 
the context of that organisation, they can have 
lasting influence and impact. Invisibly, silently, 
and hopefully, effectively.

Of course, Backstage Leadership was written 
(mostly) before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
but I believe many of the issues covered 
are even more relevant now. The crisis has 
elevated the importance of sensemaking, for 
example, because people are badly struggling 
with ambiguity and uncertainty. Managing 
contradictions has also become even more 
difficult and urgent. In particular, the perennial 
tension between exploration and exploitation is 
now acute.

Let me highlight a political leader who seems 
to have a good handle so far on working across 
frontstage and back. New Zealand’s widely 
praised Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern has 
managed some complicated scenarios, from 
the current COVID-19 outbreak (where at 
the time of writing this, New Zealand is still 
fairing much better than most of the world) 
and the 2019 Christchurch mosque shootings. 
Her blend of empathy and bracing clarity (both 
moral and factual) reflects not only authentic 
humanity but also confident command of 
both the frontstage and backstage work of 
leadership. Former Pepsi CEO Indra Nooyi 
competently crossed frontstage and backstage 
as well, as she shepherded the company through 
a restructuring initiative that she dubbed 
‘Performance with Purpose’. And Microsoft 
CEO Satya Nadella orchestrated a mighty 
turnaround since his appointment in 2014, 
calibrating his message of change for maximum 
investor and stakeholder impact, but then 
backing up his words by building much-needed 
capacities behind the scenes.

While there is nothing wrong with giving 
leaders some mirrors and the occasional 
makeover, we also need to give them some 
telescopes and magnifying lenses.

Charles Galunic 
is a professor of 
Organisational 
Behaviour and 
the Aviva Chaired 
professor of 
Leadership and 
Responsibility, 
INSEAD. He is 
also the author 
of Backstage 
Leadership: The 
Invisible Work of 
Highly Effective 
Leaders.
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The CoViD 
paradox

reality shifts: virtual communication, radically 
different work patterns, and uncertainty. While 
virtual communication was already being used 
effectively around the world, business travel 
for in-person meetings and conferences was 
expected. The first year of this pandemic has 
altered that. Many organisations realise you can 
do many of the things we thought had to be done 
in person more efficiently and intimately through 
virtual video platforms. In addition to travel, 
work patterns in the office involved movement 
and micro interactions that promoted informal 
creativity and trust-building. Work patterns 
in many industries have now changed forever, 
as where we work and the way we interact 
transition. Uncertainty is the most significant 
trigger for the opportunity over the next year or 
more. When will the vaccine arrive? When will 
it be safe to work like we used to? What will my 
market and customer look like in a post-COVID 
world? Who do we need to be as a company to 
reach people in the new reality? Uncertainty 
catalyses the need to be different.

The first opportunity every business can take 
advantage of is technological integration. If you 
wanted to do something virtual or web-based 
before, your culture will be more or entirely 
welcoming of the new systems. Transactions and 
interactions that had to happen in person before 
2020 now are exclusively happening online. This 
includes work internally and with partners and 

it may seem rather implausible, but the pandemic has created abundant opportunities 
to revamp organisational culture.

 Jon woRtMann, thoughtLeadeRs, LLC
 and anna penFoLd, RusseLL ReynoLds assoCIates

The pain and loss of this era 
in human history cannot be 
overstated. No individual 
or organisation wants 
the disruption the global 
COVID-19 pandemic has 
brought to every country 

and many businesses. The pain, in different ways, 
is real for everyone. So is the need to continue 
sustaining and growing environments where 
employees and teams can be successful. Every 
leader, when faced with unexpected change, has a 
culture opportunity. 

Culture, in general, is the beliefs, values, 
and behaviours that are observable in a group. 
When organisational life is normal, patterns 
often continue because they existed before. 
High-performing organisations assume a high-
functioning culture. As a result, the good 
times make culture change difficult. Even 
when a business struggles, busyness, structural 
barriers, and human inertia prevent reflection 
and intentional shifts to make a culture more 
effective and impactful. When crisis happens, 
however, what was once intractable becomes 
open. Cultural norms can be analysed and 
adjusted. Leaders who did not have time or 
appetite for change demand new ways of thinking                   
and working.

The context for culture opportunities in these 
COVID times revolve around three distinct 

CuLture
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customers. Whether history, fear of change, or 
cost prevented tech solutions from becoming the 
standard, the business case can now be made in 
real time.

The second opportunity is to create an effective 
hybrid culture. What used to be assumed face or 
office time can now be shifted in part or wholly 
to virtual work. In no way is face-to-face work 
gone. In fact, we now realise how important it is. 
It is simply not the only way to build connections 
and make decisions. The question to ask around 
how to gather people for every interaction is: 
“What will create the most creativity and trust 

with the least disruption?” Your 
yearly conference where you 
gathered everyone from around 
the country or world, hundreds 
or thousands of people, can 
become an every-other-year 
event with quarterly summits 
virtually. Your monthly team 
meetings that had a travel 
budget can be scheduled to 
less often and the spend can 
be more productive. Saving 
money and time on travel is not 
only an operational efficiency 
opportunity, that is the money 

you can reinvest in people and sustainable talent 
development solutions. 

Purposeful reflection, for individuals and 
teams, is the third opportunity to deepen 
the lives and work of every employee during 
COVID. We used to have built-in reflection and 
think time during travel, on a commute, and in 
between meetings. Without realising it, learning 
happened. Our best ideas rarely hit during the 
staff meeting. They happen before, on the way 
to work or after walking to lunch. With less 
travel and movement, cultures have to encourage 
people, even demand people purposefully 
schedule reflection time. This is work. This is 
where great ideas happen. 

The tech integration, hybrid work, and 

For the first time in the 
modern era, we are all 
having a global, shared 
experience we can talk 
about. In different ways, 
the pandemic hits all 
of our lives. our health, 
our movement, and our 
schedules: the change is 
ubiquitous.

intentional reflection create a fourth opportunity: 
assign a micro interaction manager. Whether 
you make it the job of every manager or make 
it a function of HR or administration leaders, 
someone needs to keep track of what used 
to happen at lunch. When people spent time 
getting coffee, lingering after meetings, or 
getting together after work, the real ideas 
popped. Formality produces order. Casual micro 
interaction in a culture creates connection and 
the honest dialogue that results. Interactions now 
need someone to curate and foster them so that 
they happen at all. Whether this is extra chat time 
before a meeting, virtual meals or social time, or 
creative projects. As every cruise ship has a social 
director, every culture needs the facilitator of 
casual creativity and trust building. 

In a similar way, COVID invites us to pay 
special attention to mentoring. As micro 
interaction was built into culture, so was the 
show and tell of best practice. When we worked 
together in offices, you as a leader could call 
someone into your office to listen to a call. You 
could invite them last minute to observe a pitch 
or presentation. You could invite them for a 
coffee after a meeting and explore what they did 
well and could improve upon. Now, mentorship 
needs scheduled time. Back-to-back-to-back 
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Humans love tradition 
and it has value. What has 
even more impact are the 
intentional connections 
you build and the way you 
attend to your culture as 
it is vulnerable. The trust 
you build from the efforts 
can become the new 
cultural norm.
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virtual meetings are bad for 
people’s health. Intentional 
reflection, micro interaction, 
and mentoring facilitation 
will actually transform the 
connections in your culture in a 
way that will only enrich future 
face-to-face time.

With the connection building, 
a richer awareness of who 
people really are can become 
opportunity six. For the first 
time in the modern era, we 
are all having a global, shared 

experience we can talk about. In different ways, 
the pandemic hits all of our lives. Our health, 
our movement, and our schedules: the change 
is ubiquitous. So is the chance to ask someone 
how they are doing. So is the chance to get to 
know someone on a deeper level. Such is the 
unique moment where we can see each other’s 
dogs, cats, and children on the screen in homes 
and home offices. That personal awareness of 
each other’s real lives is a chance to be more 
empathetic. It is often the missing understanding 
that creates a cold, disconnected culture. You 
cannot fight the intimacy of knowing more about 
someone’s whole life. When that connection is 

valued, people feel like they matter more and 
business conversation loses some of its stilted 
barriers. The culture opportunity now is to be 
professional and personal.

Finally, as we wonder how to build new 
relationships when we cannot travel as easily, 
do not ignore how easy it is now to video travel 
around the world. While we have to be very 
sensitive to Zoom fatigue and overscheduling, we 
can also be invitational to colleagues, partners, 
and potential new relationships. If you have an 
idea you want someone’s advice on, everyone—
whether they want the video on or off—can 
more easily accept your invitation. They do not 
have to go through the formality of an office visit. 
They can spend a few minutes with you, and if 
the interaction works, suddenly your market, 
your team, your opportunity is not limited by 
budgets, time zones, and past expectations.

Every one of these opportunities was already 
happening in the old world. Now, the barriers are 
down. The needs of today are different. But the 
chance to make changes will not last. Humans 
love tradition and it has value. What has even 
more impact are the intentional connections you 
build and the way you attend to your culture as it 
is vulnerable. The trust you build from the efforts 
can become the new cultural norm.  
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Art of negotiation
Their job may be to make it about the money. 
Our job as professional negotiators, however, is 
very different: to bring the discussion back to 
the real issue, which is how best to solve their 
pain or problem with our product or solution. 

The first step of the Sandler negotiation 
process is to acknowledge, reassure, and ask. Here 
is how that sounds in response to this (very 
common) gambit: “I appreciate you letting me 
know that’s how you feel. I can assure you that 
our solution is going to solve your problem of 
so-and-so. Let me ask you this: When do you 
believe you’ll want this issue resolved?” Use 
a response like this to avoid doing what your 
counterpart wants you to do: immediately drop 
your price!

This first, essential countermove is your way 
of saying ‘no’ without using the word ‘no’. It is 
your key to keeping the negotiation discussion 
from focusing exclusively on pricing—rather 
than on fit and overall value.

Clint Babcock, author of negotiating from the Inside out: a playbook for 
Business success and a Sandler trainer, underlines how developing the negotiating 
intelligence of sales teams can improve the bottom line faster.

MyTH 1: It’s all about the money
I will often begin my training sessions in 
negotiation by asking the participants this 
simple question: “So, what have you already 
learned about negotiation?” The silence that 
follows speaks volumes. Finally, when someone 
does speak up, what they have to say usually 
reflects a common myth or misconception. One 
of the most damaging myths sounds like this: 
“It’s really all about the money.”

Let us say you have presented your proposal 
or discussed the price of your product and/
or services, and you hear something like this: 
“That’s too much!” Or: “I’m not going to pay 
that!” Or: “Your competition is cheaper.” How 
do you respond? 

Of course, they want to get the best deal—
just as you would. However, what you need to 
understand is that this initial reaction is just 
that—a first move in a bigger game. In fact, it is 
one of the most common negotiation gambits. 

Myth 
BUSTER
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MyTH 2: A concession means 
giving up something
A prospect or buyer asks you 
to give them something: more 
product, more licences, more 
extras, better terms, a more 
aggressive timeline—whatever. 
You knew that was going to 
happen, yet maybe you were 
not really prepared for it. Your 
initial instinct may be to give 

something up, concede something, in order 
to win the deal. Instead, why not redefine the 
whole idea of a concession? Shift your mindset 
to address the question of what you add to the 
deal in order to build additional value and a 
longer-term client. You can concede something 
other than a price cut or a giveaway!

I will give you an example of what I mean. 
Occasionally, I will be asked if a client can 
include another group of people in a training 
session. This could be sales engineers, 
account managers, or business development 
representatives. Instead of simply including 
them, I offer to provide a session or two 
specifically and uniquely designed for them. I 
‘add’ this concession in a way that allows me 
to be in front of another group with unique 
concerns and issues. That training concession, in 
many cases, ends up leading to more training. 

Ask yourself: “What can I add to this deal 
to enhance it, instead of dropping my price or 
making compromises on other deliverables?”

MyTH 3: Never give up something without 
getting something in return
This is one of the most often-quoted negotiation 
‘rules’: If I give you X, then you must give me 
Y. But beware. Words like ‘never’ and ‘always’      
are tricky.

Broadly speaking, this principle makes sense, 
and is a good way to ensure that you are not 
taken advantage of during a negotiation session. 
There are some important exceptions to the 

There is absolutely a time 
to be silent and
let the other person 
process. And yes, since
silence creates a vacuum, 
some people will
fill that vacuum with 
valuable information.

‘rule’, however. Early in the encounter with a 
prospect, giving up something of small value 
without getting anything in return can go a 
long way in building the relationship, and can 
minimise problems later on in the negotiation 
process… because your counterpart feels 
comfortable with you and trusts you.

For example, if you can provide a free 
assessment—something that you usually charge 
for—that delivers value to a new negotiating 
counterpart, this may improve the level of trust 
and comfort in the relationship. It can also 
help you to uncover more issues and problems, 
and give the other side further insight into           
their issues.  

MYTH 4: The person who talks first loses
Yes. There is absolutely a time to be silent and 
let the other person process. And yes, since 
silence creates a vacuum, some people will 
fill that vacuum with valuable information. 
However, if we operate on the principle that 
the more information we can uncover from 
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our counterpart the better off we both are, 
then we also need to understand that a well-
placed question will keep the focus on the 
other person. In my experience, the person 
who is asking the questions is in control of the 
conversation—not the person who produces 
the most uncomfortable silences. 

To grasp this distinction, it helps to 
understand the negotiating tactic of anchoring. 
Anchoring can happen in two ways. If you are 
a buyer, then it means setting a low anchor, 
which means you make a first offer that is 
somewhat lower than what even you believe 
the other person would accept as realistic. 

What this does is make your 
counterpart start to adjust their 
pricing downward, gravitating 
toward your number. Likewise, 
if you are a seller, you can start 
with a high anchor, and offer a 
number that may be somewhat 
higher than you believe they 
would be willing to accept. In 
each case, asking questions about 
the other person’s response, or lack 
of response, to your offer is okay. 

And of course, you want to keep in mind that 
both of these moves must be within reason, in 
order to allow your counterpart some room to 
manoeuvre and some reason to concede.

MyTH 5: our people already have a basic 
understanding of how to negotiate
This is the big one. I work with plenty of senior-
level executives who are responsible for, among 
other things, purchasing products and services 
from vendors and partners. Whether they can 
describe the gambits or not, these executives 
are adept at both using and neutralising the 
most common negotiating manoeuvres (such as 
‘your competition is cheaper’). 

I also work with sales professionals and 
leaders responsible for selling the organisation’s 
products and services. These people have little 

or no ability to spot and plan for the most 
common negotiating gambits.

Yet, when I ask the people in the first group 
about the people in the second group, they 
typically respond by saying, “Our people already 
have a basic understanding of how to negotiate.”

News flash: They do not. Senior executives 
may expect the professionals on their sales 
teams to know how to negotiate, but in fact, 
most of them have never been taught or trained. 
And the results bear this out. Margins are 
routinely, and needlessly, eroded as salespeople 
lobby to secure discount after discount to ‘close 
the deal’.

Organisations invest a lot of money in 
management, leadership, and sales training. 
Yet most of those same companies do not train 
their teams how to negotiate! A question I will 
often ask leaders is: “How much money do you 
believe your organisation loses annually because 
of needless discounting?” I help them to do the 
math. The number gets big quickly! 

Most sales teams do not know how to 
negotiate, and developing your team’s 
negotiating intelligence will improve your 
bottom line, fast. 

By busting these five myths, particularly 
this last one, you can reverse the knee-jerk 
discounting that eats away at profitability.

organisations invest a lot 
of money in management, 
leadership, and sales 
training. yet most of 
those same companies 
do not train their teams 
how to negotiate.
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Unlock the potential
Application of emerging technologies, like 

predictive analytics and machine learning, by 
hospitals and health insurers holds immense 
promise in resolving this issue; it can also 
help address problems related to reducing the 
cost of managing health data and insurance 
claim adjudication errors. Adopting these 
technologies within a defined regulatory 
framework can benefit patients too—through 
better understanding of disease patterns, 
improved treatment protocols, and secure 
data privacy norms. This is the principal goal 
of machine learning systems. Based on health 
records maintained by individuals, insurers can 
drive predictive analytics for making preventive 
healthcare interventions. 

New technologies, better access
Insurance is an important financing mechanism 
to improve access to quality healthcare3. In 
emerging economies like India, the increasing 
burden of lifestyle diseases has made its role 
vital in providing preventive and wellness 
solutions as opposed to curative care. 

In developed health insurance markets like 
the United States too, issues of poor quality 
and high costs necessitate technology-driven 
healthcare outcomes4. Contrary to general 
belief, poor quality and also non-uniformity 
of coding systems plague the system in the 
US too5. However, the  Health Information 

The power of predictive analytics and machine learning can be leveraged to bring 
about considerable improvement in healthcare as well as health insurance ecosystems.

 BIshwaJIt nayaK,  FutuRe geneRaLI IndIa InsuRanCe 
CoMpany LIMIted and soM seKhaR BhattaChaRyya, 
natIonaL InstItute oF IndustRIaL engIneeRIng

Managing personal 
information is 
a challenge in 
an environment 
marked by high 
digitalisation and 
involvement of 

technology in all aspects of an individual’s life1. 
It is all the more so in the case of healthcare data, 
one of the most critical aspects of an individual’s 
personal information and an important 
component of the data exchange that occurs in 
the health ecosystem. 

The pervasive healthcare system demands 
that information is available at the right time for 
the right use2. However, an individual’s health 
information is spread across his or her entire life 
cycle, and is usually stored in outpatient clinics 
and hospitals, at the workplace and home; or 
is available with health insurers. With different 
stakeholders using different storage devices and 
following different documentation patterns 
and recording systems, accessibility of health 
information often becomes difficult. 

This points to the importance of integrating 
this multi-source information to create 
intelligent decision-making systems. Also, 
utilisation of such data demands a complete 
understanding of the degree to which 
technology can contribute to managing it across 
the spectrum. 

teChnoLogy
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Technology for Economic and Clinical Health 
Act of 2009 significantly increased the adoption 
of electronic health records (EHRs) there6. 
Similarly, in India, the Clinical Establishment 
Act, 2010 made it mandatory for healthcare 
providers to work towards EHRs to increase the 
efficiency of healthcare delivery. Although the 
scenarios are different, utilisation of predictive 
modelling for reducing the burden of diseases 
is imperative in both countries. Predictive 
analysis incorporates a variety of techniques 
like data mining, statistics, and game theory. It 
uses current as well as past data with statistical 
or other analytical models and methods to 
determine or predict future events; it also 
enables healthcare providers to develop focused 
solutions for patient needs7.

Figure 1 depicts the sources of clinical 
information generation and storage for a patient:

Information available at an outpatient clinic, 
hospital, workplace, and home; or with the 
insurer, may have varying levels of complexity. 
The enormous amount of data generated can 

be synthesised using regression-based data 
mining techniques to predict future healthcare 
event patterns for an individual9. This would 
result in not only lower treatment costs but 
also better allocation of healthcare resources. 

Plugging loopholes 
Health insurance claims data is a rich source 
of information for developing predictive 
models for policy-making and treatment 
interventions10. However, its complexity 
poses numerous challenges to researchers 
and policymakers11. Errors leading to wrong 
payments are a major cause for increasing 
healthcare costs across the world12. Machine 
learning techniques could help in reducing 
such errors, which would help in not only 
improving the quality of information captured 
but also optimising operational costs. The 
claims data can then be studied to understand 
the patterns of clinical data and related 
disease outcomes. Standard algorithms can 
then be developed to review future claims 
and determine the outliers vis-à-vis expected 
disease outcomes13.

Figure 2 represents a health claims 
processing model that uses machine learning, 
which can help clinicians make better 
and more accurate decisions. The benefit 
configurator is a modular technology platform 
that brings together financial due diligence of a 
health insurance product, claims processes, and 
rules like waiting periods for specific diseases, 
differential access to hospital networks, and so 
on. These product rules are applied based on 
demographic parameters like age, gender, or 
income limits of the insured member. Personal 
health records comprise clinical history details 
gathered by the insurance firm. These three 
aspects are integrated during claims processing 
to understand the risk propensity of the 
insured member.

Clinical information is created under 
different healthcare settings, and patients 
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Figure 1: Personal health information generation and 
storage points (Adapted from Pratt et. al, 20068).
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are required to assimilate all data in a manner 
that can be used for making meaningful 
interpretations. Clinicians too need to put in 
extra effort to interpret and utilise information 
obtained after integrating information from 
diverse sources.

The large amounts of data generated at each 
patient interface with the healthcare system needs 
special attention. Machine learning techniques 
can help to a great extent14 in identifying trends 
and patterns in it for further analysis. 

Utilising the domain knowledge of experts as 
well as information generated through machine 
learning techniques, predictive healthcare 
models can be created for different diseases15. 
Similar predictive models are already being used 
by insurers to reduce leakages and wastage in 
their internal processes through correct coding             
of diseases16.  

Driving transformation
Predictive analytics and machine learning can 
also address other problems in the healthcare 
community. For instance, it could help in 
long-term care for ailments like cancer and 
diabetes, which need more attention from a 
health information management perspective 
since clinical data needs to be preserved for a 
longer period17. However, it is highly important 
to take care of legal issues related to privacy 
and explore the extent to which predictive 
models or machine learning can compromise 
the security of such data18. With proper security 

measures in place, predictive models supported 
by machine learning can transform healthcare 
markets in developing economies like India as 
well as developed markets like the US.
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Powering India’s growth

The STarTup ImpacT

Open
Ajeesh Achuthan

predIble 
healTh
Suthirth Vaidya 
Abhijith Chunduru 
Adarsh Raj

bharaTagrI
Siddharth Dialani 
Sai Gole
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IS CONFLICT GOOD?
AN EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW WITH 2019 THINKERS50 #1 DUO 
W CHAN KIM AND RENÉE MAUBORGNE

IN SAFE HANDS
Amy C Edmondson

COST OF AVOIDANCE
Dr Susan S Raines

LEAD THE WAY
Timothy R Clark

BEYOND DEFINITIONS
Vivek Mehra

DIVERGE, DISAGREE, DISSENT
Liane Davey
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Rethink, Reset, RestaRt

seize the oppoRtunity
Sridhar Samu and Anubhav Mishra

the meta-leadeR
Eric J McNulty and Leonard J Marcus

tuRning the tide
Girish Mainrai

the intangibles
Joydip Dey

stay ConneCted
Dr Debashish Sengupta

the CRisis management mantRa
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