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Genesis ofa
team builder
Do community workers make better team
players? Learning to respect differences will
make us less selfish, says CEO Shantum

IK Chinoy saw two sets of docu-
ments on his table; one from his
systems team and one from his
structures team. Once again, it
was up to him to build the bridge
between the two. Even without
reading their notes, he could tell

that the two reports had been developed
in isolation of each other. The organisa-
tion structure that Team A was suggesting
was likely to be oblivious of the systems
recommendations of Team B. Now Chinoy,
as senior manager, woukfhave to call a joint
meeting and presentation in his room and
watch the cold war play out.

Chinoy knew what would happen. It was al-
ways unpleasant. At the last meeting to discuss
interim structural recommendations, Vinay
Sharma of structures had made a suggestion, com-
pletely bypassing a detailed one-page note from
Nagesh Rao (systems) on why a particular reporting
relationship was a contravention of accepted accounting
controls. Vinay found favour with his team. Nagesh, at
that point, got up to leave the room, saying: "I don't see any
reason for my team to be here. If my note is not worthy of
being read and assimilated, our contributions are a waste of
our time. Fine!"

Chinoy, during moments like these, imagined a cardiac arrest
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and doctors blaming the two teams for the
stress they caused him. But then, Chinoy had
been arbitrating these wars for three years now.
The year-end would mark the fourth year of dis-
sonance, but mercifully, it would also be a time
when he would appoint his successor if his
move-up as director came through. For that
year, Bright and Thakur (B&Tl, the firm of man-
agement consultants, was retiring one director
and the next line of senior managers would
throw up a likely candidate to take his place.
Chinoy was a strong choice: his new business
efforts had been tremendous. Ieet Singh was
another choice and so was Sunil Bharati, the
two other group heads at B&T.

Chinoy needed to either resolve the issue or overcome it. Both
seemed impossible. How could he, when the differences between
the two teams spanned community, skills, academics, language,
accent - in fact, everything? The systems team was made up of
accountants (three types), IT people, financial analysts and their
ilk. The structures team predominantly comprised MBAs.There

were other differences too. Systems was an overpowering
South Indian group. Uncannily, the structures team was

predominantly North Indian, or rather, non-South In-
dian. Over time, what happened (also aided and abet-

ted by the business cycle when B&T got more sys-
tems assignments) was that the systems team

came to be seen as performers, and other South
Indians gently edged their memberships into

the systems team. Some nepotism, some
brotherhood, but no one minded it because
it did not matter then. But now, it was
threatening Chinoy's peace with his car-
diac system. Equally, the MBAs formed
their own clique.

Chinoy decided to discuss this with
Sunil- he was likely to find a solution
that did not involve the partners. They
agreed to meet during lunch. When Chi-
noy walked into his room, Sunil was
working on a spreadsheet. "Give me a
see," said Sunil. "I have to send this off to
the chairman of Silver Acres (SA)where I
live. It's interesting, Tarik, take some time
and read it. You know, SAis a bit outside
the city. We have two community buses

doing two trips to the city currently. The
bus service runs at a loss because it isn't do-

ing enough trips. The fixed cost has already
sunk- we need more seat utilisation, given

that fuel cost is marginal to running the buses. I
had to figure out the preferred bus usage of the

community through a survey, tabulate and study
the results, draw route maps based on the preferred

timings for each destination provided by people. All
told now, we will launch eight round trips. Luckily, some-

one else has to figure out the costing for tickets for each
route/destination."
Chinoy grunted: "I have enough of a challenge without you

adding to it, Sunil. Listen I want to discuss something serious." And
Chinoy told him his story. "Now, I have two teams of like- minded
people, but both very rigid and very apart. One team usually speaks

in Tamil or Kannada when they don't want the
other to understand; the North team uses special
endearments to address the South team, which
in the context of the divide, becomes offensive
and deepens the divide. The structures team
refers to the systems team as 'Madrasi' because
all are from the South and the systems team calls
the structures team 'Punjabi' because none of
them are from the South. Don't laugh, Sunil, it is
not funny anymore!"

When Sunil had controlled his mirth, Chinoy
said: "But you know what, the systems team is
efficient too. They are all usually in agreement
with each other, greater bonhomie, etc., but I
also notice a deep resistance to anything un-

conventional suggested by the other team. Now, a point has come
where any difference is attribufed to community of origin and not
situational factors. Now there is a war between the two teams and
my assignment is suffering!"

Sunil heard this intently, then said: "You know, diversity
holds tremendous potential to both make and break. I
have been noticing exactly this feature of diversity in my
community work. The differences can be a cause for unify-
ing, and it can also be a cause for putting people in boxes."

Chinoy looked at Sunil with an uneasy feeling; here he was bat-
tling diversity at the workplace, wanting to build a stronger or-
ganisation, but Sunil seemed focused on his community work. As
if on cue, Sunil said: "Youknow, every moment of our lives is filled
with diversity. We train our mind to focus on those that are re-
warding. So, one step is to be focused on diversity and the second
is to develop skills to deal with it. In organisations you can, at
best, carve your imaginary territory and permit membership
based on your subjective preferences. But people limit them-
selves when they do so.

''AtSA,our goal is quality life; people own their territories, their
properties, so they can choose to act the way they want. But then
quality life also means being able to smile with respect at each
other when we meet, be it in the workplace or the community
park. It's about managing differences. Listen to this: I got a call last
week from a 70-year old resident who said he was a heart patient,
and the neighbour's dog was barking at him which made his heart
beat faster. So I went to meet his neighbour, a kind lady of 40. But
she said her poor Jimmy was such a decent sort, and he did get
scared of this gentleman! So see, two people in the same situation
have different priorities and different perspectives. Here, the
owner says the dog is scared; the neighbour says the dog is mad!"

Chinoy was now coming to the belief that Sunil was, in fact,
mad. Every time he placed an organisational situation before
him, he lapsed into a Panchatantra-like neighborhood fable in-
volving cats and dogs. Chinoy, therefore, returned to his gloom.

The next day, Shantum Nath, the senior partner at B&T,called
in his three senior group heads. B&Thad won a new assignment
with a huge public sector corporation: an organisation survey.
"Typically, this will follow with a systems evaluation and structure
study," he said. But when he asked Sunil's group to do the survey,
Chinoy said: "In that case, it makes more sense for the systems
and structure teams to do the survey, as they will be.more in sync
as work progresses to systems evaluation. I prefer to work on the
whole assignment as one team than have cross teams."

Sunil agreed: "Makes sense to me if you agree too, Shantum. In
any case, I don't have a team for systems, although my boys are bril-
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liant with structure." A pleased Chinoy smiled but added with a
wink: "So you get to focus more on your other jobs?" "No," said
Sunil, "so that you don't lose this chance to integrate your two
teams. Tarik. I do think it will be a major bridge builder. Go for it!"
Then, after some thought, Sunil said: "Tell me Shantum, if! am
wrong. My feeling is that the more we encourage independence,
self reliance, core groups, and specialist teams, the more we will op-
erate as islands. Yes, such teams have their merits too, but only
when they don't grow into cultural islands. I'd encourage breaking
rules and creating cross-functional teams. Ieet and I often fuse our
teams so that they face change, diversity and differences.
Plus, they now can 'handle' Ieet and me - they have cracked
two codes!"

Shantum was intrigued: "Chinoy, what do you feel?" But Chinoy
was not sure. "We need to talk about this at length," he said. "Fair
enough," said Shantum, "why don't we meet at the Club Saturday
evening after my golf game?"

Saturday evening, as Ieet, Chinoy and Shantum were seated at
the club, they spotted Sunil at a distance talking to the CEO of El-
cosys, Murthy. Shantum's face lit up with expectation - B&Thad
been pacing Elcosys and their last pitch was awaiting results. So
was Murthy signing them on?

Sunil laughed when Shan turn asked about it. "Murthy owns a
villa at Silver Acres. He heads the pets management initiative.
Naturally, since he owns four German Shepherds!" Shan turn
grinned. Chinoy shook his head: "Sunil, your whole life pivots
around your community work!"

"Oh no," said Sunil, "it's only weekends and late evenings. And
sometimes during lunch hours!"

"Youseem to be doing a lot of work in your area," said Shan turn,
probing. "Surely it must be stressful; you must be coming in for a
lot of criticism?" Sunil shrugged: "I don't know about stressful-
that's a point of view. But I am, for the moment, enjoying it. 1have
been doing this for the last 19 months. It's interesting to see how
people behave, respond and contribute when it comes to working
for everyone's good and your own. But overall, my feeling is that it
brings everyone closer. Sure, we have disagreements and all that
- because everyone's immediate lives are involved when we dis-
cuss things like water supply, etc. People tend to take things per-
sonally, but I have learnt one thing: the story you have cannot
change, but you can change the way people view it in your telling.
Asfor criticism, well, in my last job, I got a fair amount of criticism,
at school and at college too, I got a reasonable amount of it. So
what's wrong with it in my community?"

Ieet, who was usually the silent sort, now perked up: "Organisa-
tions are communities too, I have seen, and communities are
great equalisers. Murthy may be CEO at Elcosys, but 1have had

the opportunity to watch him collaborate with pet owners. My
wife happens to have designed the poop-scoops and pet collars
for SA at Murthy's request, and he has spent many hours dis-
cussing such detail, it is amazing. I have often wondered what
drives him and where he gets the time, considering the kind of
work Elcosys is doing!"

"Not just Murthy," said Sunil. "The person in charge of garbage
sorting and disposal is Chacko of Galaxy TV.At SA, practically
50 per cent of the residents have a high level responsibility at
work; they are typically CEOs, presidents, VPs. I have noticed one
thing: the people who have volunteered for complex community
work are the ones who would appear to have the least available
time. And they are all above 40, which means, physically, they are
not the best off. Yet, they put in so much time and effort that it
makes me wonder about the young turks! But my guess is that the
young turks are young turks because they don't waste time with
community activity. I guess there is a time for everything, even be-
ing a young turk!"

Shantum then got to talking about cross-functional teams,
when Chinoy said: "I am not very comfortable with the idea of
cross- functional teams just for the sake offorcing the diversity an-
gle. Yes,I do want both teams to break down barriers, but 1am not
sure the solution lies in forcing them to face it. Chances are, such
a team may even come to a grinding halt."

Shan turn agreed, but said: "That risk may be valid, but isn't
there a greater need to break barriers than to protect them from
confronting it? Yes, they will be uncomfortable in the beginning,
they will even be suspicious, but don't protect them for the wrong
reasons! Life is a big community .."

Chinoy was waiting for this. He said: "Arewe all getting carried
away by Sunil's gregarious 'I love everyone' mode? I cannot switch
modes like that, and besides, I do feel running an organisation for
profit is different."

Sunil agreed, but added: "Tarik, it's actually more about re-
specting differences. I agree that managing differences
everywhere is the same - and managing people is about
managing differences in skill sets, age, gender, background,
psychology, physical attributes, education, motivation, am-

bition, etc. Everything else - policies, training, promotions,
salary, corner cabin, off sites, educational degrees, refresher
courses, certifications and counselling - are just tools to manage
those differences.

"However, outside of the workplace, many of these tools to
manage people are not available, while the differences persist
and need to be addressed. This handicap is a powerful inhibitor

of two things: initiative in the community and visible results
from any initiative taken. In the workplace, half the ef-

fort will get twice the results. Within a community,
twice the work will perhaps get half the results.

"In a community, there are so many dif-
ferences in living habits, and thus com-
plaints: 'My neighbour's dog doesn't let me
sleep; his dog pooped on the walkway in
front of my house; my neighbour parks his
car in front of my drive; my neighbour does-
n't keep garbage in a bag and it scatters all
over my lawn; my neighbour dries his clothes

on the common picket fence ...' Recently,
someone complained that he doesn't like see-

ing his neighbour's gas cylinders from his living
room! The genesis of why some behaviours or

CASE STUDY SPECIAL ~ BUSINESSWDRLD 2005



_____________-k-.. _
habits bother people lies in the memories we carry
about similar events or behaviours. We have
the choice to fight it, resist it, tolerate it, res-
pect it. But first we need to address it, address
the differences."

Shantum was now keenly listening. He
asked: "Tell me, Sunil, do you always find so-
lutions to these complaints? They do seem
weird! Rather, do the solutions come from the
users?" Sunil felt it usually worked better when
the solutions came from the users. "But often
one also gets a pile ofrhetoric solutions," he said.
"Like some residents cribbed about the lack of driv-
ing sense in the community. One resident, a corporate
manager, wrote a mail saying: 'Why isn't anyone doing a road
safety campaign to educate residents?' I asked her to participate.
We met once. I asked for specific goals of the campaign, the
method to achieve those goals, the method to measure that
achievement and so on. We were to work on it together. One
month has passed and she hasn't had the time. So you see, some
people feel that drawing the attention of the management or the
government is one way of solving. The point is that the 'anyone'
they are looking for is they, themselves, the user."

While at an esoteric level, these discussions may have inter-
ested Chinoy at another time in his life, but right now, he felt these
were two distinctive platforms. "In your case," he said to Sunil,
"the diversity or differences you talk about are tangible, visible. In
mine, it is subtle. I don't even know if there is a real issue or these
are imagined. Fundamentally, yes, one is a group of CAs,CWAs,IT
professionals; the other is a group ofMBAs. It comes down to: 'I
am better than you because ...' Yet, I have not witnessed any overt
discrimination arising out of that."

Shantum was perturbed. He said: "It will never be overt, Chi-
noy. Usually the discrimination is subtle, covert, even uncon-
scious." And Sunil added: ''Atussle between the left brain and
right. We Indians have a certain brahminicalleaning to numbers
and quantities, regarding anything softer as 'fluff'. So math is
venerated, literature is not. Statistics is revered, behavioural sci-
ences is not. The flip side is the entry of MBAbrahminism, a new
cult for India, which feels more skillful with interpretation and
analyses, and feels others are number crunchers or paper push-
ers. These are unconscious feelings, never voiced. But what hap-
pens is, if such a people are also segregated as distinctive teams,
you have a perpetration of 'my religion is better than yours'. This
leads to subtle but powerful body and mind messages being
transmitted at the speed of thought.

"Atth cost of distracting you Tarik, one resident - while wa-
tering her trees - accidentally sprayed the Fisher Price vehicles of
her neighbour's kids which were parked outside her lawn. The
lady and the neighbour fellow got into a mean argument. The lady
said: "These tenants don't know how to behave." As it happened,
the neighbourwas a tenant, not an owner. See how we unwittingly
put people into boxes? And he sat there, his chair slightly turned
away, reading a newspaper, sending out 'you can't reach me' mes-
sages; but at the first chance, he said: "People without kids don't
know how to behave." Another class system was being born.

"So it's possible that both your teams are sending out very pow-
erful 'I am not accessible' messages. Thereby, both are seeking ex-
clusivity. And that exclusivity gets endorsed and set in stone when
we have distinctive job descriptions for each team. Therefore, I
suggest mix and match, create fused teams; it will only add value.
Not that the bickering will stop - because we humans have been

trained to be 'individuals' - our schools and management
institutions urge individuality. But the bickering will reduce."

For the first time, Chinoy agreed. "For that there has to be an ac-
ceptance of each other's differences," he said. Sunil smiled
deeply: "Heck, this word 'acceptance' itself is loaded with built-in
superiority, no? Instead, I think there should be a celebration of
differences, enjoying it, letting it be that, a difference. What's
wrong with difference?"

Shan turn, who was pondering, said: "I am sure neither team
'hears' the other. What they 'see' are the differences. It happens all
the time: fat person, short person, bald person, pregnant person,
stammering person. It's all at the visual level. We were discussing
exactly this at a personality lab last month - how to listen to 'dif-
ferent' people. And invariably, it is the person in a position of as-
sumed superiority who challenges! Don't we talk about Bengali
accents, South Indian accents, and cockney accents because we
cannot respect the difference? Likewise, we also feel people who
cannot speak English lack sophistication, lack intelligence."

But as he drove home, Shantum continued to ponder on a
different attribute. He asked himself: "Who is a team player?
And does team building start in the community or do you save
your managerial graces for the HR monitors? And are all the
management skills you learn meant to be used for toothpaste
and soaps only, or is it not applicable to the world at large? Are
we a selfish people?

Shantum recalled something he had read recently. CEOs and
VPs who worked for the community were a special bunch of peo-
ple. Ben & Jerry's (the US ice cream company) was a company that
actively sought such people; a whole lot of the natural food com-
panies in the US had CEOs like that. This is what he had read: Ben
(of Ben & Jerry's) took a month off from his business last month
and took to the highways of America with a rude effigy of Bush,
pointing out to Middle America that the president lied to us and
that the invasion of Iraq must end. Imagine, he thought now
again, reliving the surprise he had felt when he first read it.
'Imagine, Ben the CEO. He just felt so mad about it all, he did
something. I can imagine what his recruitment practices are
like... I cannot name any Indian company like that,' he mused.

Sunil and his much joked-about community work: but what a
team man! Not once had it come in the way of work. Community
work was a value addition to personality development, thought
Shantum. "This indicates a person who would bring some great
team skills with him; a person who would know how to stop and
listen and find a solution to issues. Community help organisa-
tions are usually run by folks who are problem -solvers by nature,"
he thought now. "They have to be, to survive and implement pro-
grammes. That is a great skill to have in any company."

And Shan turn smiled. •
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Human touch
ZAHID GANGJEE

The author heads Zahid Gangjee & Associates, an organisation and HR consultancy in Kolkata.

INtoday's competitive world, all com-
panies, especially management con-
sultancies like B&T, have to ensure
that their people have high expertise.
This naturally leads to a structure

where experts in one domain are grouped
together. This is referred to in manage-
ment literature as 'differentiation'. Yet, the
same literature tells us that whenever we
differentiate, we must 'integrate'. Simply
put, whenever we divide people, we have
to ensure that they remain linked together
because the final output depends on dif-
ferent kinds of people working together.
By allowing the structures and systems
groups to operate separately, B&Thas bro-
ken this fundamental rule.

B&Thas not understood that leaders at
senior levels have to work with and
through people. High domain knowledge
and skills are not enough. Leaders like Chi-
noy must have team-building skills, the
ability to manage conflict and emotional
intelligence (diagnosing and managing
the emotions of yourself and others).
There is no evidence that B&T has pro-
vided any development in these areas to
its senior managers. Sunil and Ieet seem to
have figured things out on their own or
used their own personalities as guides to
manage their teams.

Chinoy has been runnjng away from
the problem for over three years and even
hopes that he will get promoted out of
the mess. The saving grace is that he is in-
tuitively against "forcing the diversity an-
gle" and pushing the systems and struc-
tures groups into cross-functional teams.
Much work needs to be done before he can
move in that direction. The two groups are
incredibly different and have been batt-
ling one another for years. So, what is the
way out?

The first step would be to create an ex-
perience that allows members of both
groups and Chinoy to see each other as
human beings. It should allow them, in a
non-obtrusive way, to experience, under-

stand and practise the skills they need to
work well together. Shantum can get a
clue from what Sunil has been saying and
what some other organisations have done
in similar situations utilising the field
of 'social' work - i.e., work that is out-
side the boundaries of one's family and
normal workplace.

For instance, sixteen members of the
HR function of a large, spread-out multi-
national in India found out after a meeting
that each ofthem worked as ifthe others
were not there. Obviously, the sum total of
the HR's contribution ended up being far
less than hoped for. Allof them agreed that
'something should be done'. Then, one of
the members volunteered. He asked
everyone to come to the company guest
house at 8 a.m. the day before the formal
planning session. Their curiosity grew
when they were asked to keep only Rs 100
with them. When they arrived, they were
asked to climb into a bus and were taken to
a residential school for blind children.

After the children's committee wel-
comed them, they were taken to the

Take people out of
their usual contexts
of power, authority

and 'turf', and give them
an opportunity to work on

something that
maners at a human level.
Their own humanity will

get activated
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kitchen and told that they had to procure
raw materials and cook the lunch and din-
ner for the community of 120'people using
whatever resources they had. They also
had to put up an entertainment show be-
fore serving dinner. They did it! One need
not go into the details of what they discov-
ered during that hectic and satisfying day.
Needless to say, they worked much better
together during the planning session the
next day, and remained connected during
the following year.

The next example is of an HR consultant
who also writes and acts in plays. He no-
ticed how close people get when putting
up a play together. When he was asked by
a CEO to do a team-building workshop
for his top team that was pulling in differ-
ent directions, he recommended that the
CEO let them write, produce and act in
a play instead! Having got the permission,
he took the team to a school for under-
privileged children and explained that
the proceeds from the play would be
given to the school to buy books and
equipment. So they had better put up a
good play. They did - and enjoyed every
moment of it. All the managers reported
learning new skills (and reviving old ones)
during their experiences. They stopped
their 'minor' bickering in the organisation
and pulled together.

There are many such examples, but
the above two should suffice. Take people
out of their usual contexts of power,
authority and 'turf', and give them an op-
portunity to work on something that mat-
ters at a human level. Their own humanity
will get activated.
. Shan turn should sit with Chinoy and
brainstorm to identify a 'social' work
opportunity that the structure and sys-
tem groups could meaningfully experi-
ence. Once they have been through this
experience, Chinoy can take the risk of
putting them into cross-functional
teams. Then, perhaps, Shantum can con-
tinue to smile! -



No more blinkers
RAMESH RAMANATHAN

The author was managing director, European head (corporate derivatives), Citibank. After years there,
he quit at age 33 to retum to India. He is now involved in microfinance and runs a citizen movement.

CHINOY has got too much caffeine
in his bloodstream. Here is some-
one who has such a predictable,
monorail view of the world that
you start feeling sorry for his wife.

Throughout the three years that he has
been 'managing' this problem - and do-
ing a fairly poor job of it, given that very lit-
tie seems to have changed - he has dis-
played no capacity for lateral thinking at
all. So, the first thing he needs to do is take
a deep breath, look out of his window and
check out the last monsoon showers.

Now. There are a couple of ways to look
at the issues between the two groups:
the first is to see it as a classic group rela-
tions situation which happens frequently
in medium-to-Iarge size organisations.
A second approach is to take less of a
managerial view, and go beneath the skin
to understand issues of individual motiva-
tion, organisational culture, diversity and
the larger context of a corporate institu-
tion within society.

Viewed through the first filter alone, it
is hard to understand why this problem
needs to be addressed at all. It hardly
seems critical to anyone besides Chinoy,
and both groups are performing fairly
well; it is a fact of organisationallife that all
communities are not' bhai-bhai, But if the
firm believes that this is not healthy in the
long-t rrn, then of course the situation
cannot be ignored. And if this were true,
then Chinoy is probably least likely to
solve the problem.

He cannot suddenly become all gooey
about championing diversity; it's not con-
sistent with his personality. It's amazing
how quickly team members can smell a
fake bonhomie leader.

In fact, maybe Chinoy is part of the
problem. Although it says that he inher-
ited the issue, it has clearly exacerbated
during his tenure. Maybe the best thing
that could happen is that the groups stay
in status quo until a new boss comes, one
who can take a genuinely different ap-

proach. All problems don't need to be
solved; sometimes, they take care of them-
selves. The other view is the more interest-
ing and radical one, like swinging upside
down from a tree branch.

The strange thing about being a suc-
cessful professional is that the more suc-
cessful we are, the more conservative we
get, and we begin to believe in the smoke-
screens that we have built around our-
selves. Taking on an unexpected activity
like community work can shake us out of
the monotony of our lives: no rules, no hi-
erarchy to enforce, no boilerplate col-
leagues. And in the process of this engage-
ment, two things could happen: one, we
can begin-to see new options that we never
saw before or, two, we can become more
creative at work. Both are desirable out-
comes. The first is more radical, with dis-
continuous consequences. The second is a
more seamless way to integrate change

Chinoy is probably least
likely to solve the

problem. He cannot
suddenly become all

gooey about championing
diversity; it's not

consistent with his
personality. It's amazing

how Quickly team
members can smell a
fake bonhomie leader
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into one's professional life.
Beyond individual introspection, there

is an instItutional dimension as well. It's
hard to try different things if the dominant
organisational ethos is diametrically op-
posite. It's really important to understand
what the institution believes about its con-
text in society and how it chooses to fulfil
this. This can come only from the leader-
ship of the firm, not middle-managers.

At Chinoy's level, what choices does he
have? Solving the problem is the least of
his issues. Looking long and hard in the
mirror to figure out what makes him tick is
the bigger point. At a minimum, he needs
to take himselfless seriously and begin to
understand his colleagues in different
contexts to let their social equity grow in-
side the organisation.

This phenomenon in India could be the
result of nouveau-globalisation, in which
professionals have bought into a myth
about successful personality types. As the
Indian corporate sector matures, more in-
dividuals will realise that there are multi-
ple ways to build successful careers. Many
ofthese begin with allowing creativity, di-
versity and unexpected challenges into
one's life. It's a win-win: you can do good,
and you can do well at the same time.

Take a look at the following statistics
from a survey on community involvement
of Harvard Business School graduates and
Fortune 5000 company CEOs, called The
Invisible Side Of Leadership. 81 percent are
with non-profits and 57 per cent are board
members. Community service is not just a
late life phenomenon. Over 60 per cent of
recent graduates (25-29 age group) are in-
volved with non-profits. This rises to
about 90 per cent by age 55; board mem-
bership also reaches 70 per cent.

Sixty-three per cent considered their
non-profit involvement to be 'very im-
portant'. and another 35 per cent 'moder-
ately important'.

Of the three, I suspect that Sunil is the
only one smiling in his sleep. -



____________...I..J.. _
Both our special commentators are trainers, and work with people's
minds and mindsets. While Kaushik Gopal uses the experiential
learning approach and facilitates process understanding, Atul Mathur
takes people out into the open and strives for the same learnings in
the setting of nature. And learning itself is like that - you can choose
your settings depending on your mental make up. In this discussion,
both men examine a fine aspect of the human mind - giving.
Meera: So, what is it about community work that
helps build great team players.
Kaushik: To be interested and feel connected to
the community outside of oneself is not very
commonplace. Tobe interested in the world out-
side is an evolved state. Some people have a
strong connectedness with a larger reality. They,
like Sunil, see the world of work as part of that
larger reality. Their frame of reference goes be-
yond narrow definitions of identity (whether gen-
der, religious, regional, etc.). The 'me' is not just 'me
and mine' but 'me in the family, in the workplace, in the
community and in the world'. It is a distinct consciousness.
Therefore, in the team, a person with this wider-angle conscious-
ness imbues it with breadth. This incorporates diversity as a natu-
ral extension of the worldview. Any disconnect would be immedi-
ately picked up by the antennae of such a person.
AtuI: Couldn't agree with you more. This is also in line with the In-
dian concept of' Vasudeva Kutumbakam' where the entire world is
seen as one family, or as a manifestation of a single unifying reality.
Thus, an individual who lives with this consciousness naturally
comes from a position of empathy, and will be better able to build
and manage a team. Such people are innately attracted to commu-
nity work, whose issues are as important to them as their own.
Community work tests the very essence of a person's leadership
skills since it has to be performed without the standard carrot-
and-stick managerial tools like increments, promotions or the
threat of sacking. Thus, team players are quite likely to be involved
in community work. But does community work transform people
into team players?Whether there is a cause and effect relationship,
however, is worth examining further.
Kaushik: I think it creates a sharp awareness of diversity, people, .
contexts and purpose. The ingredients seem right. In fact, it can
provide better appreciation of diversity but is not a necessary
'qualification' for good teamwork. In any grouping of people that is
engaged in a purpose, there is an inevitable 'something' that 'gath-
ers' or adheres to the relationships (akin to how money in the bank
'gets' interest) Let's call this gathering a 'shadow' for convenience
(though it does not have reference to lung's usage). It forms an un-
spoken emotional residue that can both help or hinder the rela-
tionship. I think that in any group, the shadow is inevitable and,
periodically, we need to take stock of it, whether one is primed
with community work or not.

Meera: What aspect of one's personality does community work
cater to?

Kaushik: As the consciousness of the individual
evolves from infancy and childhood, it becomes

'peopled' with various experiences and persons.
We incorporate others in. However, there are
those who remain more fixated on obvious self
interest and shut out, to varying degrees, the
'others' reality. So there are broadly two types of
consciousness which this gives rise to: on the

one hand, the 'what's in it for me?' type or, on the
other, the type which asks 'what's in it for all of us?'

This larger conception of the whole is what drives
the interest in the community with all its diversity. Per-

haps all of us have this to a greater or lesser extent, and it
can be evoked given the right conditions and role models. I think
there is a huge sense of fulfilment when this larger reality is re-
sponded to with humaneness.
AtuI: The built -in anonymity of urban lifestyles has tended to em-
phasise the 'what's in it for me' over the 'what's in it for us'. It's a
truism that man is a social animal; the need for human company
is fundamental to us. First the village community and then the In-
dian joint family satisfied this need admirably, creating small (and
sometimes not so small!) communities within the four walls of
one's home itself. To survive in the family, people constantly did
things for each other - they had to work as a team. The nuclear
families of today have deprived us of this source of nourishment
and led to a spiritual hunger of sorts. It is my belief that com-
munitywork perhaps caters to this unmet need in some way. It is
a chance for insular souls to experience the warmth of the
human connection.

Or can it be said, that as we withdraw more and more into a'me
and my own' shell- where we exclude the immediate family either
for convenience of logistics or mental convenience - nature's
built-in checks and balances automatically triggers off a compen-
sating need to expend that spiritual appetite towards the society,
where it compensates for the absence of the blood family by high-
lighting the larger 'Vasudeva Kutumbakam'? Is the growing partici-
pation in community a sign of our times, a sign of us as a people
withdrawing more and more from family?
Kaushik: I suspect that the movement away from the cloistered
confines of family and village must have been partly brought on by
necessity and partly by a need to link with the larger world beyond
(perhaps all of us have some degree of discomfort with 'closed
spaces'). But in the process of ,scattering away' (a la diaspora)' the
inevitable process of linking with the unknown occurs, which can
be both stimulating and disturbing (usually around issues of ac-
cep-tance/inclusion). This newness that we have to face, whether
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it is joining an organisation or a culture or a nation, brings with it a
need for meaningful connection and relating. Some people build
small circles around themselves that include only a few others
(based on location, language, gender, religion, etc.) whereas some
of us build larger circles including more people. But at the heart is
the need to build meaningful links.

Meera: So, what kind of people find satisfaction from community
work, and for what reasons? What kind of people find it a waste
of time?
Kaushik: Those who see beyond the 'me and mine', in whose inner
state the voices of others resonate, whether known or unknown;
those who look beyond the prejudice of narrow definitions based
on class, caste, colour, rank, age and so on; those who are comfort-
able relating to the unknown person and those with a longer sight
- all of them, perhaps, take to occupying themselves with the
community, and they gain satisfaction from it. On the other hand,
there are aspects that may explain why someone is not interested
in the community: self-interest, shorter range of vision, cynicism
about the value of going beyond oneself ("Every time he placed an
organisational situation before him, he lapsed into a Pan-
chatantra-like neighbourhood fable involving cats and dogs"), a
distrust of others, bitter experiences, absence of role models, and
an urgency of one's own survival in difficulty times. In my opinion,
Chinoy represents someone who embodies the need to act but
does not have a frame of reference to proceed, which gradually
dawns on him through the interaction with Sunil,
Atul: There are many high-achieving, successful people who don't

have a great sense of community. But perhaps many more who do.
My reading of the trend is that this is going to increase. The entire
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) movement is a manifesta-
tion of this. It's got little to do with age, social background, spiritual
inclination or otherwise. This is simply the way in which business
will be done in the future: produce, sell, make money, put back
into society, produce more. It's already on the KRAs(key responsi-
bility area) of CEOs, and will spread downwards steadily.

Already, the CEO ofTata Steel spends a day each month in a vil-
lage he has 'adopted', providing the villagers the resource they are
most in need of - managerial inputs. And the same is expected
of his executives. Luckily, this is a win-win deal. Society benefits
and so do managers. Ifyou think the community is a waste of time,
think again. As they say 'everything's connected'! What goes
around, comes around.

Meera: So does this imply that people who work deeper with com-
munities make for better team players? Or is that a mere enabler?
Go on ... pick up the discussion.
Kaushik: I think it's an enabler. But one thing that we need to
keep in mind is that it's not just community work, but linking
with a wider circle of diverse people and interests. It is about ap-
preciating the complexity oflife and all the parts of the whole.

The individual has to go beyond his own personal or other
limited identities without fearing he will be annihilated. You
need to feel and appreciate the whole that you are only a part of.
That's the essence of working in the team. The big restrictor to
this is the apprehension of being a nobody, being swamped by

the whole.
Atul: There is a paradox here. I've found that
people who are really centred, who are able to
see themselves well, are also often able to bet-
ter relate with others. As if connecting with
yourself enables you to tap into some univer-
sal oneness where you see the connectedness
of all things. Thus, I'm not too sure if working
in the community causes people to be more
sensitive to others, or if people who are in-
nately sensitive to others often end up working
in communities as well. It's insightful here to
look at cultures that prevail in the NGO sector.
They are often ridden with the same - if not
worse - politics and ego clashes than the for-
profit corporate world. In fact, since the world
of business reduces everything to money, it is
often more straightforward than NGOs. There
is sometimes less hypocrisy and posturing
than when motives are 'noble altruism'. Yes,
there are loads of first-rate 'uninfected' NGOs
as well. I raise the issue merely to question
the causality.

A tool often used at team-build pro-
grammes is community work. A bunch of
managers might go out to a village and build a
wall or a path or something. This actually
works quite well for managers at least (since
their masonry skills may not be great). They
come closer together, understand each other
better and go back as a better team. But is this
really community work as we have been
speaking of? I feel for that, the work must be
voluntary and the compassion deeply felt.
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does not want. At the other end are those who have
almost lost themselves as minute specks in a huge
landscape and have lost all sense of identity. I think
we are looking at a space somewhere in between,
which does not operate from a perception of the self
at the centre of everything, but also does not operate
from a perception that there is no self because it is
merged in the absolute (whatever that is, but I sup-
pose a sort of living nirvana). But, even within this
scheme of things, I notice that the space does not
hold steady - it keeps moving from self to the other
and back. I think for the purpose of growth of one-
self, and those around, it is possibly better to be less
self-absorbed, though there will always be some kind
of flux. There needs to be an appreciation of the
other as an independent entity to be valued. It can-
not all be 'what's in it for me'.

When we are surrounded by our own 'type' (like
language or regional categories) and berate others, it is
a type of self-absorption. Intriguingly, psychologists
have noticed that there is a developmental line be-
tween these two states, with the self-absorption pre-
ceding 'other centredness'.

One interesting thing about self-absorption is that
it tries to colonise others to be like oneself. The way
forward, I suspect, is true appreciation of others' con-
texts without wanting to change anything that does
not want changing.

There is a power associated with being in a large
profit-making organisation. This power can either be
focused on feeding/nourishing itself or using it for the
development of the context/ environment one is in .
Atul: Can we take the discussion into an organisational
context for a bit? I do like your visualisation of the inner
world. The question is, can this metaphor be extended
to an organisation as well? Are there inward looking
companies and outward looking ones? My guess is yes.

Just as managers who are tuned into the community are better
able to succeed in leading teams, my hunch (not backed by any re-
search) is that companies which are tuned into their communities
are more likely to be successful in managing the local environ-
ment, suppliers, customers, politicians, et al. This realisation is at
the back of the CSR initiative since CEOs have realised that for a
business to thrive, it has to be a significant, contributing part of the
community in which it operates. Surprising how many of the argu-
ments from the individual perspective continue to stay valid even
at the organisationallevel. •

Having said that, I might mention here a concept from neuro-
linguistic programming that says: "Act yourself into a new way of
thinking rather than think about a new way of acting!" If this is
true, maybe being there and doing the work could kindle some
compassion too. Thereby establishing causality. But I must con-
fess I remain a sceptic on this.
Kaushik: The size and shape of the inner world varies from per-
son to person. At one extreme is the completely self-absorbed
personality who sees himself at the centre of the universe and
everything that happens in it as being part of what he wants or


