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AManagerAn
AMother
Can a woman with a demanding career
effectively Juggle work and home? Or does
she have to sacrifice one for the other?

Dear Dad,
know that this will disappoint you
immensely, but I have decided to
decline the promotion to the post of
CEO at Resderr India. It has not
been an easy decision, but I am now
certain that I don't want it. And I am
sure you'll understand why.

When Carl Steffer, the director of hu-
man resources, asked me if it was the
'same old paranoia' about family and chil-
dren, I couldn't voice my doubts readily. I
needed time to think, I said. Subsequently,
he sent me an article titled 'Effective time
planner for effective CEOs', with a note which
said: "If they can do it, why can't you?" The arti-
cle set me thinking. And I'realised that there
were some very strong differences in country cul-
tures and gender attitudes, both of which are criti-
cal determinants in taking a decision.

I discussed my promotion with Subbi. For a hus-
band, his response was unexpected. "I think you could
negotiate a four-day week or a five-hour day and sharplyfo-
cus your time and use it effectively. That will give you enough
time to catch up with your domestic duties," he said. He cited the
example of director Steven Spielberg from the article sent by Carl:
"When Spielberg decided to team up with his two friends, David
Geffen and Jeffrey Katzenberg, to launch the mega studio Dream-
works SKG,he made sure that the partnership would allow him
ample time to spend with his family. And mind you, these are big-
ger people with bigger stakes, bigger responsibilities. Yet they

This case study was first published in BW,
22 April 1998.
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have found all the time for fun.Ieisure, family and other pursuits.
If they can do so, surely you can."

Spielberg, I am sure, did not have to check his son's Hindi ma-
tras or sit up through the nigh painting Batman on a black cape for
a lO-second appearance in a play titled 'Who is afraid of Mom?'

My brother-in-law, Javed, feels I am going through cognitive
dissonance. Javed is the country manager of Corron India, travels
to the US twice a month, works late nights and faces extreme pres-
sure on his time. He gets a lot of flak from his wife, sees less of her
and more of the immigration check assistant at the Indira Gandhi
international airport. "It is very difficult for a woman," I said.
"There are two very strong pulls. On the one hand, there is ambi-

tion, career and the motivation to achieve. On the other, the
pull of the family and children is strong because that is a

role that the woman clearly sees as her's."
"It's not just the woman, even the man feels so
as strongly," said Javed. "I work under so much

pressure. I don't feel that I am ever able to
give my best - either to my home or to

my job, and as a result, I am always
traipsing on guilt."

"That's where it stops," I said. "I
am sure you must be feeling torn

between the job and the family.
But the difference between a
man and a woman is that the
woman has to resolve her
guilt for not paying so
much attention to her
family; she has to dis-
charge her duty as a
mother however late she
gets home. That's be-
cause it's the mother's
role that has been con-
ferred on her by society.
I go through the guilt
while at office, then
come home, smile at my
children, feed them,
read to them and put
them to bed. Then I wake
them up in the morning,

never forgetting to put that
wonderful smile back on

my face, patch up all the lit-
tie wounds the previous day

inflicted, promise them that
this will be a better day; it breaks

my heart to see them leave for
school where the teachers will

spend more time with them than I
possibly can. Somewhere along the line

when you are playing all those roles, it
takes its toll on you. It is emotionally ex-

hausting," I said.
When you are sitting at that meeting which

lumbers on endlessly, you are watching the clock and
gritting your teeth. But the others go on and on, punctu-

ating strategies with ill-timed humour and inane anecdotes
that they heard during their trainee days, and ordering more tea,
when I can virtually see my children waiting for me, refusing to eat

dinner because "Mom should be home any moment now".
In such situations, you can't focus on the meeting. Mentally

you have closed the day and are waiting for the meeting to end.
That's when I want to tell them: "Come to a damn conclusion,
don't meander, don't drag, don't ramble on ... my daughter is wait-
ing for me ....••After the meeting, I race home, praying that my
kids are awake, that they have eaten and that at 10 p.m. I won't
discover that my daughter needs four empty shoe boxes for a
crafts project. ..

That is what I go through day after day when I am just the
marketing controller. Can you imagine what it will be like as
CEO? My time will be even more stretched. I will be travelling
more and for longer spells. I will not just be worrying about mar-
keting, but also about human resources, finance, recruitment,
appraisals, vision and keeping the corporate house in order,
watching the market for mean gossip and fighting it ... I am not
sure I can do justice to this.

BUT Javed, who thought this was my internal dilemma,
asked: "Why don't you put your career on hold since you
can't put parenting on hold?" I was startled. I couldn't pos-
sibly put my career on hold because when you do that, it
disappears. It's for the same reason that Javed could not

put his transfer on promotion to India on hold till his son could
play the much awaited inter-school national soccer game for
which he had been training for so long. "I have to keep the long
term in perspective," he said. It appeared to me a very adult thing
to say, maybe very pragmatic and all that. But in a child's life there
is no long-term perspective. The biggest day is probably next
week, if not tomorrow. They grow by winning small victories.

I believe it is important to see the world through the eyes of a
child. For instance, Javed's daughter had a lot going for her at the
Singapore school. She was the school captain, head girl and the
prime minister of the school's parliament. Back in Delhi, her cre-
dentials had no worth among her peers. There they already had a
head girl, a head prefect, a school captain, and there was no mock
parliament. She got not credit for her 'past experience'. On the
other hand, Javed's Singapore accomplishments spanned seven
pages and earned him the coveted Indian position.

Working with children and working with grown-ups is a differ-
ent ballgame altogether. And I have to switch from one group to
the other with agility. Therefore, I know that when I come home
after a long day at work - a day that has been fraught with brand
failures, a hostile executive or a flopped campaign - I have to
leave my anger and frustration at the door and be ready to prepare
my son for his elocution contest with patience and a smile. The
key issue is that I have to deliver performance for my child. You
can't profess to be a parent and not be goal-driven. Their goals are
yours during their dependent years.

Javed, too, endeavours to leave his office dilemmas behind
when he returns home. But he does not have to check his chil-
dren's homework or prepare them for next day's physics test. I
can cut down on the work pressure so that there is enough energy
left to do an experiment on prisms to complete my son's science
journal and give the family enough emotional energy to face the
next day. Or I can simply give up chasing a career. That I can't do.
But at least I am not going to stick my neck out for more - there
is enough on my plate already. Dad, if a company fails, you can
close it down, go to the Board for Industrial and Financial Recon-
struction and look for another job. If a child fails, you can't close.
him down, can you? Children come with lifetime warranties and
a hope that there is some adult somewhere who will hold his
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hand and lead him to his goal.

Carl thinks that I am overreacting. But what he and Javed
wouldn't understand is that there are parenting details which only
a woman can address. These may be simple things, like checking
whether the homework has been done or if the water bottle has
come back from school. Javed feels that I am mollycoddling my
children. "Let them grow independently; they must learn from
their mistakes," he says. Good lord! Drucker says he learnt from
successes, not mistakes.

What I am trying to do is create a consistency of personal sys-
tems among the children. No child ever keeps his lunch box for
washing. But you go to their room and yell every day for 12 years
and that is about when they begin to correlate hygiene with
health. I am simply creating a system of personal duties which
forms a routine, for in that consistency lie the roots of the feeling
of stability and safety.

Isn't that what we do at work? Every week, when the sales
report comes in, I ask whether copies have been sent to the
depots. Every week there is a different reason as to why they
have not been sent. But now, after three years, they have created
a system for online transmission of the report to the depots. Now
I ask, did you check the depot directory updates? Every role has
duties and responsibilities which we execute through a system
of checks and controls. But because it is about lunch boxes and
not sales reports, it is deemed as mollycoddling. Or is this be-
cause a career brings remuneration, while parenting does not
pay any perquisites?

IDAY,with all the traumas of a marketing controller's job, I
strive to reach home by 7 p.m. thrice a week, and not work
two Saturdays every month. If I accept the CEO's post, I
won't be home until after 10 p.m. and my children would be
leaving Post-it messages on the refrigerator to tell me about

their fractured elbows. If my son has to leave a message for me
saying, 'Mom, I have a maths test on decimals tomorrow and I
can't get it right', I will be devastated. Think about it, Dad. I work
late into the night to prepare for a presentation, because I am in
control of my knowledge, but my son depends on me for decimals
because his teacher could not deliver the details in a 35-minute
class. He will go unprepared for the test and get poor grades be-
cause his 'team leader' was not there to help him prepare.

There is something wrong there. That is the detail I am talking
about. Love goes beyond a hug. It does other things like reading
Winnie the Pooh or watching Power Rangers together and
whooping with delight. The point is, can I do it daily? Youcan do it
for fun once in a while, but can you do it every day?

I told Javed that the family Js an organisation that requires a

focussed, dedicated leader, or else it drifts. He had a solution. If
both parents were pursuing careers, there could be clear func-
tional allocation of duties, he said. Spoken like a good manager.
But what happens when you get up from a meeting and say,
'Sorry guys, it's bedtime for my kids'? It won't go down well. Let's
not forget that my children are tomorrow's managers. I need to
teach them order and systems in daily life. I need to deliver con-
sistency to enable consistent performance. I need to give them
time and not have them on a perpetual rush, so that they learn
the value of planning and careful execution. I want to look at my
total 'person'. IfI shoot for the CEO's job, I would be able to take
care of just one of the many roles I have to play. It's akin to a CEO
who focusses only on finance and ignores marketing. I know
there is a lot I can manage, but I think I must keep in mind what
the traffic can bear.

Most women are reluctant to take on more at the workplace.
Why? Unless there is a paradigm shift and the whole work ethic
changes - where they don't judge a manager by the number of
hours put in by its people - women will not be able to achieve the
right balance between home and workplace and be freed of the
trauma of overlapping time zones.

Dad, I know how much it would please you to see me become
CEO. I, too, would like to be there, but I also realise that there is
nothing to be proved anymore. As my friend Mala says, success
for a woman is not a designation or salary as much as the feeling
of peace, where she honestly feels that she has not compro-
mised on any responsibility. That probably explains why most
women managers are a dedicated lot and haggle less over emol-
uments and power symbols like a large house, club membership
and J-class tickets.

I am not for a moment trying to glorify women or undermine
men. Both have their place under the sun. But there are some
clear gender differences in the mindsets or attitudes of the two
sexes, which arise from the multi-dimensional roles a woman
has to play. I feel confident in my own abilities to carry off the
new post's tasks, but I don't feel confident that my environment
will be supportive and equally conscious of the value of time.

Yes,I have seen other women who are on their own, who work
according to their rules and time schedules and deliver a stupen-
dous job. For instance, Mridula, who runs her own market re-
search firm, provides research inputs to my company. She has
made it a point not to take on an appointment after 4 p.m. If a
meeting extends till about 6 p.m., she gets up and says that if there
is more to discuss, we must reschedule the meeting. And Mridula
is also very good at her work.

But here, meetings usually being at 5.30 p.m. I have often won-
dered why. (Of course, sometimes there is no option but to have a

late meeting.) That's because, for the men, 5.30 p.m. is the
most convenient time. Or, as is sometimes the case,

they are working against an unreasonable dead-
line. They feel that working late into the night is

the better way to perform. As they say, "One
must be flexible ..." Unfortunately, 'flexible' is
a much misused and much misinterpreted
word. It has become a salve for inefficiency
and inability to define time frames clearly.
Javed feels that it is easy for women to 'give
up'. After all, he said, they don't carry the onus

of being providers. That is why men are more
pragmatic about nurturing their careers, he

said.
I see a third issue, 'ambition', which is where
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many get stymied. Winning bread is basic. I am very
clear that we need two incomes to run this house-
hold, given the future anticipated cost of educa-
tion and healthcare. So I will continue to work
and stay on as marketing controller. I will
nurture my career by staying top-of- the-line,
updated and well-informed. But I cannot
become CEO right now. That's an ambition
that'll have to wait may be for another eight
years. Maybe I will become the CEO at 50,
while others would have done so at 40. But
that is a small detail, Dad.

If you look at very successful companies,
their work culture, by and large, is fairly frenetic.
People put everything they have into their jobs, to the
exclusion of everything else in their lives. That is when I wonder
about Mridula. She has ambition, but no illusions about it. Her
organisation executes what it takes on and does it very well too.
But I can also see that her time constraints get in the way of our
proactivity. If market dynamics demand that a report has to be
prepared sooner than agreed, Mridula will not yield. She simply
will not accept unreasonable deadlines. Therefore, for organisa-
tions which need to grow at a dynamic pace, does it mean longer
working hours, to prove that the unreasonable is yet possible?

I often wonder, would Delaware and Teffer be as big successes
had they not worked such 'long hours'? Could it be possible that
they are not structuring their time effectively and allowing man-
agers to have a personal life, thereby unwittingly blinkering their
vision to strictly business and profits and hindering their personal
growth? If they had more women in the organisation, they would
be unwilling to let them define and manage their time between
workand home.

Many men are unwitting victims of this work society because
theyardstick is that you are successful ifyou work long hours. I am
not saying that they do so consciously, but that their professional
upbringing has dictated that the successful man works long hours
and to be seen as successful and hardworking, one must put in
long hours. These are ritualistic images which are imprinted on
their psyches. Bygiving this image to a successful person, we have
willynilly given this image to success itself, regardless of gender.

Javed says there is no difference between entrepreneur
Mridula and me, the CEO-designate. I simply need to adapt her
style to mine. But I also know what a tightrope walk it is for
Mridula and her team. She is constantly tense about her profes-
sional and personal deadlines, about the various dinners she has
to host for her high-flying professional husband, or about his in-

ability to cope with the stresses of her heading a company.
Is that what I want? As marketing controller it is not easy ei-

ther, but you can't be a CEO and believe that you are not compro-
mising on family time. There is a certain level of equanimity and
peace which I have managed to achieve between my personal and
professional roles. I am not yet ready to tweak that any further. My
total environment is still on a growth phase, I am not confident
about being able to manage that balance as CEO. That's the bot-
tomline. It would be easy to brand me as yet another woman who
has no resilience, commitment or dedication. I am reluctant be-
cause I see that the environment is not equipped to cope with my
multi-dimensional roles. I cannot change the people around me,
not within the home or outside it.

A a CEO I want to deliver the goods effectively and effi-
ciently. Left to myself, I can. But I am not sure if I can man-
age the environment where sales meetings are held on Sun-
days and training is done on weekends. It is built into the
ystem. In effect, you have to be married to the organisa-

tion 365 days of the year. I am not for a moment saying that I want
to work less. I do realise that in today's competitive times, success
is determined by that extra bounce of quality one can bring to
one's product. Therefore, we will be putting more hours on the
same job than we did before. But I need to also do that with my
children. As marketing controller I can manage the futures of
both, my children as well as the function. But as CEO, I would be
managing only the company's functions. And that's not good
enough. I must sign off now. Kabir and Radha are waiting for me to
watchfust Mohabbat.

Lots of love,
Kamakshi _
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ANALYSIS I: PREM KAMATH

Break The Mould
Prem Kamatb is head of management resources, Hindustan Lever.

Dear Kamakshi,

I
received your letter with great antici-
pation' and, quite naturally, I am dis-
appointed to learn of your decision
not to accept the promotion as CEO of
Resderr India. I have carefully read

what you have written a number of times
and I cannot fault you on your decision-
it would appear to be the most logical one
to take under the circumstances. But then,
my child, you know that I have always tried
to give you another point of view - to con-
sider and ultimately work things out.

Your mother and I have admired the
way you have managed to balance your
work with running the home. We can see
the pressures that you experience each day;
yet your children have received all the at-
tention and care. Of course, it would have
been easier for you if Subbi shared some of
the household work but he has, like I had in
my time, got into the activity trap. I did not
feel guilty because your mother did not
have a career to worry about; but today life
has become very demanding, especially for
people like Subbi and you, each doing so
well in your respective careers.

To my mind, dealing with the kind of
problems that you are facing would re-
quire a complete change in mindset -
that 'work is not worship' as we learnt in
our younger days, or that 'a woman's place
is not only in the home', or that 'the man is
not the sole breadwinner'. Are you sur-
prised at these words coming from me?
Don't be, because I have been reading a lot
about enlightened organisations that are
adapting and changing with.the needs of
Western society.

I came across an interesting article in
The Financial Times (dated 15 March
1998) titled 'Can Ernst & Young retain
women by rethinking work?'. It starts by
saying, "Come Saturday, 755 E&Yprofes-
sionals in San Jose and Palo Alto, Califor-

nia will resist the temptation to check their
office voice mail and try not to peek at
email messages until Monday." Broad
repercussions - a colleague could go
without a critical piece of data, a report
may get delayed, a client could have to
wait. So be it. E&Yis going beyond tradi-
tional schemes to retain women. It's at-
tempting something far more difficult-
actually changing the way the firm oper-
ates. Only a mould-breaking overhaul of
work itself can root out systemic biases
against women, the firm believes. (I'm
sending this article to you so that you can
read the rest of it as there are great ideas
there - not just to help women with their
career aspirations, but even the men.)

I discovered my interests and hobbies
only after retirement and I can see all the
men in your office going the same way -
even Javed and Subbi are so constantly un-
der pressure that I'm desperately keen to
advise them on how to change their
lifestyle. You, my girl, can change so many
habits in your company by becoming CEO
- you can slowly help your managers to
rediscover themselves and find that bal-
ance in their lives.

No doubt, it's going to require you to
take some really bold steps but you can do
it only when you become CEO. Don't for-
get that your parent company is now
choosing you for that coveted position.
Considering that, as you yourself tell me,
everything is so less frenetic with their way
of working, perhaps it will actually appre-
ciate you for finally being able to change
things here. Perhaps listening to you
champion the cause of a balance between
a career and the home, it saw in you its
hope for such a change.

You are right about the enormous dif-
ferences in country cultures and gender
attitudes - about poor time managemen t
and unnecessary egos of people who ram-

Perhaps seeing you champion the cause of a
balance between work and home, your parent
company saw in you hope for such a change
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ble on at meetings and judge a manager
and the entire organisation by the long
hours put in. Why should meetings start
after office hours and why is it that we can-
not say 'no' to unreasonable deadlines?
Even Mridula, who you admire so much, is
facing only one problem - the attitude of
clients like your company - whereas she
has learnt to do everything else in her own
life, the way you seem to want to.

Here's your chance to begin a process in
your company that, believe me, everyone
will thank you for - even the men. After all,
we do have a culture of quickly falling in
line with the way a new CEO works +r- I've
seen it recently with even a very large multi-
national. I'm sure that its CEO is not finding
it easy to change things overnight - but
reading the large number of articles on his
work style and the empowerment he pro-
vides to his colleagues and subordinates,
he's already half-way there. In fact, I have
heard that his company has done so much
to help women managers handle their dual
responsibilities. It has introduced an en-
lightened scheme to help women man-
agers cope with childbirth: career break op-
tion, extra leave for pregnancy and,
thereafter, preferential allotment of hous-
ing nearer the office and time off to nurse
the baby till it's weaned.

Remember how you were almost forced
to give up your career each time you had a
baby? Just imagine, if you had started your
career in Resderr India when such a CEO
was around! You would have had such a
nurturing climate where everyone came
into office on time and went on time, yet
delivered work of the highest quality,
where no one felt indispensable yet impor-
tant enough to feel wanted, where no office
games played (only games on the field,
where people went home to share in the joy
of bringing up a well-organised family). Is
this Utopia? On the other hand, if you stay
on as the marketing controller, you will
have to follow the habits of your new CEO
- things could get even worse than what
they are today. Take that CEO job and
change the world! Make your mom and me
even more proud of you, my child.

Yours affectionately,
DM •



ANALYSIS II: MEENAKSHI MADHVANI

Set The Gender ASIde
Meenakshi Madhvani has set up India's first media audits company called Spatial Access Solutions. She is the
managing partner there.

WHEN Kamakshi says, 'I am not
ready yet', she acknowledges the
fact that she is not yet capable of
handling the role of CEO. Unfor-
tunately, like many other work-

ing women, Kamakshi appears to be using
her family and children as an excuse to
justify turning down the CEO position. On
the one hand, she claims a commitment to
her career. On the other, her actions dis-
prove it. Her husband Subbi seems to be of
no help (going by his response) and this
could be one reason for her decision. "I
think you could negotiate a four-day
week..." is a statement that typifies the
standard male approach to such issues
concerning women.

Would a male CEO even think of nego-
tiating a four-day week? No. If women
want to be considered equal to men, they
must think as equals. The workplace exerts
pressure on men and women alike. I have
heard men complaining that chasing a ca-
reer has distanced them from their fami-
lies. It has caused peptic ulcers and heart
attacks, alcoholism and obesity. Men are
as susceptible to social pressures as
women. Javed acknowledges the fact that
hefeelsguilty. But like all of us, he learns to
handle it.

Guilt and compromise are a part of
every career person's life, regardless of
gender. Both men and women have to re-
solve their guilt. Kamakshi is mixing is-
sues.She is concerned about the fact that
her children spend more time with their
teachers than with her. But then, how does
this situation become more acceptable as
a marketing controller and not as CEO?
Howdoes her current job make it any dif-
ferent? A number of women who have
faced the same dilemma have made the
conscious decision to sacrifice their ca-
reersor work part-time. They find satisfac-
tion in straddling both worlds and having
thebest of both.

Javed is right in suggesting that Ka-
makshi should put her career on hold if
sheis torn between her parental and pro-
fessionalgoals. It is true that a child has no
perspective of the long term. That per-
spectivehas to come from parents. There-
fore,Javed's daughter will be a richer indi-

vidual because of her transition from the
Singapore school to the Delhi school. She
would have learnt how to adapt and cope
in a different environment without the
protective shield of being the school cap-
tain. Unintentionally, this experience will
make her a stronger individual. Javed did
not plan it this way but both he and his
daughter will see the brighter side in the
long run. All parents have to confront and
then address their dilemmas. And the
same holds true for children.

Being a parent can actually teach you
how to be a better professional. You have
to learn to leave your frustrations behind.
Very often, women end up carrying their
domestic traumas to the workplace. This
can become a major problem for others in
the office. Kamakshi, I think is making a
classic parenting mistake. She is assum-
ing goals for her children. Children do not
have goals, they have tasks. Parents have
goals for their kids. To the child, grades do
not matter and completing class assign-
ments is not worth losing sleep over. Un-
fortunately, these issues matter to par-
ents. It is they who feel inadequate if
children score poorly or if the class assign-
ment is incomplete.

A child needs his parents' uncondi-
tional love and support more than he
needs help with class assignments. A child
has to know that you are there for him
when he needs you and not just to do his
class assignments. Kamakshi is com-
pletely misleading herself by believing
that yelling at a kid for 12 years is going to
establish the correlation between health
and hygiene. The lunch box is not meant to
be kept for washing. That is what makes
kids wonderful and the sooner Kamakshi
realises it, the more effective and relaxed
she will be as a parent, in her career and
with others with whom she deals with in
the course of her career.

The job of CEO is not going to be signif-
icantly different in terms of demands on
her time. What will be significantly differ-
ent is the mindset and the approach that
Kamakshi needs to cultivate. I assume that
as a marketing controller, she is travelling
at least 10 days a month. As a CEO, she
may end up reducing the amount of time
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spent out of town. She will have access to
more people in the organisation who will
help her perform her job.

Kamakshi talks of a paradigm shift in
the work culture. A shift will not take
place unless more and more people are
willing to set aside the gender issue. Ka-
makshi isherself perpetuating the gender
issue by being reluctant to accept a posi-
tion of responsibility. How many men
turn down promotions because of do-
mestic chores and kids' homework? Ka-
makshi can learn from Mridula who has
the right attitude. Long hours cannot re-
place talent and ability. Organisations
and people are willing to accept and ac-
knowledge an individual's conditions if
the output justifies them. Today, most
progressive organisations are willing to
accept the fact that the individual must
have time for herself and her other re-
sponsibilities. A unidimensional individ-
ual will be an impediment to the health of
the organisation in the long run. Kamak-
shi has to accept this fact and demon-
strate this within her company.

As a CEO, she will have the opportu-
nity to make a change in one organisa-
tion, a change for the better. She will
probably earn the undying respect of
her team if she insists on meetings that
are structured and time-bound. It is a
question of a strong conviction and the
will to see it through. Even Carl Steffer
shares this view. Kamakshi has the sup-
port of her human resources head, if
she wants to make a difference. Can one
ask for more?

Parenting is a joint responsibility. In a
marriage where both partners work, the
role that the spouse plays in supporting
your career goes a long way. Kamakshi
and her ilk have to take that step to ensure
that gender typification stops so that her
children will grow up in a world where the
only limitations in a career will be those
of ability and not gender. The key respon-
sibility of any CEO is environment han-
dling and not merely the tasks that are
part of the job. It does not do her credit to
use her family as the excuse. Until she re-
alises this, Kamakshi will not be ready for
the job. -


