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HANDRA Basu waited for a re-
sponse from the silent man be-
fore him. He had just told
Pradeep Naidu, his divisional
head, that he was resigning but
Pradeep seemed to chew his
food more attentively. Shortly,

he said: "Chandra, have you seen the
mess we are in? Our brands are collapsing,
competitors have edged ahead, margins
are stressed and there is overall gloom. If it
is some big job offer, please ask them to
wait.... I know the last one year has been
tough, but it's not just you Chandra, we are
all in the same tide ...."

"Pradeep, I am 30; there is no long-term ca-
reer for me in this company," said Chandra. "In a
few years' time, this company will declare me old
and irrelevant. The company has been talking
about only high performers - which means that af-
ter a particular age, there will be no career for me here.
Why should I stay on and go through this hardship? Do I
stand to gain for my career in this organisation for working
under this pressure? Then I may as well leave today!"

Pradeep sighed. "Why do you think there is no long-term ca-
reer for you here at Bartlett India?"

"Alright Pradeep, what is happening to your predecessor
Swami? I know how good he is, I have trained under him. No, I
don't doubt your capability, but when I see Swami sidelined at 45,
I fear leaving my career in the hands of this company."

It was not a happy memory. Early this year, when technical di-

As organlsatlons woo youth with promises of
faster growth, older managers fear
redundancy. "Are we giving up too much for
too lillie?" asks Pradeep Naldu
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rector Aveek Tandon became CEO ofBartlett India, a lot of reshuf-
fling had happened in key businesses. Pradeep, who was the mar-
keting head of foods business, succeeded his own boss, Swami,
who was made training manager. The move did hurt Pradeep,
who now said: "In the organisation dynamics, decisions on ca-
reers get taken on the basis of a lot of criteria. And there is a high
element of subjectivity in this. A person may get into a situation
where he gets classified as someone who does not have high po-
tential. It has nothing to do with performance, but simply that this
person is not perceived as a leader for the future.

"Take the case of Victor Paes; he is in a specialist job. Nobody
can deny that he is doing a damn good job. But his career does not

seem to be headed anywhere. From this job, where do we move
him? The jobs that we have are ones where we would like to

place people with higher potential ... and there are
many who qualify. And that is not to say that Victor

lacks potential, but the kind of potential he has
does not suit the jobs going now. If we do a

ranking of people, there are several people
who we will rank ahead of him in poten-

tia~.There is nothing wrong with him,
but the perception among the talent

builders is that he does not have
the right profile of a person who

they would want to develop for
the future."

"Do you know how dedi-
cated to the organisation
Victor is?" asked Chandra.
"He has been around for
16 years. Surely someone
must help to reposition
him as a person of desir-
able potential ..."

"That is very diffi-
cult to say," said
Pradeep. "At the end of
the day he must be able
to catch the eye of
someone within the or-
ganisation who is willing
to relaunch him. For
sometimes the percep-

tion changes. Like when
the CEO changes. Sud-

denly you find people
whose careers were doing

relatively well under the previ-
ous man, sidetracked and a new

set of people perceived as being
more important. That happens."

Chandra was thoughtful, as he
asked: "Does that happen because the

new leader has a new vision for the or-
ganisation?"
"Not so much the vision itself but the at-

tributes of the vision, the processes and the
means to the goal.... But usually what happens is

that the perception of the talent pool and its capabili-
ties undergoes a change. So, at the end of the day, it boils

down to personal chemistry, loyalty and confidence. After all,
your perceptions are built over time, when you worked together

in a team or as customer and supplier in different teams. But fi-
nally, it is what you as a leader want done, your style and your
pri rities and who, in your perception, can deliver that or get
you there."

"Can't organisations nullify the effects of these subjective per-
ceptions?" asked Chandra.

"I am not sure if organisations should even try and do that,"
said Pradeep. "ACEO is not just a figure head. He is a person who
also responds to feelings and memories. We can't make him su-
perhuman. He has assumed charge of delivering results, so he
will want to rely on people who have delivered in the past and in
whom he has a greater degree of confidence. No doubt there is an
appraisal process, but there is also an informal evaluation
process, which senior management frequently relies on."

"So Swami or Victor could get disgruntled and then the whole
definition of loyalty takes a beating," said Chandra. "Because he
will rightly feel that the organisation has not been loyal to him. He
will blame the larger organisation for undermining his abilities
and not giving him an opportunity to sustain himself in the or-
ganisation, to grow in the organisation. For obviously now his
growth is retarded."

O
NE of the reasons for the changing dynamics of individ-
uals was perhaps that the leadership was getting
younger, thought Pradeep. The last CEO of Bartlett was
52 when he assumed that office. Today's CEO was 44.
Maybe his internal vision is vastly different and so too

his mindset, he mused. Explaining that, he said: ''Asa leader you
want to work with people who in your perception and memory
are capable of delivering by your standards and values. In organ-
isations like ours, where we have succession planning, the peo-
ple who have helped you are typically those who you as a team
leader once groomed and built. Which is not to say that Aveek
does not value seniority, but he will want managers who are in
sync with the new paradigm. In the process of this happening,
there is nothing wrong with the performance of Rajan or Victor
or 20 other people ..."

Chandra would not agree. He said: "Today you are part of
Aveek's core team and you are 40, but you are finished as far as the
next CEO is concerned, because he is going to be younger. Then
what happens to all this loyalty you have for this company?" he
asked pointedly.

"Nobody is denying loyalty to an organisation," said Pradeep.
"But the pressure to deliver results means that there must be a
high degree of comfort factor and reliability that the CEO must
experience with his team. It is actually a process of managing
your results by managing relationships. It is an ability that you
manifest in being able to carryall teams along with you in the
process of delivering your results. An ability to hear all sides of an
argument without prejudgment, an ability to evaluate criticisms
and learn, an ability to admit ignorance, and an ability to give
credit even to the devil if it is due. You know, few people actually
possess this ability.

''And those who do, have manifested a greater ability to stay
tuned with their goals and to get there smoothly, taking every-
one along with them. Usually, it is such a person we all end up
looking up to.

"It is this quality or parts of it that a new CEO looks for. And
these he is more likely to find among his erstwhile subordinates
and peers. People who have helped him reach where he has
reached. Call it reward or recognition, the fact is, these are the
people he will inherently place his trust on. There is some rela-

CASE STUDY SPECIAL ~ BUSINESSWORLD 2004



------------...,..-- ....~--------------
tionship, some networking, some chemistry ... you have proved to
yourself in the past that these people 'work' for you.

"It is not the mere physicality of youth," continued Pradeep,
"but the freshness of mind and the unhindered, unshackled mind
of a younger person who is not hindered by past battles. Youknow,
a memory of the past usually hinders speed in the future for it
comes with anxieties and caution. Whereas the paradigm for to-
day is zero-based."

"Today every organisation is preoccupied with how to attract and
retain younger people," said Chandra, "but the fact is, younger
people will become older people. I am 30 today, but in five years'
time, I will be 35, and that will be old. Then there will be another
group of younger people. Does that mean the organisation is go-
ingto keep changing its definition of what is young to keep in tune
with the young? I don't think organisations can try and pretend to
be teenyboppers."

"In a way, yes," said Pradeep, "there is a realisation that in-
creasingly for our organisation people who are above a certain age
will become less and less important."

"But won't it impact the culture of an organisation?" asked
Chandra. "Once it is clear that beyond the age of 45 I do not have
anywhere to go within the organisation, worse, that I may be
asked to take retirement, then it will start changing the way peo-
ple start viewing their job, the commitment they give their job. In
some cases it can also affect the ethical values of an organisation."

"How do you say that?" asked Pradeep.
"Nobody wants to lose his job at 45," said Chandra. "That is the

age when most of us have higherfarnily commitments, grown-up
kids, ageing parents, high medical needs .... That's the period for
which we all want to provide through our careers. Now, as long as
I do not have the anxiety that I could lose my job by 45, I can afford
to be ethical because I know the company is looking after me. But
if I know I may lose my job at 45, two things can happen: one, your
ethical standards may drop in the organisation - you start bend-
ing certain rules in order to earn that little extra on the side; and
two, you will start taking far greater risks on your job than your
company would like you to, just in order that you meet your goals.
So, what you might start doing is take short term measures in or-
der to create an ambience of success, just really to be able to pro-
long your happy years, or postpone your redundancy. For exam-
pie, if there is a cost-effectiveness move in your company, you
might be tempted to alter the formulation of your product in or-
der to bring in those cost savings by using different raw materials.

"So ethical erosion begins when you bend your own moral
standards. Doing things which you wouldn't do if you had the as-
surance that your career need not be managed on a day-to-day
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basis. Where you don't have the anxiety that three years from now
you can be without a job. Therefore, in order to be salient and rel-
evant for another three years, I need to do things that will focus
the spotlights on me."

PRADEEPagreed. "The point is yes, if you don't see a long
term career in the organisation or if the culture of the or-
ganisation is to promote people for results and not the
processes that led to these results, then you will try and
boost your performance. For example, when the boom

hit the merchant banking industry, they were cooking up books,
nobody was questioning how the profits were coming in, the
bosses were slapping each other on the back with all that 'suc-
cess' rolling in ...."

"And why were these people doing all that?" asked Chandra.
"Wasn't it because the action was too good to not take part in, the
excitement, the frenzy, the media attention, the success ... the
whole halo of an assumed greatness?"

"But of course, to be a star!" agreed Pradeep. "However all that
is digressing from the main issue here ..."

"No, it's not!" said Chandra. "In fact, we are spot on the issue ...
of values ... because the whole environment is about honouring
the stars and the successes, since all vocabulary is about high- fly-
ers, fast track, top drawer ... then you want desperately to seek
membership to one of those boxes; and then you start taking
more risks than the organisation would like you to, you play with
the erstwhile sacred values and tweak them a bit just here and
there ... but you start doing things which are not beneficial for the
long term health of the company. But which are directed at your
personal glory!

"I remember a time when Iwas 10 and my dad was an ordinary
little man in research at one of the automobile companies. Some-
body suggested that the thinner they use in paints be changed
from X to Y,just a price difference. While nearly all agreed, dad
fought it and he said, 'no, this thinner you are suggesting has, in
extreme climatic conditions, led to dull spots forming on the sur-
face ... the probability is so and so... yet, we are not risking that.'
Such esoteric reverential debates were possible because there was
no anxiety in dad's mind about losing his job. He didn't have to
keep proving his worth daily.

"Likewise, once I know I am there for a long time, then what-
ever I do will be value-driven, long-term in perspective. There
will be a tangible attitude to quality, culture, image ... all those
valuable little precious things which is what made companies
like the Tatas last so many years without a smallest drop in their
image. Can we say that today for ourselves? Five years from
now, how many of these companies are going to be able to hon-

estly take stock of their culture and find it ticking? Who
will be their culture and values torchbearer?

That evening Pradeep met Calvin Dias, the HR
Director. "I am going to leave you with some

thoughts," he said after detailing Chandra's
debate. "You have to revert to me with an
honest opinion. Today while we are wooing
the young and even making an attitude
statement of that, we are sending covert
messages to the older managers. That, not
only will they not reach the top, but also by

the mid-40s they will not be relevant to the
organisation. In a normal situation the people

who saw a long-term career, would stick on with
the company, go through the hardships and pres-
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sure during bad times, and put in a lot of effort to
pull the company from that situation. But, today
our younger managers are not ready for the
long haul. They don't see loyalty as valuable
anymore.

"So, you see, a company also needs
good sailors, not just captains ... but where
are you building good sailors? It is in mo-
ments of crisis that an organisation will
need its old-timers, the guys who are 40-
plus but not potential leaders of the com-
pany, but definitely capable and dependable
in moments of crisis. They will be your true
long-term asset, for they have the experience, they
have seen the various cycles that a business can go
through. It was a different kind of feeling with which these men
joined the organisation."

CALVINnodded, then said: "The fact also is that the times
when these men joined the organisation, competition
was limited; there were two players in every category.
Which means pressure on the manager to perform was
that much lower because the competitive pressure on the

company itself was low."
"Which is to say now that because companies are under so

much pressure, this whole corporate ego is what is causing this
whole myriad pattern of chaos!" said Pradeep. "It is altering
everything: the interpersonal relationships, the whole attitude
between the young and the erstwhile young, the attitude to
learning and sharing ... all a malaise of competition. Soon we will
have a situation where; a) the ones with more experience will
not see a career for themselves here, because you are con-
sciously wooing the young, and b) your young, bright guys will
in any case be disillusioned, when they don't all reach the board.
So, at the end of 10 years, you have 40-year-olds who are being
asked to leave because you need younger people; you have 30-
year-olds who have not made it to the board and are leaving ... so
who carries the company flag?

"So, where is the company's long-term investment in hu-
man resources? There are no long-term people, as I see there
are only short -term resources. And then you will keep churning
your people every year and soon you will find that the average
age of your employees is 8-10 years. Can an organisation sur-
vive with such a workforce? What we are facing now is transi-
tory. In about three years this frothing and fretting will settle, we
will have the right skills, the right people in the right jobs and

our strategies will be in place. Then you will want your experi-
enced hands, but will they be there?"

"There is something you are missing," said Calvin. "The profile
of the leader is becoming younger, it is a global trend. Jack Welch
may retire at 63-64, but his successor will be 45! If the leader be-
comes younger, then the aspirations of the younger people in-
creases correspondingly."

"Which also means those who are 45, realise they have lost the
race, sheerly because of this perception, and their aspiration
plummets!" exclaimed Pradeep.

"That would be the case," said Calvin. "That means that peo-
ple as a whole must alter their paradigms radically to read: 'My
very employability by the company means that my organisation
values my wisdom and I am hereafter going to form the core pool
of organisation wisdom'. These people will be the wisdom pool of
the company, the ones who will protect and preserve the health of
the company."

"That's wonderful," said Pradeep, "but remember 45-plus
people with a lot of stellar experience under their belt are finding
there is nothing to aspire for. How are these people to encash the
goodwill and loyalty they held for the company? How are you go-
ing to manage their disappointment? Not only are they not going
to be directors, they are not even going to hold important jobs."

And that was the eventual debate. As organisations sought
youth, the older, more experienced resources were coming to be
seen as either redundant or irrelevant. In the process, a wealth of
learning and wisdom which would lie with 50% of the organisa-
tion, would be lost to an organisations. "Where is your depth of
experience going to come from if all your navigators are 35 years
of age? Have we given up more than we have gained?" asked
Pradeep, as he stood up to leave. _
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ANALYSIS I: PREm KUMAR

Balancing Tensions
Preety Kumar is managing partner; Amrop International India. Amrop is a leading global executive
search firm.

BARTLETT is facing many chal-
lenges on the organisation and
people front: a) developing clarity
on parameters and structure of in-
dividual growth, communicating

the same in a consistent manner across
the organisation; b) balancing the value of
younger minds versus value of experience,
loyalty; and c) creating a sense of being
valued, and provide progression to keep
people motivated.

Across the world, businesses are facing
newer challenges. These businesses have
to constantly change and compete more
aggressively. The pressure to grow has
never been higher. In such a scenario, the
'winning' companies have one common
thread - an ability to build a dynamic or-
ganisation which responds to changes in
environment quickly.

We need to understand that each strat-
egy requires a set of competencies. A
change of strategy places the demand on
the organisation to change its competen-
cies, thus directly impacting people's ca-
reer and growth. A new CEO typically
brings a change in strategy; M&Asare trig-
gered to pursue a different strategy; and
changing environment necessitates re-
structuring to enable the organisation to
perform under new conditions. In such
situations an organisation has a right to
assess and restructure its leadership team
as competencies of several people may not
be aligned to its new strategy.

If we observe today's successful Old
Economy companies, we invariably find a
constant factor: these companies have
invested in building people competen-
cies and a deep-seated culture of per-
formance and growth. Over the years they
have developed, refined and communi-
cated systems and parameters of per-
formance, and driven these down the
line. More important, they have changed
these performance parameters according
to the changes in strategy. On account of
the deep-seated processes of perform-
ance management, these firms have been
able to quickly respond to the changes in
performance expectations. Thus, non-
performers in these organisation have
not lasted in these organisations, leaving

them agile and successful.
The dilemma is greater for firms which

haven't followed the organisation invest-
ment model and are faced with an agenda
in business that demands changed organi-
sation competencies. They have no choice
but to change people, specially leadership
teams, and simultaneously sift the organi-
sation down the line as per the new de-
mands of competencies.

Many firms aren't able to establish
clear criteria of managing this, and give
rise to perceptions of 'no career in this
company', 'good guys being sidelined',
'not networked internally well enough,
hence can't grow', 'he is not perceived as
leader of the future, subjective assess-
ment', 'manage results by managing rela-
tionships' and so on.

While I make statements about struc-
tured performance management systems,
in the same breath I must say that 'people

adigms. Similarly there is a clear focus to-
day on younger people at senior and mid-
dle levels. More organisations are de-
manding innovation, fresh perspectives
and technology orientation from their
people and aren't keen to retain those
who aren't aligned to changing demands,
this has nothing to do with their ages.

In a global research held by Amrop
with over 300 CEOs, the foremost priority
for them was attracting and retaining tal-
ent. Clearly these firms are focussed on
building themselves as preferred places
of work, while being performance ori-
ented. There are several formulas of
building dynamic organisations while
motivating and retaining people.
The foremost is establishing a culture
of process orientation, where perform-
ance with processes is rewarded and not
performance without alignment to
processes. This also allows the organisa-

work for people' and not just for organisa-
tions. Your leader must be able to moti-
vate, and simultaneously be able to relate
to you. The key is to balance this phenom-
enon with objective assessment of people
and culture of meritocracy.

I must remove this fallacy that careers
are plateauing at 35 or 36. Surely the age
profiles are coming down, finding CEOs
in their 40s is common now as against 50s
a decade ago. But that doesn't mean peo-
ple need to peak in their mid-30s. People
in their 40s are in demand and so are
those in their 30s. Even dotcoms, which
started with the perception of being man-
aged by teenagers with green hair, have
shown the need to induct mature man-
agers who are in their 40s or above to
build sustainable and thought-based or-
ganisations. The value of experience has
not diminished, it has got balanced with
abilities to lead businesses with new par-
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tion to balance the short-term perform-
ance with its long term-goals. Processes
ensure a long-term focus and perform-
ance orientation delivers short-term re-
sults. These process-based organisations
further build on the basis 'of culture of
continuous learning, performance,
stretching people, and, more important,
growing the business to provide growth to
its people.

Successful professionals in these firms
have been those who have continuously
learnt, met challenges, demonstrated the
ability to change with demands of busi-
ness and have led change, innovation. De-
manding career and growth without con-
tribution to business strategy is a no-no
for individuals. Similarly, expecting loy-
alty and retention of people without in-
vestment in learning, clarity of growth pa-
rameters and business growth is a no-no
for organisations. •



ANALYSIS II: R.R. NAIR

Age Is Not The Issue
R.R. Nair is adviser (organisation development) at Hindustan Lever and heads Unilever's Asia Business Group.
He was awarded by the National HRD Network for outstanding contribution to the HR profession.

CHANDRA and Pradeep reflect the
anxieties of the changing corpo-
rate environment in India.
Pradeep's assertion that a man-
ager can get classified as a person

without potential regardless of perform-
ance isn't tenable. Firstly, a person is con-
sidered to have potential only if he dis-
plays consistent performance. In
deciding about potential, companies are
using competency-based potential as-
sessment processes for management de-
velopment. It is, however, important
that the criteria for competency evalua-
tion should be shared in a transparent
manner, combined with development
plans for skill or competency gaps. This
would reduce the perception that it is
intangibles like 'chemistry' and individ-
ual biases which often lead to unfair
choices, and hence, sub-optimal career
development decisions.

Chandra and Pradeep believe that
someone must help 'reposition' Victor
Paes as a person with potential. The rele-
vant issue: if his contribution is adding
value to the market place, then reward him
accordingly. If not, reskill him. The reward
need not be a promotion.

Similarly, Pradeep has a misconcep-
tion that a change of CEO leads to people
with potential being sidetracked. If the
firm has a rigorous HR framework in per-
formance review and potential assess-
ment, a CEO change shouldn't lead to al-
leged favouritism. Of course, the CEO
may emphasise new aspects of the HR
framework. Or he may choose to intro-
duce radical changes in the potential as-
sessment process to make it more trans-
parent and relevant.

The case deals with interesting views
on chemistry, loyalty, confidence levels
and subjective perceptions of the appoint-
ment of a new CEO. A CEO is expected to
provide leadership for growth, to reformu-
late strategy, implement ideas to increase
value creation for the stakeholders, at-
tract, retain and develop talent. If so, why
should you not also allow the CEO to
choose the right team to drive the new
agenda successfully?

Turning to the loyalty issue, I would

prefer rephrasing what Pradeep said:
it involves a process of managing your
relationships by delivering results.
Loyalty should be used to describe a per-
son who 'delivers what he promises' -
not as an emotional word to hide behind.
A CEO can't seek a comfort level with
people he shares a good chemistry with.
CEOs can't afford to be satisfied
with less than the best performance from
their teams and therefore managing rela-
tionships for achieving results is perhaps
the only way.

Chandra also believes that by focusing
on younger and high-potential man-
agers, the company's ethical standards
are being lowered. Whereas, this could be
a possibility, Bartlett, with its own succes-
sion planning programme should make
sure that performance assessments take
into account contributions against
stretched targets over a strategic period.

have seen many instances of dotcom
managers between 25 and 30 leaving be-
cause they have not been able to deliver.
Real talent has a way of recognising itself.
Talented people and their aspirations cut
across age, gender and experience. In
most cases, talented people, irrespective
of age, not only accept the challenges, but
also focus on renewing their skills and
competencies as these will become cen-
tral to career success and remain relevant
in the future.

I agree with Pradeep's final comments
on the need for managing disappoint-
ments. This is a neglected area. While it's
easier to identify talent and spend more
time with them, senior management
should also focus attention on keeping in
touch with those who make a meaningful
contribution in a quiet way. Helping them
to connect with what they do with the
larger vision of the company is part of the

Whistling through a series of assignments
in short spurts, leaving a trail of failures
should not at all be accepted. People have
to acquire relevant experience by living
with the consequences of their actions
over a period of time. Annual appraisals
should also look at the cumulative contri-
bution of the person in a two to three
years' time frame. Companies also need a
combination of continuity as well as dis-
continuity. We should be equally watchful
to make sure that we do not create two
categories of managers: an existing one
which is asked to provide continuity and
the other, a new one of recruits from out-
side, to provide breakthroughs. The exist-
ing people should be challenged not only
to deliver outstanding performance, but
also to continuously seek improvement
in their delivery.

It is a myth that age is an issue. Capa-
bility to deliver is the key even today. We
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leadership role.
From the organisation's point of view,

Pradeep and Calvin should recognise that
the business requires talents with varying
profiles. This calls for the development of
current employees in new skills and com-
petencies. Striking the right balance to re-
tain both types is imperative. This will
give signals to others that the new leader-
ship is willing to preserve the core team.
Bartlett's HR team should review prac-
tices on sharing information more
candidly on performance and career
management. Corporate cultures in
the emerging context will have to
value candid discussions far more than
they do today. The volume knob on the
dishonest dialogue channel will have to
be turned down. For the individual man-
ager too a willingness to deal honestly
with the feedback will help eradicate
complacency. •


