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Introduction

Throughout my career, | have been passionate about working with people :
understanding what motivates them, what challenges them, and how to bring
out their best. Over the past three decades, I've had the privilege of working with
countless engineers and managers across various organizations and industries.
During this journey, I've read extensively on management and leadership,
constantly seeking to apply these principles in real-world situations. The
experiences | gained, the lessons | learned, and the insights | developed felt too
valuable to keep to myself.

The journey of writing these blogs began during the Covid pandemic, a time
when many of us were isolated yet deeply connected through digital means. |
observed that despite their best intentions, most people don't have the time to
wade through lengthy management articles. They need practical wisdom,
delivered in bite-sized pieces that can be consumed during a coffee break or a
commute. This realization inspired me to start writing short, focused blogs on
leadership and management, drawing directly from my three decades of hands-

on experience.

| began sharing these writings with a close-knit group of friends and colleagues
on WhatsApp. Many of them affectionately know me by my pet name "Ramu
Kaka," so | named the group "Ramu Kaka ka Gyan" - which translates to "Ramu
Kaka's Wisdom." The response was heartening. People found the insights
practical, relatable, and applicable to their daily challenges. However, as life got
busier, | couldn't continue writing regularly. By that time, | had created 29 blogs
covering various aspects of leadership and management.

These blogs might have remained within that private WhatsApp group,
accessible only to a handful of people, had it not been for a recent "Chai pe
Charcha" (conversation over tea) with some colleagues. They asked a simple but
powerful question: "Why don't you publish these blogs in a public forum so
more people can benefit?" That conversation became the catalyst for creating



this website, ramukakakagyan.in, and compiling these writings into the book
you're reading today.

The content you'll find here is authentic - these are my real experiences, my
genuine observations, and my honest reflections. I've cleaned up the grammar
and structure for better readability, but the core insights remain unchanged. To
make the content more comprehensive and actionable, I've used Al to enhance
each blog with additional sections - frameworks, practical examples, and
reflection questions. Recognizing that many professionals prefer audio content
during their commutes or workouts, I've also included Al-generated audio
narration for every blog, allowing you to absorb these insights while on the go.

Why These Insights Matter

The 29 blogs in this collection are organized into six parts, each addressing a

critical dimension of leadership and management:

Part I: Foundations of Leadership explores the bedrock principles that
separate exceptional leaders from merely competent managers. Here you'll
discover why having the courage to deal with poor performers isn't just
necessary - it's an act of service to your team. You'll understand why
extreme ownership transforms not just your results but your entire team'’s
culture. These foundational insights will challenge you to examine what

kind of leader you truly want to become.

Part Il: Building Great Teams tackles one of leadership’'s most complex
challenges - creating and sustaining high-performing teams. You'll learn
why talent density matters more than individual brilliance, how to navigate
political terrains without compromising your integrity, and why the
meritocracy you believe in might not be the meritocracy you're creating.
These chapters will equip you with practical strategies to build teams that
consistently outperform expectations.

Part Ill: Becoming a Strong Manager addresses the everyday challenges of
effective management. From managing perceptions to understanding why
employees leave, from cultivating the right mindset to clarifying the
difference between ownership and responsibility - these insights will

sharpen your management capabilities. You'll discover that great
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management isn't about having all the answers; it's about asking the right
questions and creating the right conditions for success.

Part IV: Developing People focuses on perhaps the most rewarding aspect
of leadership - helping others grow. You'll explore the power of timely
feedback, learn to see yourself as a teacher rather than just a boss, master
the art of delegation, and understand why some employees never seem to
develop despite your best efforts. These chapters remind us that leadership
is ultimately measured by the growth we enable in others.

Part V: Execution Excellence cuts through the noise to focus on what truly
matters - getting things done with quality and consistency. You'll
understand why discipline in execution separates successful leaders from
dreamers, how to avoid the dangerous trap of "almost done,” and why
presentation skills matter more than you might think. These insights will
help you transform good intentions into tangible results.

Part VI: Leadership Wisdom brings together advanced leadership concepts
that transcend traditional hierarchies. From building coalitions to managing
upward, from influencing peers and senior colleagues to leading without
formal authority - these chapters prepare you for the complex, nuanced
reality of modern organizational life. Here you'll find the insights that will

serve you throughout your entire career, regardless of your title or position.

Each blog combines practical wisdom with real-world examples, structured
frameworks, and thought-provoking reflection questions. Whether you're a first-
time manager or a seasoned executive, you'll find insights that resonate with

your current challenges and illuminate your path forward.

A Living Collection of Wisdom

These 29 blogs represent not just my experiences, but the collective wisdom of
the many talented individuals I've had the privilege to work with, learn from, and
occasionally teach. They reflect both successes and failures, moments of clarity
and periods of confusion, strategic triumphs and tactical mistakes. What makes
them valuable isn't that they offer perfect solutions - it's that they offer honest,
practical guidance for the real leadership challenges.



As you read through these pages, | encourage you to reflect on your own
experiences. Which insights resonate with your current situation? Where do you
see opportunities to apply these principles? What challenges do you face that
these frameworks might help you address? Leadership and management are not
spectator sports - they require active engagement, continuous learning, and the
courage to try, fail, and try again.

| invite you to engage with this content actively. At the end of each blog, you'll
find a comments section. Please share your thoughts, your experiences, your
agreements, and your disagreements. Leadership wisdom grows through
dialogue, not monologue. Your perspectives and experiences will enrich this
collection and help create a community of practitioners committed to better
leadership.

My hope is that these writings will serve you well - whether you read them cover
to cover or dip into specific chapters as challenges arise. May they provide clarity
when you're confused, confidence when you're uncertain, and courage when the
path forward seems difficult. Most importantly, may they remind you that
leadership is both an art and a practice, requiring constant learning, honest self-
reflection, and a genuine commitment to serving those you lead.

Welcome to Ramu Kaka's wisdom. May you find it as valuable in your journey as

the experiences behind it have been in mine.

With warm regards and best wishes for your leadership journey,

Ramanujam Thodur (Ramu Kaka) https://ramukakakagyan.in
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PART | - FOUNDATIONS OF LEADERSHIP

The Courage to Deal with Poor

Performers
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At the end of the year, when performance appraisals are done for making decisions to feed
into compensation and review process. | have seen managers getting uncomfortable to
communicate about the poor performance of their B10 (Bottom 10 percentile) employees. In
many companies, B10 performers do not get any hike in their compensation. This makes the
manager even more uncomfortable to have the performance discussion with their B10
employees. Before we get to the communication aspect, let's dwell on the impact of the poor
performers on the overall organization. You defeat the purpose of hiring great people if you
fail to deal with poor performers inside the organization. It is like taking a favorite drink and
watering it down. The weak links in your team determines the pace and overall success of the
team. The question you need to ask yourself is "Would you rehire this person if given a
chance?” If the answer is NO, then you need to either TRAIN them to equip them with right
skills or TRANSFER them to another function to match their competency or TERMINATE
Keeping the wrong person lowers the collective self-esteem of the entire team. Keeping the

wrong person diminishes your credibility as a leader - You will lose respect of the best, when



you don't deal effectively with worst. Remove poor performers when you are on a roll, do not
wait until the bottom falls out : The best time to fix the roof is when the sun is shining. |
believe no employee is bad. It is just that they may not meet the expectation of the current
job. My favorite example, to drive home this point, is that of engineers finding jobs in
different companies. It is not that all companies hire only engineers from IITs. Every engineer
finds a job depending on their meeting the expectation of the company that hires them. So,
as a manager, you need not feel bad that you are firing a poor performer. It is just that he
does NOT meet your organization's expectations. As a matter of fact, you will be doing great
injustice to their career by retaining them in your group : You will give far below average hike,
as he/she is B10. Year over year the B10 employee would be getting lower hikes. By letting
them go, they will find other companies where their talent meets/exceeds that company's
expectation. In my career, | have seen B10 employees who left my organization, growing well
in other companies. As a manager you should care enough to confront the poor performers.
Confronting is like tough love. Be polite but firm, in giving the feedback as to why they are
performing poorly. Have data to back your qualitative feedback. Have 3 to 4 top feedbacks to
drive home the point. Most of the companies have the process of PIP (Performance
Improvement Process). Put them on this process, by redefining expectations and attach
deadlines for attainment. At regular intervals give them the feedback. Do not wait till the end
of the PIP tenure to give feedback. If you feel, the employee is not improving, then be open
to them and ask them to look for opportunities outside of your company. He can use the
remaining period of the PIP tenure to actively search for another job. Firing an employee

based on poor performance is not easy, but then who said being a manager or leader is easy.

Why This Matters

Tolerating poor performance destroys team morale and drives away your best people.
Your team's weakest member sets the pace for everyone else. When you avoid difficult
performance conversations, high performers lose respect for you and either leave or
lower their own standards to match those around them. The temporary discomfort of
addressing underperformance pales in comparison to the permanent damage of
ignoring it.



Leadership in Practice

A major streaming company famously instituted what they call a performance
evaluation approach - managers regularly ask themselves, "If this person told me they
were leaving, would | fight to keep them?" If the answer is no, the company expects
managers to have that difficult conversation immediately and part ways with the
employee, offering a generous severance package. This policy emerged from the
CEQO's experience watching talented employees become frustrated working alongside
underperformers. In one notable case, after a round of layoffs during an economic
downturn, the remaining team members reported being happier and more productive
despite the increased workload. This counterintuitive result demonstrated that
removing underperformers had actually improved team dynamics and effectiveness.
The company's approach has enabled them to maintain one of the most talented
workforces in the tech industry. While their methods may seem harsh, employees
report appreciating the transparency and the consistently high caliber of their
colleagues. This case demonstrates that addressing performance issues decisively,
while difficult, ultimately benefits everyone - including the underperformer who moves
to a better-fit environment.
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Leadership Framework

The 3T Framework for Addressing Underperformance:

1. TRAIN - First, determine if the performance gap is due to a skills deficit. Provide
specific training, mentorship, and resources. Set clear expectations and timeframes for
improvement. Document all training provided.

2. TRANSFER - If training does not resolve the issue, assess whether the employee
might excel in a different role within the organization. Sometimes a mismatch between
role requirements and individual strengths is the root cause. Explore internal mobility

options that better align with their capabilities.

3. TERMINATE - If training and transfer options have been exhausted or are
inappropriate, make the decision to part ways. Do so respectfully, with dignity, and
with appropriate notice or severance. Document the process thoroughly to protect
both the individual and the organization.

Critical Success Factors: - Act early when performance issues emerge - Use data and
specific examples, not generalizations - Provide regular feedback throughout the
process - Maintain professional respect regardless of outcome - Document all steps

for legal and ethical protection

Leadership Takeaway

Your responsibility is to the mission and the team, not to individual comfort. Every day
you keep an underperformer, you choose avoidance over excellence. Honest feedback
benefits everyone - it helps underperformers find better-fit roles and shows your top
performers that standards matter. As a leader, it's not what you preach, it's what you
tolerate.

The truth does not cease to exist because it is ignored. - Aldous Huxley
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Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

Remember: It is not what you preach as a leader, it is what you tolerate. The standards
you walk past are the standards you accept. Your team is watching to see if excellence
is truly valued or merely proclaimed. Your best people will not wait long for you to

decide.

Reflection Questions

e If each of my team members told me today they were leaving, which ones would |
genuinely fight to retain? What does this tell me about actions | need to take?

e What is the real cost to my team's morale and productivity of retaining my lowest

performer? How much of my time do they consume versus my top performers?

e What specific fears or discomfort am | allowing to prevent me from having
necessary performance conversations? What would become possible if | addressed

this issue this month?
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PART | - FOUNDATIONS OF LEADERSHIP

Extreme Ownership

Excerpts from the book of the same name by Jocko Willink and Leif Babin, US Navy SEAL

On any team, in any organization, all responsibility for success and failures rests with the
leader. The leader must own everything in his or her world. There is no one else to blame. The
leader must acknowledge mistakes and admit failures, take ownership of them, and develop a
plan to win. The best leaders take extreme ownership of everything that impacts the mission.
This fundamental core concept enables SEAL leaders to lead high-performing teams in
extraordinary circumstances and win. Application of extreme ownership is fully relevant in

business team in any industry.

When subordinates aren't doing what they should, leaders that exercise Extreme Ownership
cannot blame them. The leader bears full responsibility for explaining the strategic mission,
developing the tactics, and securing the training and resources to enable the team to
properly and successfully execute. If an individual on the team is not performing at the level
required for the team to succeed, the leader must train and mentor that underperformer. But

if the underperformer continually fails to meet the standards, then the leader must be loyal to

13



the team and the mission above any individual. The leader must make tough call to terminate
the underperformer and hire others who can get the job done.

Total responsibility for failure is a difficult thing to accept, and taking ownership when things
go wrong requires extraordinary humility and courage. But doing just that is an absolute

necessity to learning, growing as a leader, and improving a team's performance.

Extreme Ownership requires leaders to look at an organization's problems through the
objective lens of reality, without emotional attachments to agendas and plans. It mandates
that a leader set ego aside, accept responsibility for failures, attack weakness and consistently
work to build a better and more effective team. Such a leader, however, does not take credit
for his or her team's success but bestows that honor upon his subordinate leaders and team
members. When a leader sets such an example and expects this from junior leaders within the
team, the mindset develops into the team's culture at every level. As a group they try to
figure out how to fix their problem - instead of trying to figure out who or what to blame. As
a leader in our mind we think we are doing everything right. So when things go wrong,
instead of looking at ourselves, we blame others. But no one of infallible. With extreme
ownership, one should remove individual ego and personal agenda. It's all about the mission.
How can you best get your team to most effectively execute the plan in order to accomplish
the mission? “That is the question you have to ask yourself. That is what Extreme Ownership
is all about.”

Why This Matters

When leaders blame circumstances, other departments, or their team members, they
surrender their power to improve. Extreme ownership is the difference between teams
that make excuses and teams that make progress. Organizations where leaders take
complete responsibility create cultures of accountability where problems get solved
rather than explained away. Without this foundation, even talented teams become
mired in finger-pointing and defensiveness.



Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO took over as CEO of a major technology company several years
ago, the company was struggling with a toxic culture of internal competition and
blame. Divisions wouldn't share information, teams protected their turf, and
innovation suffered. The CEO's first major initiative wasn't a product launch - it was
introducing a growth mindset and extreme ownership culture. He started by taking
ownership of the company's failures himself, publicly acknowledging the company had
missed mobile and failed to see cloud's importance early enough. Rather than blame
his predecessors, he focused on what he and the current leadership team would do
differently. This modeling of ownership from the top transformed the organization.
The results speak for themselves: the company's market cap has increased significantly
under the CEO's leadership. Teams that previously competed now collaborate. The
company that was written off as irrelevant became a cloud computing powerhouse.
The transformation began with one leader taking extreme ownership and insisting
every leader do the same.
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Leadership Framework

The Extreme Ownership Framework:

1. OWN EVERYTHING - Accept that if you are in charge, everything that happens
under your leadership is your responsibility. No exceptions, no excuses.

2. NO BAD TEAMS - Recognize that poor team performance is a leadership problem.
Leaders who take over underperforming teams and turn them around prove there are

only bad leaders, not bad teams.

3. BELIEVE IN THE MISSION - You cannot effectively lead a mission you don't believe
in. If you cannot support it, work to change it or step aside.

4. CHECK YOUR EGO - Set aside personal pride and defensiveness. Focus relentlessly
on the mission and team success, not on being right.

5. LEAD UP AND DOWN - Practice ownership not just with your subordinates but with

your superiors and peers. Help them succeed through your ownership mindset.

Critical Success Factors: - Model ownership publicly before demanding it from others -
Replace blame language with solution language - Analyze failures objectively without
defensiveness - Give credit down, take blame up - Make ownership part of your
culture, not just a slogan

Leadership Takeaway

The moment you accept that everything happening under your leadership is your
responsibility, you gain the power to change it. Stop waiting for others to step up.
Stop explaining why things aren't working. Start owning every outcome - good or bad
- and watch how quickly your team's performance transforms. As a leader, the
question isn't 'Whose fault is this?' The question is 'What will | do about it?'

In the end, it is important to remember that we cannot become what we

need to be by remaining what we are. - Max DePree
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Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A leader's power is directly proportional to the responsibility they accept. The more
you own, the more you can change. The more you blame, the more powerless you

become. Your team will never take more ownership than you do.

Reflection Questions

e When something goes wrong in my area, what is my immediate reaction - to find
reasons why or to find solutions how? What does this tell me about my leadership?

e Can | name three recent failures where | publicly took complete ownership rather

than explaining circumstances? If not, what's stopping me?

¢ When my team succeeds, do | consistently give them the credit? When they fail, do
| consistently take the blame? What messages am | sending?
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PART | - FOUNDATIONS OF LEADERSHIP

Protecting the Culture of Excellence

STRONG PLANTS

Excerpts from the book “Extreme Ownership” by Jocko Willink and Leif Babin

There are many instances in business and sports, a strong leader, when he takes charge of a
poorly performing team, he turns them around and makes them a better team. Vice-versa, a
poor leader can take a good team south in their performance. In the book, the author talks
about two boat crew teams, one lead by a poor leader and the other by an effective leader.
The team lead by the poor leader was losing. After few rounds of competition, the leaders of
the teams were swapped. It was noticed that in the future races, the earlier team which was
losing, started to win. This established the fact that there are "No Bad Teams, Only Bad
Leaders". This case was analysed and following observations were made:

The poor leader whose team was losing, was justifying the team's poor performance with
many number of excuses. In his mind, the leader of the other winning team had been lucky
enough to be assigned with better team members. His attitude reflected victimisation. As a
result, his attitude prevented his team from looking inwardly at themselves and where they
could improve. Finally, the leader and the team members focused not on the mission but on
themselves, their own exhaustion, misery, and the individual pain and suffering. Though the

18



instructors demanded that they do better, the team became comfortable with substandard
performance. Working under poor leadership and an unending cycle of blame, the team
constantly failed. No one took ownership, assumed responsibility, or adopted a winning
attitude.

When the good leader took charge of the team that was losing, he faced the facts: he
recognised and accepted that the team's performance was terrible. He didn't blame anyone,
nor did he make excuses to justify poor performance. His realistic assessment,
acknowledgement of failures, and ownership of the problem were key to developing a plan
to improve performance and ultimately win. Most important of all, he believed winning was
possible. He focused his team on the mission. Rather than tolerate their bickering and
infighting, he pulled the team together and focused their collective effort to the single
specific goal of winning the race. He established a new and higher standard of performance
and accepted nothing less from the team.

Leaders when they drive their team to higher standard of performance, they must recognise
that when it comes to standard, as a leader, it's not what you preach, *it's what you tolerate*.
If substandard performance is accepted and no one is held accountable, that poor
performance becomes the new standard. Therefore the leaders must enforce standards.
Leaders must push the standards in a way that encourages and enables the team to utilize
extreme ownership. Leaders should never be satisfied. They must strive to improve, and they
must build that mind-set into the team. They must face the facts through a realistic, brutally
honest assessment of themselves and their team's performance. Identifying weaknesses,
good leaders seek to strengthen them and come up with a plan to overcome challenges. The
recognition that there are no bad teams, only bad leaders facilitates extreme ownership and
enables leaders to build high-performance teams.

Why This Matters

The culture of your team is determined entirely by the standards you enforce, not the
standards you espouse. Every time you tolerate mediocrity, you're teaching your team
that excellence is optional. High performers watch to see if you hold low performers
accountable. When you don't, your best people either leave or lower their standards to
match everyone else. Protecting a culture of excellence isn't about being harsh - it's
about respecting your top performers enough to maintain the standards that attracted
them.



Leadership in Practice

When management researcher Jim Collins researched companies for "Good to Great,"
he discovered the "First Who, Then What" principle - great companies first get the
right people on the bus before deciding where to drive it. A successful airline
embodies this philosophy. The CEO built the airline on a foundation of protecting its
culture fiercely. The airline industry is brutally competitive, yet the airline has been
profitable for decades - unheard of in the industry. How? By being ruthless about
culture fit. The CEO famously said he'd fire someone with perfect job skills but wrong
attitude, while keeping someone with right attitude and imperfect skills. The airline
receives over an extremely competitive hiring ratio. They don't just screen for skills -
they screen intensively for culture fit. In interviews, they assess whether candidates will
protect and enhance their fun-loving, customer-obsessed culture. This isn't soft
management - it's strategic clarity about what drives success. By protecting their

culture relentlessly, they've created sustained competitive advantage in a notoriously
difficult industry.
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Leadership Framework

The Culture Protection Framework:

1. DEFINE EXPLICIT STANDARDS - Articulate specific behaviors that define your culture
- Make standards observable and measurable - Ensure everyone knows what
excellence looks like

2. ENFORCE RUTHLESSLY - Address violations immediately, every time - Apply

standards consistently across all levels - Remember: what you walk past, you endorse

3. CELEBRATE EXEMPLARS - Publicly recognize those who embody standards - Tell
stories about culture carriers - Make heroes of those who protect the culture

4. EXIT VIOLATORS - Remove toxic high performers quickly - Don't compromise
culture for short-term results - Show the team that culture is non-negotiable

5. RECRUIT FOR FIT - Hire for attitude, train for skill - Screen new hires against cultural

standards - Remember: every hire either strengthens or weakens culture

Warning Signs of Culture Erosion: - High performers leaving - Increasing tolerance of
poor behavior - "That's just how [person] is" becoming accepted - Standards applied

inconsistently - More complaining, less accountability

Leadership Takeaway

Your culture is not what you say in meetings or write in values statements. Your culture
is what you tolerate in practice. Every time you ignore poor behavior, miss a standard,
or make an exception, you're redefining your culture downward. Protecting excellence
isn't about perfection - it's about consistency. Your best people are watching to see if

standards matter. Show them.

Culture eats strategy for breakfast. - Peter Drucker
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Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A culture of excellence is like a garden - it must be tended constantly. Weeds
(mediocrity) grow naturally; flowers (excellence) require deliberate cultivation. Your job
as a leader is to pull weeds quickly, water flowers consistently, and never let the

garden go untended.

Reflection Questions

e If | listed my team's actual behavioral norms versus our stated values, where would
the biggest gaps appear? What does this tell me about what I'm tolerating?

e Can | name someone on my team whose poor behavior I've been tolerating? What

message does keeping them send to my high performers?

e When was the last time | removed someone specifically because they didn't fit our
culture, even though their technical performance was acceptable? What stopped
me?
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PART | - FOUNDATIONS OF LEADERSHIP

Decisive Leadership

DECISIVE LEADERSHIP AND CONFIDENT DECISION MAKING
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A LEADERSHIP PRACTICE: CROSS THE GAP

Excerpts from “The unwritten laws of Business”

Making decisions is the most difficult and important part of manager's job. Some managers
have a terrific struggle deciding even minor issues, because they never get over being afraid

of making mistakes. Few principles that will help in decision making :

1. Decisions will be easier and more frequently correct if you have the essential facts at hand.
It will therefore pay to keep well-informed and to bring out the relevant facts before
attempting a decision. Sometimes you may not have all facts and are still expected to make a
decision , when in doubt ask yourself "Am | likely to lose more by giving a snap judgement or
by waiting for more information?.

2. You do not have to be right every time. It is said that a good executive needs to be right
only 51% of the time, although a better percentage will serve you better.

3. The very fact that a decision is difficult usually means that the advantages and drawbacks
of the various alternatives are pretty well balanced, so that the net loss cannot account to
much in any event. In such cases it is frequently more important to arrive at some decisions -
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any decision - promptly than to arrive at the best decision ultimately. So take a definite
position and see it through.

4. 1t is futile to try to keep everybody happy in deciding issues involving several incompatible
points of view. By all means give everyone a fair hearing, but after all parties had their say
and all facts are on the table, dispose the matter decisively even if someone's toes are
stepped on.

The following criteria are helpful in choosing a course of action when the factors are
indecisive; ask yourself these questions:

Does it expedite and forward the undertaking, or does it only produce procrastination and
delay?

Is it fair and square and aboveboard?

Is it line with established customs, precedence, or policy? A good reason is generally required
for a departure.

Is it line with a previous specific decision or understanding?

What are the odds? Can we accept the risk ? How does the possible penalty compare with the
possible gain in each of the alternatives offered?

Do not allow the danger of making a mistake to inhibit your initiative to the point of "nothing
ventured, nothing gained". It is much healthier to expect to make mistakes, take a few good
risk now and then.

Why This Matters

Indecisive leadership costs organizations far more than occasional wrong decisions.
When leaders fail to decide, projects stall, teams lose momentum, top performers
grow frustrated, and competitors seize opportunities. Research shows that prolonged
decision paralysis erodes team confidence faster than a decisively wrong choice that's
quickly corrected. In fast-moving markets, the ability to make timely, well-reasoned
decisions with incomplete information isn't just a leadership skill-it's a competitive

advantage that determines whether your organization leads or follows.
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Leadership in Practice

When the founder and CEO of a leading e-commerce and cloud company decided to
launch Web Services (their cloud services division) in the early 2000s, the path was far
from clear. The company was primarily an online retailer with no expertise in
enterprise cloud computing, and the move would require massive capital investment
in infrastructure with uncertain returns. Internal skeptics questioned whether the
company should distract itself from its core retail business. The founder didn't have
complete information about market demand or competitive response, but he had
enough data points: the company had built robust internal infrastructure to handle
peak loads, other companies faced similar challenges, and waiting for certainty meant
competitors would capture the opportunity. The founder made the call in the mid-
2000s to launch their cloud services division publicly, despite incomplete market
validation and resistance from those who wanted the company to focus exclusively on
retail. The decision wasn't universally popular internally, and it stepped on toes of
those invested in the status quo. Yet the founder applied his famous "two-way door"
principle-if it failed, the company could retreat. More importantly, he understood that
the cost of delayed action exceeded the risk of being wrong. Today, their cloud
services division generates over billions of dollars in annual revenue and accounts for
the majority of the company's operating profit. The decision that seemed risky in the
mid-2000s became obvious in hindsight-but only because the founder had the
courage to decide when the outcome remained uncertain. His willingness to make a
consequential decision with incomplete information, communicate it clearly, and
execute decisively transformed the company from an online bookstore into a

technology infrastructure giant.
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Leadership Framework

**The RAPID Decision Framework**

Implement this five-element structure to accelerate decision quality and build
leadership respect:

**1. Recognize the Decision Type** Categorize each decision as reversible (two-way
door) or irreversible (one-way door). Reversible decisions require 70% confidence and
rapid action; irreversible decisions justify deeper analysis but still demand a deadline.
Most decisions are more reversible than leaders assume.

**2. Assemble Essential Facts, Not All Facts** Identify the 3-5 critical data points that
genuinely matter, then set a hard deadline for gathering them. Distinguish between
information that changes your decision and information that merely confirms what

you already know. Stop researching when additional data yields diminishing returns.

**3. Process Diverse Perspectives** Create explicit space for dissent and alternative
viewpoints, but timebox it. Use "disagree and commit" protocols: everyone gets heard,
but once decided, everyone aligns. This builds psychological safety while preventing
consensus-seeking paralysis.

**4, Implement Decisively With Clear Communication** Announce decisions
unambiguously with supporting rationale, expected outcomes, and success metrics.
Assign clear ownership and timelines. Ambiguous decisions create confusion; clear

decisions enable execution even when people initially disagreed.

**5. Document and Learn** Track your decisions and outcomes systematically. Review
both successes and failures quarterly to calibrate your judgment. Leaders who learn
from their decision patterns improve their accuracy rate significantly over time.

**Critical Success Factor:** The greatest danger isn't making wrong decisions-it's
creating a culture where people avoid deciding. Model comfort with uncertainty,
reward thoughtful risk-taking even when outcomes disappoint, and address decision

paralysis more firmly than decision errors.
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Leadership Takeaway

Tomorrow, identify one decision you've been postponing and apply the 70% rule: if
you have 70% of the information and reasonable confidence, make the «call
Communicate your decision clearly, explain your reasoning, and commit to learning
from the outcome regardless of results. Your team will respect the clarity and forward
momentum far more than they'll critique an imperfect choice. Leadership authority
comes not from always being right, but from consistently having the courage to
decide, the wisdom to learn, and the integrity to own the outcomes.

"In any moment of decision, the best thing you can do is the right thing,
the next best thing is the wrong thing, and the worst thing you can do s
nothing." — Theodore Roosevelt

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A captain who cannot choose a direction will never catch favorable winds. Better to
sail boldly toward the wrong island and correct course than to drift endlessly in the
harbor debating which destination might prove perfect.

Reflection Questions

e What decision have | been avoiding, and what's the real reason—lack of

information or fear of being wrong?

e When | look at my last five significant decisions, did | wait too long, decide too

quickly, or find the right balance—and what pattern do | notice?

e Do my team members see me as someone who makes clear, timely decisions and

owns the outcomes, or as someone who hedges, delays, and shifts responsibility?
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PART | - FOUNDATIONS OF LEADERSHIP

The Loneliness of Leadership

e
RESPONSIBILITY q_:_\'; iy
AND SOLITUDE

THE TEAM

Stress at work is mainly due to the fear or anxiety of not meeting the expectations of the job
or that of the boss. You are convinced that the expectations being set are unreasonable, but
you have little choice but to agree to it. Sometimes you may be stressed because of the office
politics, especially, if you don't know how to handle it. If you think any of these stress-
creators will go away over a period of time, then you are mistaken. Changing groups in the
current company or moving to a different company is not a solution. Wherever you go, you
will have some or the other stress. Interestingly, how much you are stressed is dependent on
how you respond to the situation. Situation being the same, some people are better than
others in managing stress. So you to need to manage the stress and not expect the external
environment to change. From my experience, following techniques helped me manage stress
at work:

1. Acceptance : Accept that stress is part of life and stop denying it. Let's say you have signed
up for an aggressive commitment. But you are not convinced about it. Everyday if you brood
over the fact that you are not convinced, you will remain in the self-denial mode and it will
add to your stress. Accept the commitment and work towards it with a positive attitude.
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2. Remember that you are not indispensable: God forbidden if something happens to you,
the project or the company will not collapse. If Apple can survive and grow even after Steve
Job's departure, definitely your company can survive without you. Reminding yourself that
you are not indispensable would alleviate the stress to some extent.

3. "This too shall pass" : | strongly believe in this adage. The situation that looks stressful
today, when you reflect on this in the future, wouldn't feel that stressful. Before you go for a
critical management review you are anxious and stressed out. Irrespective of the outcome of
the meeting, after the meeting the stress level will be lot lesser. Either you did well and felt
happy or you know you messed it up. Either way your mind is clear. You can reflect upon such
past incidents in your career and build your own experience of "this too shall pass". This will

reduce the stress.

4. Attached-Detachment : Emotional attachment to work creates stress when the outcome of
the work is not good. You need to develop detachment to the outcome of the work. As
quoted in Gita : "Your right is in action only, never to the fruits;". You need to have
attachment to the work that you do, but you need to be detached with the outcome of the
same. Many a times the outcome of what you do is not totally controlled by you. In my
experience, | have worked on many high pressure projects that was very stressful. But then
few of these projects were shelved for business/political reasons. | felt so dejected with these
experiences, that | started to emotionally detach myself with the outcome of the work. As

they say, do your best and leave the rest to GOD, is a good mantra to follow.

5. "Put Work in its rightful place in life “: These days you hear premature deaths of young
professionals. For a moment you feel bad for the person and his family, but then you move
on managing pressure at your work place, not wanting to think that the same could happen
to you. But what if it could happen to you? Sometimes, thinking on these lines, makes all the
things that you do at work look so minuscule. If so, why should you let the stress at work get

onto your nerves?

6. Healthy Life style : Having a reasonable daily exercise routine helps manage stress. Doing
Yoga and meditation definitely helps me. Sometimes when | am stressed out, | go for a long
brisk walk. The adrenaline that gets pumped due to this brisk walk, relieves the tension.
Having good night's sleep is a must. Here again, you need to detach yourself from work,
before you hit the bed. Thinking about the work before sleeping is of no use. You know that

you will get to it the next day, so why bother and spoil the sleep.

7. Hobbies - Having something to do other than work is a great stress buster. People who
have hobbies are at advantage. If your life is centered only around work then you need to

seriously look at developing few interests besides work. This becomes more critical when you
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are close to retirement. You cannot fade into retirement, you need to work into your
retirement.

Why This Matters

Unmanaged leadership stress doesn't just affect individual wellbeing-it cascades
through organizations, degrading decision quality, eroding team morale, and creating
toxic cultures. Leaders under chronic stress make more reactive decisions,
communicate less effectively, and model unsustainable work patterns that their teams
replicate. Organizations led by stress-burdened leaders experience higher turnover,
lower innovation, and diminished financial performance. In an era where adaptability
and resilience determine competitive advantage, leaders who cannot manage their
own stress become organizational liabilities.
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Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO took over a major technology company in several years ago, he
inherited a company suffocating under competitive pressure and internal politics. The
organization was known for its brutal stack-ranking system and cutthroat culture
where leaders operated in constant fear of failure. The CEO could have perpetuated
this high-stress environment, but instead he recognized that sustainable performance
required a fundamentally different approach to pressure. The CEO introduced a
"growth mindset" philosophy throughout the company's leadership ranks, explicitly
teaching executives to reframe challenges as learning opportunities rather than
existential threats. He modeled this himself, publicly discussing his own uncertainties
and emphasizing learning over perfection. He eliminated stack ranking, reduced the
political infighting that created chronic stress, and encouraged leaders to accept
vulnerability as strength rather than weakness. He famously told executives: "Don't be
a know-it-all, be a learn-it-all." The results speak volumes. The company's market
capitalization increased from $300 billion to over $2 trillion under the CEO's
leadership. Employee satisfaction scores improved dramatically, and the company
regained its reputation for innovation. By teaching leaders to manage stress through
acceptance, perspective, and growth orientation rather than denial and perfectionism,
the CEO didn't just reduce pressure-he channeled it into sustainable high
performance. The transformation demonstrates that leadership stress management
isn't soft skills-it's a hard business imperative.
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Leadership Framework

**The STAR Framework for Leadership Stress Mastery**

**S - Situational Acceptance:** Begin by conducting a weekly "reality audit." List your
current stressors and categorize them as controllable or uncontrollable. For
uncontrollable  stressors,  practice  explicit acceptance through  written
acknowledgment: "This deadline is aggressive and | have concerns, AND | am
committed to meeting it." This linguistic shift from "but" to "and" eliminates the

internal resistance that amplifies stress.

**T - Temporal Perspective:** Implement the "six-month test" before major decisions
or stressful moments. Ask yourself: "Will this matter in six months?" For most
leadership stressors, the answer is no. Keep a "stress journal" where you record high-
anxiety moments, then review them quarterly to build evidence that "this too shall

pass" isn't just philosophy-it's pattern.

**A - Agency Focus:** Create a daily "control inventory." Each morning, identify three
things within your control today (your preparation, your communication, your attitude)
and three things outside your control (market conditions, others' reactions, past
decisions). Invest energy only in the former. This practice builds the internal locus of

control essential for stress resilience.

**R - Relational Support:** Establish a confidential peer advisory group of 3-4 leaders
facing similar challenges. Meet monthly to share stressors and strategies. Leaders
often suffer alone because they believe they should have all the answers. This isolation
amplifies stress. Structured peer support provides perspective, normalizes leadership

challenges, and creates accountability for stress management practices.

**Critical Success Factor:** The STAR framework only works with consistent practice.
Stress management is not an event; it's a discipline. Leaders who apply these principles
sporadically during crises see minimal benefit. Those who build them into daily
routines develop genuine stress tolerance that becomes a leadership superpower.
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Leadership Takeaway

Starting tomorrow, implement the "control inventory" practice: each morning, write
down three things within your control and three things outside it. This five-minute
exercise rewires your brain from reactive stress to proactive agency. Over 30 days,
you'll notice a fundamental shift-not in your circumstances, but in your relationship
with them. Leadership stress doesn't disappear; your capacity to metabolize it
expands, and that expansion is what separates sustainable high performers from

burnout casualties.

"You have power over your mind—not outside events. Realize this, and

you will find strength." — Marcus Aurelius

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The banyan tree doesn't grow taller by complaining about the wind; it grows deeper
roots to withstand it. Stress is your wind-you cannot stop it, but you can choose to

grow roots instead of branches.

Reflection Questions

e When | face a stressful situation, do | spend more energy trying to change the

external circumstances or developing my internal capacity to respond effectively?

e What would change in my leadership if | truly believed that my organization could
succeed without me—would this free me to take better risks and make clearer

decisions?

e Looking back at my highest-stress moment from one year ago, how significant

does it feel today, and what does this reveal about my current anxieties?
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PART Il - BUILDING GREAT TEAMS

The Meritocracy Challenge

Environment dictate behavior and behavior dictates results. An organisation that supports
culture of entitlement has the following characteristics: Job security, Raise not based on
performance, Promotions based on years of experience and not performance, Sugar coated
reviews, managers spend equal time on all, Popular managers instead of effective managers,
yesterday's hero reaping benefits from past accomplishments, setting no-brainer

performance standards.

On the contrary, the culture of merit has the characteristics : Supports meritorious people,
weed out the weak ones; reward for performance, Accountability, Hostile to mediocrity,
champion heros & punish slackers, Everyone comes to prove themselves again and again.

Culture of an Organisation may be anywhere in this Entitlement to Merit spectrum. Leader's
focus is to move the needle of culture towards the Merit. Culture of merit brings forth
discretionary effort. It is the effort: extra level of performance people give when they want to
do something.

Five steps to move from entitlement culture to Merit culture :
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1. Set the bar of expectation high, where the chances of meeting them is 50-50. 2. Redefine
expectations and deadlines for people with more experience. 3. Have 1-on-1 to emphasise
the importance of meeting the expectations. 4. Maintain pressure to perform : Fast feedback
on performance, accountability for results & Quick reward. 5. Stick to your guns : People may

resist. Exert positive pressure and confront the behaviors if they go back to old ways.

Leaders must create optimal amount of pressure to perform. One is not at his best when the
life is too safe. They become lazy and complacent. Best people will respond positively to
pressure, while weak people will find it stressful.

Why This Matters

Cultures of entitlement are silent killers of organizational competitiveness, slowly
eroding your talent advantage while competitors build teams of hungry, high-
performers. Leaders who tolerate mediocrity don't just fail to optimize performance-
they actively repel their best people, who will always gravitate toward environments
where excellence is recognized and rewarded. The cost isn't merely underperformance;
it's the compounding effect of losing your top twenty percent while retaining your
bottom thirty, creating a death spiral where declining standards accelerate further
talent exodus. In today's war for talent, your culture is either a magnet for the

exceptional or a refuge for the adequate-there is no neutral ground.
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Leadership in Practice

When a new CEO took over at a major technology company in the mid-2000s, the
organization had become comfortable with mediocrity. Engineers with decades of
tenure coasted on past achievements, middle managers protected underperformers,
and innovation had stalled. The CEO recognized that a culture rewarding longevity
over contribution was diluting the company's greatest asset - its talented people.

The transformation began with a controversial decision: implementing a rigorous
performance calibration system where managers ranked their teams and identified the
bottom 10% performers annually. This wasn't about arbitrary quotas - it was about
honest conversations that had been avoided for years. Long-tenured employees
receiving "meets expectations" ratings despite minimal contribution suddenly faced

clear feedback: improve significantly or find opportunities elsewhere.

The resistance was immediate and vocal. Senior engineers with 15-20 years at the
company argued that institutional knowledge and loyalty should count for something.
The CEO held firm: experience was valuable only when coupled with current
contribution and continued growth. The company would honor past achievements

with fair severance but would no longer pay premium salaries for coasting.

Within the first year, approximately 15% of the workforce turned over. Critics predicted
disaster. Instead, the remaining employees reported higher satisfaction, faster
decision-making, and renewed energy. Top performers who had been quietly
interviewing elsewhere decided to stay, energized by finally working in an

environment that matched their ambition.

The company implemented "feedback velocity" - performance conversations
happened monthly, not annually. Achievements were recognized within days,
problems addressed immediately. This created a culture where everyone knew exactly
where they stood, eliminating annual review anxiety while maintaining constant

pressure to perform.

Five years later, the results were undeniable. The company's market position had
strengthened significantly, employee engagement scores among high performers
reached all-time highs, and they became a destination for top talent. The lesson was
clear: meritocracy isn't about being harsh - it's about being honest enough to build a

team where everyone can genuinely respect each other's contribution.
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Leadership Framework

**THE MERIT ACCELERATION FRAMEWORK: Five Sequential Steps to Transform
Performance Culture**

**Step 1: Recalibrate Expectations (The 50/50 Principle)** Set performance bars where
success probability is genuinely fifty percent-ambitious enough to require stretch,
achievable enough to maintain motivation. If your team consistently hits 90%+ of
targets, you're measuring activity, not impact. Apply this especially to experienced
team members, where tenure often masks declining relative performance. Critical
warning: Distinguish between ambitious goals and impossible ones; the former

energizes, the latter demoralizes.

**Step 2: Implement Real-Time Performance Visibility** Replace quarterly reviews with
continuous feedback loops. Institute weekly one-on-ones focused exclusively on
results, obstacles, and accountability. Make performance data transparent-not to
shame, but to eliminate ambiguity about where people stand. Success factor: Ensure
feedback is specific and behavioral, not vague and personal. "Your proposal lacked
financial rigor" beats "You need to be more detail-oriented" by miles.

**Step 3: Create Immediate Consequence Connections** Collapse the time between
performance and outcome. Exceptional work should be recognized within days, not
months. Course corrections should happen in real-time, not during annual reviews.
Rewards must be meaningfully differentiated-top performers should earn 2-3x what
adequate performers receive. Warning: Failure to differentiate rewards while increasing

pressure is the fastest path to top-talent exodus.

**Step 4: Conduct Systematic Talent Pruning** Quarterly, apply the Keeper Test to
every team member: Would you fight to keep this person if they resigned today? If
not, provide generous severance and free them to succeed elsewhere. This isn't
cruelty; it's honesty. Keeping people in roles where they're struggling serves no one.
Critical success factor: Make cuts decisively and respectfully, never letting performance
conversations become surprises.

**Step 5: Defend the Standard Through Resistance** Anticipate and prepare for
pushback-it's inevitable and actually signals you're creating real change. Some will
claim the new standards are unreasonable; others will invoke stress and mental health
concerns to resist accountability. Stand firm while remaining humane: High standards
and genuine care for people aren't contradictory. Your best people are watching to see
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if you'll buckle. Warning: Caving to the loudest resistors teaches everyone that the new
standard was theater, not transformation.

Leadership Takeaway

Beginning tomorrow, identify your three highest-performing team members and ask
yourself this hard question: Are these exceptional people working in an environment
worthy of their talent, or are they carrying underperformers while you avoid difficult
conversations? The single most powerful action you can take is to have one honest
performance conversation you've been postponing-not in anger or frustration, but
with clarity about expectations and genuine respect for the person. Remember: The
kindest thing you can do for someone struggling in a role beyond their capability is to
free them to find success elsewhere, and the cruelest thing you can do to a high
performer is ask them to perpetually compensate for those who won't carry their
weight.

"We need to systematically fire all of our B players. They cost too much
and they prevent the A players from getting their jobs done." — A
technology industry leader

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A garden where every plant is watered equally, regardless of what it yields, soon
becomes overgrown with weeds that choke the fruit-bearing trees. The wise gardener
knows that true kindness sometimes means clearing space so the strongest can
flourish-benefiting both the garden and even the transplanted seedlings that find

better soil elsewhere.
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Reflection Questions

e If | could only keep half my current team, would | genuinely struggle to decide who
stays, or do | already know exactly which performers are truly indispensable versus
merely adequate?

e What difficult performance conversation have | been avoiding, and what is my
avoidance costing my high performers who are silently compensating for others'

mediocrity?

e When was the last time | delivered feedback so direct that it made me
uncomfortable, and does my discomfort with candor reveal that I'm prioritizing my

own comfort over my team's growth?
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PART Il - BUILDING GREAT TEAMS

Mapping the Political Terrain

NAVIGATING ORGANIZATIONAL INFLUENCE
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h LEADERSHIP PRACTICE: UNDERSTANDING AND LEVERAGING POWER DYNAMICS

This is an excerpt from the book "Get Them On Your Side" by S Bacharach. | will summarise
the notes from this book into two Gyan sessions.The first session in "Mapping the Political
Terrain".

A good idea is not enough, you need political competence. Many people know what needs to
be done, but few are able to leverage the energy and support of others in order to do it. The
key to true empowerment is the development of the political competence. The person with
political competence is situationally aware, he anticipates, and reacts to the interests,
agendas, and intentions of others in the organization. In order to get results you have to
identify the allies and resistors, you have to get the buy-in, you have to build coalitions, and

you have to lead politically.

Political competence is the ability to understand what you can and cannot control, when to
take action, anticipate who is going to resist your agenda, and determine whom you need on
your side to push your agenda forward. It is about knowing how to map the political terrain,
get others on your side, and lead coalitions. Being political, in its most attractive light, is

being aware of interests of others, finding areas of common ground, bringing others on
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board, and leading them in pursuit of goals. Politics is part and parcel of making things
happen in organizations.

Any idea you have for an organisation is based on your own unique interpretation of
organisation - past, present & future.Other would perceive their way. There is no such thing
as a common prism. Everyone is coming from a different place. For every initiative you
launch, there will be pockets of resistance and criticism directed towards your idea and
towards you personally. Political competence requires that you anticipate what they are going
to say.

To map the political terrain, you need to analyze the goals and approaches of the
stakeholders. A simple 2X2 model between goals and approaches can help in this process.

The goals can be classified into :

1. Tinkering Goals : Incremental improvements in the status-quo. People in this category are
risk-averse. Focus is on short term. They prefer doing things which have worked in the past, a
little better and faster. 2. Overhauling Goals: What interests this set of people is not the rules
and operations but the underlying motivation. They look for fundamental transformation, so
they do dramatic retooling.

The approaches can be classified into: 1. Planning approach : People in this category believe
that everything that affects us can be known and prepared for. They are most concerned with
control. Planning approach is based on the optimistic assumption that future can be
predicted and controlled. 2. Improvising approach : People in this category don't make
concrete plans, but rather react as events unfold. They are prepared for fluid adaptation. They

are concerned with autonomy and independence.

Analyzing the goals and approaches of others will help you decipher their agenda. The real
conflict is not between those who resist change and those who advocate change. But it is
over the agenda.

(1.1 - Tinkering, Planning) of the matrix can be named Traditionlist Agenda. The rhetoric of
this agenda is that change should be regenerative - purpose is to integrate past successes
into current reality.One will argue that once abandoned routines are best way to deal with
uncertain environments. People with this nature would not stop the change initiative, but

slow down the change process.

(1,2 -Tinkering, Improvising) of the matrix can be named Adjuster Agenda. Adjusters react to
change only when necessary. The question for the manager pursuing an adjuster agenda is
one of timing - when to move? They are reactionary responding to external factors. One



needs to pursuade this type of people that it is time to cross the bridge. Highlight that the
time is now for the initiative.

(2,1 -Overhauling,Planning) of the matrix can be named Developer Agenda. This person is
committed to stay on top of things. They believe scientific or systematic method is essential
for predicting and controlling impending change. They love change initiatives. They are
proactive in the pursuit of agenda to which they feel ownership. Their conviction can give

momentum to the initiative.

(2,2 - Overhauling, Improvising) of the matrix can be named Revolutionary Agenda. Their goal
is to impose completely new set of ideas that will fundamentally transform the mission. They
thrive on new ideas. These people can undermine your efforts. They will never be contend

and can lead you over the top.

People differ in either goals or approaches. Once you identify your agenda belongs to what
category, you can identify the agendas of others relative to yours. This will help in identifying
the Allies and Resistors, so that you can create your coalition to push your agendas.

Why This Matters

Organizations don't fail because they lack good ideas-they fail because good ideas
never gain sufficient support to be implemented effectively. Research shows that up to
70% of strategic initiatives fail not due to flawed strategy, but due to poor execution
rooted in inadequate stakeholder alignment. When leaders lack political competence,
they waste months developing perfect plans that die in their first meeting, they
alienate potential allies through tone-deaf engagement, and they allow small pockets
of resistance to derail transformative initiatives. In an era where speed and adaptability
determine competitive advantage, the ability to rapidly build coalitions and mobilize
support isn't optional-it's the difference between leading change and watching it
happen around you.
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Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO assumed the CEO role at a major technology company several
years ago, he inherited a company fracturing along divisional lines, where product
groups actively undermined each other to protect their territories. The Windows
division had famously torpedoed promising mobile initiatives that threatened their
dominance, while Office and their cloud platform pursued incompatible strategies. The
CEO recognized that his vision of a cloud-first, mobile-first the company would face
resistance not because it was wrong, but because it threatened established power
structures and deeply held beliefs about what made the company successful. Rather
than forcing his agenda top-down, the CEO demonstrated exceptional political
competence by systematically mapping the terrain and building coalitions. He
identified natural allies in the cloud platform team who shared his cloud vision. He
engaged fence-sitters in Windows by showing how cloud services enhanced rather
than cannibalized their platform. He addressed the concerns of Office traditionalists by
demonstrating that cross-platform availability expanded rather than diminished their
market. Most critically, he reframed the company's culture around a 'growth mindset,’
making it psychologically safe for leaders to embrace change without admitting their
previous strategies were failures. Within five years, the company's value increased
substantially, not because the CEO had better ideas than his predecessors, but
because he built the coalitions necessary to execute them. He understood that the
team you build-and how you build it-ultimately defines what you can accomplish.
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Leadership Framework

**The Political Terrain Navigation Framework**

**Step 1: Stakeholder Mapping (Goals x Approaches Matrix)** Before launching any
initiative, create a comprehensive stakeholder map using the 2x2 matrix: Plot each key
stakeholder based on whether they share your goals (yes/no) and whether they
support your approaches (yes/no). This creates four quadrants: Champions (shared
goals + shared approaches), Scouts (shared goals + different approaches), Opponents
(different goals + different approaches), and Saboteurs (different goals + shared
approaches). Update this map regularly as positions shift.

**Step 2: Coalition Architecture** Start with your Champions-secure their active, vocal
support early. Then focus disproportionate energy on Scouts, as they represent your
highest-ROI opportunity. Invite them into your planning process, genuinely
incorporate their methodological concerns, and transform them into co-creators
rather than critics. Document how their input shaped your approach. For Opponents,
seek to understand their underlying interests-sometimes what appears as opposition
to your goal is actually protection of a competing priority that could be addressed
differently.

**Step 3: Resistance Anticipation** For each major stakeholder group, explicitly write
out the three most likely criticisms they'll raise about your initiative-both substantive
concerns about your idea and personal concerns about you or your motives. Prepare
responses that acknowledge legitimate concerns while demonstrating you've thought
beyond surface-level solutions. This preparation prevents you from becoming
defensive when criticism emerges and allows you to respond with empathy and
evidence.

**Step 4: Sequential Engagement Strategy** Don't treat all stakeholders equally or
simultaneously. Engage Champions first to refine your message, then Scouts to
broaden your coalition, then carefully selected Opponents to demonstrate openness
and identify possible compromises. Each conversation should reference previous
support you've gained, creating momentum and social proof. Time your wider
organizational launch only after you've secured sufficient coalition strength to weather
initial resistance.

**Step 5: Coalition Maintenance** Political terrain constantly shifts-allies leave,
priorities change, new information emerges. Schedule regular check-ins with coalition
members, share credit generously for early wins, and remain genuinely open to course
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corrections. The leader who builds a coalition and then ignores it will find support
evaporating precisely when it's needed most.

**Critical Success Factor:** Political competence requires authentic relationship-
building, not manipulation. Leaders who view this framework as a way to trick people
into supporting bad ideas will ultimately fail. The goal is to genuinely understand
diverse perspectives, find legitimate common ground, and build something stronger
through collaboration than you could have achieved alone.

Leadership Takeaway

Starting tomorrow, before you pitch your next initiative, invest equal time in mapping
the political terrain as you did in developing the idea itself. Identify three key
stakeholders who share your goals but question your approach, and schedule
conversations focused on listening rather than convincing. The quality of your ideas
matters far less than your ability to build coalitions around them-and coalition-
building is a skill you can develop systematically. Remember: you're not defined by the

initiatives you propose, but by the teams you build to bring them to life.

"If | have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants." —
Isaac Newton, reminding us that even history's greatest breakthroughs

required building on the work and support of others

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The farmer who plants seeds without preparing the soil shouldn't be surprised when
nothing grows. Similarly, the leader who launches initiatives without cultivating
relationships shouldn't wonder why nothing takes root. Great ideas need fertile

ground-and that ground is made of the people who'll help you succeed.
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Reflection Questions

e When was the last time a great idea of yours failed to gain traction—and how
much of that failure was due to inadequate coalition-building rather than flaws in
the idea itself?

e Who are the three most influential stakeholders who share your goals but question
your methods, and what would happen if you genuinely invited them to shape

your approach rather than just support it?

e If you were completely honest, do you spend more time perfecting your ideas in
isolation or building relationships with the people who'll determine whether those
ideas ever see daylight?
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PART Il - BUILDING GREAT TEAMS

Talent Density Matters

TEAM UNITY

HIGH TALENT

1. They work hard! Yes, they play hard, too! They get up early, they rarely complain, they
expect performance from others, but they expect extraordinary performance from
themselves. 2. They are incredibly curious and eager to learn: They study, ask questions and
read - constantly! Repeated success is not about memorizing facts, it's about being able to
take information and create, build, or apply it in new and important ways. Successful people
want to learn everything about everything! 3. They network: They know lots of people, and
they know lots of different kinds of people. They listen to friends, neighbors, co-workers and
bartenders. Successful people have a rolodex full of people who value their friendship and
return their calls. 4. They work on themselves and never quit!: While the “over-night wonders”
become arrogant and quickly disappear, really successful people work on their personality,
their leadership skills, management skills, and every other detail of life. Successful people
don't tolerate flaws; they fix them! 5. They are extraordinarily creative: They go around asking,
"Why not?” They see new combinations, new possibilities, new opportunities and challenges
where others see problems or limitations. Successful people create stuff! 6. They are self-
reliant and take responsibility: Incredibly successful people don't worry about blame, and
they don't waste time complaining. They make decisions and move on. Extremely successful

people take the initiative and accept the responsibilities of success. 7. They are usually
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relaxed and keep their perspective: Even in times of stress or turmoil, highly successful people
keep their balance, they know the value of timing, humor, and patience. They rarely panic or
make decisions on impulse. Unusually successful people breath easily, ask the right questions,
and make sound decisions, even in a crisis. 8. Extremely successful people live in the present
moment: They know that “Now” is the only time they can control. They have a “qgift” for
looking people in the eye, listening to what is being said, enjoying a meal or fine wine, music
or playing with a child. They never seem rushed, and they get a lot done! They take full
advantage of each day. 9. They "look over the horizon” to see the future: They observe trends,
notice changes, see shifts, and hear the nuances that others miss. Extremely successful people
live in the present, with one eye on the future! 10. Repeatedly successful people respond
instantly! : When an investment isn't working out, they sell. When they see an opportunity,
they make the call. If an important relationship is cooling down, they take time to renew it.
When technology or a new competitor or a change in the economic situation requires an
adjustment, they are the first and quickest to respond.

Why This Matters

Talent density directly impacts your organization's speed, innovation capacity, and
competitive positioning. In an era where execution velocity determines market
winners, having teams diluted with mediocre performers creates drag that compounds
across every initiative. Conversely, concentrating exceptional talent creates a multiplier
effect-high performers elevate those around them, establish higher standards, and
accomplish in weeks what average teams struggle with for quarters. Ignore talent
density, and you'll find yourself outmaneuvered by leaner competitors who do more
with dramatically fewer people.
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Leadership in Practice

A major streaming company provides the definitive case study in talent density. In
2001, facing post-dot-com contraction, the company laid off a third of its workforce.
CEO the company's CEO and his leadership team expected productivity to plummet.
Instead, something remarkable happened: the remaining employees became more
creative, collaborative, and productive. The reason? They'd inadvertently created
extraordinary talent density by retaining only their strongest performers. This
experience crystallized into the company's now-famous a performance evaluation
approach-managers regularly ask themselves: "Which of my people, if they told me
they were leaving for a similar role at another company, would | fight hard to keep?"
Those who don't pass this test receive generous severance packages, regardless of
adequate performance. The company discovered that one outstanding engineer could
accomplish what three average ones struggled to deliver, and that adequate
performance, while not bad, actively diluted the team's overall capability. This
philosophy enabled the company to transform from DVD rentals to streaming
dominance to original content production-multiple industry disruptions accomplished
with remarkably lean teams. The results speak volumes: the company maintains
significantly lower employee-to-revenue ratios than competitors while consistently
out-innovating them. By recently, they generated approximately $2.8 million in
revenue per employee-roughly double the media industry average. More importantly,
their talent density approach created a self-reinforcing culture where top performers
wanted to work because they were surrounded exclusively by other exceptional
contributors. The lesson isn't about being ruthless-it's about being honest that team
composition isn't neutral; it either multiplies or divides your organization's
effectiveness.
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Leadership Framework

**The Talent Density Optimization Framework**

**Step 1: Implement Rigorous Hiring Thresholds** Raise your bar dramatically. Institute
a "must be exceptional at something" standard for every hire-not well-rounded
adequacy, but genuine distinction in at least one critical dimension. Use diverse
interview panels and require unanimous enthusiasm, not consensus compromise. One
toxic or mediocre hire doesn't simply underperform; they reset your team's standards

downward and consume extraordinary management energy.

**Step 2: Apply the Keeper Test Quarterly** For each team member, honestly answer:
“If this person resigned tomorrow, would | fight to keep them, or would | feel secretly
relieved?" This isn't about likability-it's about impact and density. Those who don't
clear this bar should receive honest feedback and, if improvement doesn't materialize
within a defined period, generous transition support. Retaining adequate performers is
expensive compassion that penalizes your best people.

**Step 3: Create Density-Reinforcing Conditions** High performers need context, not
control. Provide extraordinary clarity on objectives and constraints, then grant
significant autonomy in execution. Eliminate administrative friction, political
gamesmanship, and approval bottlenecks that frustrate top talent. Pay at the top of
market-exceptional people are not 10% better than average; they're 10x better, so 2x
compensation is still a bargain. Create environments where excellence is the norm,
mediocrity is conspicuous, and A-players attract other A-players.

**Step 4: Develop Your Density Assets** Talent density isn't static. Invest
disproportionately in developing your keepers-premium training, executive coaching,
stretch assignments, and sabbaticals. Create explicit expectations that everyone
continuously works on themselves. Make learning from failure and iteration speed
cultural hallmarks. The highest-density teams are learning machines that compound

their advantages over time.

**Step 5: Measure Density Outcomes, Not Just Inputs** Track output-per-person
metrics across teams and projects. Measure decision speed, innovation rate, and
quality of execution-not just hours worked or processes followed. Identify your
highest-density teams and study what makes them exceptional. Make talent density a

regular topic in leadership reviews, with the same rigor you apply to financial metrics.

**Critical Success Factor:** This framework fails if applied mechanistically without
genuine care for people. The goal isn't cruelty-it's creating teams where everyone can
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do their best work surrounded by other exceptional contributors. Approach this with
transparency, honesty, and generosity, or you'll simply create fear and politics.

Leadership Takeaway

Tomorrow, conduct an honest talent audit of your team using the keeper test-not to
immediately act, but to gain clarity on your current density. Identify your true A-
players and ask yourself what would make them even more effective, then remove one
obstacle they face this week. Simultaneously, have one difficult but honest
conversation with someone performing adequately but not exceptionally. Building
high-density teams requires courage to make uncomfortable decisions, but the
alternative-managing mediocrity-is far more exhausting and produces far worse
outcomes. Your best people are watching to see if you'll protect the team's standards.

"The best thing you can do for your employees is to hire only ‘A" players
to work alongside them. 'B' and 'C' players drag everybody down." — a
transformative CEO

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A basket of mangoes is only as good as its ripest fruit can inspire, and as poor as its
rotting ones can spoil. Choose your fruit carefully, tend to it diligently, and don't be

afraid to remove what no longer serves the harvest.
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Reflection Questions

e If you could rebuild your team from scratch with only your current top 50% of
performers, would your organization actually become more effective—and what
does that tell you about your current talent density?

e What systemic factors in your organization make it difficult to maintain high talent
density—hiring pressures, political sensitivities, compensation constraints, or your

own discomfort with difficult conversations?

e Are your best performers staying because they're surrounded by other exceptional
contributors, or despite being frustrated by inadequate teammates—and how long

until they leave if it's the latter?
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PART Il - BUILDING GREAT TEAMS

Challenging the Team
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As a middle manager a typical feedback that you would hear from your senior management
is that you are not challenging your team enough to achieve the goals. You are a lot closer to
your team than your manager and so you have a good feel of your team. You may be
hesitant to challenge the team as you know that the team is already stretched. You want to
be seen as a manager who challenges the team, and at the same time you don't want to
come across as an unreasonable leader in front of your team. Does this situation ring a bell?
So what should you do as a leader to manage this catch-22 situation?

There are few techniques that you can try:

1. Challenge the assumptions and not the commitment: Let's say the team says it needs 4
weeks to accomplish a task. Merely challenging them to do it in say 2 or 3 weeks to pull in
the schedule doesn't help. It means that you don't trust their judgement. The better strategy
is to challenge the assumptions that led them to make their commitment. Go a few levels
deeper in your assessment. Maybe sequencing the order of the tasks, or limiting the scope of
the task, or assigning a different resource, or prioritising their other project commitments, or

providing extra help could be different ways to address the challenge of the schedule pull-in.

53



As a leader you need to question the assumptions recursively till you know all options are
exhausted.

2. Challenge the norm/status-quo : Many a time we stick to the norm. We hear "this is the
way it was always done". Doing it the same way and expecting different result is foolish.
Recently in one of the products, the quality team wanted 4000 hours of qualification for the
chip as we were using few components which were not qualified. My manager challenged the
team, and so we had few calls with the process team to understand what is needed to reduce
the #hours of qualification. We were asked to do a few specific simulations of the
components, and if they pass, they were willing to reduce the requirement. If we were not
challenged by our manager, we would have blindly followed the process mentioned by the

quality team, which would have impacted our schedule for this product.

3. Create " Push to a corner" situation : When a person is in a comfort zone, he is not
challenged enough. By creating a situation where he is pushed to a corner, he needs to come
out of the comfort zone to solve the problem. He will stop thinking linearly and think out of
the box to solve the problem. This situation will make him voluntarily do the above two steps
: challenging the assumptions & norms. Recently, in one of the projects, we were working
towards an aggressive schedule. There was a new design that had to be done which didn't
require a very experienced resource. In the usual situation (comfort zone), to not affect the
ego of the experienced person, this task would have been assigned to a junior engineer. But
given that we were pushed to the corner to meet the schedule, we had to assign this task to
the senior engineer. This turned out to be the right strategy for the project. The fact that this

senior engineer was sensible and professional, made it easy for us to make this assignment.

Why This Matters

Organizations that fail to distinguish between productive challenge and destructive
pressure systematically underperform and hemorrhage talent. When middle managers
simply transmit executive pressure without adding analytical value, they create
cultures where teams pad estimates defensively, hide problems proactively, and
optimize for appearing busy rather than achieving breakthroughs. The business cost is
profound: slower innovation cycles, higher employee turnover, and the gradual
calcification of 'safe' thinking that prevents organizations from adapting to market
disruption. Leaders who master assumption-based challenge unlock discretionary
effort while building organizational resilience.
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Leadership in Practice

A leading e-commerce and cloud company's famous 'two-pizza team' structure
emerged from the founder and CEO challenging a fundamental assumption about
how software development scaled. In the early 2000s, the company's growth was
slowing as teams expanded and communication overhead exploded. The conventional
wisdom suggested that bigger, more complex challenges required proportionally
larger teams. The founder questioned this assumption relentlessly, asking why
coordination costs had to increase exponentially with team size. His team discovered
that small, autonomous teams with clear ownership could actually move faster on
complex problems than large, coordinated groups. This insight led to a complete
restructuring of the company's engineering organization around small, independent
teams-each small enough to be fed with two pizzas. But the breakthrough wasn't just
about team size; it was about challenging the assumptions around dependencies,
communication protocols, and decision rights. By questioning why teams needed
extensive coordination, the company identified architectural changes (service-oriented
architecture, API-first design) that enabled true autonomy. The result wasn't just faster
delivery; it was a competitive advantage that powered the company's expansion from
e-commerce into their cloud services division, devices, media, and beyond. This
transformation didn't happen by telling teams to 'work harder'-it happened by

systematically challenging the assumptions that made their work difficult.
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Leadership Framework

**The Assumption Excavation Framework**

**Step 1: Separate Commitment from Constraints** When receiving an estimate or
assessment, explicitly acknowledge the team's expertise and effort before exploring
assumptions. Begin with: 'l trust your judgment and commitment. Help me understand
the constraints you're working within.' This framing establishes psychological safety for
the exploration ahead.

**Step 2: Map the Assumption Layers** Systematically identify assumptions at multiple
levels: - Scope assumptions: What must be included versus what could be phased? -
Sequence assumptions: What dependencies are technical versus conventional? -
Resource assumptions: What skills are truly required versus traditionally assigned? -
Quality assumptions: What standards are regulatory versus preferential? - Process

assumptions: What steps are value-adding versus inherited practice?

**Step 3: Test Each Assumption with 'What Would Have to Be True?** For each
assumption, ask: ‘What would have to be true to do this differently?" This question
shifts from defending the status quo to exploring possibilities. Document which
assumptions are immovable constraints versus challengeable conventions.

**Step 4: Co-Create Alternative Scenarios** With assumptions exposed, collaborate on
alternatives: 'If we reduced scope by X, how does that change the timeline? If we
sequenced differently, what becomes possible?' Generate multiple scenarios rather

than forcing a single 'stretch goal.'

**Step 5: Commit with Transparency** Choose a path forward with clear visibility into
which assumptions you're changing and what risks you're accepting. Document

learning for future estimates.

**Critical Success Factor**: This framework fails if used manipulatively to get
predetermined answers. It succeeds when leaders genuinely seek understanding and
accept that some constraints are real. **Warning**: Never use this approach in crisis
mode when time pressure prevents proper analysis-that erodes trust in the method.
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Leadership Takeaway

This week, when your team provides estimates or proposes approaches, challenge
their underlying assumptions rather than their commitment. Ask "what would need to
be true for us to accomplish this faster?” and explore those assumptions

systematically.

"The quality of a leader is reflected in the standards they set for

themselves." - Ray Kroc

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A wise farmer doesn't yell at the ox to pull harder; he examines the cart for stones that
don't need carrying and checks if the wheels need greasing. The load becomes lighter
not through louder commands, but through smarter questions about what makes it
heavy.

Reflection Questions

e When was the last time | challenged my team's assumptions versus simply

accepting or rejecting their proposals?

e What norms or established practices in my area have gone unquestioned for too
long?

e Am | creating enough productive discomfort to drive breakthrough thinking, or am
| letting my team stay too comfortable?

e How do | balance pushing for higher performance with maintaining team morale
and trust?
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PART Il - BUILDING GREAT TEAMS

The Discipline of Performance

Assessment

“PERFORMANGE ASSESSMENT

A LEADERSHIP PRACTICE: REVIEW AND COMPARE

T PERFORMANCE TRENDS

Performance assessment should first start with the self-appraisal by the employee. Even
Though the manager may know enough about the reportee, to be fair to him, he should have
details of every one of his accomplishments. For this, Self-appraisal of the employee will be
helpful. When assessing the performance of the employee, the manager should evaluate not
just the technical accomplishments but also the associated skills like Innovation, Quality,
Project Management skill, Mentoring, Knowledge sharing etc.,. Beyond that, the assessment
of the soft skills like Initiative, Independence, Communication etc., should also be included.
The weightages of these different skills could vary based on the grade/band of the employee.
In my experience | have seen some of the biases in the assessment that should be avoided.

1. Broad brush Bias - Manager has to critically evaluate every skill of the employee. Just
because an employee is good at few skills, it need not make him good at all skills. But
because of this bias, many a time the assessment is skewed. An employee who is good in a
few skills is rated as good across all skills or if the employee is bad in a skill then this bias

carries forward to other skills as well. Beware of this bias.
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2. Recent Bias - The recent accomplishment or misses are fresh in one's memory. So at the
time of assessment one should not get carried away only by the recent accomplishment or
misses. To avoid the recent-bias, one should look at the whole year of accomplishment. For
this, Self-appraisal of the employee will be useful.

3.Promotion bias - | have seen managers assess an employee in the Top percentile even
though the employee was just promoted in the last cycle. The recently promoted employee
should be critically evaluated in the new grade/band as the expectations of the promoted
grade/band is higher than the previous grade.

4. Group accomplishment vs Individual accomplishments - Organisational goals are achieved
due to team work between many employees. Some of the project accomplishments have
many owners. But for the performance assessment of the employee, one has to be critical of
his exact contribution. Should be careful of not attributing the group accomplishment to an
individual.

5. Group Bias - When calibrating the performance of the employees across the organisation,
managers should be open and sensitive to assessments of the employees in the other group.
He should not have unfair bias towards employees in his group.

Calibrating the performance of employees across groups is a challenge to the organisation
head. All managers using the same template for evaluation helps in calibration. However
objective the performance template is, there is still a subjectivity involved in the assessment.
So one should not get caught on the exact ranking of employees, but look at clusters of
employees who are of similar performance. For a fair calibration, the manager of one group
should know reasonably well the employees in the other group. Active participation of
managers in cross functional project reviews would help them for assessing the employees in
the other group. As a manager you should also create opportunities for your employees to
have visibility outside of the group.

Performance assessment of the employee is also an excellent tool for the manager to identify
the gaps of the employee. He can work with the employee to put an action plan to improve

on the gaps, so that he improves his performance for the next review cycle.
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Why This Matters

Flawed performance assessments corrupt every downstream talent decision-
compensation equity, promotion choices, succession planning, and retention of top
performers. When bias distorts evaluations, organizations systematically reward the
wrong behaviors, promote the wrong people, and watch their best talent leave for
competitors who recognize their true contribution. A recent study found that 95% of
managers express dissatisfaction with their performance review process, yet the
consequences extend far beyond dissatisfaction: biased assessments cost companies
millions in lost productivity, wrongful termination litigation, and the replacement costs

of talent who leave when they're undervalued or watch lesser performers advance.
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Leadership in Practice

A major software company's transformation of performance management in 2012
provides a compelling case study in assessment discipline. The company eliminated
annual performance reviews and stack rankings-the forced distribution system that
required managers to rate employees on a curve regardless of actual performance.
The company's research revealed that their traditional process consumed tens of
thousands of manager hours annually while generating minimal value and significant
resentment. More critically, they discovered that recency bias and the halo effect were
systematically distorting ratings, with Q4 performance disproportionately determining
annual assessments and employees skilled at self-promotion receiving inflated
evaluations. The company replaced annual reviews with "Check-In" conversations-
ongoing discussions between managers and employees focused on feedback,
development, and expectations. Critically, they trained managers extensively on
cognitive biases and required structured documentation of specific contributions
across multiple dimensions throughout the year. They separated compensation
decisions from developmental conversations and implemented calibration sessions
where leadership teams collectively reviewed assessments to identify and correct bias
patterns before finalizing ratings. The results validated their approach: voluntary
attrition decreased significantly following implementation, particularly among high
performers who previously felt underrecognized. Manager satisfaction with the
performance process increased dramatically, and exit interview data showed that
departing employees cited performance management concerns far less frequently.
Most significantly, the company found that by eliminating the recency and halo biases
through structured ongoing assessment, they made better promotion decisions-
tracking data showed that employees promoted under the new system performed
substantially better in their new roles compared to those promoted under the old

annual review system, suggesting more accurate identification of true capability.



Leadership Framework

**The BIAS-FREE Performance Assessment Framework**

**Step 1: Document Continuously, Not Retrospectively** Implement a system where
you log significant contributions, challenges, and observations throughout the
evaluation period-monthly at minimum. Use a structured template that captures
technical delivery, professional skills, and soft skills separately. This practice defeats
recency bias by creating a contemporaneous record and provides concrete examples

that prevent vague, impression-based assessments.

**Step 2: Demand Multi-Dimensional Evidence** For each evaluation dimension
(technical, professional skills, soft skills), require at least three specific examples with
measurable outcomes. Force yourself to answer: "What concrete evidence supports
this rating?" If you cannot cite specific instances, your rating reflects impression rather
than performance. Apply the "courtroom test"-could you defend this assessment with
evidence if challenged?

**Step 3: Calibrate Against Role Expectations, Not Peers** Evaluate each employee
against the defined competencies and expectations of their current grade level, not
against team members. Newly promoted employees must be assessed against their
new grade's standards, even if this means rating them as "developing" in their
elevated role. This eliminates promotion bias and sets honest expectations. Create

explicit competency matrices for each level to remove ambiguity.

**Step 4: Conduct Pre-Assessment Bias Audits** Before finalizing ratings,
systematically review your assessments for patterns. Are ratings clustered around one
dominant trait? Do recent achievements disproportionately influence overall ratings?
Have you rated individual contributions in team accomplishments, or simply rewarded
everyone equally? Challenge yourself: "If this person's most visible quality were
removed, would my assessment change across other dimensions?" If yes, you're

experiencing halo effect.

**Step 5: Implement Structured Calibration** Before finalizing performance ratings,
conduct calibration sessions with peer managers or your leadership team. Present your
assessments with supporting evidence and invite challenge. Calibration exposes
inconsistent standards, reveals hidden biases, and ensures organizational fairness. The

goal isn't consensus-it's consistency in how evidence translates to ratings.

**Critical Success Factors:** Self-appraisal must precede manager assessment;
assessment conversations must separate performance evaluation from development
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planning; and organizations must train managers explicity on cognitive bias
recognition, not just evaluation mechanics. **Warning:** Without ongoing
documentation, even well-intentioned frameworks collapse into recency-biased,
impression-driven assessments during review season.

Leadership Takeaway

Your performance assessments shape your organization's culture more powerfully
than your mission statement ever will-they signal what you truly value versus what you
merely claim to prioritize. Starting tomorrow, implement a simple practice: spend 15
minutes weekly documenting specific observations about each direct report across
technical, professional, and interpersonal dimensions. This single discipline will
transform your assessment accuracy, eliminate recency bias, and ensure your best
performers receive the recognition that keeps them engaged. Remember: in talent
management, your assessment credibility directly determines your retention
effectiveness.

"If you can't measure it, you can't manage it, but if you measure it badly,

you'll manage it badly." — Peter Drucker

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The wise gardener knows each plant by watching it through all seasons, not just at
harvest time. Those who judge the tree by its last fruit alone will mistake a strong year

for a strong tree, and wonder why their orchard fails.
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Reflection Questions

e When | review my last performance evaluation cycle, can | identify specific
examples where recency bias or halo effect influenced my ratings—and more
importantly, what concrete system will | implement to prevent this next cycle?

e If | were to anonymize my team's performance assessments and present only the
evidence without names, would my ratings remain consistent, or would | discover
that personal affinity and visibility are influencing my judgment more than actual
contribution?

e How effectively do | distinguish between employees who drive team
accomplishments versus those who benefit from being on successful teams—and
what specific behavioral evidence do | use to make this critical distinction?
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PART Il - BECOMING A STRONG MANAGER

The Art of Self-Marketing
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Dictionary defines marketing as, "the action or business of promoting and selling products or
services, including market research and advertising.” It is easier to comprehend marketing
when it is related to products or services, on the other hand self-marketing may connotate
boasting, show-off and in extreme cases may be interpreted as narcissism. But in the
professional world doing self-marketing within the realms of ethics, is much needed skill in

the highly competitive world.

Engineers, when they work on solving a complex problem, do not mind publishing their work
as a technical paper in their professional magazine. They don't consider it as "show off"
activity, rather that it is their professional responsibility. But the little opportunities at work,
that may not merit publishing a technical paper, but good enough for knowledge sharing,
doesn't get marketed. The engineer may feel embarrassed (to market) or even lazy to
showcase his work coming out of such little opportunities. When the push to do so comes
from their manager, they hesitate, but they do it. They don't feel embarrassed that they are
"showing-off". But letting such golden opportunities of "self marketing" to their managers is
risky as not all managers may be aware of such opportunities.These opportunities help not
only marketing an individual's work but also that of the organisation. For an individual's
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professional growth, besides papers and patents, internal recognition through knowledge
sharing is also critical. These opportunities of self-marketing are perfect to accumulate such
internal recognitions. One also needs to look for opportunities for external recognition.
Writing white papers in industry magazines, giving tutorials or lecture in universities, writing
blogs, replying to a question on forums like Quora, sharing ideas on LinkedIn are good
avenues to self-market oneself.

Self marketing helps individuals improve their image and reputation to advance their careers.
It gives individuals more opportunities to effectively communicate their values, skills,
experiences, and vision to potential employers. Successful self marketing helps employees
separate themselves from the hundreds of other applicants who may be competing for the
same job. Make self marketing a habit - Dedicate a portion of you career-plan to work on self
marketing efforts.

Finally, as you start setting goals for this year, do remember to set couple of goals for self-
marketing.

Why This Matters

Organizations promote people they know contribute value. But knowledge of your
contributions requires visibility, and visibility rarely happens accidentally-especially in
distributed, fast-paced work environments where managers oversee large teams and
attention is fragmented. Research consistently shows that professionals who actively
manage their visibility advance faster than equally talented peers who assume quality
work speaks for itself. This isn't because evaluators are superficial; it's because they
can only recognize contributions they know about. In an era where career
advancement increasingly depends on reputation and network effects, the
professional who treats self-marketing as distasteful or unnecessary will consistently
lose opportunities to peers who understand that communicating value is part of
creating value. The ability to ethically market your contributions isn't a personality

trait-it's a learnable skill that directly impacts career trajectory.
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Leadership in Practice

A senior engineer at a major technology company consistently delivered exceptional
technical work but rarely shared insights beyond immediate team interactions.
Meanwhile, a peer with comparable technical skills regularly wrote internal blog posts
explaining complex problems they'd solved, presented at brown-bag sessions, and
actively participated in cross-functional technical forums. When a high-profile project
required selecting a technical lead, the more visible engineer was chosen despite both
having similar expertise. The selection wasn't bias or politics-it was information
asymmetry. Leadership knew the visible engineer could handle complex problems
because they'd repeatedly demonstrated problem-solving approaches in public
forums. The quieter engineer's capabilities remained largely unknown beyond their

immediate team.

This experience prompted the overlooked engineer to fundamentally change their
approach. They began documenting solutions in the company wiki, volunteering to
present at architecture review meetings, and writing detailed post-mortems after
major initiatives. Within eighteen months, they'd become one of the most respected
technical voices in the organization-not because their work improved (it was always
strong), but because their contributions became visible. They were invited to join
strategic initiatives, asked to mentor junior engineers, and ultimately promoted ahead
of the peer who'd initially advanced faster.

The insight they gained: "I thought quality work spoke for itself. | was wrong. Quality
work speaks for itself within the room where it happens. Everywhere else, you need to
speak for it. That's not ego-that's professional responsibility."
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Leadership Framework

**The Strategic Visibility Framework**
Effective self-marketing requires systematic approach across multiple channels:

**1. Internal Knowledge Sharing** Identify three to five significant learnings or
solutions each quarter and package them for sharing: Document clever solutions in
team wikis with searchable titles. Volunteer to present lessons learned at team
meetings or brown-bag sessions. Participate actively in technical forums and internal
Q&A platforms. Offer to mentor others in areas where you've developed expertise.
Each interaction builds your reputation as someone who doesn't just execute but
contributes to collective intelligence.

**2. Cross-Functional Visibility** Break out of your immediate team bubble: Participate
meaningfully in cross-functional meetings-ask insightful questions, share relevant
experiences. Volunteer for initiatives that expose you to other parts of the
organization. Build relationships with managers and leaders outside your direct
reporting chain. This broader visibility creates career opportunities your immediate

team cannot provide.

**3. External Professional Presence** Extend your reputation beyond organizational
boundaries: Write articles or blog posts about industry challenges you've tackled.
Present at local user groups, meetups, or conferences. Contribute to technical forums
like Stack Overflow with thoughtful answers. Publish analysis or commentary on
platforms like LinkedIn or Medium. Each external touchpoint builds professional
capital that transcends your current role.

**4, Strategic Documentation** Make your contributions discoverable: Maintain a
personal achievement log documenting significant contributions. Keep a portfolio of
work products-designs, analyses, presentations. Write project post-mortems that
capture not just outcomes but approaches and lessons. This documentation becomes
invaluable during review cycles, role transitions, and opportunity discussions.

**5. Manager Partnership** Help your manager market you: In one-on-ones,
proactively share significant accomplishments and impacts. When receiving praise
from others, forward it to your manager with context. Ask explicitly: "Are there
opportunities for me to gain visibility with senior leadership?" Your manager wants
you to succeed but cannot promote contributions they don't know about.

**6. Quality Over Volume** Self-marketing isn't about constant self-promotion:

Choose moments that represent genuine learning, innovation, or impact. Focus on
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sharing insights that benefit others, not just celebrating yourself. Let the value of your
contributions speak through the usefulness of what you share. One thoughtful

technical deep-dive generates more credibility than ten shallow status updates.

**Critical Success Factor**: The professionals who advance fastest aren't necessarily
those who do the best work-they're those who do excellent work AND ensure key
stakeholders know about it. This isn't cynicism; it's reality. Treat visibility as a
professional skill requiring the same systematic attention you give to technical

execution.

Leadership Takeaway

Starting this quarter, set two specific self-marketing goals: one internal (present at a
team meeting, write a technical wiki article) and one external (write a blog post,
present at a meetup, contribute meaningfully to a professional forum). Track these
goals with the same discipline you track project deliverables. Remember: if you feel
uncomfortable marketing yourself, reframe it-you're not promoting yourself, you're
sharing knowledge that helps others. Your contributions create value, but unrealized
value is wasted value. Make visibility a habit, not an afterthought.

"Your work speaks for itself-but only to people who can see it." - Wisdom

from countless professionals who learned visibility matters

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The farmer who grows the finest crops but never brings them to market will starve
while lesser farmers prosper. It's not enough to do excellent work-you must ensure the
right people know about it. This isn't boasting; it's the professional responsibility to

help your organization recognize and leverage the value you create.
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Reflection Questions

e What significant contribution have you made in the past three months that your

manager's manager does not know about-and what does that invisibility cost you?

o If you tabulated all the meaningful problems you have solved or innovations you

have created, what percentage has been documented or shared beyond your
immediate team?

e What specifically makes you uncomfortable about self-marketing, and is that
discomfort protecting your career or limiting it?
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PART Il - BECOMING A STRONG MANAGER

Managing Perceptions

¢ LEADERSHIP: BRIDGING PERCEPTION ~

How Perception Shapes Leadership Influence
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As you grow in your career, you will be judged not only on what you do, but on how you do
it—so other people's perceptions and evaluations of you play an important role in your
career. People with the skills to influence others' perceptions have a far better chance of
controlling their own destiny.How your work is being perceived by the key stakeholders is
equally, or, more important. Managing perceptions becomes challenging when the key stake
holders are not co-located but are in a remote site. Managing perceptions needs concerted
and conscious efforts.

Following methods helped me :

1. Regular Weekly Calls - Set up a weekly call with the key stake holders (need not just be the
boss, but peer managers as well). Use these calls to talk less about the project status, but
more about the team's accomplishments and issues. One of my team members spent more
than two weeks debugging a critical issue. | knew it as | keep discussing with him regularly.
But my manager didn't know about the same, till | brought it to her attention, in one of the
weekly calls. Similarly if one foresees any risk or issues with the project, use the weekly call to

communicate about them.
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2. Instant Messaging/Whatsapp : While whatsapp has become a universal instant messaging
platform for personal use, it can be very effectively utilised for instant official communication
as well. Communicating over email on an issue is not as fast as doing it over whatsapp.
Chatting over the issue on whatsapp gives the perception of real-time discussion.

3.Travel : Visiting remote site at regular intervals is important to build good relationships with
the peer managers and other stakeholders. Use these visits to get their feedback about the
team and take actions to address them. Also use these visits to share the innovations and/or
method improvements that the team has made.

4.lmprove the TAT (Turn Around Time) on email response : Managers may be in the CC list of
many emails between the team members. The manager needs to assess the importance of
some of the emails and ensure that the team is responding to these emails in a timely
manner. Untimely responses for many of the emails (some not critical) will create a

perception that the team is not supportive.

5. Schedule unplanned reviews : Going back to the example that | talked about in #1. The
team has been working on the critical issue for more than two weeks. Instead of sending an
email update on the progress, we scheduled a detailed review of the debug that the team
did. Before the review, the remote team didn't have a good feel that my team was on top of
the issue. The review changed the perception completely. | haven't heard any questions on
this issue for a week now. So on issues that one sees getting dragged and discussed over

email, make it a point to schedule a review with all concerned people and address them.

6. Transparent communication - Establish process for transparent communication. Use web
tools to share the details of the projects across cross functional and remote teams. My team
uses Confluence as a web tool to share the various details of the project. Instead of power-

points hidden as attachments in an email, they are all put in Confluence and shared.

7. Senior leaders don't like bad surprises. We had an issue with the project and had violated
the boundary line agreement. There was a planned meeting with the senior leader to go over
this violation. Everyone was dreading about this meeting. The previous day, my manager had
a one-on-one call/whatsapp messaging with the senior leader and brought him upto speed
on the issue. The review did not become a "beating session" but more of what could have
been done to avoid the violation. | learnt that day how to manage perception when
communicating bad news.

8. Be visible at strategic moments - In project review meetings or town hall meetings,
participate actively and ask relevant questions. Keeping mum in a meeting doesn't help
improve visibility.
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It's been said that perception is reality. Unmanaged perceptions become a reality that wasn't
intended, so manage them effectively.

Why This Matters

Research in organizational psychology consistently demonstrates that performance
evaluations are heavily influenced by subjective perception, not just objective metrics.
Two employees with identical productivity can receive dramatically different
evaluations based solely on how visible, responsive, and competent they appear to
stakeholders. This isn't organizational dysfunction-it's human nature operating under
information constraints. Leaders make decisions based on available information, and
in complex organizations, available information is always incomplete. The professional
who actively manages perception isn't being political; they're ensuring decision-
makers have accurate rather than fragmentary understanding. In an era where careers
increasingly depend on reputation and sponsor relationships, perception management
isn't optional-it's fundamental professional competence that directly determines
access to opportunities, projects, and advancement.
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Leadership in Practice

A development team at a major technology company worked on a complex technical
issue for three weeks. The local manager tracked progress through daily discussions,
but remote stakeholders grew increasingly concerned about the prolonged timeline.
Email updates provided status but not context, and the perception formed that the
team was struggling or perhaps not prioritizing the issue appropriately.

Rather than continue ineffective email updates, the manager scheduled a
comprehensive technical review with all stakeholders. The team walked through their
systematic debug approach, the hypotheses tested, the tools developed, and the
narrowing path to resolution. The review fundamentally shifted perception.
Stakeholders who'd questioned the team's capability left impressed by their
methodical rigor. Questions about timeline vanished. What had been viewed as
worrisome delay reframed as appropriately complex investigation.

The manager reflected: "Before the review, remote teams didn't have a good feel that
we were on top of the issue. The review changed perception completely. | learned that
sometimes the problem isn't your work-it's stakeholders' understanding of your work.
When email isn't working, change the medium." From that point forward, the manager
treated perception management as core responsibility, particularly when issues
dragged or complexity wasn't visible from outside the team.
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Leadership Framework

**The Strategic Perception Management System**

**1. Regular Stakeholder Calls** Establish weekly touchpoints with key stakeholders-
your manager, peer managers, cross-functional leaders. Use these conversations to
discuss team accomplishments and challenges, not just project status. Share specific
examples: "Sarah spent two weeks debugging a critical performance issue-let me tell
you about her systematic approach.” This contextualizes effort and builds appreciation

for work that might otherwise remain invisible.

**2. Response Time Management** Treat email and message response time as
perception signal: Even if you can't fully address an issue immediately, acknowledge
receipt and provide timeline for detailed response. Consistently slow responses create
perception of unsupportiveness or lack of engagement, even if you're simply focused
on deep work. Assess which communications require rapid response and prioritize
accordingly.

**3. Strategic Travel and Face Time** In distributed environments, periodic in-person
visits build relationships that remote communication cannot: Use visits to gather
feedback about team perception and address concerns. Share innovations, process
improvements, and team achievements. Face-to-face interaction builds trust and
understanding that transcends what virtual communication can achieve.

**4. Dynamic Review Scheduling** When issues drag or get repeatedly discussed via
email, schedule a live review: Walk stakeholders through your approach, analysis, and
path forward. Visual presentations and interactive discussion shift perception far more
effectively than written status updates. This is particularly critical when you sense
stakeholder confidence eroding.

**5. Transparent Information Sharing** Establish systematic processes for information
transparency: Use collaboration tools (wikis, dashboards, shared repositories) to make
information continuously accessible. Replace attachment-heavy emails with links to
central repositories. Transparency prevents information hoarding perceptions and
demonstrates confidence in your work.

**6. Pre-Managing Bad News** Senior leaders especially dislike surprises: When
problems emerge, contact key stakeholders before formal reviews. Provide context,
acknowledge the issue honestly, and present your mitigation plan. This prevents
reviews from becoming "beating sessions" and demonstrates that you're on top of the
situation even when outcomes aren't ideal.
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**7. Strategic Visibility** Be actively present during key moments: In project reviews
and town halls, participate meaningfully-ask relevant questions, offer insights,
contribute to discussions. Silence doesn't project confidence or competence; it creates
vacuum that others fill with their own interpretations.

**8. Communication Channel Selection** Match medium to message: Complex
technical issues may require synchronous discussion, not email threads. Urgent
matters might warrant instant messaging for faster resolution. Status updates belong
in structured reports. Using appropriate channels signals professionalism and respects
stakeholders' time.

**Critical Success Factor**: Perception is reality in organizational contexts. What
stakeholders believe about your work, your team's capabilities, and your professional
judgment matters more than what's objectively true. This isn't cynicism-it's
organizational reality. Manage perception proactively and systematically, or accept
that others will construct their own narratives from incomplete information.

Leadership Takeaway

This week, audit your perception management practices: Are you proactively
communicating accomplishments and challenges to key stakeholders, or waiting for
them to ask? Do remote leaders have accurate understanding of your team's
capabilities and workload? When was your last face-to-face interaction with critical
stakeholders? Have you responded to emails promptly, or do inbox delays create
unsupportiveness perception? Remember: you can be technically excellent and still fail
if key decision-makers don't understand your contributions. Perception management
isn't political manipulation-it's professional responsibility.

"It's been said that perception is reality. Unmanaged perceptions become
a reality that wasn't intended, so manage them effectively." - Common
wisdom in organizational leadership
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Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The farmer with the finest crops who never speaks to buyers at market will sell nothing
while lesser farmers prosper. Similarly, the leader who does excellent work but fails to
ensure stakeholders understand that excellence will watch opportunities flow to more

visible peers. Managing perception isn't vanity-it's ensuring reality and reputation
align.

Reflection Questions

e What do your key stakeholders truly know about your current priorities, challenges,

and accomplishments-and how much are they filling gaps with assumptions?

e When was the last time you proactively shaped a stakeholder's understanding
before problems emerged, rather than reactively managing perception after
misunderstandings formed?

e If your career depended on your manager's manager accurately understanding
your contributions, how confident would you be in their current perception?
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PART Il - BECOMING A STRONG MANAGER

Understanding Employee Attrition

A LEADERSHIP PRACTICE: CROSSING THE GAP: UNDERSTANDING ATTRITION.
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What happens in the psyche of the employee when he is thinking of quitting ? It is common
sense that the employee has been brooding about quitting for quite some time. We can
divide the process of quitting into three stages. The first stage is when the employee is
unhappy with his career in the current organisation. Second stage is when he ventures out
and starts to interview with other companies. Third stage is when he has accepted the offer

and then puts his paper in the current organisation.

In the first stage, the employee could be unhappy with his career either due to his salary or
due to not-so-good manager/Org culture or it could be due to him pursuing his career goals.
In this stage, if the company is doing good and in general if the group is doing fine, then the
employee may delay pulling the trigger. He hopes that over time his needs will be met in the
current company. There could be multiple triggers for him to go the next stage. In the case of
salary, if his lifestyle has changed due to events like marriage, then he expects more money
sooner, to address his liabilities. In the case of not-so-good manager/organisation, it could
be just one bad incident and he may decide to quit. In the third case if he feels he has given
enough time to the current organisation or if there are any organisation changes due to
which he realises his goal may not be met, then he may decide to quit. In all these cases the
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employee has given sufficient time before he ventures out. The best time to avoid attrition is
in this first stage as the employee has not ventured yet. If the current manager or
organisation is not able to assess that the employee is in the first stage, then they have lost a
golden opportunity to retain the talent.

It is difficult for a manager to assess the second stage. Clues like random leaves or working
from home can help, but given that WFH is common, it is difficult to find. Sometimes if you
see the employee spending time with other not-so-common colleagues, then it can be clue.
But honestly, a manager cannot be Sherlock Holmes or it may not be morally correct for him
to doubt the employee's intention. As assessing that the employee is in the second stage is
difficult, so nothing much can be done

The third stage is when the manager/company comes to know about the employee's decision
to quit, because the employee informs him. At this stage, 90% of the time it is difficult to
retain the person. The decision making process of the employee is skewed in favor of the new
company. He will compare the negatives of the current company (he has real data or his
assessment of the real data) with the potential positives of the new company. As a manager
you risk downplaying the potential positives of the other company and you cannot go too
defensive on the negatives of the current company. Both these approaches do not convince
the employee. At this stage trying to provide options in other groups that matches with the
opportunities of the other company is futile, as the employee has already made up his mind.
The employee will go through the motions to keep HR/manager happy so that he can have a
comfortable and peaceful exit.

At the third stage, it is very late to take any actions to avoid attrition of the employee. The
best bet is in the first stage. Sometimes | feel, isn't it fair on the employee's part to express his
intention to seek other opportunities, before he actually does it ? But then if you dig deeper,
the right question to ask is : What is the organisation doing to make the employee feel
comfortable to have such difficult & crucial conversation? So the solution to avoid attrition is
not after the employee has puts his paper, but to build an organisation where the employees
can trust the system & managers to freely express their career issues. This starts with
purposeful yearly development plan discussions, creating right career opportunities,

competitive compensation, fair appraisal process and creating a good work culture.
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Why This Matters

Employee attrition directly impacts your bottom line through recruitment costs
averaging 50-200% of annual salary, productivity losses during transition periods, and
the erosion of institutional knowledge that takes years to rebuild. More critically, high-
performing employees rarely leave in isolation-their departure often triggers cluster
resignations that can destabilize entire teams. Leaders who fail to recognize early-
stage dissatisfaction don't just lose individual contributors; they lose their pipeline of
future leaders and signal to remaining employees that the organization doesn't invest
in retention until it's too late.
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Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO became a major technology company CEO several years ago, he
inherited an organization hemorrhaging top talent, particularly among engineers and
product managers who felt stifled by internal politics and stack-ranking performance
systems. The company's attrition rate among high performers had reached crisis levels,
with many leaving for competitors like a major tech company and the company. The
CEO recognized that exit interviews revealed symptoms, not causes-employees were
leaving long before they submitted resignations. He implemented "connection” as a
core leadership metric, requiring managers to conduct monthly career conversations
separate from performance reviews. These weren't checkbox exercises but substantive
discussions about individual aspirations, skill development, and organizational fit. The
CEO personally modeled this behavior, holding skip-level meetings focused exclusively
on employee growth rather than project updates. He eliminated the forced-curve
ranking system that had created internal competition and replaced it with
collaborative goals. Critically, he empowered managers to make retention decisions at
the team level, providing budget flexibility for compensation adjustments, role
redesigns, and lateral moves before employees entered the job market. The results
were measurable: over the following years, the company's regrettable attrition rate
among high performers dropped by 35%, and the company's reputation on employer
review sites dramatically improved. More importantly, the culture shift enabled the
company to retain the engineering talent necessary for their successful cloud
transformation. The CEQ's approach demonstrated that retention isn't about counter-
offers; it's about creating conditions where employees never reach the decision to

explore alternatives.
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Leadership Framework

**The Early Detection Retention Framework (EDRF)**

**Stage 1: Establish Continuous Connection** Schedule monthly 30-minute career
conversations completely separate from performance discussions or project updates.
Use the ACE structure: Aspirations (where does the employee want to be in 2-3
years?), Challenges (what obstacles do they face currently?), and Enablers (what
resources or changes would accelerate their growth?). Document these conversations
and track progress on commitments you make. Critical success factor: These cannot be
delegated to HR or treated as optional during busy periods-inconsistency signals that

you don't genuinely care.

**Stage 2: Monitor Leading Indicators** Track behavioral patterns that signal stage-
one dissatisfaction: decreased participation in voluntary activities, reduced
contribution in meetings, withdrawal from social interactions, increased focus on task
completion over innovation, or subtle changes in communication patterns. Create a
simple monthly reflection: "Which team members am | worried about, and what
specific evidence supports that concern?" Warning: Don't confuse introversion or
personal life challenges with disengagement-verify your concerns through direct
conversation, not assumption.

**Stage 3: Conduct Proactive Stay Interviews** Quarterly, ask high-performers and
critical team members: "What would make you leave?" and "What makes you stay?"
This isn't about creating anxiety; it's about surfacing issues while you can still address
them. The key is responding with action, not justification. If an employee expresses
concerns about compensation, career path, or team dynamics, your response timeline

matters-waiting for the next review cycle often means waiting too long.

**Stage 4: Build Retention Authority at the Manager Level** Advocate for budget
flexibility that allows spot bonuses, off-cycle raises, role adjustments, or project
reassignments without requiring three layers of approval. Retention decisions made in
days succeed; those requiring weeks of bureaucracy fail. Equip yourself with
competitive market data so you can make informed decisions quickly.

**Stage 5: Create Graceful Exit Pathways** Paradoxically, organizations that make
internal mobility easy-allowing employees to explore different teams, functions, or

locations-reduce external attrition. An employee who changes roles internally is a
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retention success, not a failure. Remove the stigma around internal exploration; the
alternative is external exploration.

Leadership Takeaway

The most expensive retention strategy is the counter-offer; the most effective is the
conversation that prevents the job search from ever beginning. Starting tomorrow,
schedule 30-minute career conversations with each direct report focused exclusively
on their growth, not your projects. Ask one question: "What would need to change for
you to see your next three career moves happening here?" Then listen without
defensiveness and commit to one specific action within two weeks. Retention is won in

moments of connection, not crisis.

"People don't leave companies, they leave managers. But more
accurately, they leave managers who never asked what they needed to

stay." — Marcus Buckingham, leadership researcher and author

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The wise gardener doesn't wait for the plant to wilt before watering it. By then, the
roots have already begun searching for moisture elsewhere. Tend to your people
before they thirst, and they'll never need to look beyond your garden.
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Reflection Questions

e When was the last time | had a conversation with each direct report focused
exclusively on their career aspirations rather than current project deliverables, and
what did | learn about their long-term satisfaction?

e If my three highest performers resigned tomorrow, would | be genuinely surprised,
or have | noticed warning signs that I've been too busy or uncomfortable to
address?

e What organizational barriers prevent me from making rapid retention decisions
when | identify at-risk talent, and what specific actions can | take this month to

increase my autonomy in this area?
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PART Il - BECOMING A STRONG MANAGER

The Power of Mindset

+ MINDSET: THE GROWTH GAP

Limiting Beliefs vs. Growth Potential
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A simple belief about yourself guides a large part of your life. Much of what you think of as

your personality actually grows out of this "mindset".

If you think your qualities were carved in stone - You were smart or you weren't, and failure
meant you weren't. If you have certain amount of intelligence, a certain personality, and a
certain moral character - well then you better prove that you have a healthy dose of them. If
you think success is about proving you're smart or talented. If you don't succeed, you
probably don't have the ability. Then this belief makes you a person of "Fixed Mindset".

There's another mindset in which these traits are not simply a hand you're dealt and have to
live with. In this mindset, the hand you're dealt is just the starting point for development. This
mindset is based on the belief that your basic qualities are things that you can cultivate
through your efforts. The belief that cherished qualities can be developed creates a passion
for learning. The passion for stretching yourself and sticking to it, even when it's not going
well, is the hallmark of the "Growth Mindset".

In one world - the world of fixed traits - success is about proving you're smart or talented. In

the other - the world of growth mindset - it's about stretching yourself to learn something
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new. In one world, failure is about having a setback. Getting rejected. In the other world,
failure is about not growing. It means you're not fulfilling your potential. In one world, effort
is bad thing. It, like failure, means you're not smart. If you were, then you wouldn't need
effort. In the other world, effort is what makes you smart or talented. In one world, everything
is about the outcome. In the other world, you give your best regardless of the outcome. In
one world, if things gets too challenging - when you're not feeling smart of talented- you
lose interest. In the other world, you thrive on challenges as it provides good opportunity for
learning. In one world, confidence becomes fragile due to setbacks (outcome focused), in the
other world you may not need the confidence as you are not afraid of setbacks and you are
keen in the learning experience.

Alfred Binet, the inventor of 1Q, designed it to identify children who were not profiting from
Paris public schools. IQ test wasn't meant to summarize a person's unchangeable intelligence.
Albert Binet says that with practice and training one can manage to increase one's attention,
memory and judgement, to literally become more intelligent than before. Intelligence is not a

fixed prior ability, but with purposeful engagement one can achieve expertise.
So what you think is your mindset - Fixed or Growth?
You have a choice.

Mindsets are just beliefs. They're powerful beliefs, but they're just something in your mind,
and you can change your mind.

The mindset that you adopt for yourself profoundly affects the way you lead your life.
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Why This Matters

Research across education, business, sports, and personal development consistently
demonstrates that mindset shapes outcomes independent of initial ability. Two people
with identical starting capabilities but different mindsets will diverge dramatically over
time-the fixed mindset person stagnates or declines when facing challenges, while the
growth mindset person continues developing through those same challenges.
Organizations increasingly recognize that hiring for growth mindset matters as much
as hiring for current skills, because growth mindset individuals continuously expand
their capabilities while fixed mindset individuals plateau regardless of talent. In rapidly
changing industries where what you know becomes obsolete quickly, the willingness
and ability to continuously learn matters more than any particular expertise. Mindset
isn't soft psychology-it's the fundamental factor determining whether you'll adapt,
grow, and thrive in a changing professional landscape, or stagnate while protecting
the illusion of fixed competence.
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Leadership in Practice

A major technology company hired two software engineers with comparable technical
skills and academic credentials. Over five years, their trajectories diverged dramatically.
The first engineer consistently sought the most challenging projects, viewing difficulty
as opportunity for learning. When stuck on problems, they'd spend hours researching,
experimenting, and seeking advice. They openly discussed mistakes in code reviews,
treating each as a learning moment. When technologies they'd mastered became
obsolete, they'd invest evenings and weekends learning replacement technologies.
After five years, they'd become one of the most versatile and valuable engineers on

the team, capable of solving problems across multiple domains.

The second engineer, equally talented initially, gravitated toward familiar technologies
and well-defined problems where they could demonstrate existing expertise. When
projects ventured into unfamiliar territory, they'd express doubt about fit rather than
enthusiasm for learning. Mistakes in code reviews were defended or minimized rather
than explored for lessons. When their primary technology became less central to
company strategy, they resisted learning new approaches, arguing their existing
expertise was being underutilized. After five years, their skillset had become
progressively less relevant, and what had been confidence had transformed into

defensiveness.

The difference wasn't initial ability or even work ethic-both worked hard. The
difference was mindset. One viewed capabilities as fixed traits to be demonstrated; the
other viewed them as qualities to be developed. That single difference compounded
over time into entirely different career trajectories. The company eventually promoted
the first engineer to technical leadership while the second engineer left, frustrated by
lack of advancement they attributed to politics rather than their own stagnation.
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Leadership Framework

**The Growth Mindset Cultivation Framework**

**1. Reframe Challenge as Opportunity** When facing difficult situations, consciously
reframe your internal dialogue: Replace "This is too hard" with "This is hard-that
means there's something valuable to learn." Replace "l can't do this" with "l can't do
this YET." The simple addition of "yet" transforms fixed limitation into temporary status
on a development path.

**2. Embrace Effort as Growth Mechanism** Stop viewing effort as evidence of
inadequacy: High performers in any field invest enormous effort mastering their craft.
Effort isn't the opposite of talent; it's how talent develops. When you find yourself
working hard, remind yourself: "This effort is making me more capable." Celebrate
struggle as evidence of growth, not failure.

**3. Extract Learning from Failure** Systematically mine setbacks for lessons: After
failures or mistakes, ask explicitly: "What can | learn from this?" Document those
lessons. Share them with others. Treat failure as expensive education that you should
extract maximum value from. The person who learns from failure grows; the person
who avoids examining failure repeats it.

**4. Seek Challenge Actively** Don't wait for growth opportunities to find you:
Volunteer for projects at the edge of your comfort zone. Ask for feedback on
weaknesses, not just strengths. Take on stretch assignments that will expose gaps in

your capabilities. Each challenge accepted is an investment in future capability.

**5. View Others' Success as Information** When colleagues succeed, especially at
things you struggle with, resist the fixed mindset urge to feel threatened: Instead ask:
"What's their approach? What can | learn from how they tackled this?" Others' success
isn't evidence of your inadequacy; it's a curriculum for your development.

**6. Provide Growth-Mindset Feedback** When leading others, emphasize effort,
strategy, and learning rather than just praising talent: Replace "You're so smart!" with
"Your systematic approach really paid off." Replace "You're naturally good at this" with
"Your practice and persistence built this skill." This cultivates growth mindset in your
team.

**7. Embrace "Not Yet" Culture** In your team or organization, replace language of
permanent limitation with language of development: Replace "I'm not technical” with
"l haven't developed technical skills yet." Replace "That's not my strength" with "I'm
still developing that capability.” Language shapes belief, and belief shapes action.
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**Critical Success Factor**: Mindset isn't just optimistic thinking-it's fundamental belief
that shapes how you interpret experiences and what actions you take. You can't simply
decide to have growth mindset in one area while maintaining fixed mindset in others.
The transition requires examining your core beliefs about intelligence, talent, and
capability, then consciously choosing to view them as developable. This is
uncomfortable because it means accepting that your current limitations reflect current
development status, not permanent capacity. But that discomfort is liberating-it means
there's always potential for growth.

Leadership Takeaway

This week, audit your mindset honestly: When you face a difficult challenge, do you
think "Can | do this?" (fixed) or "How can | figure this out?" (growth)? When you see
talented colleagues, do you feel threatened or curious? When you work hard, do you
feel inadequate or engaged in growth? Where you identify fixed mindset patterns,
consciously reframe them using growth mindset language. Remember: you have a
choice. Mindsets are powerful beliefs, but they're beliefs-and beliefs can change. The
mindset you adopt profoundly affects how you lead your life. Choose growth.

"The mindset that you adopt for yourself profoundly affects the way you
lead your life." - Carol Dweck, whose research established the science of

mindset

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The farmer who believes soil fertility is fixed will plant the same crops year after year
until the land is exhausted. The farmer who understands soil can be enriched will
continuously improve it through composting, rotation, and care-and the land becomes
more productive over time. Your mind is like soil-it grows what you cultivate. Believe
it's fixed, and it becomes so. Believe it develops, and it does.
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Reflection Questions

e When you encounter something difficult or unfamiliar, is your first thought "Can |

do this?" or "How will | learn to do this?"-and what does that reveal about your
mindset?

e Looking back at your career, where did you avoid challenges because you feared
exposing inadequacy-and what capabilities did that avoidance cost you?

e If you truly believed your intelligence, skills, and talents were fundamentally

developable through effort, what would you attempt that you are currently
avoiding?



PART Il - BECOMING A STRONG MANAGER

Ownership vs Responsibility

RESPONSIBILITY VS OWNERSHIP:
THE WORKPLACE PRACTICE
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A LEADIé IP PRACTICE: RECOGNIZING INITIATIVE TO SOLVE

Leaders are expected to have many positive traits. One of the important trait that is a
superset is the "ownership" trait. This trait helps leaders meet many of the challenges that
they face. There are many examples to quote on ownership, but in this post, | will take three
examples to drive home the point.

1. Let's say you are one of the functional leads of the project. How would you measure your
success in the project ? Does meeting a function's goal considered success ? What if
functional team's success doesn't translate to the project/group's success? If you were to
wear the ownership hat, then you wouldn't restrict yourself just to meet your functional goals.
You would go beyond your silos and influence other functions, and when needed, help other
functions to meet the project goals. You go beyond silos and collaborate across many
functions. In the leadership parlance the words - initiative, influencing, collaboration etc,

describe this trait. But all these are encapsulated in a single trait "ownership".

2. Let's say you are a very experienced technical expert. Let's say the project that your team is
working on is going through a resource crunch. Would you roll up your sleeves and do some

of the mundane (for your level of expertise) work to help the project? In many established
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corporate companies, people limit themselves to their defined roles/responsibilities. They
don't want to take up other roles, or are hesitant, when they are asked to do so. But if you
work in a startup (sense of ownership by definition is high) there are no such boundaries
between functions. Resources move freely across functions to accomplish the end goal. No
one waits or needs to be told that he should wear a different hat temporarily, as that is the
need of the hour. Doing what it takes to make the project successful means "taking

ownership"

3. Let's say you are on an international travel and you reached your destination airport. Let's
say your policy entitles you for a taxi service(which is expensive) to your hotel. Let's also say
that there is a train connection available to reach your hotel, but this needs you to walk a bit.
What would you do ? If the discomfort is less would you take the train which is cheaper or
would you use your company policy entitlement to take the taxi? Let's say you go through
the same experience as a founder of a start-up. What would do you do then? If you have a
sense of ownership, you would take the train. Efficient use of company's resources, as if it

were your own company, is an example of ownership mindset.

When one has ownership mentality, his only pursuit is to make the project/group/company
successful. He will motivate the team when the chips are down and be tough with the team
when poor choices are made. He will not whine but find ways to address the concerns. He will
hold himself and others accountable. He will challenge his peers. All the time he will keep the
big picture of the "end goal" in mind. All his actions are directed towards this goal. If he spots
an issue in any team, he will bring the attention to it in a constructive way to resolve it. He will
proactively seek help when needed and reach out to others when they need help. He will
make tough calls and stand by it , if he believes that it the right thing for the project.

Essentially every action of his will be in the interest of the project/company.
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Why This Matters

Organizations with ownership cultures outperform responsibility-focused competitors
by significant margins because they eliminate the coordination tax that plagues siloed
operations. When leaders wait for perfect role clarity or hide behind functional
boundaries, opportunities evaporate and crises escalate while everyone points to
someone else's responsibility. The cost isn't just delayed projects-it's the innovation
that never happens, the customers who defect during cross-functional failures, and the
talented employees who leave because they're tired of bureaucratic finger-pointing.
Companies either cultivate ownership or they cultivate excuses; there is no middle

ground.

Leadership in Practice

When a leading e-commerce and cloud company Web Services experienced a major
outage in 2011 affecting companies like Reddit, Quora, and Foursquare, the response
revealed ownership culture in action. Rather than having only the responsible network
operations team address the crisis, engineers from completely different their cloud
services division services voluntarily joined the war room. Senior principal engineers
who typically architected future services spent hours manually rerouting traffic and
restoring data. The founder and CEO had long established a culture where "Leaders
are owners" was a core leadership principle-meaning leaders thought long-term, acted
on behalf of the entire company, and never said "that's not my job." The critical
moment came when a database specialist noticed that the restore process would take
days using standard procedures. Without being asked, he rewrote replication scripts
overnight-work far below his principal engineer level-cutting recovery time by 60%.
This wasn't in his quarterly objectives or job description. When asked later why he did
it, he simply said, "Our customers needed their data back." their cloud services division
not only recovered faster than competitors would have but documented and shared
their learnings publicly, further cementing customer trust. That single outage, handled
with genuine ownership rather than defensive responsibility-shirking, became a case
study in how ownership culture transforms crisis into competitive advantage. Today,
their cloud services division's leadership principles explicitly state that owners "never

say 'that's not my job,”™ and this cultural pillar has been instrumental in their cloud

services division growing to a $90 billion annual revenue business.
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Leadership Framework

**The Ownership Activation Framework: From Responsible to Accountable**

**Step 1 - Expand Your Success Metrics:** Stop measuring yourself solely by functional
KPIs. Define three critical metrics outside your direct control that impact overall
success. Meet weekly with peer leaders to understand their constraints and offer

proactive support before they ask. Success means the project wins, not just your piece.

**Step 2 - Eliminate "Not My Job" from Your Vocabulary:** Conduct a personal audit
over two weeks. Each time you think "that's not my responsibility,” note it. Then ask: "If
| owned the company, what would | do?" Commit to taking one action weekly that
falls outside your formal role but advances organizational goals. Make this visible to

your team to model the behavior.

**Step 3 - Practice Discretionary Judgment Over Policy Compliance:** When facing
decisions, apply the "Owner's Test": If you owned the company with your own capital
at risk, what would you decide? This doesn't mean violating policies-it means
understanding that policies serve outcomes, not the reverse. Document when
ownership thinking leads you to challenge or navigate processes, and share the
reasoning with leadership.

**Step 4 - Build Ownership Depth in Your Team:** Stop solving every problem yourself.
Instead, give your team real ownership by transferring authority, not just tasks. When
someone raises an issue, ask "What do you think we should do?" and "What support
do you need to own this?" Celebrate when team members cross boundaries to drive
results, even if execution isn't perfect.

**Critical Success Factor:** Ownership without boundaries becomes martyrdom. The
goal isn't working 80-hour weeks doing everyone's job-it's creating a culture where
everyone thinks like an owner within sustainable limits. Set the example by taking

ownership decisively, then scaling through others.

**Warning:** In dysfunctional organizations, ownership can be exploited. If you
consistently take ownership while peers hide behind responsibility, and leadership
doesn't recognize or address the imbalance, you're not in an ownership culture-you're
being taken advantage of. True ownership cultures reward and expect this behavior

from everyone.
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Leadership Takeaway

Starting tomorrow, replace the question "Did | complete my responsibilities?" with
"Did | do everything possible to ensure our collective success?" This single cognitive
shift transforms how you prioritize time, navigate organizational politics, and measure
your contribution. The most powerful career accelerator isn't technical brilliance or
charisma-it's consistently demonstrating that you think and act like an owner
regardless of your title. Leaders who embrace genuine ownership don't wait for
executive roles to behave like executives; they behave like executives until the
organization has no choice but to recognize them as such.

"There is no limit to the amount of good you can do if you don't care
who gets the credit." — Ronald Reagan (often cited in leadership
contexts, originally attributed to various sources including Harry S.
Truman)

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A gardener who only waters the plants in his assigned section will watch the entire
garden wither during a drought. The wise gardener knows that a dying garden means

his section dies too, so he tends to whatever needs tending, wherever it grows.
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Reflection Questions

¢ In the past month, when did | avoid taking action on a critical issue because it fell
outside my formal responsibilities, and what was the ultimate cost to the

organization?

e If | were promoted two levels tomorrow, what would | suddenly start caring about
that I'm currently ignoring—and why am | waiting for the title to demonstrate that

level of ownership?

e Which of my team members demonstrates ownership beyond their role, and how
have | visibly recognized and rewarded that behavior to reinforce the culture | want

to build?
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PART Il - BECOMING A STRONG MANAGER

Management Fundamentals

FUNDAMENTAL MANAGER BEHAVIORS
A GUIDE TO EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP PRACTICE
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A LEADERSHIP PRACTICE: CROSS THE GAP - THE MANAGER'’S ROLE

This blog talks about the individual behavior and technique expected of the manager,

excerpts taken from the book " The Unwritten Law of Business".

1. Every Manager must know what goes on in his or her domain : This applies primarily to
major or significant developments and does not mean that you should attempt to keep up
with all the minor details of functions assigned to subordinates. It becomes a vice when
carried to the extent of impending operations. Nevertheless, the basic fact remains that the
more information managers have, the more effective they can manage their business.

2.Do not try to do it all yourself : It's bad business: bad for you, bad for the job and bad for
your employees. You must delegate responsibility even if you could cover all the ground
yourself. It's part of your job to develop your staff, which includes developing initiative,
resourcefulness, and judgement. The best way to do this is to load them up with all the
responsibility they can carry without danger of serious embarrassment to any person or

group.

3. Put first things first in applying yourself to your job : Since there usually isn't time for

everything, it is essential to form the habit of concentrating on the important things first. The
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important things are things for which you are held directly responsible and accountable.
Assign these responsibilities top priority in budgeting your time; then delegate as many as

possible of the items that will not fit into your schedule.

4.Cultivate the habit of "boiling matters down" to their simplest terms: The faculty for
reducing apparently complicated situations to their basic, essential elements is a form of
wisdom that must usually be derived from experience. Make it a practice to integrate,
condense, summarize, and simplify your facts rather than expand, ramify, complicate, and
disintegrate them. The mental discipline which instinctively impels one to get at the heart of

the matter is one of the most valuable qualities of a good executive.

5. Cultivate the habit of making brisk and clean-cut decisions: Decisions will be easier and
more frequently correct if you have the essential facts at hand. The application of judgement
can be facilitated by formulating it into principles and policies in advance. You do not have to
be right every time. So take a definite position and see it through. It is futile to try to keep
everybody happy in deciding issues involving several incompatible points of view. By all
means give everyone a fair hearing, but after all parties have had their say and all facts are on
the table, dispose of the matter decisively even if someone's toes are stepped on.

Why This Matters

Organizations led by managers who fail to prioritize and delegate effectively
experience cascading dysfunction: decision bottlenecks, underdeveloped talent,
missed strategic opportunities, and eventual leadership burnout. When leaders drown
in operational details, they abdicate their primary responsibility-setting direction and
building capability. The cost isn't just personal exhaustion; it's organizational
stagnation. Companies don't fail because their leaders work too little-they fail because
their leaders focus on the wrong work, creating cultures where busyness substitutes
for progress and activity masquerades as achievement.
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Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO assumed the company's CEO role in several years ago, he
inherited an organization paralyzed by competing priorities and a culture where
executives hoarded information and responsibilities. A major technology company had
become a confederation of fiefdoms, with senior leaders personally involved in
granular product decisions that should have been delegated five levels down. The
CEO's transformation began not with strategy pronouncements, but with a
fundamental reset of leadership priorities. He instituted a ruthless simplification
protocol: every initiative had to connect clearly to one of three strategic pillars, and
leaders were evaluated not on how much they controlled but on how effectively they
developed their teams. The CEO personally modeled the discipline of "boiling things
down," replacing verbose strategy documents with clear, simple frameworks that every
employee could understand and apply. He pushed decision-making authority
downward, making it clear that his role wasn't to approve every product feature but to
ensure the company had the right people empowered to make those decisions. Over
the following years, the company's market capitalization had doubled, but more
importantly, employee engagement scores showed dramatic increases in autonomy,
clarity of purpose, and leadership trust. The transformation wasn't about working
harder-it was about 150,000 employees finally working on the right things, led by
managers who had learned to prioritize, delegate, and simplify.
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Leadership Framework

**The Priority-Driven Leadership Framework**

**Step 1: Establish Your Non-Negotiables** Identify the 3-5 outcomes for which you
are directly accountable-not activities, but results. These become your priority filter for
every decision about time allocation. Write them down, share them with your team,
and review them weekly. Critical success factor: Ensure these align with what your
organization actually rewards and measures.

**Step 2: Create Visibility Without Interference** Design information systems that
provide early warning of significant developments without requiring your involvement
in execution. This might include weekly scorecards, skip-level conversations, or
structured pulse checks. The goal is intelligent awareness, not control. Warning: If your
team is spending more time reporting to you than doing the work, you've crossed the

line into micromanagement.

**Step 3: Delegate with Intent** For every responsibility outside your non-negotiables,
systematically transfer ownership to the lowest competent level. Provide context,
establish boundaries, define success criteria, then step back. This isn't abdication-it's
investment in organizational capability. Critical success factor: Create safety for

responsible failure; punishing mistakes after delegation destroys trust and initiative.

**Step 4: Practice Radical Simplification** Before every meeting, presentation, or
decision, force yourself to articulate the core issue in one sentence. If you can't, you
don't understand it well enough to lead others through it. Train yourself and your
team to strip away tangential information and focus on essential elements. Warning:
Simplification requires deep understanding; superficial leaders confuse simplicity with
simplemindedness.

**Step 5: Protect Your Priority Time** Schedule your non-negotiable priorities first,
treating them as immovable commitments. Everything else fits around them or doesn't
happen. This requires saying "no" frequently and comfortably. Critical success factor:
Your calendar is a moral document-it reveals your true priorities regardless of what
you say they are.
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Leadership Takeaway

This week, select one area where you are trying to do too much yourself. Identify one
substantial responsibility you can fully delegate to a team member, including the
authority to make decisions without seeking your approval first.

"The art of being wise is the art of knowing what to overlook." - William

James

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The wise farmer doesn't water every plant himself-he builds irrigation channels and
tends to what only he can nurture. A leader who carries every stone never builds the
temple; the one who teaches others to lay bricks creates monuments that outlast

them.

Reflection Questions

e What major developments in my domain might | be unaware of because | am too
focused on minor details?

e What responsibilities am | holding onto that | should delegate to develop my

team's capabilities?

e Am | spending my time on what | am directly accountable for, or am | distracted by

less important matters?

e When faced with complex situations, do | instinctively simplify to essentials or add
layers of analysis?

e Am | making decisions decisively, or am | prolonging decisions to avoid
discomfort?
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PART IV - DEVELOPING PEOPLE

The Power of Timely Feedback

TIMELY FEEDBACK

IMMEDIATE REINFORCEMENT

Supervisors are expected to provide feedback to their employees on their performance. There
are two aspects to providing feedback - timeliness and being critical. An organisation's
performance review process may mandate appraising an employee, say twice a year. But
providing feedback to an employee twice a year is not effective. The context settings of the
feedback is either lost or forgotten, so the feedback becomes ineffective. Performance
improvement is a continuous process and it will be effective only when timely feedback is
provided to the employee. The advantage of providing timely feedback is that the context of
the feedback is fresh in one's mind. So the feedback will be effective and the supervisor can
hold the employee accountable for it. For example, let's say the group's priority is quality of
execution, and a bug is found in the design done by an employee. The severity of the bug
may be low as the project is yet to be complete, but it provides a golden opportunity for the
supervisor to talk to the employee and discuss about it. He can understand the root cause of
the issue that led to this bug. If the issue is with the design process, he can act on it
immediately. If it is due to over-sight on the employee's part, then it reinforces to the
employee that he is falling short of the expectation. This will work in his subconscious mind
and he will be more vigilant in the future. If this timely feedback is not provided, then the
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employee will not feel the pinch of the mistake. Accumulating such feedbacks and providing
them at the end of the year will be too late and ineffective.

The second aspect of the feedback is that it should be critical. It should not be sugar coated.
If the supervisor rates the employee based on that feedback, then it is unfair to the employee,
if he hasn't got the feedback in its true form. Feeling uncomfortable, hesitant or that one will
become unpopular cannot be the reasons for the supervisor, not to be critical of his
employees. Supervisor who truly cares for his employees will be critical of them. Parents love
their children, but that doesn't stop them to be tough with their children, when they make
mistakes that is unacceptable. The same relationship holds true between a
supervisor/employee in the professional context. Also, the supervisor needs to provide
feedforward - set the expectations for the next level, so that the employee knows what he
needs to improve to be successful at the next level.

Why This Matters

Organizations invest heavily in formal performance management systems—rating
scales, calibration sessions, multi-level approvals—while often ignoring the
fundamental requirement that makes feedback work: timeliness. Research consistently
shows that delayed feedback has minimal impact on behavior change. By the time
annual reviews occur, employees have already internalized their work patterns, both
productive and problematic. The manager who waits six months to address a recurring
issue has effectively sanctioned that behavior for half a year. Meanwhile, the manager
who addresses issues within days creates a culture where standards are real, not
theoretical. In fast-moving environments where adaptability matters, the ability to
provide immediate, candid feedback isn't just good leadership practice—it's a

competitive advantage.
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Leadership in Practice

A major streaming company's approach to feedback exemplifies the power of radical
timeliness combined with candor. When the company's CEO built the organization's
performance culture, he rejected the traditional annual review model entirely. Instead,
the company instituted what they called "real-time 360-degree feedback"—a system
where feedback isn't saved for scheduled reviews but woven into daily interactions.
Managers are explicitly expected to provide candid, immediate feedback, and the
culture deck states plainly: "Adequate performance gets a generous severance
package."

This might sound harsh, but it's paired with extraordinary transparency and respect.
When an engineer ships code with performance issues, their manager addresses it
immediately—not in vague terms, but with specific technical discussion. They explore
whether it's a skills gap, a process problem, or a misunderstanding of priorities. If it's a
skills gap, the company provides training or adjusts responsibilities. If it's consistently
inadequate performance despite support, they part ways respectfully with generous

severance.

What makes this approach work isn't the threat of termination—it's the predictability
and fairness that comes from immediate feedback. No employee is blindsided during
a review by accumulated criticisms they never heard. Everyone knows where they
stand at all times. When someone receives a generous severance, they're not shocked
—they've had multiple candid conversations acknowledging the misalignment. The
company maintains one of the highest performance bars in the industry not through
fear, but through a culture where feedback flows constantly and honestly. Employees
know that silence doesn't mean satisfaction—it means you're not being honest with
them.

The result? The company consistently attracts top-tier talent who value clarity over
comfort, and maintains industry-leading employee engagement despite—or perhaps
because of—its culture of radical candor delivered in real time.
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Leadership Framework

**The Timely Feedback System**

Effective performance feedback requires a systematic approach that prioritizes
immediacy and honesty. This framework provides practical structure:

**1. The 24-48 Hour Rule** Address performance issues within 24-48 hours while
context remains fresh. When you observe a performance gap—a missed deadline, a
quality issue, a problematic interaction—schedule a brief conversation immediately.
Don't wait for a "better time" or accumulate multiple issues for efficiency. Each delay
reduces the feedback's impact and signals that the standard wasn't really that
important.

**2. Context-Rich Conversations** When providing feedback, reconstruct the specific
situation: "In yesterday's code review, the function you submitted had three critical
bugs that should have been caught in unit testing." This specificity allows genuine
discussion of root causes. Avoid vague generalizations like "your code quality needs
improvement" that leave the employee guessing what specifically needs to change.

**3. Root Cause Analysis, Not Blame Assignment** Move quickly from what happened
to why it happened. Ask before telling: "Walk me through your testing process" or
"What obstacles did you encounter?" Understanding root causes allows you to
distinguish between one-time errors, skills gaps, and systemic issues. The solution for
insufficient knowledge (training) differs dramatically from the solution for insufficient

attention (reinforcing standards).

**4, Radical Candor Without Cruelty** Being direct doesn't mean being harsh. State
observations factually: "The proposal you submitted didn't include the financial
analysis we discussed" rather than "You never listen to requirements.” Candor means
clarity about standards and gaps, not personal attacks. The goal is to make the issue

undeniable while preserving the employee's dignity.

**5. Immediate Course Correction** Don't just identify problems—establish clear next
steps before ending the conversation. "For the next design review, | expect to see unit
test results demonstrating you've covered edge cases" gives the employee a specific
target. Vague directives like "be more careful next time" don't provide actionable

guidance.

**6. Feedforward, Not Just Feedback** Beyond addressing current performance, set
expectations for advancement. "To be ready for a senior role, you'll need to
demonstrate the ability to catch these issues in your own work before review" tells the
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employee what growth looks like. This transforms feedback from criticism into a
development roadmap.

**7. Document Immediately** After delivering feedback, write a brief summary for your
records: date, situation, feedback provided, agreed-upon next steps. If the issue recurs,
you have clear documentation showing you addressed it immediately rather than
letting it slide. This protects both you and the employee from later disputes about
whether standards were communicated.

**8. Follow Up to Reinforce** When the employee corrects the behavior, acknowledge
it specifically: "l noticed your last three submissions had comprehensive unit tests—
exactly what we discussed.” This closes the feedback loop and reinforces that the
change mattered. Feedback without follow-up suggests the issue wasn't important
enough to track.

**Critical Success Factor**: The effectiveness of feedback is inversely proportional to
the time between the event and the conversation. Every day you delay providing
feedback is a day the employee continues potentially problematic behavior, believing
it's acceptable. The manager who "documents everything for the annual review" isn't
being thorough—they're being ineffective. Real-time feedback isn't about catching

people doing things wrong; it's about preventing problems from becoming patterns.

Leadership Takeaway

Starting tomorrow, commit to the 24-48 hour rule: when you observe a significant
performance gap, schedule the conversation before the day ends. Don't accumulate
feedback points for efficiency. Don't wait for the "right moment." The right moment is
now, while the context is fresh and the learning potential is highest. Combine this
timeliness with genuine candor—not cruelty, but clear, direct communication about
standards and gaps. Your team doesn't need you to be comfortable; they need you to
be honest. Remember: the leader who delays difficult conversations believing they're
being kind is actually being cruel, allowing employees to continue behaviors that will
ultimately limit their success. Timely, candid feedback is the foundation of genuine
development.
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"Feedback is the breakfast of champions." — Ken Blanchard, reminding
us that high performers crave timely, honest feedback rather than

comfortable silence

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The farmer who waits until harvest to tell the farmhand about problems with their
planting technique will reap a poor harvest. The wise farmer corrects the technique in
the moment, while the soil is still fresh and the lesson can be applied immediately. The
same holds true for leaders—feedback given today shapes tomorrow's performance,

but feedback delayed until review season merely documents missed opportunities.

Reflection Questions

e How much feedback have you accumulated about your team members that they
don't yet know about—and what message does that delay send about whether

those issues really mattered?

e When was the last time you delayed a difficult performance conversation because
you felt uncomfortable, and how did that delay serve the employee's

development?

¢ If you were brutally honest, what percentage of your feedback is delivered in real-
time versus saved for scheduled review sessions—and what would change if you
committed to the 24-48 hour rule?
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PART IV - DEVELOPING PEOPLE

The Manager as Teacher
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Influenced by the book “Governing Business & Relationships” by A Parthasarathy

The law of Karma states that every current action produces a future effect. In philosophical
terms the effects could be good or bad karma, which when it fructifies, either gives one
happiness or sorrow. In the business or organization context, future success is defined by the
proper actions done today that are aligned with the long term strategy. The ideal action is
made up of three essential constituents: Concentration , Consistency and Cooperation. A
practitioner of these three disciplines has the appropriate action to command success in his

field of operation.

Concentration - Concentration is the art of focusing the mind in the present. The human
mind has a natural tendency to slip into worry of the past or anxiety for the future.
Concentration is the technique exercised by your intellect to hold the mind on the present
action without allowing it to drift into the past or the future. At the individual level,
concentration helps one to develop peace within himself. In the organizational context,
concentration is the focus that is needed to achieve long term goals in the midst of chaos
created by the changing environment or priorities. Productivity at work is directly dependent
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on the employee's focus on the job. Less is he is distracted on his own (web surfing,
whatsapp etc.,) or by parallelisation of tasks that are needed to meet conflicting project
requirements, the more productive he will be at his job. At the business level, lack of focus
could come due to conflicting metrics : meeting internal goals to keep upper management
happy visa-vis the actual customer/business requirement. Lack of focus or concentration
results is lower productivity.

Consistency - The second discipline is to be consistent in what you do. Having set an ideal to
reach for, a goal to achieve, your actions should flow in that direction. You need a strong
intellect to overcome mind's distractions and keep the actions going in the set direction. This
technique of channeling your actions towards the goal is consistency. The practice of
consistency lends power, strength to your action. At employee level consistency in
performance is needed for his success. At the business level, predictability in product
execution,consistency in product roadmap and business strategy is crucial for the success of
the company.

Cooperation - The third discipline is cooperation. To achieve an objective you need a spirit of
cooperative endeavour. Even for an individual goal to be met there are usually external
conditions that need to be conducive. A spirit of cooperation would enable the external
conditions to be conducive. In the business context, it is difficult to be successful and
productive in a business without the active cooperation of colleagues. Over time, teams that
are not cooperating with each other not only bring the company down but themselves.This
principle applies to companies, communities and countries. In the current situation, coming
out of this pandemic, every nation needs cooperation from their people and people of other
nations.

Maintaining the above 3Cs of disciplines of actions, spell success and productivity in any field
of endeavour, for an individual and for companies.
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Why This Matters

Organizations promote talented individual contributors into management roles, yet
60% of new managers fail within the first two years-primarily because they never
transition from doer to teacher. When managers fail to develop their people through
focused, consistent, collaborative coaching, companies face cascading costs: higher
turnover, lower engagement, stalled innovation, and ultimately competitive
disadvantage. In knowledge economies where human capital drives value creation,
your effectiveness as a manager-teacher directly determines whether your
organization builds capability faster than competitors. Ignore this teaching imperative,
and you'll perpetually scramble to hire external talent while your best people leave for
organizations that invest in their growth.
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Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO assumed the company's CEO role in several years ago, he
inherited a culture characterized by internal competition, siloed thinking, and
inconsistent priorities that had cost the company mobile and cloud leadership. The
CEO recognized that transforming a major technology company required transforming
managers from taskmasters into teachers. He personally modeled the three disciplines:
concentration (laser focus on cloud-first, mobile-first strategy, shutting down pet
projects that diluted focus), consistency (every leadership meeting began with
customer stories, embedding customer-centricity into decision-making), and
cooperation (replacing stack-ranking performance systems that pitted employees
against each other with collaborative team metrics). The CEO invested heavily in
manager development, requiring leaders to read Carol Dweck's work on growth
mindset and practice coaching conversations rather than directive management. He
created the "Manager Excellence" program, teaching managers to conduct regular
one-on-ones focused on learning and development, not just status updates. The
measurable results validated the approach: the company's market capitalization grew
from $300 billion to over $2 trillion within seven years, their cloud platform became
the second-largest cloud platform, and employee engagement scores increased by 23
percentage points. The transformation wasn't driven by brilliant strategy alone-it
succeeded because thousands of the company managers learned to teach their teams
to think differently, focus intensely on customer problems, and collaborate across

traditional boundaries.
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Leadership Framework

**The 3C Manager-Teacher Framework**

**Step 1: Establish Concentration Through Clarity** - Translate organizational strategy
into 3-5 clear team priorities (no more) - Block 2-hour focus periods on team
calendars for deep work - Eliminate low-value meetings and cascade only essential
information - Shield your team from organizational noise that doesn't impact their
objectives

**Step 2: Build Consistency Through Visible Patterns** - Schedule recurring 1-on-1
coaching conversations (never cancel these) - Document decision-making principles
and reference them when making choices - Publicly recognize behaviors that align
with stated values - Address misalignment immediately-don't let exceptions become
norms

**Step 3: Design Cooperation Into Work Structure** - Create shared team goals that
require interdependence to achieve - Implement peer teaching-rotate who leads
learning sessions - Make collaboration visible through shared documentation and
transparent progress tracking - Reward collective achievement more than individual
heroics

**Step 4: Practice Deliberate Development Conversations** - Use the 70-20-10 model:
70% learning through challenging assignments, 20% through coaching/feedback, 10%
through formal training - Ask more questions than you answer-develop thinking, don't
just transfer knowledge - Connect daily tasks to skill development: "This project will
build your stakeholder management capabilities”

**Critical Success Factor**: Manager-teachers must first master these disciplines
personally before teaching others. Your team learns more from observing your
behaviors under pressure than from listening to your words in calm moments.

**Warning**: Avoid the "teaching trap" of believing development happens only in
formal sessions. The most powerful teaching occurs in real-time coaching during
actual work-the hallway conversation after a client meeting, the quick debrief
following a presentation, the collaborative problem-solving when obstacles emerge.

113



Leadership Takeaway

Starting tomorrow, shift one recurring meeting from status updates to learning
conversations-ask your team members what challenges are stretching their capabilities
and how you can support their growth. The manager-teacher mindset begins with
recognizing that every interaction is either building capability or wasting potential.
Your legacy as a leader won't be the work you personally accomplished, but the
capabilities you developed in others that continue creating value long after you've
moved on. Make teaching your primary work, and execution will follow naturally from
capable, focused, collaborative teams.

"Before you are a leader, success is all about growing yourself. When you
become a leader, success is all about growing others." — Jack Welch,

former CEO of General Electric

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A good manager solves today's problems; a great manager teaches others to solve
tomorrow's. The tree that provides shade didn't grow in a day-neither does a team
that thinks independently.
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Reflection Questions

e When was the last time you canceled a one-on-one coaching conversation with a
team member because something "more urgent" emerged—and what message
did that cancellation send about your actual priorities?

¢ If you observed yourself managing under pressure this past week, what would your
team conclude about what you truly value based on your behaviors rather than
your stated intentions?

e Which team member has the potential to exceed your own capabilities in a specific
area, and what deliberate steps are you taking to accelerate their development in
that domain?
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PART IV - DEVELOPING PEOPLE

The Art of Delegation

DELEGATION IN LEADERSHIP: MULTIPLYING CAPABILITY
THE EMPOWERMENT PRACTICE
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A LEADERSHIP PRACTICE: RECOGNIZING INDIVIDUAL STRENGTHS
AND SHARING OWNERSHIP TO BUILD THE STRUCTURE TOGETHER

While there are many skills that a good leader should acquire, delegation skill is one of the
most important skills. This is the skill that helps create bandwidth for the leader to work on
critical and strategic activities. Delegation does not come naturally to many aspiring leaders,
as they feel they are losing control, if they have to let go of some of the activities for others
to do. The uncertainties of the strategic activities push the leaders to do current urgent
activities which are in their comfort zone. This works against delegating the same to others.
There is also a fear in delegating the work. What if the person who takes up the delegated
work does not do a good job? So what is the effective way to delegate then? From my
experience, | share the following :

One needs to categorise his activities into three buckets. | would term them 1) Just Delegate
2) Can Delegate, but monitor 3) Can't Delegate.

Activities under the "Just Delegate" bucket are low risk activities. Even if it is not done well the
risk is low. Such activities should be delegated without any hesitation. Filing bugs in the
system, documentation of an issue, filling checklists, attending not-so critical meetings,

code/design fixes which are not complex etc., could be few examples. Again these activities
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will differ from one leader to the other. As long as a fail on the delegated task is manageable,
then one should not hesitate to delegate.

Activities under the "Can Delegate, but monitor" are those activities that are reasonably
critical that if they fail then the effort to recover is more than the effort needed to do it by
yourself. These are the activities that | see most leaders hesitant to delegate. But on the other
hand these are the activities that are ideal to groom your next level leaders. Challenge the
next level leaders with such activities. As the risk to fail is not low, you need to monitor these
activities. Also you should not expect them to do those activities exactly as you would do. As
long as the end result is correct, you should be willing to accept the different paths that lead
to this result. You can review these activities at some regular interval so that they can be
corrected if they go off-track. Code reviews, reasonably complex feasibility analysis, debug of
an issue etc., could fall in this category.

Activities under the "Can't Delegate" are those activities that are strategic and need more
maturity. These are activities that your current role demands and they could also be the
activities at the next level (your boss's). Many of these activities are important but not urgent
activities. Being good at these activities is critical for your career growth. Networking, cross
organisational activities that create visibility, helping your boss on the strategic initiatives, are
few examples.

As a leader one needs to create more bandwidth for the last category by doing effective

delegation of activities in the first two buckets.

Why This Matters

Leaders who fail to delegate strategically create a triple threat to organizational
performance: they bottleneck decision velocity, stunt their team's development, and
neglect the strategic thinking their role demands. Companies don't stumble because
individual contributors lack skills-they falter when leaders operate as highly-paid
individual contributors themselves. The opportunity cost is staggering: every hour a
senior leader spends on work others could do represents an hour not spent on
competitive positioning, talent development, or innovation that could generate
exponential returns. In today's velocity-driven markets, this isn't merely inefficient-it's
organizationally negligent.
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Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO became the company's CEO several years ago, he inherited a
company paralyzed by what insiders called "permission culture”-a systemic failure of
delegation where even mid-level decisions escalated to senior executives. Product
teams waited weeks for approvals on minor feature changes while executives drowned
in operational minutiae. The CEO recognized that the company's innovation deficit
wasn't a talent problem; it was a delegation architecture problem. Leaders were
trapped in tactical work, leaving no capacity for the strategic reinvention the company
desperately needed. The CEO implemented a radical shift in a major technology
company's leadership operating model, explicitly redefining what decisions belonged
at which levels. He pushed product authority down to engineering the collaboration
platform, established clear "escalation criteria” that prevented upward delegation of
routine choices, and most importantly, modeled the behavior by publicly stepping
back from product details to focus on culture transformation and strategic
partnerships. He delegated the "what" while staying intensely involved in the "why"
and "who." Engineering leaders suddenly owned their roadmaps with unprecedented
autonomy, monitored through quarterly business reviews rather than weekly approval
gates. The results were transformative. Their cloud platform's rapid innovation cycle-
releasing features at a pace that eventually challenged the company's their cloud
services division dominance-stemmed directly from engineering the collaboration
platform empowered to make decisions previously reserved for executive review. The
company's the company's value increased substantially within five years, driven
substantially by products developed under this new delegation architecture. The CEO's
focus shifted to what only a CEO could do: repositioning the company's culture from
"know-it-all" to "learn-it-all," forging the unexpected partnership with professional
social media, and reimagining the company's role in the cloud-first world. The lesson
was clear: strategic delegation doesn't just free up executive time-it unlocks
organizational velocity and innovation at scale.
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Leadership Framework

**THE THREE-TIER DELEGATION FRAMEWORK**

**Tier 1 - Just Delegate (Immediate Transfer Zone)** - Criteria: Low complexity, low
risk, high time consumption - Examples: Routine documentation, standard reporting,
non-critical meeting representation, straightforward bug fixes - Action: Delegate
completely with clear quality standards but minimal oversight - Success Factor:
Document the "how" once, then trust the process - Warning: If you're still doing these

tasks regularly, you're avoiding real leadership work

**Tier 2 - Delegate and Monitor (Leadership Development Zone)** - Criteria: Moderate
complexity, manageable risk, high learning potential - Examples: Customer
presentations, cross-functional projects, technical design decisions, junior team
member performance reviews - Action: Delegate with explicit success criteria,
scheduled checkpoints, and coaching support - Success Factor: Define the outcome,
not the method; create space for different approaches - Warning: Monitoring is not
micromanaging-establish checkpoints based on risk level, not anxiety level - Critical
Practice: Conduct a pre-brief (clarify expectations), allow execution autonomy, then

hold a post-brief (extract learning)

**Tier 3 - Cannot Delegate (Strategic Leadership Zone)** - Criteria: Only you have the
authority, relationships, or perspective to execute effectively - Examples: Final strategy
decisions, key stakeholder relationships, organizational culture setting, executive team
dynamics - Action: Protect this time fiercely; it's what you're actually paid to do -
Success Factor: If effective delegation in Tiers 1 and 2 isn't creating more Tier 3 time,
your categorization is wrong - Warning: Many leaders avoid Tier 3 work because it's
ambiguous and uncomfortable-this is precisely why it's non-delegable

**Implementation Protocol:** 1. Audit your calendar from the past month and
categorize every activity into these three tiers 2. Identify your "delegation
bottlenecks"-what percentage of time is spent in each tier? 3. Create a 90-day
delegation plan moving 80% of Tier 1 and 50% of Tier 2 activities to others 4. Establish
a weekly "strategic thinking block" to pressure-test whether you're doing the right
work 5. Review quarterly: Are your direct reports taking on bigger challenges? Are you
working on increasingly strategic initiatives?

119



Leadership Takeaway

The delegation paradox is this: the more senior you become, the less your personal
productivity matters and the more your team's collective capability determines
success. Starting tomorrow, conduct a brutal calendar audit asking one question about
each recurring activity: "Am | the only person who could do this, or am | the only
person currently doing this?" If it's the latter, you've found your delegation
opportunity. Remember, every task you hold onto isn't just work you're doing-it's
leadership development you're denying someone else and strategic thinking you're

denying your organization.

"The best executive is the one who has sense enough to pick good men to
do what he wants done, and self-restraint enough to keep from meddling

with them while they do it." — Theodore Roosevelt

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A gardener who refuses to let others water the plants while spending all day watering
will never have time to plan next season's garden. The plants may survive, but the
garden will never flourish. True masters teach others to tend the garden so they can

envision the orchard.
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Reflection Questions

e What percentage of my time last week was spent on work that someone two levels

below me could have done with proper guidance—and what strategic opportunity
did | sacrifice as a result?

e Which high-potential team member am | inadvertently limiting by not delegating a
challenging assignment that would stretch their capabilities and prepare them for
greater responsibility?

e If I'm honest with myself, what non-delegable strategic work am | avoiding by
staying busy with tactical activities that feel more comfortable and concrete?
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PART IV - DEVELOPING PEOPLE

Why Some Employees Never Grow

ENGINEERING PRINCIPLES
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A LEADERSHIP PRACTICE RECIPIENT DEVELOPMENT

One of the challenges for the leader, is to hire and develop a world class team. To develop
such a team, beyond doing the right hiring, the leader needs to get the best out of every
employee. There is no single solution to get the best out of every employee. But there are
few common strategies that can be followed to get the best out of every employee.

1. Build Trust - Employees must feel confident that their leader works in the best interest of
the employee. For this the leader should earn the trust of the employee. Through his actions
he should demonstrate that he really cares about the employee. He should display a high
level of integrity and be consistent in his actions. He should connect with the employee
beyond work to build a good rapport.

2. Set Clear Goals - He should set clear challenging goals for his employee. He should
articulate about the criticality of the goals and how it is connected to the organisation's goal.

3. Provide Support - Having set challenging goals, the leader should provide necessary
support to the employee to meet the goals. Enable necessary connections with other

leaders/peers. If mentoring is needed, then the leader should get a mentor for the employee.
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4 Timely Feedback - He should give regular and timely feedback to the employee on his
work. He should give constructive and critical feedback. When there is trust between the
leader and the employee, the employee will be open for any tough feedback, as he knows it
is only for his own good.

5. Opportunities for visibility - The leader should create opportunities for the employee to be
visible. He should empower him to take higher responsibilities.

6. Reward - He should appreciate the employee's work in a timely manner. Copying the
senior management in the emails, for the good work done by the employee, will not only
motivate them, but also make them visible to the upper management. This is besides
rewarding him with a good compensation review at the end of the year.

Why This Matters

Employee development directly impacts your organization's ability to execute strategy
and adapt to market changes. Companies that systematically develop their people
outperform competitors by 2.5x in revenue growth and are 4x more likely to retain top
talent. When leaders fail to create growth conditions, they trigger a cascade of
consequences: high performers leave for better opportunities, remaining employees
stagnate and disengage, and the organization loses the internal bench strength
needed for succession planning. In today's war for talent, your ability to grow people
isn't a nice-to-have-it's a strategic imperative that determines whether you'll have the
leadership capacity to execute your future vision.
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Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO became the company's CEO several years ago, he inherited a
company notorious for its stack-ranking system and cutthroat internal competition-an
environment where employees focused more on political maneuvering than growth.
The CEO recognized that the company's stagnation wasn't a talent problem; it was a
development problem rooted in cultural dysfunction. He systematically dismantled the
competitive evaluation system and replaced it with a 'growth mindset' culture
emphasizing learning over knowing, collaboration over competition. The CEO
personally modeled vulnerability, sharing his own learning journey and mistakes in
town halls. He implemented 'Connects'-regular one-on-one conversations focused on
employee development rather than just performance metrics. Leaders were evaluated
not just on results but on their ability to develop others. He created cross-functional
projects that gave employees visibility across the organization and exposure to senior
leadership. Most critically, he rebuilt trust by consistently demonstrating that taking
intelligent risks and learning from failures would be rewarded, not punished. The
results speak volumes: a major technology company's the company's value increased
substantially from $300 billion to over $1 trillion in five years, employee engagement
scores jumped significantly, and the company successfully pivoted to cloud-first
strategy-a transformation that required massive organizational learning and
adaptation. The turnaround wasn't about hiring different people; it was about creating
conditions where existing talent could finally grow. The CEO proved that when leaders
systematically apply developmental principles, they don't just change individual
trajectories-they transform entire organizations.
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Leadership Framework

**The GROWTH Framework for Employee Development**

**G - Ground in Trust:** Before any development occurs, invest 90 days building
authentic relationships. Conduct weekly one-on-ones focused on understanding
employee aspirations, concerns, and motivations. Demonstrate consistency between
words and actions. Share your own failures and learning moments to model
vulnerability.

**R - Raise the Bar with Clarity:** Set goals that stretch capabilities by 15-20% beyond
current comfort zones. Use the 'line of sight' technique: explicitly connect each goal to
team objectives, departmental priorities, and organizational strategy. Ensure

employees can articulate why their work matters in the bigger picture.

**QO - Orchestrate Support Systems:** Conduct a 'support audit' for each challenging
goal. Ask: What resources, connections, or knowledge does this employee lack?
Proactively provide mentorship, cross-functional introductions, training, or tools
before employees struggle. Remove organizational barriers that impede progress.

**W - Wire in Feedback Loops:** Implement weekly feedback conversations, not
quarterly reviews. Use the 2:1 ratio: two pieces of specific positive reinforcement for
every piece of corrective feedback. Focus feedback on behaviors and outcomes, not
personality traits. When trust exists, increase candor progressively.

**T - Amplify Through Visibility:** Create a quarterly 'visibility plan' for each high-
potential employee. Identify speaking opportunities, cross-functional projects, or
executive presentations. Strategically recognize achievements in forums where senior
leaders pay attention. Copy executives on emails highlighting specific
accomplishments with concrete results.

**H - Honor Progress with Recognition:** Provide immediate recognition for milestone
achievements. Combine public appreciation with private coaching on next-level
opportunities. During performance reviews, advocate fiercely for compensation that
reflects growth and contribution.

**Critical Success Factor:** This framework fails if implemented mechanically. The
sequence matters-trust must precede challenge, support must accompany stretch
goals, and recognition must be authentic. Leaders who skip steps or apply tactics
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without genuine investment in people will see employees comply but never truly

grow.

Leadership Takeaway

Starting tomorrow, identify one employee whose growth has plateaued and audit
which elements of the GROWTH framework are missing. Most leaders discover they've
set goals without building trust, or provided feedback without orchestrating adequate
support. The path to unlocking potential isn't mysterious-it's systematic. Choose one
employee, implement the complete framework, and watch what happens when you
create conditions where growth becomes inevitable rather than accidental. Your
consistency in application will teach your team more about development than any
training program ever could.

"Before you are a leader, success is all about growing yourself. When you
become a leader, success is all about growing others." — Jack Welch,
former CEO of General Electric

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A gardener doesn't pull on seedlings to make them grow faster-he ensures rich soil,
adequate water, and proper sunlight, then trusts the natural process. Leaders who
focus on creating the right conditions rather than forcing outcomes discover that
growth isn't something you do to people; it's something that happens when you
remove the obstacles preventing it.
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Reflection Questions

e If | surveyed my team anonymously, what percentage would say they trust that |
genuinely work in their best interest, and what specific actions have | taken in the

past month to earn that trust?

¢ Which of my employees have remained at the same capability level for over a year,
and can | honestly say I've provided all six elements of the GROWTH framework

consistently?

e Am | creating visibility opportunities for my team with senior leadership, or am |
unconsciously hoarding those opportunities to maintain my own visibility and

value?
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PART V - EXECUTION EXCELLENCE

Discipline of Execution
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A LEADERSHIP PRACTICE EXECUTIUN 4

The other day one of my colleagues asked me on how to manage slips when working
towards an aggressive schedule. Many a time the project deadline is imposed on the team to
meet the customer commitments. So how would one go about managing the project in such

a situation? In this Gyan session, | will share my perspective from my experience.

The foundations of a good project management lies in the detailed definition of the scope of
the project. Defining the scope right becomes even more critical when the deadlines are
imposed. Flexibility matrix between Scope, Schedule and Resources defines the project
management. When schedule becomes non-negotiable, the expectation is that Scope &
Resources are flexible. So one needs to negotiate how much the scope can be reduced (de-
scope) and how many additional resources that can be added. Based on this flexibility, the
project plan needs to be reworked. One also needs to highlight the risks in meeting the
aggressive schedule. These risks needs to be clearly communicated and sensitised to the
stakeholders.

Despite exploiting the flexibility matrix the risk in meeting schedule is still high (due to
reduced time-frame). Some of the common causes of slip in the project are under-estimation
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of task effort, delays in making technical decisions at the micro-level (tasks), delays in hand-
offs between functional teams, not-so-rigorous tracking and lack of internalisation of the

goal by every member of the team.

For making a good estimate of the task duration, the detailed scope of the task is a must.
Curb the tendency to jump to task execution. Spend quality time thinking about the
complete details of the task. Factor into the scope, the specification derivation, architecture
analysis, documentation, reviews, Closure of action items from the reviews etc., The effort
should be put to make a plan at a day's resolution. Every engineer should know on a given

day the tasks that he is going to accomplish.

The sub-module leads should work closely with the engineers on a daily basis to guide
engineers to make right and timely decisions on the execution of the tasks. Many a time the
engineer would like to resolve the issues on his own. This may take more time. So the
engineers should be encouraged to ask for help when they are stuck on an issue beyond a
day.

To mitigate the project slips, one needs to track the project rigorously .. and err in the
direction of micro-management. At the functional level, the project plan should have tasks at
a 2 day resolution. Tracking them twice a week will help contain the slip and/or atleast plan
contingency plan early. In the last month of the project, tracking the project twice a week is
recommended. | learnt from my colleague an interesting N-day rule on communication of
slip that he deployed in his team. If a person assesses that his task is slipping by N days, then
he needs to communicate about the slip to his team/manager N days before the milestone.

This provides opportunity for timely contingency plans.

The project manager should keep tab on the hand-offs between the functional teams and
should work proactively with the functional leads to honor the hand-offs religiously. If it
means that the functional lead needs to prioritize the inter-functional handoff over his critical
tasks, then he should do it.

As resources are critical component in the project management, the manager/leads should
work with each team member and sensitize them not only on the importance of meeting the
schedule but also the impact to business/team on not meeting it. Every team member should

internalise this and be paranoid about the final project goal (not just their task goal).

The other critical aspect of project management in meeting aggressive schedule is
Communication. Communication to both the stake holders and to the team. Stake holders
don't like surprises. In the event of project delays, the stake holders would like to know as
early as possible. They don't like repeated slips. So the first time you anticipate a slip, assess
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the slip accurately and forecast a single date that you are confident you will meet (buffer it if
needed). The stake holder may not like the new forecasted date, but you will not be bothered
till then. Project leader should exhibit predictability in project execution, as this forms the
basis of trust with the stake holders. For high schedule-risk projects, the project leads should
identify intermediate milestones that if missed would directly delay the project. The
dependency of this milestone to the final project schedule should be communicated to the
stake holders. In the event the intermediate milestone is missed, the risk to the project
schedule should be communicated to the stake holders. This way they get early visibility on
the potential slip to the project. Simultaneously the project lead should communicate to the
team on the status and potential risk on missing the deadline.

Why This Matters

Execution discipline directly impacts revenue, market position, and organizational
credibility. When leaders fail to manage aggressive timelines effectively, they don't just
miss dates-they erode customer trust, burn out top talent, accumulate technical debt,
and cede market opportunities to competitors. In today's velocity-driven markets, the
ability to deliver predictably under constraint is not a project management skill; it's a
core strategic capability that separates market leaders from followers. Organizations
that master execution discipline achieve 3-4x higher on-time delivery rates while
maintaining quality and team sustainability.
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Leadership in Practice

When a leading e-commerce and cloud company committed to launching Lambda in
several years ago, they faced an immovable deadline: the re:Invent conference where
they had already scheduled the announcement. The Lambda team, led by a senior VP,
inherited an aggressive timeline that couldn't slip without significant business impact.
Rather than hoping for the best, the VP immediately applied rigorous scope discipline.
He identified the absolute minimum feature set needed for a credible launch-the
"minimum lovable product”-and ruthlessly descoped everything else. Features like
VPC support and additional language runtimes were deferred to post-launch releases.
The team implemented what became known internally as the "daily shipment” model.
Every engineer committed to specific daily deliverables in morning standups, and
progress was tracked at day-resolution rather than weekly sprints. Cross-functional
dependencies between the compute, networking, and billing teams were mapped
explicitly with named owners at every handoff point. When technical decisions
threatened to create bottlenecks, the VP empowered leads to make final calls within
24 hours rather than escalating for consensus. The result was a successful launch that
introduced serverless computing to the market, fundamentally reshaping cloud
architecture. Post-launch analysis revealed that the disciplined approach to scope
management and daily execution rhythms, not heroic overtime, made the difference.
Lambda went on to become one of their cloud services division's fastest-growing
services, precisely because the team had built execution muscle memory that enabled
rapid iteration post-launch.
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Leadership Framework

**The RAPID Execution Framework for Constrained Timelines:**

**1. Reframe the Constraint Triangle (Week 1)** Immediately upon receiving a fixed
deadline, convene stakeholders to explicitly negotiate scope and resources. Present
three scenarios with probability assessments: baseline (current state), optimized (with
scope reduction), and resourced (with additional capacity). Secure written agreement
on which levers are flexible. Critical success factor: Resist the temptation to accept

impossible constraints; forced transparency early prevents blame shifting later.

**2. Architect Day-Level Visibility (Ongoing)** Decompose all work to tasks
completable in 1-3 days maximum. If a task cannot be estimated at day resolution, it's
insufficiently understood and must be broken down further. Require each engineer to
identify their specific deliverable for today and tomorrow in daily standups. Warning:
This is not micromanagement if you focus on outcomes, not activities. Track progress
daily, not weekly-slippage detected in hours can be corrected; slippage detected in

weeks compounds catastrophically.

**3. Pre-wire Decision Velocity (Week 1)** Map every decision point in the critical path
and pre-assign decision makers with explicit authority levels. Establish a decision SLA:
technical decisions at task level must resolve within 24 hours, architecture decisions
within 48 hours. Create an escalation path with named owners, but measure success
by decisions NOT escalated. Empower sub-module leads completely within their
domains.

**4. Engineer Frictionless Handoffs (Week 1-2)** Identify every cross-functional
dependency and create explicit interface contracts: what's delivered, in what format,
with what acceptance criteria, and who owns verification. Assign a single "handoff
owner" for each boundary who is accountable for smooth transitions. Build buffer time
specifically for handoff coordination-these transitions consistently consume more time

than planned.

**5. Internalize the Mission (Continuous)** Invest time ensuring every team member
understands not just their tasks but the customer impact and business consequence of
the deadline. Share customer stories, market data, and strategic context. Teams that
know why they're running find energy and creativity that task lists never generate.

Hold brief weekly context sessions to maintain this connection as execution pressure
builds.
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Leadership Takeaway

Execution discipline under aggressive timelines isn't about working harder-it's about
working with surgical precision on the constraints that matter most. Starting
tomorrow, implement day-level task planning with your team and identify the single
biggest decision bottleneck in your critical path. These two actions alone will surface
hidden risks and accelerate delivery more than any motivational speech. Remember:
leaders who master constraint management don't just deliver projects on time; they
build organizational capabilities that compound into sustained competitive advantage.

"The way to get started is to quit talking and begin doing... but what
separates the successful from the very successful is knowing what to do
and what not to do." — Peter Drucker (adapted from Walt Disney and

Drucker's principles)

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

Beta, when the deadline train is leaving the station, don't waste time wishing for a
slower train. Instead, decide which bags must go in the cargo hold and which
passengers truly need to board today. A lighter, focused train always reaches the

destination; an overloaded one derails before the first station.
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Reflection Questions

e When was the last time you explicitly negotiated scope and resources when given a
fixed deadline, rather than simply accepting the constraint and hoping your team
would find a way?

e Can every member of your team articulate specifically what they will deliver today
and tomorrow, or are you operating with week-level visibility that masks daily

slippage until it's too late?

e What is the longest time a critical technical decision has waited for resolution in
your current project, and what structural change would prevent that bottleneck

from recurring?
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PART V - EXECUTION EXCELLENCE

Effective Presentation Skills
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As a middle manager you will be making presentations to the senior management on project
deep-dives or critical project issues. You need to make a positive and lasting impression in
the short face-time that you get with the senior management. Effective presentation skills are
required to make a good impression. There is a difference between making a presentation to
the senior management and to others. Senior management being busy, very little time is
available to present to them, so the presentation should be short and crisp. As they are also
key decision makers, one bad presentation from you can change the fate of your group and
its growth. So you must be very diligent in your preparation of your presentation. Some tips
for making effective presentations are:

1. Outside-In instead of Inside-out: As engineers, we gravitate towards a verbose
presentation with very many details. We want to take the audience through the same thought
process/steps that we went through, in say, solving an issue. This approach is "Inside-Out"
approach. The more effective presentation is the "Outside-in" approach. Put yourself in the
senior management's shoes and think what is that they expect? Address their potential

concerns or questions in the first few slides. Remember senior management have less time,
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so in all probability you will not get time to go through all the slides. So plan your slides
should such that the first 10% of the slides cover 90% of all that you wanted to communicate.

2. Story Telling : Conceive your presentation as a story. Start with an "executive summary"
slide to outline the story. For example if the presentation is about describing the root cause
of a project issue, this summary slide should have a problem statement, observations, root
cause and potential work-arounds. You should be able to describe the debug of the issue
using this one single slide. Have few extra slides to support this summary slide. The
presentation approach should be that of "peeling an onion". Only when more questions are
asked, should you take help of the further slides. You can have more detailed slides in the
"Back-Up" to further support your presentation.

3. Less Words and Short Sentences : You have to be very stingy with the words that you use.
Please note that while you are talking through your presentation, the listener will be scanning
your slide that is projected. Cramming it with very many sentences will lose his attention.
Lesser the jargon on the slides, lesser would be the questions that gets asked. Lesser the

questions, better is the impact of your presentation.

4. Visual aids : Lesser the text and more the visual aids - picture, chart etc., more effective will
be the presentation. For example instead of showing the schedule milestones as a table,
create a GANTT chart. This way, visually you will be able to explain why there is a schedule
slip, which are the critical paths, and what actions if taken, you can pull-in the schedule. Even
the technical results when shown as wave-forms are legible, pleasing to eye and easier to
convey.

5.Adapt : It is not necessary that all the slides that you prepared, need to be presented.
Assess the presentation review process dynamically by observing how the senior manager is
responding to your slides. From the body language, if you assess that the interest on a slide is
less, then quickly move to the next set of slides. Remember what matters is not what you

want to communicate, but what the senior management is interested to listen.

6. Anticipate : One of the critical steps in preparing for the presentation is to anticipate the
type of questions that will come up. Every word in the slide is a source for a question. So be
precise with your slides. If you know about the nature of the person to whom you will make
the presentation, anticipate the sort of questions this person will ask. For example if a person
is schedule-driven, then the obvious questions that he could ask would be about the task
duration, about the critical path of the schedule, and what are the ways to pull-in the
schedule etc., Prepare for all such anticipated questions.
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7. Internal Reviews: Have couple of internal reviews with your senior managers. As they are
more closer to the senior management, they can provide better perspective of the

expectations from the presentation. Be open to over-haul the presentation based on their
feedback.

8. Rehearse : It is good to rehearse your presentation couple of times. It helps to write the
script of your presentation on a paper and rehearse it as a virtual presentation. Clinton

apparently rehearsed 27 odd times, the first speech, that he gave as the US president.

Why This Matters

Research on organizational decision-making consistently demonstrates that
presentation quality significantly impacts both decision outcomes and presenter
credibility assessments. Two managers presenting identical analysis with different
presentation structures can receive dramatically different reception—one seen as
strategic and clear-thinking, the other as detail-oriented but not leadership material.
This is not superficial bias; senior leaders make hundreds of decisions weekly and
develop rapid pattern recognition for presentations that respect their time and
cognitive load versus those that do not. In an era where middle manager advancement
depends heavily on senior leadership sponsorship, the ability to present complex
information with clarity, brevity, and strategic framing directly determines access to

resources, projects, and career advancement.
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Leadership in Practice

An engineering manager at a major technology company prepared to present a critical
technical issue to a senior vice president. The problem was complex: a design flaw that
would require significant rework but was not yet customer-impacting. The manager's
initial presentation followed the classic inside-out structure: historical context, detailed
technical background, timeline of discovery, methodical analysis of root causes, and
finally, recommendations.

A mentor reviewed the draft and asked pointedly: "If the SVP only reads your first slide
and interrupts with questions, will they understand the core issue and your
recommendation?" The answer was no—that information lived on slide twelve of
fifteen. The mentor advised: "Put everything that matters on slide one. Everything else
is backup."

The manager rebuilt the presentation completely. Slide one became an executive
summary: problem statement, business impact, root cause, recommendation, and
required resources. Detailed technical analysis moved to backup slides. The
presentation structure assumed the audience would interrupt constantly, so each

section could stand alone. Visual aids replaced text-heavy explanations.

The actual presentation lasted eighteen minutes of the scheduled thirty. The SVP
interrupted three times with questions, each time addressed efficiently using backup
slides prepared in advance. By minute twenty, the decision was made and resources
approved. The remaining time was spent on implementation discussion rather than
basic problem explanation.

The manager reflected: "l spent twice as long preparing that presentation compared to
my usual approach. But | got the decision | needed in half the time | expected, and |
left with the SVP commenting that | presented clearly. That comment mattered more
than the approved resources—it meant | would get future opportunities to present.”
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Leadership Framework

**The Executive Presentation Framework**
**1. Outside-In Structure**

Start with what senior leadership needs, not what you want to explain: Create an
executive summary slide that stands alone - problem, impact, recommendation,
required decision, resources needed. Assume you will only get to present this one
slide. Everything else is supporting detail they may never see. Lead with conclusions,
provide supporting analysis only when requested.

**2. The 10-90 Rule**

Your first 10 percent of slides should convey 90 percent of your message: Front-load
all critical information. Detailed methodology, comprehensive analysis, and
background context belong in backup slides. If senior leadership only sees three slides
before time runs out, they should have everything needed for decisions.

**3. Story Structure**

Conceive presentations as stories with clear narrative arc: Begin with executive
summary that tells the complete story in one slide. Organize subsequent slides as
“peeling an onion" - each layer provides more detail only if audience wants to go
deeper. Use backup slides extensively for technical depth you probably will not
present but might need if questioned.

**4._Visual Over Verbal**

Replace text with visual aids wherever possible: Charts show trends better than bullet
points. Diagrams explain relationships better than paragraphs. Gantt charts
communicate schedules better than milestone tables. Visual processing is faster than
reading, and senior leaders are chronically time-constrained. Less text, more graphics.

**5. Concise Language**

Be ruthlessly stingy with words: Every sentence on a slide represents potential
distraction while you are speaking. Remove jargon that requires explanation. Use
short, declarative sentences. If a word does not add essential meaning, delete it. Dense
slides lose audience attention.

**6. Question Anticipation**
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Prepare systematically for likely questions: Every assertion invites a question. Every
recommendation raises concerns. List ten most probable questions and prepare
concise answers, supported by backup slides if needed. Know your audience:
schedule-driven leaders ask about timelines, cost-focused leaders ask about resources,

risk-averse leaders ask about failure modes. Prepare accordingly.
**7. Internal Review**

Present to senior managers before presenting to senior leadership: People closer to
executives understand their communication preferences and typical concerns.
Incorporate their feedback seriously. Be willing to restructure completely based on
their guidance. Better to rebuild the presentation than fail in the actual meeting.

**8. Dynamic Adaptation**

Read the room and adapt in real-time: If senior leader engagement drops, skip to next
major topic. If questions focus on specific area, go deeper there and abbreviate other
sections. If body language signals time pressure, jump directly to recommendations.
What you planned to communicate matters less than what your audience needs to
hear.

Leadership Takeaway

This week, take your next senior leadership presentation and audit it against the
outside-in principle: Can someone understand your core message, recommendation,
and required decision from slide one alone? If not, rebuild. Then reduce text by 50
percent, replacing words with visuals wherever possible. Finally, list ten questions you
hope senior leaders do not ask - then prepare answers for exactly those questions,
because those are precisely what they will ask. Remember: presentation quality shapes
both decision outcomes and leadership perception of your strategic thinking.

"Clarity is power. The more clear and concise your communication, the

greater your influence." - Principle of executive communication
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Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The messenger who takes an hour to deliver news that requires five minutes will not
be trusted with important messages. The wise messenger says what matters first, then
provides details only if asked. Senior leaders treasure their time - waste it and they will

find other messengers.

Reflection Questions

e If senior leadership only read your first slide and interrupted with questions, would
they understand your recommendation and required decision - or would critical

information live on slide twelve?

e How much time do you spend explaining how you reached conclusions versus
what those conclusions are and what leadership should do about them?

e When preparing presentations, do you structure them for your comfort (building
context systematically) or for audience needs (front-loading decisions and

recommendations)?

141



PART V - EXECUTION EXCELLENCE

The Danger of Almost Done

OVERCOMING PROCRASTINATION VS TAKING ACTION
THE PRODUCTIVITY PRACTICE
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A LEADERSHIP PRACTICE: RECOGNIZING THE INERTIA AND TAKING THE FIRST STEP

Procrastination is the act of unnecessarily postponing decisions or actions. The main
psychological mechanism behind our procrastination is as follows: When we need to get
something done, we rely primarily on our self-control in order to bring ourselves to do it. Our
self-control often receives support from our motivation, which helps us get things done in a
timely manner. In some cases, we experience certain demotivating factors, such as anxiety or
fear of failure, which have an opposite effect than our motivation. In addition, we sometimes
experience certain hindering factors, such as exhaustion or rewards that are far in the future,
which interfere with our self-control and motivation. When demotivating and hindering
factors outweigh our self-control and motivation, we end up procrastinating, either
indefinitely, or until we reach a point in time when the balance between them shifts in our
favor.

Related literature in the field of psychology gives following specific reasons for
procrastination - Abstract goals, Rewards that are far in the future, Feeling overwhelmed,
Anxiety, Task aversion, Perfectionism, Fear of evaluation or negative feedback, Fear of failure,
A perceived lack of control, ADHD, Depression, Lack of motivation, Lack of energy, Sensation
seeking etc.,.
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In my experience and from what | saw working with many people, | saw these specific reasons
and the ways to overcome it :

1. Uninteresting task - When the task is uninteresting but needs to get done, the motivation
to do it is low, so people tend to procrastinate. A classic example is the documentation task.
People are excited to get the job done, but not that excited to document the work. One of
the ways to overcome this problem is to first accept that documentation is critical and is part
of the job. | had a colleague who had the habit of documenting the work as he made
progress with it and not wait till it is complete. It is almost like keeping a journal of the work

done. This way documentation doesn't become a separate task that needs to be dreaded.

2. "Not clear on the final form of the task" - When the task is not clearly defined or it is
abstract, there is hesitancy to start and bring clarity. Examples like "writing a paper for a
conference” or making a thought presentation. One way to get over this problem, is to first
come up with the skeleton/ table of contents - This is one way to remove abstractness and
bring clarity. Then one can plan to work on each table of content so that the final

paper/presentation can be stitched together.

3. "Student Syndrome" - The tendency to work on a task close to its deadline, like the
students who usually prepare for the exam the night before. One needs to understand that
Murphy's law (uncertain/urgent event close to deadline) can play spoilsport. By setting an
internal deadline which is earlier than the actual deadline, one can address this syndrome.

4. Overwhelming issue - If the issue seems overwhelming then there is a fear that you may
not be able to complete it, so you don't want to deal with the situation, hoping that the issue
will get resolved without you taking any decision. Addressing the escalation/issue that was
brought to your notice about your subordinate, is one such example. If you think addressing
this issue is in the best interest of your subordinate, then as a responsible manager, you
cannot procrastinate or avoid it. Doing a bit of preparation on how you want to structure the
conversation, hearing his side of the story, reposing trust in him are few things you can do to
address this issue.

5. Q2 tasks - Important and Not Urgent tasks - The fact that these tasks are not urgent, by
design gets procrastinated. There are many examples like fitness goals, networking etc., The
only way to get over this issue is to give these tasks its due importance and amplify the
future rewards of these tasks, so that it can motivate the person to work on these tasks.

6. Laziness. Among all the reasons for procrastination, laziness is the main culprit.The only
mantra to overcome this is to "Just Do It". Don't let your mind play devil, asking your intellect
to delay it. As a child | used to fear and respect my father. So whenever he gave me a task,
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however dull it was, there was no choice but to just do it. Else, | would get reprimanded. | am
sure many of us would have feared some person in our life. You can imagine that this person

is asking you to do the task that you are postponing, and just do it.

A common way to motivate yourself not to procrastinate is to reward yourself for the
progress you make to complete the task. Another approach is to make your commitment to
complete the task public, this will put external pressure (to save you face) to complete it.

Why This Matters

Organizational procrastination costs more than individual productivity-it destroys
compounding value. When strategic initiatives stall at 95%, when documentation
remains incomplete, when decisions get postponed 'until we have more data,
companies forfeit their competitive advantage to more decisive competitors. Leaders
who dismiss procrastination as a personal discipline issue miss the systemic
dysfunction it signals: misaligned incentives, abstract goals, or overwhelming
complexity. In high-velocity markets, the cost of ‘almost done' isn't just the delayed
project-it's the market opportunity that closes, the talent that disengages, and the

organizational learning that never compounds.
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Leadership in Practice

Pixar Animation Studios faced an existential procrastination problem during the
production of Toy Story 2. Initially planned as a direct-to-video release, the project
suffered from perpetual incompleteness-scenes were ‘almost done,' character
development was 'nearly there,' and story arcs remained 'just about finished." When
John Lasseter screened the 90% complete film, he made a career-defining decision:
scrap nearly everything and start over, despite having only nine months until the
deadline. The team wasn't lazy; they were trapped in the 'almost done' purgatory
where nothing felt quite finished enough to ship. Lasseter's insight was that the
procrastination wasn't about effort-it was about unclear standards and abstract goals.
He implemented what Pixar now calls the 'Braintrust’-a framework where specific,
concrete feedback replaced vague dissatisfaction. Instead of 'this scene doesn't work,’
the feedback became 'Woody's motivation in minute 37 contradicts his character arc
from minute 12." This specificity transformed abstract anxiety into concrete action
items. The result? Toy Story 2 became both a critical and commercial triumph, grossing
nearly $500 million and establishing the creative methodology that would produce
Pixar's unprecedented string of successes. The lesson wasn't about working harder-it
was about making 'done’ a concrete, achievable state rather than an ever-receding
mirage.
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Leadership Framework

**The Procrastination-Proof Execution Framework**

**Step 1: Make 'Done' Concrete and Visible** Replace abstract completion criteria with
specific, observable outcomes. Instead of ‘improve customer satisfaction,' define it as
‘reduce support ticket resolution time to under 4 hours for 95% of tickets." Ambiguity
breeds procrastination; specificity generates momentum. Create visual progress
indicators that make 95% completion as uncomfortable as 0%.

**Step 2: Identify the Hidden Friction** Conduct 'procrastination autopsies' on stalled
initiatives. Ask: Is the task uninteresting? Are rewards too distant? Is perfectionism
masquerading as quality? Is the task assigned to someone who finds it energy-
draining rather than energizing? Most procrastination isn't motivational-it's
operational. Map the specific barrier, then engineer around it.

**Step 3: Restructure Incentives for Completion, Not Just Initiation** Organizations
celebrate project launches but rarely completion. Reverse this. Implement 'closure
bonuses' where the final 10% of a project receives disproportionate recognition. One
executive team | advised created a 'Done Wall' where only 100% complete initiatives
earned space-no partial credit. This simple visibility shift reduced their portfolio of

stalled projects by 60% in one quarter.

**Step 4: Match Tasks to Energy Profiles** Not all procrastination is equal.
Documentation drains some people while energizing others. Assign uninteresting-but-
essential tasks to team members whose cognitive preferences align with them, or
create rotation systems that prevent burnout. When task assignment considers energy

profiles, procrastination decreases organically.

**Step 5: Build 'Forcing Functions' Into Your Workflow** Create artificial constraints
that make procrastination impossible. Public commitments, staged deadlines with real
consequences, and 'definition of done' gates in your project management system
transform optional completion into structural necessity. The key is making these

forcing functions legitimate constraints, not bureaucratic theater.

**Critical Success Factor:** This framework fails if leaders treat procrastination as a
character issue requiring discipline rather than a systems issue requiring redesign. The
moment you blame individuals for procrastination, you've lost the ability to fix the
underlying workflow dysfunction.
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Leadership Takeaway

Starting tomorrow, identify your organization's three most valuable ‘almost done'
initiatives-the ones stuck at 85-95% completion. For each one, diagnose the specific
friction: Is it unclear completion criteria? Mismatched task assignment? Distant
rewards? Then apply one concrete intervention from this framework. The leader who
systematically eliminates 'almost done' from their vocabulary doesn't just improve
productivity-they create a culture where value realization becomes the norm, not the
aspiration. Remember: in business, 'almost done' and 'not started' deliver identical

customer value.

"The secret of getting ahead is getting started. The secret of getting
started is breaking your complex overwhelming tasks into small

manageable tasks, and then starting on the first one." — Mark Twain

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

Beta, the farmer who plants seeds but never harvests has only exhausted himself and
depleted his land. In organizations, 'almost done' is the unharvested crop-you've
invested everything but realized nothing. Wise leaders know that ten completed

projects create more value than fifty almost-finished ones.

147



Reflection Questions

e What percentage of your strategic initiatives from last year remain stuck at 'almost

done,' and what systemic pattern explains why they never crossed the finish line?

¢ If you conducted a brutally honest audit, which tasks does your team consistently

procrastinate on, and what does that reveal about misaligned incentives, unclear
standards, or poor task-person fit?

e How might you redesign your recognition and reward systems to celebrate
completion and value realization rather than just effort and initiation?
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PART VI - LEADERSHIP WISDOM

Coalition Building in Action

\
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In the previous blog, mapping of the political terrain and the model to identify the agenda
and the approaches of others in the organization was discussed. Continuing with the topic of
"Getting them on your side", in this session we will talk about identifying allies and resistors
and the need for creating a coalition. To start with, determine your agenda, as it relates to
your initiative - Traditional/Adjuster/Developer/Revolutionary. List all key stake holders as
they relate to your initiative. Include those who may have competing objectives, as well as
those who are key decision makers. Identify agenda of each stakeholder. Analyse the list,
identify those who are like you, those who are in opposite quadrants, and those who share
similar goals or implementation strategies. The challenge is not to simply identify high profile
stake holders who will be impacted immediately, but also to identify invisible stakeholder
who will be impacted down the road.

Identify the agenda of the stakeholder. Remember previous initiatives and how they reacted.
Do role-play to get into their shoes and anticipate the behaviour. Ask others their views on
how the person will react to an idea in a manner that doesn't telegraph your intentions.

Analyze your allies and resistors. Those who share your agenda will be allies and who oppose
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it are resistors. Those who share the goal are potential alllies and those who share your
approach are potential resistors.

With Allies solidify their support, coalesce and get them behind you in a solid and
consolidated way. With potential allies, who will be on the fence on your side, convince them
of your approach. With potential resistors, whose legs are dangling on other side, you should
neutralize their influence or you should convince them to move to your side of the fence.With

potential resistors, try to neutralize them.

The next step is to create your coalition. By having others join you, you are less vulnerable.
You can harmonize your differences and reduce resistance, pursuing atleast the appearance
of common course of action. Building coalition is a necessity for survival and success.
Coalition is proactive mode of enhancing participation. It is distinctly different from "giving"
through empowerment. Coalitions are based on your recognition of others as critical to the

political reality of getting something done.

Coalition is critical when your initiative has far reaching consequences. When your efforts are
perceived high risk and complex. When your initiative vies for scarce resources. Coalition is
important at every stage of the change initiative. When you are preparing for the change,
coalition helps spread risk and helps create critical mass. When initiating change, it helps in
overcoming resistance and secure legitimacy. When implementing change it helps avoid
sabotage and to get over the hump to make the change. Lastly when stabilising change it

helps deflect revenge and maintain support for next project.

Establishing your credibility is the next step in the process of "getting them on your side" ..

we will talk about it in another Gyan session.

Why This Matters

Research on organizational change demonstrates that initiative failure correlates far
more strongly with inadequate coalition-building than with flawed strategy. Technical
excellence and strategic insight matter, but without sufficient political support, even
superior ideas languish while lesser initiatives backed by stronger coalitions move
forward. This is not organizational dysfunction - it is how collective decision-making
works in contexts where multiple competing priorities vie for limited resources. The
ability to systematically build and maintain coalitions is not a political skill separate
from leadership; it is core leadership competency that determines whether you can
actually implement the changes you envision.
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Leadership in Practice

A senior director at a major technology company championed a significant
architectural change that would streamline development processes but require
substantial near-term investment. The technical merit was undeniable, yet previous
attempts to gain approval had failed. The director realized the problem was not the
idea but the coalition - or lack thereof.

Rather than immediately seeking executive approval, the director spent three months
systematically building support. First, they engaged natural champions in the
infrastructure team, refining the proposal and ensuring vocal support. Then they
identified fence-sitters - engineering managers who liked the goal but worried about
disruption to current projects. Rather than dismissing these concerns, the director
invited these managers into detailed planning, asking: What would make this
transition manageable for your teams? The input led to a phased rollout plan that
addressed specific timing concerns.

Opposition came primarily from a product team heavily invested in the legacy
architecture. The director met with their leadership to understand their actual
concerns, discovering the issue was not the architectural change itself but fear of
losing domain expertise and influence. The director proposed creating a working
group where this team would guide the transition, preserving their expertise value

while enabling the architectural improvement.

By the time the formal approval meeting occurred, the director had already secured
support from infrastructure champions, incorporated fence-sitter input into a refined
proposal, and neutralized primary opposition by addressing legitimate concerns. The
executive approval took fifteen minutes. Implementation proceeded smoothly because
the coalition built during planning provided support through inevitable execution
challenges.

The lesson: coalition-building is not what you do after developing your brilliant idea. It
is how you develop the idea itself - through systematic engagement that builds
ownership and addresses concerns before formal processes begin.
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Leadership Framework

**The Coalition Building Framework**
**1. Identify Your Champions**

Begin with natural allies - those who share your goals and approaches. Document who
they are and nurture these relationships actively. Keep champions informed through
early drafts and planning discussions. Give them opportunities to shape your initiative.

When approval processes begin, ensure they are prepared to offer vocal support.
**2. Target Fence-Sitters**

Focus disproportionate energy on stakeholders who share your goals but question
your methods. These represent your highest-ROI opportunity. Schedule individual
conversations focused on listening rather than convincing. Ask explicitly: What
concerns do you have about this approach? What would make you more confident in
its success? Genuinely incorporate their input and document how their feedback
shaped your proposal. Transform them from critics into co-creators.

**3. Understand Opponent Interests**

For stakeholders who seem opposed, dig deeper to understand underlying interests.
Opposition to your goal often masks protection of competing priorities. Ask: What are
you trying to accomplish? How does my proposal affect your initiatives? Can we
structure this to advance both our goals? Sometimes what appears as fundamental

disagreement is actually a coordination problem with creative solutions.
**4  Sequential Engagement**

Do not engage all stakeholders simultaneously. Start with champions to build
confidence and refine messaging. Then engage fence-sitters while you can still
incorporate input meaningfully. Finally, approach opponents from a position of
strength, able to reference broad support already secured. Each successful

engagement creates momentum and social proof for subsequent conversations.
**5. Document Coalition Building**

Maintain clear records of stakeholder input and how it shaped your proposal. When
presenting formally, reference explicitly: We incorporated feedback from Engineering
on the rollout timeline, addressed Product concerns about backward compatibility,
and refined the scope based on Operations input. This demonstrates you built

something collaboratively rather than pushing a predetermined agenda.
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**6. Maintain the Coalition**

After securing initial approval, continue investing in relationships. Share
implementation progress regularly. Credit coalition members publicly for
contributions. When obstacles emerge, engage supporters proactively rather than
waiting for them to hear problems from other sources. Coalitions require ongoing
maintenance - ignore them and watch support evaporate.

**7. Address Resistance with Respect**

When encountering persistent opposition despite good-faith efforts to find common
ground, accept that some stakeholders will not be convinced. Document your
engagement attempts. Proceed with the support you have built. But remain open to
future collaboration - today opponents may become tomorrow allies when contexts
change.

Leadership Takeaway

Starting this week, before presenting your next significant initiative, invest as much
time in coalition building as in developing the idea itself. Identify three key
stakeholders: one champion you are taking for granted, one fence-sitter you could
engage more deeply, and one opponent whose underlying interests you do not fully
understand. Schedule conversations focused on listening and incorporating input, not
convincing. Remember: you are not defined by ideas you propose but by teams you
build to bring them to life.

"If | have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants." - Isaac
Newton, acknowledging that breakthrough requires building on others
contributions and support
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Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The farmer who announces he will plant a new crop and expects others to help simply
because the crop is good will find himself planting alone. The wise farmer first visits
his neighbors, understands their concerns, shows how the new crop benefits everyone,
and only then begins planting - with help from those he made partners rather than
spectators.

Reflection Questions

e When your last great idea failed to gain traction, how much was due to flaws in the

idea versus inadequate coalition-building before you formally proposed it?

e Who are three stakeholders who share your goals but question your methods -
and what would happen if you genuinely invited them to shape your approach

rather than just support it?

¢ Do you spend more time perfecting ideas in isolation or building relationships with

people who will determine whether those ideas see daylight?
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PART VI - LEADERSHIP WISDOM

Managing Upward

PROFESSIONAL INFLUENCE:
UPWARD COMMUNICATION
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As a middle manager one needs to walk on a tightrope balancing the aggressive expectations
of the higher-ups and leading the employees below to meet such expectations. If you push
back on the expectations of the upper management you would come across as a defensive
leader. On top of it, if you lean towards supporting the people that you lead, then you can be
construed as not challenging the team, and in some worst case even can get termed as a
union leader. So what strategies can you apply to tread this fine balance. In this gyan session,
| share from my personal experience three strategies:

1. Provide Options and not Excuses : If a goal is easy, then anyone can meet it. You don't
need a leader for it. You need a leader when the goal seems unachievable. | am sure many of
you would have faced situations when a deadline is imposed upon the team by external
constraints - customer samples date, to meet the metrics of the group etc,, In such a situation
trying to provide facts to show why this goal is tough to meet doesn't solve the challenge.
You will be construed as giving excuses. The upper management is expecting you to provide
solutions. Leader is expected to provide options. Narrowing the scope of the project for the
first release, Asking for more resources - people, consulting services,etc., are some options
that one can put forth to meet the goal. The key thing here is the mindset of the leader. He
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needs to internalize within himself and his team that the goal cannot be compromised. He
should sell the vision as to why this goal is critical for the group and the company. Along with
the team he needs to brainstorm ways to meet the goal and state upfront the risks and also
seek the needed help.

2. Constant Communication : Senior leaders don't like surprises. More so if the surprise is
bad. So one needs to consciously keep the senior leaders aware of the progress and issues if
any. Talking to a senior leader over phone or even texting messages is a good way to manage
the outcome of the bad surprises. Just stating the issue and not knowing how you plan to
resolve it is not acceptable. You need to be humble in your communication and also provide
a clear mitigation strategy for addressing the issue. You need to give them the confidence

that you are on top of the issue.

3. Motivating the team : Going after an aggressive goal is possible only if every member of
the team is committed to it. This commitment has to be voluntary and cannot be forced upon
the employee. For the commitment to be voluntary, the employee has to be bought into the
vision/goal. So communicating about the vision/goal at regular intervals is critical. You should
work closely with the team to feel the pulse. Not every person will be fully motivated. There
will be few who may not be able to take the pressure. You need to give such people more
leeway and ensure that they don't break down. As you are close to the target, the anxiety of
slipping will be high and it may cause tempers to run high among the team. As a leader you
should be calm and give the confidence to the team that you are behind them. Having come
so close to the target, if some slip is inevitable, then you should not admonish the team, but

support them. They need to know that you are with them when the chips are down.

In my experience | have seen that despite the best efforts, sometimes the team may fall short
of the goal. But the business team that has good customer relationship can manage small
slips with the customers and still not lose the business.

Any day setting higher expectations and falling short a tad is better than setting low
expectations and meeting them comfortably.
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Why This Matters

Research across industries demonstrates that middle managers with strong upward
management skills receive more resources, enjoy greater autonomy, and advance
faster than peers who view senior leadership as adversaries rather than partners. Yet
most managers never receive training in this critical competency, learning through
painful trial and error—or never learning at all. The ability to translate senior
leadership direction into team motivation while managing senior leader expectations
through strategic communication is not a personality trait; it is a learnable skill set that
directly determines whether you become a trusted partner invited into strategic
discussions or an execution bottleneck working from directives. In an era where
organizational hierarchies flatten and influence matters as much as authority,
managing upward effectively determines access to resources, opportunities, and
career advancement.
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Leadership in Practice

A development manager at a major technology company received an aggressive
product deadline driven by a customer commitment that leadership had already
communicated externally. The timeline was eighteen months for work the team
estimated at twenty-four months minimum. The manager's initial instinct was to push
back hard, providing detailed technical analysis demonstrating the timeline was

unrealistic.

But before that meeting, a mentor advised: "Leadership doesn't need you to tell them
it's hard. They need you to tell them how it might be possible." The manager
restructured the conversation entirely. Rather than defending the twenty-four month
estimate, they presented three options: deliver reduced scope in eighteen months with
specific feature deferrals clearly articulated; deliver full scope in twenty-one months
with additional headcount and consulting services; or pursue an accelerated
development approach with higher technical risk but potential to meet the eighteen-

month target.

Leadership appreciated the options-oriented approach and authorized additional
resources while accepting slightly reduced scope for the initial release. More
importantly, the manager established credibility as a problem-solver rather than an
obstacle. Over subsequent projects, this manager was consistently given more
challenging assignments and greater autonomy because leadership trusted them to
find solutions rather than simply surface problems.

The lesson: managing upward is not about managing down expectations. It is about
managing up solutions while being honest about constraints and required support.
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Leadership Framework

**The Strategic Upward Management Framework**
**1. Provide Options, Not Excuses**

When facing aggressive goals, shift immediately from why it is hard to how it might be
accomplished: Assume the goal is fixed and work backward to identify what must
change to make it achievable. Present multiple options with different trade-offs: scope
reductions, resource additions, risk acceptances, timeline extensions. Frame each
option's implications clearly so leadership can make informed decisions. Never present
a single path or simply explain why something cannot be done.

**2_ Internalize and Communicate the Vision**

Before presenting obstacles to your team, ensure you have genuinely bought into the
goal's strategic importance: Understand why leadership views this as critical for the
organization. Articulate that importance to yourself until you believe it. When
communicating to your team, lead with vision before discussing challenges. If you
frame the goal as unreasonable, your team will follow that interpretation. If you frame
it as difficult but critical, they will rise to meet it.

**3_ Constant Communication with Senior Leaders**

Senior leaders despise surprises, particularly bad ones: Establish regular touchpoints
beyond formal status meetings. When obstacles emerge, communicate immediately
with context and mitigation plans. Never let senior leadership hear about problems
from other sources first. Use brief phone calls or messages to keep them informed of
both progress and challenges. Each communication should answer implicitly: "Are you
on top of this?" The answer must always be yes.

**4. Humble Confidence in Communication**

When presenting problems, balance honesty about challenges with confidence in your
plan: Acknowledge the difficulty without dwelling on it. Present your mitigation
strategy clearly and specifically. Communicate that you are seeking support, not
permission to lower standards. The tone should convey: "This is hard, here's my plan,
here's what | need from you." Never communicate panic or helplessness.

**5. Motivate Your Team Through Pressure**

Aggressive goals require extraordinary effort, which requires genuine team

commitment: Share the strategic importance transparently and repeatedly. Work
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closely with the team to understand individual stress points. Not everyone responds
identically to pressure—some thrive, others need additional support. As deadlines
approach, be visibly calm and confident. Your team takes emotional cues from you. If
you panic, they panic. If you project confidence in them, they often exceed what they

thought possible.
**6. Support Your Team When They Fall Short**

Despite best efforts, teams sometimes miss aggressive targets: When this happens,
stand with your team, not against them. Acknowledge publicly that they gave
extraordinary effort. If senior leadership is disappointed, absorb that disappointment
rather than deflecting it onto your team. Teams remember how leaders behave when
things go wrong. Support during failure builds loyalty and resilience.

**Critical Success Factor**: Managing upward is not manipulation or politics—it is
strategic partnership. The goal is to give senior leadership what they need (honest
assessment of challenges plus proposed solutions) while protecting your team from
unrealistic expectations absent corresponding support. This requires walking a fine
line: ambitious enough to be trusted with challenges, realistic enough to deliver, and
honest enough to maintain credibility when obstacles emerge.

Leadership Takeaway

This week, identify one aggressive goal you are currently managing and apply the
options framework: What scope adjustments, resource additions, or risk acceptances
would make success more achievable? Present these options to your senior leader,
framed as paths forward rather than obstacles. Then assess your team communication:
Are you leading with vision and possibility, or with difficulty and constraint?
Remember: your job is not to make goals less ambitious - it is to make ambitious

goals achievable through strategic support and genuine team commitment.

"Any day setting higher expectations and falling short a tad is better than
setting low expectations and meeting them comfortably." - Wisdom for

managing aggressive goals
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Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The farmer who tells the landowner the field cannot be planted on time will not keep
his job long. The wise farmer says: If | have two extra hands for planting and
permission to use the irrigation early, | can meet your timeline. The landowner values

solutions, not complaints - and so does senior leadership.

Reflection Questions

e When facing aggressive goals from leadership, is your first instinct to explain why it
is hard, or to brainstorm what would make it possible - and what does that reveal

about how senior leaders perceive you?

e How often do you proactively communicate challenges and mitigation plans to
senior leadership before they hear about problems from other sources?

e If your team falls short of an aggressive goal despite extraordinary effort, do you
stand with them publicly or deflect responsibility upward - and what message does

that send about your leadership?
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PART VI - LEADERSHIP WISDOM

Managing Peers and Senior Colleagues

LEADERSHIP: MULTI-LEVEL COMMUNICATION

Bridging Peers and Senior Leaders for Collaborative Impact
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In the past, the leader of the organization was usually more experienced than other people in
the organization. As the job opportunities in the past were limited, a person with more
experience by design was more qualified to lead an organization, than a person with lesser
experience. In the knowledge/technology world, a person who has better skills, capabilities
and who is willing to take risks is considered for leading the organisation. This person need
not be the most experienced person in the organisation. He can either be your peer or he can
also be less experienced than you. It is commonplace these days for young leaders to
manage more experienced employees.This poses a challenge to the organisation, the young
leader and also the experienced employees. In this gyan session, | will bring out my
perspective , from the vantage point of the young leader, Senior/Peer and the organisation.

1, Young Leader - For a start, he must have conviction that it is his skills & talent, due to
which the organization reposed faith in him to lead the organisation. He should not have any
guilt in leading the organisation or managing experienced employees. He needs to respect
the experience of his peers or his seniors whom he manages. Without affecting their self-
esteem, he needs to leverage their talent/experience. He needs to take them along to meet
the goals of the organisation. He should separate the friendship of his peers and his
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professional responsibilities. His peers and seniors may be earning more salary than him. He
needs to accept and internalise this fact and ensure that it doesn't come in the way of his
professional duties. As a first timer, the young leader may be uncomfortable and not
confident to accept this responsibility. He should not shy away from it. The earlier he takes up

such responsibility, the sooner he will get better at managing his peers/seniors.

2. Senior/Peer - For a start, this person should accept that his other peer or his junior is more
capable to lead the organisation than himself. He should also understand that his past
accomplishments does not entitle him , at present ,to lead the organisation. Working for a
junior doesn't make him a lesser individual. He should have sufficient self-esteem, in his own
capacity, that he adds value to the organisation. He should not worry about what others or
the world think of him in this context. He should note that he is reporting into a position (the
person holding this position happens to be his peer/junior). He should use his experience to
help the young leader make the organisation successful. If he really wants to get such a
leadership responsibility, then he must identify his skill-gaps and work on it.

3. Organisation - The organisation should promote young leaders only based on their
capabilities. They should help the young leader with necessary training so that he can
manage his peers/seniors. They should not make exceptions in the organisation structure by
not having peers/seniors report to the young leader. They should communicate to the
leader's peers and seniors, as to why they chose this leader and the rationale behind it. They
should seek their cooperation to enable the young leader to be successful. In the event if the
peer/senior choses to quit, they should manage this attrition.

Why This Matters

In knowledge-based economies, talent scarcity and rapid technological change make
rigid hierarchies an existential risk. Organizations that cannot successfully deploy
young leaders to manage experienced employees will lose both demographics: high-
potential talent will leave for companies that accelerate advancement, while
experienced employees will disengage under leaders who lack the courage to leverage
their expertise. This isn't about generational preferences-it's about survival. Companies
that fail to master this dynamic sacrifice agility, innovation velocity, and competitive

positioning in markets where all three determine winners and losers.
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Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO became CEO of a major technology company in several years ago,
he inherited a company where seniority and political maneuvering had created
organizational sclerosis. Many senior engineers and executives had decades of tenure,
yet the company was losing ground to younger, more agile competitors. The CEO,
despite his own substantial experience, deliberately promoted younger leaders into
critical positions, including placing thirty-something executives over teams containing
the company veterans from the Windows and Office glory days. The transition was
rocky-several high-profile departures followed as senior talent struggled with the new
order. The CEQO's approach combined clarity with support. He articulated a new
cultural framework centered on 'growth mindset,' explicitly telling the organization
that past accomplishments didn't guarantee future relevance. Simultaneously, he
invested heavily in leadership development for both young leaders (teaching them to
leverage institutional knowledge) and experienced employees (helping them transition
from positional authority to influential expertise). He created cross-generational
leadership cohorts and made himself visible as someone learning from leaders at all
levels. The results speak for themselves: the company's market capitalization increased
from approximately $300 billion to over $2 trillion under the CEO's leadership. More
importantly, employee engagement scores improved dramatically, and the company
regained its reputation for innovation. The success wasn't despite the generational
leadership shifts-it was largely because of them. By empowering young leaders while
honoring experienced employees' contributions, the CEO created an environment
where both groups elevated each other rather than competing for relevance.
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Leadership Framework

**The Peer and Senior Management Framework**
**From the Young Leader Perspective:**

**1. Accept Your Selection**: The organization chose you deliberately based on
assessed capabilities. Guilt about managing more experienced colleagues helps no
one. Accept the judgment and responsibility with confidence.

**2. Respect Experience Without Deferring**: Value domain knowledge and
organizational history your experienced reports possess. Seek their counsel actively.
Incorporate their insights genuinely. But maintain final accountability for direction and

outcomes. Respect does not mean deference on all decisions.

**3, Separate Professional from Personal**: Former peer relationships must shift to
supervisor-subordinate dynamics. You can remain friendly without compromising
objectivity. Schedule regular one-on-ones focused on development and performance.
Treat all direct reports with consistent professional standards. Favoritism perceptions

undermine everyone.

**4. Accept Compensation Realities**: Your experienced reports may earn more,
reflecting their tenure and specialized expertise. This is market reality, not injustice. Let
go of resentment or awkwardness. Compensation and reporting relationships are
independent variables.

**From the Senior or Peer Perspective:**

**5. Distinguish Role from Worth**: Your colleague holds a role you currently do not.
That does not make them your superior as a human being. They were assessed as
having capabilities suited for current organizational needs. Accept this without
diminishing your own value.

**6. Report to the Position**: You respond to organizational structure, not personal
hierarchy. The individual happens to be younger or less experienced, but the reporting
relationship is about roles, not people.

**7. Support Rather than Undermine**: Use your experience to help the young leader
succeed rather than prove they were the wrong choice. If you want leadership
responsibility, identify capability gaps that prevented your selection and work to

address them. Bitterness demonstrates you were correctly not chosen.

**From the Organization Perspective:**
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**8. Promote on Capability Only**: Base promotions purely on assessed capability, not
politics or favoritism. Communicate selection rationale clearly to affected individuals.

**9. Provide Training**: Young leaders managing experienced employees need explicit
training on this challenging dynamic. It is a learnable skill set with known best
practices.

**10. Do Not Create Exceptions**: Maintain organizational structure integrity. Do not
create reporting exceptions that undermine new leader authority. This signals you lack

confidence in your own selection.

**11. Manage Attrition Professionally**: Some experienced employees will not adapt
to reporting to younger colleagues. This is acceptable. Manage departures

professionally without guilt or attempts to force retention.

Leadership Takeaway

If you are a young leader managing more experienced colleagues, schedule individual
conversations this week to explicitly acknowledge the dynamic, express respect for
their experience, and clarify how you plan to leverage their expertise while maintaining
accountability. If you are an experienced professional reporting to a younger leader,
reflect honestly: Are you supporting their success or subtly undermining their
authority? Your response to this situation reveals more about your leadership
readiness than your technical expertise ever could.

"Leadership is not about age or experience - it is about capability and
willingness to accept responsibility for outcomes." - Modern

organizational reality
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Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

When the landowner chose the younger farmer to oversee the fields, the older farmers
had a choice: use their experience to help the young overseer succeed, or use it to
prove he should not have been chosen. The wise farmers chose the first path, and the
fields flourished. The bitter farmers chose the second path, and eventually had to find
new fields to farm.

Reflection Questions

e If you manage more experienced colleagues, do you genuinely respect their
expertise while maintaining accountability, or do you waver between guilt-driven
deference and defensive authority?

e If you report to a younger or less experienced leader, are you using your
experience to support their success or to demonstrate their inadequacy - and what
does that reveal about your own leadership readiness?

e How much energy do you spend resenting reporting structures versus investing in
making current relationships productive?
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PART VI - LEADERSHIP WISDOM

What Managers Owe Their Employees
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1. Timely & critical feedback: It is your inalienable responsibility to talk things over with
employees if- and as soon as - you become sincerely dissatisfied with their work, or you
recognise deficiencies that are working against them. This is not always easy, and it will
require much tack to avoid discouraging them, but you owe it to them. Bear this in mind: If
you ultimately must fire a subordinate, you may have two pointed questions to answer : "Why
has it taken you five years to discover my incompetence?" and "Why haven't you given me a
fair chance to correct these shortcomings? Remember that when you fire someone for

incompetence, it means not only that the employee has failed, but also that you have failed.

2. Make it unquestionably clear what is expected of employees: Number one on the list of
required communication between supervisor and subordinate is the explicit understanding of
expectations on the job. All too often, managers avoid direct discussions and rely on implicit
instructions and generalised goals. Successful managers clearly set down goals and
expectations with their subordinates, then follow up with monitoring and support.

3. Do not hang on to employees too selfishly when they are offered a better opportunity

elsewhere : It's bad business to stand in the way of an employee's promotion just because the
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loss will inconvenience you. You are justified in shielding your people from outside offers only
when you are sincerely convinced that they have an equal or better opportunity where they
are. Accept that you are probably unable to judge this yourself anyway, so consider soliciting
the option of the employee involved; it is his or her career, not yours. Anyway, you should not
get caught in a position where the loss of the individual will embarrass you unduly. Select and
train back-ups for all key personnel, including yourself.

4. Show an interest in what your staff is doing : It is discouraging to employees when the boss
manifests no interest in their work, as by failing to inquire, comment, otherwise take notice of

it. A little interest goes a long way - make the effort.

5. Never miss a chance to commend or reward subordinates for a job well done: Remember
your job is not just to criticize your people and intimidate them into getting their work done.
The better part of your job is also to help, advise, encourage, and stimulate them. Along the
same line, never miss a chance to build up the prestige of your staff in the eyes of others. This
is not to suggest perpetual lenience. By all means get tough when the occasion justifies it. An
occasional sharp censure, when it is well deserved, will usually help to keep employees on
their toes. But if that's all they get, they are apt to go a bit sour on the job.

Why This Matters

Organizations with high-trust cultures outperform their competitors by 286% in total
return to shareholders, according to research by Great Place to Work. Trust directly
impacts employee engagement, retention, innovation, and customer satisfaction.
When trust erodes, you face higher turnover costs, decreased productivity, slower
decision-making, and a talent brand that repels high performers. In today's
transparent world where employer reviews are public and talent has options, trust isn't
a soft skill-it's a competitive advantage that directly impacts your bottom line and
your ability to execute strategy.
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Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO became a major technology company's CEO several years ago, he
inherited a culture characterized by internal competition, political maneuvering, and
deep distrust between divisions. The famous "stack ranking" system had created an
environment where managers hoarded talent and avoided difficult feedback
conversations because any honest assessment could derail a career. The CEO made
trust-building his central leadership priority, starting with transparent communication
about what needed to change and why. He eliminated stack ranking and instituted a
growth mindset culture where managers were evaluated on how well they developed
their people, not just on how well they retained them. He personally modeled
vulnerability by sharing his own learning journey and admitting what he didn't know.
Critically, he made it clear that managers who failed to provide timely feedback or who
blocked internal mobility for talented employees would not advance. Over the
following years, employee engagement scores increased dramatically, and the
company's market value more than tripled. The transformation wasn't about new
perks or benefits-it was about rebuilding trust through consistent leadership
behaviors. Managers learned to have courageous conversations early, to clarify
expectations explicitly, and to celebrate when team members moved to better
opportunities. This cultural shift unlocked collaboration across divisions that had been
siloed for decades, enabling product innovations like the collaboration platform and
their cloud platform's rapid growth. The CEO proved that trust isn't built through
mission statements; it's built through leadership accountability and daily actions that
demonstrate respect for people's growth and potential.
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Leadership Framework

**The Four Pillars of Trust Framework**

**Pillar 1: Courageous Transparency** - Deliver feedback within 48 hours of observing
issues requiring correction - Use the "care personally, challenge directly" approach:
lead with context, be specific about behaviors, focus on impact - Ask yourself: "If | had
to terminate this person today, would they be genuinely surprised?" If yes, you've
failed to be transparent - Critical success factor: Separate the person from the

performance; critique actions and outcomes, never character

**Pillar 2: Radical Clarity** - Co-create written expectations for every role with
measurable success criteria - Establish 30-60-90 day milestones for new
responsibilities or projects - Conduct monthly alignment conversations: "What should
you continue? What should you stop? What should you start?" - Warning: Clarity
without consistency breeds cynicism; ensure your actions align with stated
expectations

**Pillar 3: Selfless Stewardship** - Maintain a succession plan for every critical role,
including your own - When external opportunities arise for your people, help them
evaluate objectively - Celebrate internal and external promotions equally; measure
success by careers launched, not just talent retained - Build a reputation as a "talent
factory" that becomes a recruiting advantage

**Pillar 4: Authentic Engagement** - Schedule recurring 1-on-1s that are sacred time
(never cancel unless emergency) - Ask three questions regularly: "What's energizing
you? What's draining you? How can | help?" - Demonstrate curiosity about their work
by asking informed questions that show you've paid attention - Critical success factor:
Engagement requires presence; put away devices and be fully attentive

Leadership Takeaway

This week, have a one-on-one conversation with each direct report where you
explicitly confirm their understanding of your expectations for their role. Ask them to
articulate what they believe you expect, then clarify any gaps or misunderstandings.
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"Before you are a leader, success is all about growing yourself. When you
become a leader, success is all about growing others." - Jack Welch

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

A leader who protects people from truth protects them from growth. The gardener
who refuses to prune fears the temporary wound but guarantees the tree stays small.
Trust grows not in the soil of comfort, but in the honest conversations we're brave

enough to have.

Reflection Questions

¢ Is there anyone on my team whose performance concerns me, but | have not yet
addressed it with them directly?

e Can each of my direct reports clearly articulate what | expect from them in their

role?

e Have | ever blocked or discouraged someone from pursuing a better opportunity

because it was inconvenient for me?

e When was the last time | showed genuine interest in what each team member is

working on?

e Do | commend and recognize good work as often as | provide critical feedback?
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PART VI - LEADERSHIP WISDOM

Think on Your Feet
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The idea of clear speaking stems from clear thinking. By structuring the ideas into three part
plans brings clarity in the communication. It forces you to cut quickly to the core of any
subject; it will make you organise your topic into sections that flow logically into one another
and it will help you remember your facts and arguments. It will help you stay focused - and
concise. By making each part distinct from the other, you ensure that your listeners have
digested your first idea before you give them the second. By arranging your ideas into a
logical sequence, each idea builds on the previous one, thereby creating a forward moving
dynamic that helps persuade your listeners.

Below is the standard format for presenting the ideas with clarity:

1. Introduction : State theme or headline 2. Body : Announce the three main parts of your
communication Part | : [Key word] [ content of part 1] Part Il : [Key word] [content of part 2]
Part Ill : [Key word] [content of part 3] 3. Conclusion Recap (three main parts of your plan)
Echo headline

The training talked about different categories of the plan, but | felt there are three types that
are mostly used.
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1. Clock Plan : This plan arranges topics in terms of points in time. This plan is very effective in
introducing one's career. | used this when | wanted to share my experience. Broke my career
into three parts : "First Innings in TI", "Outside TI" and "Second Innings in TI". Then | concisely
elaborated each part.

2. Triangle Plan: This plan arranges topics in terms of three aspects. This plan is best used for
fairly serious topics, to convey thoughfulness and fair-mindedness to an audience. It
communicates your ability to look at all sides of an issue. For example if you are asked what
makes one a good development manager .. one can break this topic using triangle plan into

three aspects : People, Product Execution & Innovation.

3. Benefits Plan: This plan promotes, sells, convinces and persuades. It rests on what things
DO to benefit your listener. If your topic is a product, service, or person, you can create a nice
momentum by outlining the benefits in three parts. Focus on how the listener will benefit. For
example if you want to promote your product, you can talk about the benefits like
Differentiated Cost, Low power, & Ease of use.

By using any one of these plans to structure your body of communication and adhering to
the standard format described above, you can bring clarity in your communication.

Why This Matters

Research on communication effectiveness demonstrates that audiences remember
structured content far better than unstructured information, and three-part structures
specifically outperform both two-part and four-plus-part alternatives in recall and
persuasiveness. Yet most professionals never receive systematic training in organizing
thoughts rapidly under pressure. They either memorize extensive talking points (which
fails when questions deviate from preparation) or wing it (which leads to rambling and
lost credibility). The ability to think on your feet using structured frameworks is not a
natural talent - it is a learnable skill that directly determines effectiveness in meetings,
presentations, and high-stakes conversations where preparation time is limited but

performance expectations remain high.
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Leadership in Practice

A middle manager at a major technology company attended an unexpected meeting
with senior leadership to discuss their team contributions to a critical initiative. The
senior vice president asked directly: What value is your team providing to this effort?
The manager had not prepared for this question and faced a choice: ramble through
disconnected points or apply the three-part framework learned in communication

training.

Using the Benefits Plan (which promotes by outlining three ways listeners benefit), the
manager structured their response immediately: Our team provides three critical
benefits to this initiative: First, Speed - we are accelerating the development timeline
by implementing parallel workstreams. Second, Quality - our testing infrastructure
catches issues before customer impact. Third, Scalability - the architecture we are
building supports ten times current load. Each benefit was elaborated with specific
examples, but the three-part structure kept the response focused and memorable.

The SVP later commented that the concise, well-organized answer increased their
confidence in the team far more than a rambling enumeration of activities would have.
The manager reflected: Without the three-part framework, | would have listed
everything we are doing, hoping something sounded impressive. Instead, | cut to three
core benefits that matter to leadership. The structure forced clarity in my own thinking,

which translated to clarity in communication.

From that experience, the manager made three-part thinking habitual. Meeting
preparations began with identifying three key points rather than comprehensive lists.
Email communications highlighted three main takeaways. Presentations organized
around three supporting pillars. The discipline of thinking in threes transformed

communication effectiveness across every context.
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Leadership Framework

**The Three-Part Communication Framework**
**Standard Format:**

1. Introduction: State theme or headline that captures core message 2. Body:
Announce three main parts, then develop each distinctly - Part I: [Keyword] [Content] -
Part Il: [Keyword] [Content] - Part llI: [Keyword] [Content] 3. Conclusion: Recap three
main parts and echo headline

**Plan Types:**

**Clock Plan** - Arranges topics in terms of points in time: - Use for career narratives,
project histories, evolutionary stories - Example: "My career has three chapters: Early
years focused on technical depth, middle period emphasized management skills,

current phase combines both in strategic leadership"

**Triangle Plan** - Examines three aspects of a topic: - Use for analysis, fair-minded
exploration, demonstrating thoroughness - Example: "This technical decision has three
aspects to consider: Performance implications, maintenance complexity, and team
expertise required"”

**Benefits Plan** - Promotes by outlining three ways audience benefits: - Use for
selling ideas, products, or proposals - Example: "This process change delivers three
benefits: Reduced cycle time, improved quality, and better team morale”

**Application Guidelines:**

**Choose Plan Type**: When asked to communicate, first decide which three-part plan
fits the situation. Is this a historical narrative (Clock)? An analytical exploration
(Triangle)? A persuasive pitch (Benefits)?

**|dentify Three Parts**: Force yourself to distill the topic into exactly three main
points. Not two, not five. Three. This discipline eliminates peripheral detail and focuses
on what truly matters.

**Use Keywords**: Each part should have a memorable keyword or short phrase that
anchors more detailed content. Keywords serve as mental bookmarks for both you
and your audience.

**Make Parts Distinct**: Ensure each part addresses a different dimension. Overlapping
parts confuse rather than clarify. Clear separation helps audience digest each idea
before moving to the next.
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**Build Logically**: Arrange three parts in sequence that creates momentum.
Sometimes chronological order works. Sometimes ascending importance. Sometimes
problem-analysis-solution. Choose flow that moves audience naturally from start to

conclusion.

**Practice Habitually**: Apply three-part structure to small communications until it
becomes automatic. Email summaries. Meeting responses. Casual explanations.
Consistent practice builds capability for high-stakes situations.

Leadership Takeaway

This week, practice three-part thinking in every meeting. When answering questions,
pause briefly to identify which three-part plan fits, organize your thoughts around
three key points, and deliver structured responses. When writing emails, limit yourself
to three main points. When preparing presentations, build around three supporting
pillars. The discipline of thinking in threes will feel artificial initially but becomes
natural with practice. Remember: the goal is not to memorize frameworks but to train

your mind to structure thoughts rapidly under any circumstance.

"Simplicity (s the ultimate sophistication." - Leonardo da Vinci, capturing

how structure creates clarity

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

The farmer who tries to explain everything about farming will confuse the apprentice.
The wise farmer says: Growing crops requires three things - good soil, adequate water,
and proper timing. Master these three, and details become clear. So too with
communication - master the three-part structure, and clarity follows.
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Reflection Questions

e When asked an unexpected question in meetings, do you ramble through

disconnected observations or do you have a mental framework for organizing
thoughts rapidly?

e How often do you try to communicate everything you know about a topic versus
distilling it to three essential points that truly matter?

e If you practiced three-part thinking until it became automatic, how would that

change your effectiveness in presentations, meetings, and high-stakes
conversations?
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PART VI - LEADERSHIP WISDOM

Leadership Without Authority

LEADERSHIP WITHOUT AUTHORITY:
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A LEADERSHIP PRACTICE: RECOGNIZING INDIVIDUAL STRENGTHS AND
SHARING OWNERSHIP TO BUILD THE STRUCTURE TOGETHER.

In this blog, | present a short summary from the book " Leading without authority" by Keith

Ferrazzi .

We are now in a "Fourth Industrial Revolution" which is so complex and fast-moving that it
demands a new type of leadership that empowers all citizens and organizations to innovate,
invest and deliver value in a context of mutual accountability and collaboration. For
succeeding in this new world, the ability to lead without authority is an essential workplace
competency. The author coins a new term called "co-elevation". It is a mission-driven
approach to collaborative problem-solving through fluid partnerships and self-organizing
teams. When we co-elevate, we enter into close co-creative relationships based on candid
feedback and mutual accountability. With this guiding ethos of "going higher together," co-
elevation nurtures a generosity of spirit and sense of commitment to our new team mates
and our shared mission. The resulting outcomes almost always exceed what could have been
accomplished through regular channels within the org chart. Leading without authority
through co-elevation requires personal qualities like generosity, gratitude, vulnerability,
forgiveness, and celebration. The author talks about a few rules that help in developing co-
elevation in the leaders and in the organisation. In this blog, | will explore two of the rules:
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1. First rule talks about the composition of the team - Who's your Team? For every project or
mission you have, you are responsible for leading a much broader group of people than the
formal members of your team.The most critical people to achieve the mission may not
necessarily be aligned to your organisation chart. Find someone you think you'll have a
positive experience co-elevating with. Choose someone most likely to grasp the roughly
outlined vision. Look for those you admire and want to learn from. Look for opportunities to
co create a project with this person for the learning experience and to deepen relationships.
Identify someone you believe would benefit from your help. Co-elevate this person by
coaching him and making a positive difference in that person's career. Face the person or
problem that you're avoiding. This person may be at odds and to establish a deeper caring
relationship with this formidable colleague may look impossible. But one needs to step up
and embrace this person and make him part of the team. Set aside your conviction that your
way is the right way. Open yourself to the assumption that others on your team have ideas
that may be far better than yours. Prioritise list of your most critical relationships and develop
a systematic action plan to nurture them. Improve the relationship continuum from resisting
state to coexisting state to collaboration state to co-elevation state. 2. Rule 2 "Accept that it's
all on you" : Seize the Responsibility : No matter what your status is within an organisation,
the way to be a leader is to start leading. Right Now. Do the job before you have the job.That
choice is always entirely in your own hands. And the way to begin is by accepting that it's all
on you. Take Charge of your key relationships: We must proactively and authentically develop
relationships, keeping in mind the specific tasks we want to achieve in partnership with them.
Make yourself vulnerable so that you make yourself approachable. Your goal is to build
genuine rapport with him. Avoid excuses like being lazy to invest in building relationships,
deferring saying it is beyond your organisation or playing the victim card. You always go first :
You owe it to yourself and your organisation to take the first step. Co-elevation does not
require consensus of two individuals having to agree. It only requires you taking
responsibility to decide to be a co-elevator. Give up being Right: One of the chief obstacles
to overcoming resentment is giving up your insistence on being right. We are conditioned to
defend our views and positions. But letting someone else to be right is the act of prioritizing
your mission over your "rightness". Leadership is everyone's responsibility. You must help
lead your team, regardless of your job title or level of authority.
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Why This Matters

In an era where competitive advantage increasingly depends on speed, innovation,
and adaptability, leaders who rely solely on positional authority will find themselves
consistently outmaneuvered by those who can mobilize informal networks and cross-
functional collaboration. Organizations that fail to develop co-elevation capabilities
will struggle to solve complex problems that span departmental silos, lose top talent
who crave more meaningful collaboration, and miss critical market opportunities that
require rapid coordination across traditional boundaries. The ability to lead without
authority has evolved from a nice-to-have soft skill into a hard business requirement

that directly impacts time-to-market, innovation output, and organizational resilience.
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Leadership in Practice

When the new CEO became the company's CEO several years ago, he inherited a
company plagued by internal competition and siloed thinking. Departments hoarded
information, the collaboration platform competed rather than collaborated, and the
infamous "stack ranking" system had created a culture where authority and self-
preservation trumped collective success. The CEO recognized that the company's
survival in the cloud-computing era required a fundamental shift from "know-it-alls"
to "learn-it-alls"-but he couldn't simply command this transformation into existence.
Instead, the CEO modeled co-elevation principles from the top. He dissolved
traditional boundaries by creating cross-functional "One a major technology
company" initiatives where engineers, salespeople, and product managers from
different divisions worked together on customer solutions without regard to org-chart
hierarchies. He personally demonstrated vulnerability by admitting the company's past
mistakes and expressing genuine curiosity about ideas from all levels. Most
significantly, he empowered the collaboration platform to form fluid partnerships
around customer needs rather than waiting for top-down directives. When the cloud
platform team needed to integrate with professional social media after the acquisition,
they self-organized cross-company the collaboration platform that operated outside
traditional reporting structures, united by the mission rather than managed by
authority. The results speak volumes: the company's market capitalization grew from
approximately $300 billion to over $2 trillion under the CEQ's leadership, driven largely
by their cloud platform's success-a product that required unprecedented collaboration
across previously warring factions. Employee engagement scores rose dramatically,
and the company transformed from a company people left to one where talent
wanted to stay and contribute. This turnaround wasn't achieved through restructuring
or mandate, but through cultivating a culture where people learned to lead without

authority and elevate each other toward shared goals.
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Leadership Framework

**The Co-Elevation Leadership Framework: Building Influence Beyond Authority**

**Step 1: Map Your Mission Ecosystem** Before assembling any team, clarity on
mission is paramount. Define the specific outcome you're driving toward, then
systematically identify every person whose expertise, resources, or influence could
materially impact success-regardless of where they sit organizationally. Create a
stakeholder map that includes direct reports, peer leaders, subject matter experts,
external partners, and even potential skeptics who could derail progress. Critical
success factor: Resist the temptation to limit your thinking to "available" resources;

instead, identify the right resources.

**Step 2: Cultivate Co-Creative Relationships** Approach potential team members not
with requests for their time, but with invitations to shared purpose. Articulate the
mission's significance, why their specific contribution matters, and what success would
mean collectively. Practice generous listening to understand their priorities and
constraints, then find authentic alignment between the mission and what they care
about. Warning: This isn't manipulation; people detect insincerity instantly. Only invite
people into missions you genuinely believe will benefit them and advance work they

value.

**Step 3: Establish Mutual Accountability** Co-elevation fails without reciprocal
commitment. Create explicit agreements about who will deliver what by when, and
build in regular synchronization points for candid feedback. The key difference from
traditional accountability: it flows in all directions, not just top-down. As the leader,
you must be equally accountable to team members for removing obstacles, providing
context, and delivering on your commitments. Critical success factor: Model

vulnerability by asking for feedback on your own performance first.

**Step 4: Enable Self-Organization** Once the mission and accountability structures
are clear, resist the urge to dictate how the work gets done. Allow the team to self-
organize around the problem, bringing their expertise to bear in ways you couldn't
have prescribed. Your role shifts from director to facilitator-asking powerful questions,
connecting people with complementary skills, and ensuring information flows freely.
Warning: This requires genuine trust and comfort with uncertainty; micromanaging

destroys the co-elevation dynamic.

**Step 5: Celebrate and Amplify** When the team achieves wins-large or small-
celebrate them publicly and specifically. Amplify individual contributions, especially

from those who lack formal authority or visibility. This isn't just about recognition; it's
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about reinforcing the behaviors and relationships that made success possible. Share
the story of how collaboration created outcomes beyond what any individual could
achieve. Critical success factor: Make celebration a discipline, not an afterthought, and
ensure credit flows to contributors, not just leaders.

Leadership Takeaway

The most powerful leaders in the Fourth Industrial Revolution will be those who
measure their impact not by the size of their team or budget, but by the breadth of
their influence and the quality of their co-creative relationships. Starting tomorrow,
identify one critical initiative where you've been constrained by thinking within
organizational boundaries, then map three people outside your formal authority who
could transform the outcome if they fully engaged. Reach out to one of them with a
genuine invitation to co-elevate around a shared mission-and watch how influence
without authority can accomplish what command and control never could.

"The task of leadership is not to put greatness into people, but to elicit it,

for the greatness is there already." — John Buchan

Ramu Kaka's Wisdom

Beta, a true leader is like the sun-it doesn't pull the plants upward by force, but creates
the conditions where everything naturally grows toward the light. When you learn to
shine on others rather than casting shadows with your authority, you'll be amazed at

how high everyone rises together.
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Reflection Questions

e When was the last time | achieved a significant outcome by mobilizing people over

whom | had no formal authority—and what made them choose to commit their
energy to the mission?

e Which critical stakeholders am | excluding from my current initiatives simply
because they don't appear on my org chart, and what expertise or influence am |
sacrificing as a result?

e How comfortable am | demonstrating vulnerability, asking for help, and accepting
feedback from people at all levels—and what might this discomfort be costing my
team's performance?
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