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Even non-profit organizations
need to focus on professionalizing

their work ethic, or risk ending up
with employees who are confused,

anxious and dissatisfied.

By Swaralipi Saha Chakraborty
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a pledge to
professionalize

new project on 'health' had been started just a month
back, and was to be headed by Ramanna.

Aakansha had 6 employees at its head office and 150
field workers in total. Samuel was a retired engineer from
a state owned undertaking. Shikha, a middle aged
woman, and a postgraduate in rural management, was a
member of the 'gender and development' project, had
joined Aakansha since its inception. Ramanna, newly
appointed to head the project on 'health', was a retired
manager from a PSU. He had applied for VRS and his
urge to serve the society had motivated him to associate
with this NGO. Ritu, working under Ramanna, was a
smart, young, vibrant girl of 27, armed with a master's
degree in pharmaceutical sciences. She was full of
enthusiasm and had worked in the corporate sector for
the last four years before joining Aakansha. More
specifically, her willingness to help the ailing
underprivileged who could not get the proper medical
aid had motivated her to join the health segment.
Deviprasad and Suja supervised field work for 'gender
and development' program and the 'health' program

"What's the matter? Are you okay?"
Shikha did not answer her

question. She continued sipping her
tea, offered Ritu some snacks, took
another sip and went back to the file
of her project 'gender and
development', which she was
offered a year back.

A couple of minutes later, she
took a deep sigh and with strong
discontentment in her voice, she
announced, "I am really fed up. I
know I am capable in undertaking
this project, but I am proving to be
inefficient. They are giving me the
responsibility without any authority
and I cannot share my views with
them. Whenever I offer any
suggestions for the betterment of the
project, it is not even heard, forget
about being implemented. I don't

S
hikha seemed to be in a
pensive mood. Ritu, her
colleague, and a new
entrant in the
organization, asked,

know what they think of themselves."
Ritu: "Shikha, when did you join this organization?"
Shikha: "About two and a half years back. But the

situation is still the same since the first day. You will come
to know the things with time."

Ritu took the last long sip of tea and left.
Aakansha, a national level NGO, had been devoted to

facilitating sustainable development through
participatory, community driven activities from four
years. It strived to assist socio-economically deprived
and disadvantaged groups in Indian society by generating
means for basic needs such as health, water, education,
employment and livelihood. The NGO was a result of the
initiative of two veterans: Vikramaditya, who has been
associated with an international NGO and Bhaskar, his
colleague, who later joined him at his mission for serving
the underprivileged.

At present the organization had two projects in hand,
one on 'gender and development' and the other on
'health'. The first project was headed by Samuel, and
was focused on two backward districts of Rajasthan. The
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respectively.
The next morning, there was a project committee

meeting at 9 o'clock, which was to be presided over by
the project head of the 'health' program Ramanna. Ritu
was supposed to attend the meeting. She rushed to the
meeting room and found the door closed from inside.
She checked the time and found she was five minutes
late. She knocked the door anxiously. "Come in" came a
roar from inside. She went in stealthily. No seat was
vacant, and a few members were already standing. She
joined the group at the back.

Some members were sitting with papers in their hand
and discussing the details of the project. Ritu was very
eager to know the details of the project and in the process,
she intervened but fruitless. At the end of the meeting
the project head declared, "Each one of you will be
apprised of your responsibilities for the project." After
the project head left the meeting room, others went back
to their respective places.

Ritu followed the project head and when he was about
to enter his cubicle, she asked him, "Excuse me, sir. Can
I get a copy of the details of the project?"

"Sorry, it cannot be provided. The resources are very
limited and you should learn how to value resources."
Ramanna replied and went to his cubicle.

Ritu was dumbstruck.
After an hour she received a message saying that she

could check the details of the project and the duties
assigned to her from her mailbox.

She went to the computer room anxiously to check
her email. There were three computers lying on the
platform in a row. One person was working on one
computer, while and the other two were free. Two more
persons were sitting next to the computers idling away
their time and enjoying tea.

Ritu asked the person working on the system, "Sir, I
have an important mail to check, can I use this system.
Only one system is working".

He continued working.
She waited for a while and then asked courageously,

"Sir, how much time will it take to get this one free?"
"About an hour or so," came the reply".
Sir, kindly intimate me once you are through it." said

Ritu.
The person nodded his head carelessly.
After an hour when she visited the computer room,

she found someone else working on the system. Surprised

to see this, she inquisitively looked at the person who has
been using the system earlier. He was nowhere in sight.
She returned back to her seat angrily and started reading
the newspaper.

In the evening, as Ritu and Shikha had a tea break
together, they shared their problems with each other.

Ritu: "I could not even manage to get even a few
minutes on a computer to know about my project and
the duties assigned to me. Isn't that unbelievable?"

Shikha: I didn't have a great day myself. My boss
expects me to do my job without proper direction,
motivation or encouragement. Is he a leader? I doubt it."

Ritu signaled at a person who passed them by and
asked: "Who is he and how long has he been here?"

Shikha" "He is Deshbandhu. He joined a year back."
"Bandhu or Shatru" exclaimed Ritu.
"Why? What happened?" queried Shikha.
Ritu: He's a most uncooperative guy. Yesterday, I

asked him for the file of the health program and he replied
rudely that he was busy and I should come back the next
day. Busy! He was sipping tea and chatting with another
guy. In fact, another person came in at just that time with
a demand for another file, and he gave it to him
immediately. I had to plead him for that file. Finally, he
banged a huge pile of files on his table and told me to
search for it myself. And the other guy that day in the
computer room? How common it is for men to dominate
use of computers and other equipment in the office,
while women have to wait and even plead for their turn?"

Shikha added indignantly: "Women employees are
sent to training programs, workshops and other career-
enhancing events only when they are specifically targeted
at women. If it was not specified otherwise, even this
program would have been attended mostly by men."

Ritu remarked: "It is hardly fair that women who are
working for justice and equality for others should
themselves face discrimination. There is always a stated
or unstated perception that men are more effective
workers than women".

"And do you notice, how during events, peripheral
work such as welcoming the guests and serving tea or
snacks is given to the women while all the technical
responsibilities are given to the men?" quipped Shikha.

Ritu continued, "Anyway, I could manage to locate
the concerned file within an hour, and I came to know
some of the details of my project. Now comes my actual
job of designing the timetable and assigning responsibility.
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The project is mainly targeted to women health in
Bhilwara and Mawli districts of Rajasthan." She glanced
at the watch on her wrist for the time. "Oh! I'm getting
late. I'll see you later. Bye!"

For about a week, both could not manage to talk
because of their busy schedule.

When she bumped into Shikha at the canteen a week
later, Ritu approached her with a warm smile. "Hi, Shikha.
We are meeting after a long time. You are the only one in
this organization with whom I can share views and feel
relaxed and light. Hope I am not disturbing you".

Shikha smiled back welcomingly. "Not at all. Come,
join me. I also feel rejuvenated talking with you".

Ritu: "Now I am more attuned to the work culture
here."

"So what is your progress for the project?" Shikha
inquired.

"Really, it's a headache. It is so difficult to coordinate
properly with the field workers of our project. Neither
do they know me nor do I know them personally. The
telephone, which is a meant for this purpose, is not
working, because of an unpaid bill. Even if I manage to
send them a mail, they reply to it after a day or two. How
can we work efficiently? It's so difficult."

The days went by and the health program began
taking its shape. In a meeting headed by Ramanna, Ritu
tried to project that the field workers were facing a
problem of not understanding the local dialect, which
was Marwari. She suggested some training in a local
dialect order in order to make the program a success.

Ramanna was not forthcoming at all. "Ritu, you are
not very used to working in our kind of organization. You
talk about irrelevant things. Do you know how much is
the government funding for the project and how much
will be spent in training the field workers?" he ticked her
off.

One Monday, an important meeting was being
organized. One of the Directors, Vikramaditya, presided
over the meeting, and announced that Bhaskar could
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not make it to the meeting as he was off to U.S to attend
an important conference on NGOs and to deal with the
fundraising activities. The agenda of the meeting was to
discuss the progress and the difficulties faced in the
smooth implementation of the project. The Director
discussed about the two projects in detail and their
deadline. He also emphasized on the limited funds
available for the project and addressed the project heads
to utilize them skillfully and efficiently. Ritu tried to bring
in light how difficult it was to contact the supervisors.
Her attempt was to focus on communication problems,
which could be the major reason for the projects proving
to be ineffective. Her comments went unheard.

"Why do they treat me like a small kid? For each and
every minor detail I have to consult the project head,
even if it's just a matter of drafting a letter. He does not
share any policies with us at the same time keeps a rigid
control without delegating any authority. Isn't it
humiliating?" Ritu said in frustration, as she shared her
feelings to Shikha.

Immediately after the lunch, the Directors called up
an urgent meeting, on Wednesday. No one could interpret
the reason of calling the meeting so frequently and took
it by surprise. Everyone assembled at the place of meeting.
This time both the Directors were present.

"Good afternoon, everybody" said Bhaskar. He stated
the purpose of the meeting. "As you all know, I was off to
States to deal with some fundraising problems. I am sorry
to state that there is no more supply of funds from US
for our project on 'gender and development'. Keeping
into consideration this factor we need to discontinue
our project and focus solely on the 'health' project.

This decision resulted in about 70-75 field workers,
including the field supervisor losing their jobs. It also
had a direct impact on the motivational levels of those
associated with the 'health' project.

The national level NGO was faced with a lot many
problems. How could these problems be handled? The
functioning of the NGO was getting paralyzed.

ANALYSIS

Dr G. Rajkumar
CEO & Director, HR Footprints Management Services Pvt Ltd

Dr Raj, along with his team, provides HR advisory services, outsourcing, leadership programs,
executive coaching and talent solutions. He also acts as the expert panel member of
PriceWaterhouse Coopers, Adjunct Professor at SP Jain Institute of Management, Dubai and
Singapore besides being on the advisory boards of other academic and non-governmental
organizations. He is an HR professional with over two decades of work experience. He has
travelled the paths of academics, research, consulting, and industry. He has worked with
many industries like agri business, auto, IT, Pharma, FMCG besides education and health
care sector. Often, he made contributions to the business thinking by participating in business
planning, strategy, customer management and corporate image building. Aligning HR to
business, executive coaching and leadership development are his present areas of interest.

Aakanksha - a mere aspiration?

T
he case depicts the pains and perils of two
women professionals wanting to make a
difference to the society in their own way.
Shikha and Ritu come across as two qualified
professionals with tremendous zeal to

contribute to society by putting to use their education
and competence. Joining Aakanksha seems to be a
conscious decision on their part. However, the turn of
events at Aakanksha leave them in a complete dismay!

Aakanksha as an NGO may be described as an "over-
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zealous and under-led" organization. As an organization,
it is founded to serve a noble cause. The pursuit towards
serving the deprived sections of society by meeting their
basic needs seem to be the common thread that is
attracting good talent and binding the various members
of Aakanksha. It is clearly the passion and purpose that
attracts any one to get associated with an organization
like Aakanksha. Members of such organization look
forward to deriving a sense of meaning through
contributions. Same was the reason for Shikha and Ritu
to join Aakanksha!

However, Aakanksha turned out to be an organization
which embraced a laissez-faire (free-rein)  culture.
Having started with a noble cause, the organization seems
to be at the brink of collapse with no internal strength to
turn it around. Before attempting to find a solution to
Aakanksha's problem, it is important to understand what
ails the organization as on today.

Broadly, one can view Aakanksha's problems from
four different dimensions, viz., culture, leadership,
strategy, and managerial maturity. These four dimensions
obviously have significant interplay and influence each
other. Let's analyse each dimension.

On the culture front, it appears that there has been
no effort to create conducive work place. Primarily, one
tends to note that there is no mutual respect. Making
people stand, rude talks, discard of ideas, poor listening
and so on are clear indications of disrespect to fellow
professionals. High degree of hierarchy is curbing
interactions among the small team. It is also very evident
that there are divides based on age, and gender. Another
aspect that is detrimental to a healthy culture is utter
lack of collaboration and communication. Spirit of
collaboration and communication can substitute and fill
in the resource scarcity. However, in Aakanksha, one
can see how difficult it has become for Ritu to get to
know of the departmental objectives and what she could
contribute. Further, a series of experiences also led to a
perception (why not a fact?) that women are
discriminated and not really utilized in meaningful roles.

A cumulative impact of these negative cultural factors
will be a suffocating atmosphere. Consequently, even
the best of the talent will be destined to fail. If one
encounters humiliating experiences just as Ritu faced
during and after the meeting, it kills the spirit with which
people primarily come into the organization. In a
resourced starved organization, people can understand
and adjust as long as they are treated well. It is the
togetherness among the team members that equips them
to overcome the resources constraints. As an NGO, if
one is constrained to pay less, it is not a major problem
as long as the 'cause' and 'culture' create major attraction
for people to get hooked onto!

The second important problem dimension is
leadership. It is indeed laudable that two veterans -
Vikamaditya and Bhaskar - took the initiative of
Aakanksha. However, they come across as externally
oriented and fairly hands-off when it comes to the
internal affairs of the organization. Their style is
predominantly to work through the project heads and
not really understand or elicit the ideas from lower levels

of hierarchy. Such formal approach of working is surely
professional if Aakanksha were to be a large and mature
organization. An evolving organization in its nascent stage
requires the founders to be more involved. Their closer
involvement will surely reinforce the founder's spirit and
possibly energize the organization besides allowing the
founders to understand and feel the pulse of the
organization. As of now, despite being a small
organization, the line of communication is absent
between the founders and the professionals like Shikha
or Ritu.

The third problem dimension is the strategy. While it
is true that as an NGO, Aakanksha is not looking at
profitability, it surely must focus upon scalability and
sustainability. Having primarily two program areas viz.,
'Health' and 'Gender and Development', Aakanksha
employed around 160 employees. With a risk of funding
getting seized from the US, and with a possible risk of 70
to 80 employees finding themselves redundant, it was
extremely critical on the part of Aakanksha to work out
a contingency plan. The gaping hole in the organization
model without assessing the sustainability risk and
endangering the careers of half of its employees was a
strategic blunder on part of the organizational leadership.
An upcoming organization cannot afford the reputational
risk which will make it difficult to attract talent in future.
While excessively adding the human resources, the same
was not evident in terms of support resources.
Overstaffing and under-resourcing (even a computer and
a document is such a scare resource!) will lead to
frustration. The frustration is compounded when it is
super-imposed with poor collaboration and lack of
camaraderie!

And the last problem dimension is the managerial
maturity. The way Samuel and Ramanna carried
themselves leaves a lot to be desired in terms of
managerial maturity. They come from a distinct
background, aged and essentially portray a 'bossy'
approach to managing people. A managerial style that
might have worked in a state-owned organization or a
PSU may not work in an NGO where in people's passion
is the essential raw material. A command and control
approach of a 'boss' hardly ignites the passion!
Instructions do not work as effectively as inspiration!
The project heads also came across as very poor
communicators, and poor facilitators. It was also evident
that they were faced with the challenge of managing next
generation professionals which they were not prepared
for. Delegation and empowerment ended up as the
casualties of their unprofessional managerial behaviour.

In essence, if one were to trace the problems back, it
can be seen that the hands-off leadership and absence
of any strategic vision on the part of the founders has
created a weak foundation. Entrusting the project
responsibilities to a team of project heads (who
apparently stretching their otherwise retired careers)
ended up in creating a culture that is least conducive for
professional to flourish.

If no intervention is carried out, it is a matter of time
before Ritu will leave the organization unless there are
any personal compulsions for her to continue. The
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comfort that she enjoys with Shikha seems to be the
silver lining and the sole reason for her to continue with
Aakanksha. Even if she continues it will surely be without
a soul!

What can be done now?
Firstly, one of the two founders need to either sense

the mood of the organization or need to be told about
the same. They then need to decide to focus on internal
systems and culture by being more hands-on. A
pragmatic approach would be to divide the responsibility
of internal management versus external relations
between both of them. It will quickly put the curbs on
the whims and fancies of the project leads. Since Bhaskar
is already interfacing with funding agencies abroad, he
may continue to do so while Vikramaditya may hold the
mantle of internal management.

The founder leaders need to quickly explore the
options of other funding projects or expansion in the
'health' program so as to ensure that the number of
forced exits from the 'Gender & Development' stream
will be limited. An attempt in this direction will at least
restore the confidence in the organizational leadership.

The next step could be engage into a more direct and
frequent two-way communication with all the
employees. In situations of turbulence, a candid
communication will bind the team together and will arrest
unfounded rumours. Suggestions from the employees
must be heard, and at least a few of them have to be
visibly taken up for implementation. Such a gesture will
go a long way in sustaining the passion and ownership of
the employees towards the organization.  Is it not
employee engagement in action?

The existing managers need to be given feedback on
the dysfunctional aspects of their behaviours. If they find
it unacceptable and decide to leave, replace them with
more mature and people-oriented (and younger??)
managers. In order to change the perception of
discrimination and to bring in greater gender sensitivity,
consciously choose a woman leader to lead a project or
an initiative. Any amount of talking to dispel the
perception won't work. Show it in action!

The quick fix solution is to have one of the founders
going hands-on, candid two-way communication,
contingency plan of alternative projects, and corrective
feedback to managers. It is essential to send out a message
that NGOs are not free-for-all unprofessional entities.
There is an increasing degree of professionalization that
is sweeping the not-for-profit sector in India!

In the long run, Aakanksha must ensure that there is
a proper planning in terms of projects and their
sustainability. Excessive recruitment without
sustainability must be avoided completely. Go for
younger managers with drive to lead the projects;
Dialogue with them to articulate a desired culture in
Aakanksha. Engage with all to co-create an organization
that is fun to work and that will bring out the best from
every professional. A fundamental pre-requisite for all
this to happen is the vision, passion and focus of the
founding leaders in creating Aakanksha - an organization
that everyone aspires to be part of! HC


