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Preface


Movies have captured the imagination of Indians for decades. In a country where more than three billion movie tickets are sold in a year1, the primary role of cinema has been to entertain and tell compelling stories. However, cinema can also hold a mirror up to society and help viewers deal with everyday situations at work and in their personal lives. This book aims to bring this lesser-known aspect of cinema to the forefront by highlighting what a manager can learn by watching movies.


Most management books follow the standard practice of highlighting concepts and reinforcing them through case studies and examples from businesses. While this is an accepted practice, many of the case studies and examples are not consumed by the reader in a personal way, which reduces their impact. However, every viewer makes a personal connect with the movies that he/she watches and interprets the conflicts the characters face on screen in their own way. In this personal connect lies an opportunity for management concepts to be communicated.


Filmy Manager provides cinematic examples for management situations from various contemporary Hindi films and explains management concepts through interpretations of the stories seen on screen. Hindi films are about both larger-than-life and everyday characters battling the odds and overcoming seemingly insurmountable conflicts. However, despite living in a kaleidoscopic world, however, these characters have their roots in reality. They are created by people who base them on real people, real situations, and real outcomes. We just need to make that association and an alternate world becomes visible to us – one that we can relate to in our everyday lives.


This book serves as a guide for a series of skills that a manager needs to master – leadership, strategy, organizational dynamics, entrepreneurship and storytelling. We explore these concepts both in individual and team situations.


Sound leadership is considered to be the pinnacle of management success. Bollywood films have had a long list of heroes who display the right blend of personality traits, capabilities and behaviour that characterize leadership. Bhuvan in Lagaan is up against a well-entrenched and formindable competitor; Kabir Khan in Chak De! India is trying to forge a group of disconnected individuals into a team; Capt. Karan Shergill in Lakshya is looking to grow into a leader from an aimless young man; Commissioner Prakash Rathod in A Wednesday is a veteran leader facing a new, formidable adversary; and Sub-inspector Anant Velankar in Ardh Satya is fighting to change a corrupt police department. These leaders are battling competitors, beating the odds, pushing themselves to discover new boundaries, much like leaders in the world of management, particularly in a growing market like India.


When strategy exercises are conducted in a classroom with a case study, the information required to make the decision is already provided in a few pages and an academic decision is arrived at towards the end of the class. In the real world, a strategist needs to deal with uncertainty, limited information and limited resources. He also needs to overcome ethical conflicts when arriving at decisions for his firm. Marwah and Sehgal are trying to outwit each other in Corporate; Jai Malik is trying to preserve the niche for his conscientious media house against the onslaught of sensationalism in Rann; the Indian Secret Service is trying to extradite a key suspect from a foreign nation back to India in Baby; twelve jury members in Ek Ruka Hua Faisla are trying to dissect the facts and arrive at a consensus; and Ajay Singh in Special 26 is trying to outwit the CBI in a dynamic cat-and-mouse game. These strategists face the same challenges one does in the boardroom and, in this book, we get to pick their brains.


Managing people is an essential management skill. What differentiates a manager from an individual contributor is his/her ability to take responsibility not only for oneself but for a team. Structure and personality often clash when managing people and teams. These clashes and their resolutions can influence the way an organization survives and thrives in tough operating conditions. Subash Nagre in Sarkar heads a centrally controlled organization but the chink in the structure is his volatile elder son; Bhaisaab in Omkara runs a tight ship with a group of foot soldiers loyal to his General Omi, but soon faces disruption from a passed-over manager; Abbaji in Maqbool thinks that he has his protégé Miyan’s loyalties after having raised him like a son, but we soon realize that ambition blights loyalty; and Prithviraj and Virendra Pratap in Rajneeti find that an organization made up of family members can also shake under the tremors of political opportunism. Talk to any manager and he will relate to these situations in his organization.


Entrepreneurs have an X-factor that separates them from other professionals. They are visionaries, risk takers; they identify and explore opportunities, form teams, scale for growth, and also work on making a social impact. But there is a flip side to being an entrepreneur as well – it is a hard grind. Strong personalities tend to clash, moral dilemmas are often faced, and, sometimes, it is hard to know where the line is drawn in trying to reach a goal. Shruti Kakkar and Bittoo Sharma in Band Baaja Baaraat start a wedding planning business but soon find that their personal equations are spoiling their professional harmony; Harpreet Singh in Rocket Singh: Salesman of the Year starts a business while still employed with a company and faces an ethical conflict from the get go; Gurukant Desai in Guru decides that the only way to scale a business during the License Raj is to break the rules, but finds his success to be hollow; and Dr Manohar Rao in Manthan doesn’t realize that he is getting more involved than he should in the social fabric of a village where he wants to set up a milk cooperative. These dynamic, passionate and flawed individuals take us on inspiring journeys.


Storytelling is the oldest form of transferring knowledge. Our perception of brands and individuals is often influenced by the stories we have heard of them. In this book, we explore how filmy narratives can help us craft better stories in our day-to-day work lives in order to give us a better chance at success.


At the end of the day, a film is but a slice of life that is served up with sufficient flavouring and garnishing to keep you, the viewer, hooked on – the Bollywood flavour is considered to be the strongest in the world! I have chosen Bollywood films because they add an element to their plots and characters that is particular to the Indian context – emotion. Would a leader risk it all, like Bhuvan did on a cricket match? Perhaps not, but leadership is as much about following your gut as it is about weighing risks. Would a strategist rely on unethical means to find out what his competitor is doing like Bittoo did? Perhaps not, but strategy can never exclude competition either. Would a manager avoid assuaging a passed-over subordinate when he knows that he is upset by it, like Omi did with Langda? Perhaps not, but it will sensitize any manager out there to be more sensitive to the feelings of his subordinates. Would an entrepreneur-pair break up like Bittoo and Shruti did over their personal dynamics when there is a multi-crore business to run? Perhaps not, but entrepreneurs will know the value of understanding their personal dynamics as they try to build a business together.


Entertainment is what you get (more often than not) when you pay to watch a film, but the insights and perspectives that you can draw from films are priceless. These films are only a subset of the riches that play out on any screen and I hope that this book will help people derive value from cinema over and above entertainment.




Filmy Leadership




Lagaan: Once Upon a Time in India


‘Sach aur saahas ho jiske mann mein, ant mein jeet usi ki rahe’ 
(‘He who has truth and courage in his heart, shall win in the end’)


– Bhuvan




About the Film


Lagaan: Once Upon a Time in India


Leader – Bhuvan, a villager from Champaner, who has an intense dislike of the British.


Competitor – Captain Andrew Russel, commanding officer of the British cantonment at Champaner, who angers the people of the region with his arrogance and unfair demands of tax (lagaan).


Conflict – Facing drought, Bhuvan unilaterally agrees to a game of cricket with the British in order to get a relief from paying lagaan for three years.


Leadership Challenge – A leader who accepts an impossible challenge to secure the future of his people and, along the way, evolves from being a ‘great man’ to a collaborative leader, one who displays all behavioural traits and situational handling abilities of leaders.





Are leaders born and not made? This is a classic question that has been asked over and over again, and the answer to which has evolved over the past 200 years. The early belief was that one was born into leadership, with all the necessary traits and behaviour inherited from ancestors who were also leaders. This theory of natural selection – where only a few could aspire to be leaders – was a restrictive view of leadership.


Historian Thomas Carlyle1 looked at leaders as being gifted with divine inspiration and the right characteristics. Carlyle even concluded that the history of the world is but the biography of great men. The theory took root in the fact that kings, generals and the nobility were born into leadership roles and controlled the socio-economic-geographic destinies of their countries. These leaders had assumed mythical proportions in people’s and historians’ imaginations, thereby giving birth to the, ‘Great Man’ theory.


Bhuvan did not fit into the classical ‘Great Man’ mould as he wasn’t born into nobility or a military lineage. He was an ordinary farmer in a small village in Champaner. His mother only acknowledges that he spoke big words passionately, like his father. But Bhuvan extends the ‘Great Man’ theory to also include people from ordinary backgrounds who have a sense of destiny or, in other words, have leadership abilities embedded in their subconscious. This sense of destiny enables them to create opportunities to lead or, in this case, grab the opportunity to lead when presented with it. He embodies the more inclusive Shakespearean view of greatness as elucidated in Twelfth Night – some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them.


In today’s India, you can see this inclusive view of leadership in the entrepreneur. Today’s Indian entrepreneur, in most cases, is someone who comes from an ordinary background but possesses an X-factor that leads him to do something out of the ordinary. For instance, if you trace the background of the young brigade that is leading the battalion of e-commerce entrepreneurs, many of them are from middle class backgrounds. They embody the ‘Trait’ theory of leadership that focuses more on the study of personality traits of leaders than birth and inheritance, which was the basis of the ‘Great Man’ theory.


Bass and Stogdill2 identified a list of traits and skills that leaders tend to possess:
















	Traits

	Skills










	-  Adaptable

	-  Intelligent






	-  Alert to social environment

	-  Creative






	-  Ambitious

	-  Diplomatic






	-  Assertive

	-  Tactful






	-  Cooperative

	-  Fluent in speech






	-  Decisive

	-  Can work in a group






	-  Dependable

	-  Organized






	-  Influential

	-  Persuasive






	-  Energetic

	-  Socially skilled






	-  Persistent

	






	-  Self-confident

	






	-  Tolerant to stress

	






	-  Willing to assume responsibility

	









However, the limitation of the ‘Trait’ theory was that many people possessing these traits were unwilling to take on the mantle of leadership. Nevertheless, the fact that Bhuvan was different from the people he lived with, both in terms of a subconscious ability to lead and of possessing the traits to lead, is brought out very early in the story.


When the film begins, Bhuvan is shown thwarting the attempts of the Britisher Capt. Andrew Russel as he tries to shoot a pair of deer in the thicket. Bhuvan shows no fear and is only focused on dispersing the animals with a pellet to protect them from a cruel death. He is caught in the process and proceeds to face Capt. Russel who, possibly for the first time, sees a subjugated face look him in the eye. Russel tries to intimidate him by pointing his rifle at him, but Bhuvan does not flinch. Russel is then forced to let him go because he has to meet the raja.




This early exchange strongly brings out Bhuvan’s innate personality as shown by his body language – chest out, neck and back straight and making constant eye contact. This shows assertiveness and self-confidence but also betrays a lack of tact and social skills in facing the British officer.





Bhuvan’s personality is shown in sharp contrast to that of Raja Puran Singh, a leader born into the role, according to the classic ‘Great Man’ theory. However, instead of fighting for the welfare of his subjects, he is shown to be subservient and content with letting the British collect taxes from his subjects, while he enjoys afternoon tea and getting his portraits painted.


The only time that Puran Singh stands up for himself is when he opposes an attempt by Capt. Russel to make him eat meat. This move by the raja enrages the Britisher and he demands that the king have his subjects pay double the tax to him, despite the looming drought situation. The raja simply passes on the tax to his subjects, who are aghast and helpless, as their very survival is now called into question. Bhuvan is enraged and accompanies the village headman along with a small group of dissenters to petition the raja to withdraw the tax instead of doubling it.


Russel walks up to the raja and says that the tax can be removed – under one condition. Having spotted Bhuvan in the crowd, Russel asks him to stand up. He tells Bhuvan that he is willing to remove the tax for the village if Bhuvan and a village team beat the English at a game of cricket. He mocks Bhuvan’s comparison of cricket to the game of gilli-danda and taunts him to take on the challenge.


At this pivotal point, Bhuvan exhibits multiple leadership traits:




	
Tolerance to stress: He isn’t overawed by the situation. His fellow villagers are, by now, almost wallowing on the ground out of fear but Bhuvan stands tall, unflinching.


	
Awareness of his social environment: From the reaction of the villagers to the news of the tax, he knows that they won’t be able to pay the double tax and will end up in ruin.


	
Tact: He displays tact in playing the waiting game with Capt. Russel and not giving him a yes or a no. Capt. Russel, in his hubris, ups the stakes, hoping to goad Bhuvan into agreeing and eventually offers a three year moratorium on tax, not only for Bhuvan’s village but for the entire region. At that point, Bhuvan accepts the challenge.


	
Intelligence: He works out the payout of the villagers’ duel with the British while Capt. Russel is revealing the stakes.





Leaders typically face situations where they need to think on their feet and take decisions keeping in mind likely outcomes and their payouts. If a leader had been asked the kind of question that Bhuvan had, he may have worked out the possibilities in this manner.


The only option that Bhuvan has is to accept Capt. Russel’s challenge with the hope of winning the game. He does so calmly and with conviction. Benjamin Franklin opined that every problem is an opportunity in disguise. Clichéd as it may sound, this saying holds true, especially in Bhuvan’s case. The villagers are furious with him for having staked their lives on what at the time seemed like an ego tussle with Capt. Russel.


















	

	Villagers Lose

	Villagers Win










	British Win

	



	-  British get thrice the amount of tax




	-  British crush the spirit of the kingdom




	-  The lives of the villagers are destroyed







	



	-  With a drawn game, villagers pay the double tax for not having beaten the British


	-  British, despite the bloody nose of a draw, earn double the tax












	British Lose

	



	-  This scenario is tantamount to the match not having taken place


	-  Villagers pay double the tax







	



	-  Region gets a tax break for three years


	-  British get a bloody nose (this is the only choice)

















At this stage, Bhuvan scored highly at an individual leadership level in having a sense of destiny and in displaying numerous traits and skills that a leader needs. But he was still not accepted by his villagers as a leader who could create a better life for them.





The limitation of the ‘Trait’ theory led to the emergence of the ‘Behavioural’ theories of leadership which studied leadership styles rather than just traits and skills of a leader. It has been well-established that just possessing traits and skills is not sufficient for an individual to become a leader and in the case of Bhuvan, not sufficient for him to be accepted as a leader. The ‘Behavioural’ school of leadership emphasizes human relationships, along with output and performance.


Douglas McGregor3, one of the founding fathers of ‘Behavioural’ theory propounded the concept of Theory X and Theory Y managers. Bhuvan starts out as a Theory X manager who is resented by his fellow villagers. He believes that his fellow villagers will avoid the hard work needed to gain cricketing skills, have no vision of their life apart from their day-to-day chores, and need to be constantly coerced, controlled and directed. Through the course of building this team, Bhuvan gradually evolves into a Theory Y manager where he believes that his fellow villagers will seek responsibility and not avoid it, and that they will self-regulate and be creative and ingenious in finding solutions to situations on the field.


The other important behavioural aspect of a leader that influences their style is the focus on results vs. people. Bhuvan initially focused completely on beating Capt. Russel at an alien game. The focus on results vs. people reveals four distinct leadership styles according to Robert Blake and Jane Mouton.




	The country club leader has a high focus on people but a low focus on results. He is everyone’s darling because he doesn’t push anyone beyond their comfort zone.


	The impoverished leader sits in his ivory tower and has low focus both on people and results. His team members see him as part of the woodwork.


	The authoritarian leader has a high focus on results and a low focus on people. (This is how Bhuvan starts out when he accepts the challenge from Russel.)


	The team leader is a more complete version with a high focus on both people and results. (As the preparations for the game progress, Bhuvan gradually transitions to this category.)





Bhuvan’s initial style of leadership involved more telling than selling; it was more autocratic than persuasive or consultative. Back in the village, when he is subjected to much ridicule from all and sundry, he continues to display self-confidence and tenacity and stands tall even when faced with the ire of the villagers. The headman, too, stands against Bhuvan and assures the villagers that he will take another delegation to the raja and beg for forgiveness for Bhuvan’s bravado.




Bhuvan realizes that he needs to explain his stand to the villagers. He converts his telling style into a selling style and moves from being autocratic to persuasive.





Bhuvan plays out the payout scenario that he has worked out for the villagers. When they question him about accepting the challenge and risking thrice the tax, he tells them that they wouldn’t have been able to pay double the tax as had been levied, in any case. At least now, he argues, they have a chance to avoid paying taxes for three years.


Authoritarian leaders, understandably, have polarized opinions in the world of business. They allude to the thinking that leadership is not a popularity contest. The job is tough and the guy doing it is driven by a grand vision and has little time to be popular. They see results as a measure of their success and believe that everything else will fall into place if the results are achieved. The great Steve Jobs was seen both as a messiah of excellence and creativity but also as a person who could rub people the wrong way in his quest to build a perfect product. He wasn’t the most popular of leaders, but in his second innings, Apple grew exponentially. The cost-focused HP CEO, Mark Hurd, was often quoted as saying, ‘It is very hard to look good with bad numbers,’ and his cost-cutting measures made him unpopular with his employees, but HP share prices rose tremendously when he was the CEO. To them, results mattered the most. Similarly, Bhuvan, too, was focused on winning.


However, he ignored a common pitfall that all result-oriented leaders face: a good leader needs to take his team along. In his book Return on Character, Fred Keil4 studies 84 CEOs and more than 8,000 of their employees and concludes that a character-driven leader combines integrity and compassion with accountability to deliver five times as much return on assets (ROA) as compared to their ‘self-focused’ competitors. For employees, he found that engagement and enthusiasm are 26 per cent higher among people who work for companies where they feel valued, respected and well compensated.


Bhuvan realizes that he needs to be more of a team leader who builds a vision that others can share. He understands that a leader helps followers reach their goal by providing coaching, direction, motivation and rewards. Having provided the perspective that accepting this challenge is the only option available, Bhuvan works on becoming a coach and a motivator to his villagers. In his own mind, a game that looks like ‘gilli danda’, the game that every child in every household in the region has been playing for centuries, cannot be difficult to master.


One of the most common rants among followers in the corporate world is that their boss is either only a postman – someone who presses the forward button on e-mails – or an excel sheet tiger. Several internet memes have surfaced on the contrast between a boss and a leader. One particularly interesting one is that of an Egyptian pharaoh sitting on a giant stone slab, whipping his hapless slaves into pulling that stone slab. This is the visualization of a boss. A leader, on the other hand, dresses like the slaves and leads them by pulling the stone along with them, to which they willingly respond.


Bhuvan begins his team-building role as a coach. He crafts a wooden bat similar to the one the British use and prepares a ball, or ‘gola’, as they call it. He then walks into the village square and, in the full view of the village, begins to show how bat can meet ball and asks a young boy named Tipu to throw the ball at him. This interesting exercise gets the attention of the villagers who secretly hope that Bhuvan is able to make contact with the ball.


He deliberately misses on two attempts in order to evoke more interest and on the third attempt, he hits the ball high and wide. The villagers follows its trajectory as it sails above their roofs to hit the bell of the temple on a hill adjoining the village. That is seen as a harbinger of good fortune and from that moment onwards, Bhuvan is able to see a sliver of support for his vision. His first recruits are a mute but physically strong Bagha; Guran, the eccentric fortune teller; and Tipu, the young boy who throws the ball at Bhuvan.


John F. Kennedy once said, ‘Leadership and learning are indispensable to each other.’ Albert Bandura5, a social learning pioneer, suggested that learning would be labourious, not to mention hazardous, if people had to rely solely on the effects of their own actions to inform them on what to do and that most human behaviour is learnt through observation and modelling. Bhuvan realizes that to win, he needs to learn the British game in detail. He and his motley crew would hide in the thicket and watch the British soldiers play cricket. Of course, apart from a rudimentary understanding, they struggle to comprehend the rules of the game. They get lucky when Capt. Russel’s sister, Elizabeth, sees them and offers to teach them the rules of the game.


As Bhuvan begins to ingratiate himself to his village team, he starts focusing on team building. This typically follows three stages – forming, storming and norming, as indicated by Bruce Tuckman6.


During the team’s forming phase, Bhuvan decides to focus on each individual’s strengths in encouraging them to join the team. Effective leaders motivate people by involving them in meaningful tasks that match their abilities. Bhuvan reaches out to Goli, an ace marksman with a slingshot, who Bhuvan believes can be a good bowler. Soon, Ishwar, the village medic, also joins them and Bhuvan’s team grows to five. From then on, based on their individual abilities, Bhuvan talks to each prospective candidate and convinces them to join his team.


The team is seen overcoming the critical forming and storming phases and enters the norming phase where it is practising harmoniously as a unified team. They run together to build their physical fitness. Bhuvan throws them balls to catch to improve their fielding and the villagers chip in to build equipment for the team – bats and pads. The final evolution of Bhuvan as a complete leader happens during the match itself where he displays situational handling skills. Depending on his team members’ ability and willingness to work towards the goal of winning the game, Bhuvan employs three types of situational leadership skills during the match – supporting, coaching and delegating.


Supporting


When Bhuvan realizes that Lakha is deliberately underperforming, he intervenes and has a tough chat with him to understand why he is trying to betray his village. Lakha reveals that he is in love with the medic’s daughter Gauri and hates Bhuvan because she is in love with him. Bhuvan supports him despite his transgression because he knows that Lakha is strong and can play well. Lakha immediately repays Bhuvan’s faith by dismissing the overnight batsman with a stunning, flying catch.


Coaching


As the game begins, Deva opens the bowling and the British openers are off to a good start. Bhuvan quickly realizes that fielding is the weak link in this team but senses that they are willing to improve. He immediately calls for a team meeting and tells them that only the person towards whom the ball is hit will run for the ball, as opposed to all of them chasing the ball at the same time. Though they are embarrassed, the fielders willingly accept Bhuvan’s advise and show improvement.


Delegating


Despite a good start, the villagers falter and lose wickets in a heap. When Ismail, the other expert batsman apart from Bhuvan, injures himself while batting, Bhuvan brings on Tipu as a runner for Ismail. Though a young boy, Bhuvan recognizes that he is high on energy and is eager to channel it into the game to help the team’s efforts. Together with Ismail, Tipu and Bhuvan pile on the runs as they get closer to the British total and reach 228 with one hour’s play remaining. Finally, after a tense stand-off, Bhuvan completes his century and the villagers reach 293.


Hence, we see an unknown young man from a nondescript village in British-occupied India becoming a leader. Bhuvan displays some of the best-known personality traits, behavioural traits and situational handling capabilities of a leader and serves as a reminder that even someone who isn’t born into leadership, can become an effective leader.


Next Chapter


We explore the journey of a fallen leader as he attempts to coach a beleaguered team to glory.




Chak De! India


‘Jo nahin ho sakta…wahi toh karna hai.’
(‘That which is impossible…is what I want to do.’)


– Kabir Khan




About the Film


Chak De! India


Leader – Kabir Khan, disgraced former captain of the Indian men’s hockey team, who takes up the challenge of coaching the women’s hockey team.


Competitors – Kabir Khan faces off against the Indian Hockey Federation, the ground staff, the players themselves and the opposition teams.


Conflict – Plagued by questions about his loyalty to the country and alleged bribery in losing the men’s World Cup final to Pakistan seven years ago, Kabir Khan is out to redeem himself and make something out of the Indian women’s hockey team.


Leadership Challenge – A leader, who has chosen to rebuild an underperforming, broken team in a bid to redeem himself and leave a positive legacy, is forced to look deep within to get his team to scale the insurmountable summit of the World Cup.





The world of business is full of redemptive sequences. In their book on leadership comebacks, Andrea Redmond and Patricia Crisafulli1 document the stories of fallen leaders and how they dealt with their crises. One telling example of this is David Neeleman, founder of JetBlue Airways, who was ousted as the company’s CEO in 2007, after several flights were stranded on the tarmac for hours due to an ice storm. Neeleman, in his farewell letter to his employees, said, ‘It’s not what happens to you, but how you deal with it.’


Dan P. McAdams2 proposed the theory of the ‘Redemptive Self’ that exists in each of us. Our ‘Redemptive Self’ uses several redemptive sequences to transform emotionally negative situations into positive endings or results. The ‘Redemptive Self’ uses these redemptive sequences to get hope and confidence for the future and sets prosocial goals oriented towards improving the lives of others, and leaving behind a lasting legacy.


For Kabir Khan, the beleaguered former captain of the Indian men’s hockey team, the last seven years were spent in emotional hell. Having lost the World Cup final to arch rivals Pakistan in an unsuccessful penalty attempt by him in the dying minutes of the game, Khan is lynched by an unforgiving media and public and is accused of being a Pakistani sympathizer who threw the game away. He is a fallen leader, an untouchable in the world of sport.


Sporting leaders in India oscillate between being heroes and villains. After the close final, the media and the public pick on his exchanging pleasantries with the Pakistani players post the game and brand him a traitor in a full frontal attack on his religion and loyalty to his country.


Sports psychologist Dr Chaitanya Sridhar3 analyses what the Indian sports fan looks for in a game. Her analysis, though related to cricket, explains the reasons behind the backlash against Kabir Khan. An Indian sports fan associates with sports in these three ways:




	
A source of eustress or good stress: Sport creates positive tensions in its fans which provide a high, despite the tension.


	
A way to escape: Watching sports in a stadium or on television is an escape from the drudgery of day-to-day life. Watching their favourite teams in action makes for a good escape.


	
An extension of the self: Sports teams become an extension of the self and greatly enhance self-esteem when the team wins. They can also hurt self-esteem when they lose because it is seen as the individual’s loss and loss of face as well.





When Christopher Galvin, grandson of Motorola founder Paul Galvin, was forced to resign in 2004, he said that the most terrifying thing was looking at a blank sheet of paper and facing the reality of the situation. The only word that Kabir Khan saw on his sheet of paper was the word gaddar (traitor), which was printed on the front page of Indian newspapers and also etched on his compound wall. The only emotion that he felt was anger, but he absorbed every insult and insisted on reading about every barb thrown at him by the media.


Walt Disney once said, ‘You may not realize it when it happens, but a kick in the teeth may be the best thing in the world for you.’




In a survey conducted by the Harvard Business Review4 nearly 500 ousted CEOs revealed that only 35 per cent returned to another active executive role within two years, 22 per cent moved to advisory roles and 43 per cent ended their careers.





Kabir Khan disappears from his village and the public eye for seven long years. When he reappears in front of the Indian Hockey Federation (IHF) to apply for the position of coach of the Indian women’s hockey team, Khan states that he had spent those seven years preparing for that very meeting. The Harvard study on ‘leader rebound’ outlines the following three steps that a fallen leader takes in determining their next course of action:




	
Comes to terms: They must accept the loss of their formerly held position, so that they can move on to new challenges. Kabir Khan was no longer captain of the Indian men’s hockey team, having been publicly shamed by his countrymen. Having gone off-the-grid, he uses the time to come to terms with what has happened to him. While Khan was not in denial about his past, his rage had not yet subsided.


	
Decides how to fight back: Khan could have decided to go to great lengths to defend himself against the accusations of disloyalty from the media and sports fans. Instead, he chose to take up a new challenge in order to redeem himself – a choice that could not have been easy as it took seven years from his life.


	
Recruits others to battle: In wanting to coach the women’s team, Khan took the help of his former team mate, Utham Singh, who was recruiting the women’s team for the World Cup. Utham Singh put in a word and brought Khan to the discussion table with the IHF.





The ‘Redemptive Self’, McAdams says, is driven by the formulation of a narrative identity of one’s own life. The narrative identity sees one’s life experiences as an internalized, evolving story of the self, filled with characters, plots, situations, beginnings and ends. Most of these narrations centre on the theme of redemption – the deliverance from suffering and achieving an enhanced position in one’s life.


The Indian Hockey Federation is shocked to see Khan re-enter the hockey world and more so because of his request to be appointed coach of the women’s team. When he is asked why he wants to take charge of a team that is seen more as a formality than as a contender, he replies, driven by his own redemptive narration to say, ‘This is the kind of team I want,’ much to their shock. He eventually gets the job and begins his second career as a coach in earnest.


Kabir Khan’s team


Having taken up the challenge, Khan now has to contend with sub-standard infrastructure in the form of a ground that is more coveted for hosting the annual Ram Lila than for training, a one-woman coaching support staff in the form of Krishnaji, an old administrator called Sukhlalji and a team of each state’s top players who have their own baggage as they come in to report to the training camp.


Katzenberg and Smith5, in their seminal article in Harvard Business Review ‘The Discipline of Teams’, define a team as a small number of people with complementary skills who are committed to a common purpose and approach, for which they hold themselves mutually accountable.


Kabir Khan discovers a team that scores low on all four counts – common commitment and purpose, performance levels, complementary skills and mutual accountability. It is on the last point – mutual accountability – that a team differs from other group of individuals, which can be called working groups.


According to Katzenberg and Smith, every organization needs to identify its critical delivery points – areas where the impact on a company’s top and bottom lines are maximum – and decide which teams to deploy there. For Khan, captaincy, attack, centre field and defense are the most natural critical delivery points to focus on for his team to succeed, and he knows that he must find the right individual or sub-group of individuals to helm those points. However, the most important critical delivery point was to build a cohesive team.


In terms of a situational leadership style, Khan employs a directing role because he perceives that the players are low on ability and low on willingness. He is also a total authoritarian who has a high focus on results and a low focus on people.


Khan operates as a solo leader. He insists on deciding upon everything ranging from who the players bunk with in their dorm to the positions that the players play in during practice. The only behavioral characteristic of a solo leader he does not demonstrate is in collecting admirers and sycophants. He is quite comfortable being the bad guy and even goes on to state, ‘Every team has a bully and in this team, I am the bully.’


As a Theory X manager, Khan sees this team as a group of disconnected individuals who have little ambition – they seem to behave like they have achieved a lot just by being the top players in their respective states and by making it to the Indian team, and are keen on avoiding work. The attitude of the players during the first few practice sessions gives Khan ample proof of the same and he concludes that they must be coerced, controlled and directed. He begins by chiding them, stating that while they may be 16 best players among 250 million people, to him, they are merely players who dabble in hockey, nothing more, and nothing less. He makes them run 10 km on the first day of training, making enemies of the senior players on the team.


Norming and storming


The senior players largely resent Khan’s approach towards them, with Bindiya likening him to the autocratic emperor Muhammad bin Tughlaq. Bindiya Naik is shown as the smartest and most experienced member of the team but her attitude leaves much to be desired. Instead of becoming Khan’s lieutenant in fostering team unity, Bindiya shows disrespect towards Khan and also bullies the junior players making their debut in the Indian team. Apart from this, many players face off in the dormitory, their lack of unity apparent on the field during practise.


Khan kicks off the norming phase of the team’s training by putting players out of their comfort zones. Ignoring their protests, he moves each player to a position where they can benefit the team the most and strengthen the critical delivery point. He then puts the team through intensely gruelling physical and skill conditioning with unending drills to perfect technique, dribbles and short tactical moves, and pushes them hard to build their stamina. Even when a player faints due to exhaustion, he merely states that she is unconscious, not dead, and moves her out of the field. When Krishnaji pleads with him to not push girls the way he would do boys, Khan reiterates that he wants to build a team on the principles of common purpose and intention.


One of the first things that a fallen leader needs to deal with, while planning their next move is self-pity. Khan had plenty of it. Even after his return and his appointment as the coach, his friend comforts him by saying that he tried his very best to score that final goal. Khan simply reiterates that while he could not score that goal, a goal was scored against him and his family. That incident defined the next chapter in his narrative identity – of successfully coaching a team to World Cup victory to seek redemption.


In his paper, ‘Self-pity: Exploring the Links to Personality, Control Beliefs and Anger’, Joachim Stober6 identifies self-pity as an emotional response to a time of stress. A self-pitying person is likely to overindulge in his failure, hardship and loss, and the circumstances that led to the loses. This behaviour also plays out in interpersonal relationships, where a self-pitying person constantly seeks attention towards his feelings.


Khan is often seen rubbing the silver medal that he received at the World Championship. When Krishnaji asks him why he is doing that, Khan says that he is trying to rub the silver into gold so that it is worth more than what it is today. Unfortunately for Kabir Khan, self-pity is also linked to another facet of his personality – loneliness and anger. Stober states that a self-pitying person tends to expect more from his environment than the environment is willing to give. In his role as coach, Khan pushes his team relentlessly and it often seems that the anger he subjects them to, is borne out of the emotional trauma and frustration that he has undergone. At one point, Bindiya senses the weakest moment in the team’s psyche and galvanizes them to revolt. When the team submits a piece of paper to Khan stating that they don’t want to play for him, they hit the nadir of their storming phase. Bindiya even insults Khan and brings up his ‘traitor’ tag.


Faced with another rejection, Khan gives voice to his narrative self and confesses that the reason he came back was to win the glory that he could not seven years ago. The rejection was another loss for him, reinforcing the feeling of self-pity that he had been facing and he openly feels sorry for himself at having lost once again. At that point, Khan gives up and resigns.


Forming


Before leaving the camp, Khan takes the staff and team to lunch at a nearby McDonald’s. The team’s mood is sullen. As they begin eating, a couple of boys start teasing the girls from Manipur and Mizoram. Balbir fumes and strikes one of the boys down. When the boys bring in reinforcements, suddenly the entire team is galvanized into action and they proceed to beat the boys up. The group of boys are no match against the collective unity demonstrated by the team.


Sun Tzu said, ‘The deeper you penetrate into hostile territory, the greater will be the solidarity of your troops, and, thus, the defenders cannot overcome you.’


In beating up those boys, the team’s differences and their strained relationship with their coach were forgotten.
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