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      For Thomas Abraham, the elephant catcher






      INTRODUCTION

      IN 2006, MY BOOK The High-Performance Entrepreneur broke new ground as a must-read for would-be entrepreneurs. It became immensely popular among an entire generation of young
         Indians who dreamt beyond getting a job, about building businesses and creating jobs for others. The book was based on my
         experiences of failure at starting a company when I was 28 and then successfully co-founding Mindtree when I was 42. Through
         these two experiences and my observations of many great entrepreneurs, the book stated my belief that start-ups must be designed
         for high performance and that this is not impossible to achieve.
      

      In the intervening years, a lot has changed in my life as a professional and an entrepreneur. In 2007, Mindtree got its public
         listing. Listing a company at the stock exchange is the ultimate dream of every start-up. But taking a company to that stage brings with it the obligation of growth. Quite naturally, after 2007, all our endeavours and transformative experiences
         have had a lot to do with the challenge of scaling.
      

      In some ways, starting something is easier than scaling it. That is why people and their businesses hit the proverbial glass
         ceiling despite a successful start. The Elephant Catchers synthesizes my learning of the last few years and contains a collection of hard-earned lessons on a spectrum of issues around
         the core idea of scaling an organization and its people.
      

      The book is arranged in six sections. In Part I, I present the need to build comfort with the idea of scale and the essentials
         that go with it. Part II is about getting the large deals that will help scale your business and the kind of people you must
         employ to get them, about staying away from certain customer engagements and business models that could prevent growth, and
         about mergers and acquisitions (M&As) that invariably engage every organization at some stage or the other. In Part III, the
         conversation shifts to the idea that sustaining an enterprise is a game of intellect. The capacity to get to the next level
         often depends on a leader’s ability to augment organizational intellect by tapping into external expertise. I have given a
         few pointers here on how it can be done most effectively. Part IV deals with the reputation of an organization. Reputation
         is a form of capital and growing it right, beyond just good public relations, is something that organizations often overlook.
         In Part V, the focus is on the importance of scaling people at every level of the organization. The modern enterprise is all about people,
         be it the management and leaders, or the employees. It addresses the need for intelligent recruitment; the traps that leaders
         fall into, causing the organization to stall; and issues of succession and nurturing the next generation of leaders. Part
         VI tells you about the final frontier, where the leader must scale his own ‘self’. We all know that behind every organization
         there is the leader who sets it on its path. A time comes when the leader himself is required to pass tests that come in his
         way in the form of certain rites of passage and bolts from the blue. The response of the leader, sometimes deeply personal,
         defines the destiny of the organization.
      

      The core idea of scale and its associated attributes and challenges are not unique to for-profit businesses. These are equally
         applicable to any institution and, I can even say, every individual. I hope that in this book you will be able to get some
         insight about your own organization and yourself. For that, I ask you to bear with me when you see terms like ‘leader’, ‘founder’,
         ‘entrepreneur’, ‘manager’ or ‘management’. I have used these words interchangeably. Similarly, when you come across the words
         ‘start-up’, ‘company’, ‘institution’ or ‘organization’, please interpret it as a placeholder for a larger idea. All of them
         will fit into two classifications: those that scale and those that don’t. The broad considerations why some do and some don’t stay the same irrespective of the kind of organization they are.
      

      The original manuscript had a ‘she’ for every ‘he’, because that is how it largely is in the modern workplace. But my editor,
         Poulomi Chatterjee, struck this down in the interest of easy readability. So, wherever you see a ‘he’, please do not conjure
         a male image. Instead, think of my editor.
      

      The Elephant Catchers does not pretend to be the complete book on the subject of scale. I am not a management guru; I am a mere practitioner. To
         that extent my lessons could be imperfect, but they are real. All the experiences I have written about in this book have been
         lived by me. I would also like to remind my readers that Mindtree is my platform, my high-sea rig, my runway. I take off from
         it and land on it. References to Mindtree in this book are meant to bring to you real experiences and, through these, to share
         real lessons. It is not to suggest that Mindtree is the shining example of scale. I always tell my colleagues that we walk
         in the shadows of giants, and I truly believe that.
      

      Lastly, the purpose of this book is not to glorify scale. It is to tell you how to scale if you want to, need to, and if you
         must. Some things in life are meant to stay small and life has a way of ensuring everything has its place. I hope you find
         the book useful as you set out on your own journey to take your life and your enterprise someplace.
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      LESSONS FROM A SWAMI

      
      

         ‘Those who do not embrace the notion of size and cannot enjoy magnitude will always have problems with it.’

      



      
      SOME YEARS AGO I was invited to give a talk at the Siddaganga Institute of Technology in Tumkur, near Bengaluru. It was set up in 1963 by
         a religious trust called Sree Siddaganga Mutt, which has been in existence since the fifteenth century CE. The current head of the institution, known reverentially as ‘Swamiji’, assumed charge of the institution sometime in the
         1930s. Today, the trust runs many schools, and engineering and management colleges, that thousands of students attend from
         all around the country.
      

      
      After my talk, I was driven to the village where Swamiji, who is now 106 years old, lives. Within the village, surrounded
         by temples, residences and a few shops, is a large, open space, a giant courtyard. When I arrived there dusk was setting in
         and it was time for the evening prayers. As our car pulled up at the entrance to the village, I witnessed one of the most spectacular
         sights I have ever experienced. The courtyard was filling up really fast with boys of all ages pouring in from every direction.
         Some were running around and some were huddled in groups, but there was great energy and joy on every face. The entire place
         hummed with their excitement. To my astonishment, I was told that 8,500 boys had gathered there!
      

      
      The chattering of the children in front of me was like the sound you would hear under the canopy of a large tree when thousands
         of birds come home, circle their nests, and make joyful noises before settling down. Then, just like the birds suddenly become
         quiet and become one with the canopy above, the children too stopped scampering around and squatted in the courtyard in neat
         rows. It was time for them to sing their hymns. The voices, thousands in unison, sang the evening prayers as Swamiji sat in
         deep meditation beyond the sea of lowered heads.
      

      
      After singing the hymns, the boys rose and ran towards their hostels with the same childlike abandon with which they had arrived.
         It was time for them to collect their plates and go to the dining hall where a wholesome but simple meal awaited them. I sat
         down among them to eat their fare. My host, the principal of the engineering college set up by the Mutt, was seated next to
         me. He told me that he was a product of this very institution. At one time he too had been like the children we were sitting with. These boys, all from neighbouring villages,
         had been left in the care of the Mutt by their parents.
      

      
      Story has it that a long time ago there was a terrible drought in the area. People had nothing to eat, nothing to sustain
         their families with. In despair, they brought their little ones and left them in Swamiji’s care in the hope that the children,
         at least, would survive the ordeal. Swamiji took them all under his wing; he fed them, looked after their well-being and started
         schooling them. When the tides turned, the villagers came in hordes to return the favour he had done them, and ever since,
         every year, they continue to bring him a part of their produce and leave behind some of their progeny to be educated at the
         Mutt. Swamiji continues to take them all in. They live in frugal quarters, eat regular meals and study as all other children
         do. The lessons and everyday activities follow quite seamlessly, and even if a child fails in a certain year he is not turned
         away. The Mutt takes care of them till they pass high school. All of this at no cost to the students. From the time it began,
         the institute has grown from less than a hundred students to its current size of 8,500.
      

      
      At the end of this fantastic experience, I was left with many questions. How does Swamiji manage size, I wondered. How is
         it that his institution has not caved in, while so many start-up companies led by able, astute and committed individuals struggle acutely with growth after their initial success?
      

      
      In today’s world, for most organizations, growth is no longer an option; it is imperative. If you look at it from another
         perspective, as you were growing up, you could make a few mistakes and you could take your own time learning from them. As
         an adult, while you are still entitled to make a few mistakes, you neither have the luxury of making them repeatedly nor do
         you have time on your side. In the same way, there was a time when you could start your business and allow it to grow at a
         pace that you determined. In today’s highly competitive environment, organizations are compelled to shed their baby-fat really
         fast. The situation has changed drastically from the time an entrepreneur was among a handful of people with a bright idea.
         Knowledge, and knowledge about that knowledge, was scarce, and you could work on your idea assiduously in a womb-like, secure
         space until you were ready for the world, with very few chances of someone else beating you to your game. The internet has
         taken away that security. Whatever your product or service may be, there are a dozen others who are busy manufacturing the
         very same mousetrap even as you are reading this. It follows that it is no longer enough to just start a business. Sustained
         growth, growth that is often exponential and not incremental, is essential for success.
      

      
      Yet, most people are inherently fearful of the idea of growth, some of them for reasons that are perfectly understandable. With growth comes flux, which makes many people insecure. Very
         few people like to work in a large, impersonal set-up where, they fear, they will lose their identity. They crave the nascent
         stages of a start-up in which goals, values and enthusiasm were equally shared.
      

      
      Management theory falls short in giving us a fool-proof formula that can help us balance growth and scale with stability and
         harmony. Driving back from Sree Siddaganga Mutt that night, I couldn’t help reflecting on what I had observed of the Mutt’s
         daily functioning and the leader who made it possible in this context.
      

      
      To begin with, Swamiji is at peace with size. The idea of scale does not daunt him. Just thinking of all the risks one could
         run into in trying to manage 8,500 boys between the ages of five and sixteen could have made anyone a nervous wreck. If Swamiji
         was fundamentally not at peace with the fact that he had the welfare of 8,500 children to think of, there is no way that the
         place could have existed even for a short while.
      

      
      Swamiji has no elaborate scheme, no articulated strategy for raising funds to feed and clothe and educate the children. There
         is no sophisticated computerized information system or even the barest tools without which a modern manager would freeze in
         his tracks. Despite all that, the Mutt obviously gets what it needs, sometimes in small measures and sometimes large, and has managed itself in the face of difficulties and challenges. In this, Swamiji’s most fundamental ally has been
         his sense of purpose, the purpose of serving the surrounding communities through the education of their children. That purpose
         is so powerful that it permeates everything; it is the force that binds everyone in the Mutt and creates alignment. It is
         the purpose that determines Swamiji’s power to take growth and scale in his stride without being daunted by the idea and causing
         the place to fall apart.
      

      
      Of the 8,500 children I saw, no two boys are similar and no two of them come from the same microcosm. Yet, for decades, children
         have arrived here, studied and grown up, graduated, and gone their own ways. Over the years, no less than 100,000 boys have
         passed through the Mutt and gone on to make their own living in this world. As they become part of the ethos, they embrace
         something very interesting: a high degree of self-regulation. This is a pervasive theme at the Siddaganga Mutt. As remarkable
         as the sense of orderliness and peace that prevailed in the place was, I was more amazed by the fact that I rarely saw an
         adult supervising the thousands of children there. They went about their tasks in perfect order and coordination with very
         little visible supervision. During the evening prayers, when an unexpected downpour occurred, a section of the gathering got
         up and ran to take shelter. No one had instructed these children to go, or told the others to stay. Then, as the rain stopped as suddenly as it had started, the boys ran back to join the others and the prayers continued
         as if nothing had happened. A self-regulating operating system was clearly at work. It extended to larger and smaller decisions;
         decisions that were being taken by the children themselves. And it is common knowledge that a self-regulating system minimizes
         the need for bureaucracy.
      

      
      The other astounding thing I noticed about the Mutt was its simplicity. Simplicity is a powerful tool in any human effort.
         A simple communication is more powerful than a complex one. A simple organization is easier to work for than a complex one.
         A simple product design lends itself better to manufacturing and maintenance than a complicated one. Yet, simplicity is a
         discipline that requires cultivation over years and can be achieved only through conscious effort. When I was in conversation
         with Swamiji before dinner, the thing that struck me most was his personal simplicity. He spoke little but spoke clearly.
         He enquired if I understood Kannada, his mother tongue. When I said I didn’t, he immediately switched to English. He spoke
         to me about things I was familiar with. He talked to me about the software industry boom and the Indian economy, among other
         things. It was clear that the simplicity that he embodied permeated the organizational structure, the systems, processes and
         methodologies that governed every activity in the Mutt.
      

      
      
      It also struck me that accessibility plays an important part in maintaining the balance and security that is essential in
         keeping the place together. In the Mutt, anyone can ask for an audience with Swamiji. Sometimes it includes some of the youngest
         ones who demand his mediation to resolve a fight!
      

      
      There are innumerable lessons we can learn from Swamiji. He has, after all, managed to create a balanced eco-system that allows
         size and speed to take their natural course while ensuring that the sense of identity that smallness gives is retained. Above
         everything else, behind the remarkable story of the Siddaganga Mutt is one man’s comfort with the idea of scale. Those who
         do not embrace the notion of size and cannot enjoy magnitude will always have problems with it. Swamiji does not see growth
         as a nuisance. He sees it as an ally, as a welcome way to expand capacity and, from there on, to make a difference.
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      MURDER IN NEW YORK

      
      

         ‘If you are not ambitious enough to scale, and scale big, you will not need to engage with the term ‘strategy’.’

      



      
      AT SREE SIDDAGANGA MUTT, you can engage anyone in a conversation on the uplifting idea of ‘purpose’, but consider for a moment having a conversation
         with the people there on ‘strategy’. However important it may sound, the thought that the place should have a strategy, that
         it should make provisions for managed growth and de-risking odds, makes for incongruous dialogue. Thank you, but the Siddaganga
         Mutt does not need a strategy.
      

      
      That enviable option is not available to people charged with running a for-profit and in some cases even a not-for-profit
         organization today. Swamiji is in a minority. For you and me, strategy will prove to be the critical difference between helping
         our organizations sprout and getting them to scale. As with the earliest stages of setting up an organization, the absence of strategy at this critical juncture may lead to an organization’s
         downfall even if its sense of purpose is strong.
      

      
      I have sat through countless ‘strategy’ sessions in and outside of Mindtree and found that, quite often, people who are discussing
         strategy do not really understand its true nature. Strategy and scale go hand in hand. You don’t need to think of strategy
         if incremental growth makes you happy. On the other hand, if you are seized with the ambition of making a big difference,
         you need a strategy. And you need to understand its true import.
      

      
      Most professionally run organizations reduce the actual act of strategizing to a formal annual, predictably named ‘strategy
         session’, usually held closer to the beginning of the fiscal year to come. Leaders and managers go into a huddle, sub-groups
         are formed, there are brain-storming sessions, arguments over data and trends, and then some competition analysis is done.
         The bosses listen to group presentations, devour PowerPoint slides and then go on to do what they have already settled on
         in their minds. Most people ideating at such annual corporate strategy retreats do not want to fail. To them failure is scary.
         So they talk about a growth of 10, 15 or 20 per cent over the previous year, they talk about introducing marginal changes
         in their products and services, they agree to small investments and ask for incremental returns. These people discuss a plan
         that will extend the lifespan of the group by just about another season. Their stakes are low. This in itself is an indication
         that ideas of growth, scale and expansion are not involved in their scheme of things, that there is no need for thought that
         can truly qualify as ‘strategic’. If you are not ambitious enough to scale, and scale big, you will not need to engage with
         the term ‘strategy’.
      

      [image: image]

      
      Over time, I have come to realize that there is a set of strategy traps leaders routinely fall prey to.

      
      A group that is battling with ways to achieve only incremental growth is not really discussing strategy. It is merely dribbling
         with a plan to extrapolate from the present. It is looking at a low-risk approach that will yield small upsides.
      

      
      Similarly, if a group comes up with a plan that does not involve visible personal and organizational displacement, it remains
         just that – a plan. It is not strategy.
      

      
      A group may experience an ‘aha’ moment when it identifies the link between a problem and its solution, but here too it is
         not being strategic at all. It is not asking enough questions; it is not seeing the big picture; it is not making an intuitive
         bet.
      

      
      A strategy that stems from the left brain, arises entirely from data and is based on rational thinking will lack emotional
         appeal and can never be effectively executed. Great strategy, on the other hand, must have an emotive appeal. Without this, a strategy will not be memorable, and people do not follow what
         they cannot remember.
      

      
      Most often, a group in search of the Holy Grail overlooks solutions and strategies that are close at hand, possibly lying
         under-cultivated or underserved.
      

      
      Great strategy is not about a pie chart sliced and diced to infinity, then multiplied with a radar graph and divided to death
         by a 3D histogram. Great strategy is simplicity that even the doorman can understand.
      

      
      Let’s take a look at a few of these factors more closely.

      
      In March 2000, Infosys, India’s bellwether IT services company, had 5,389 employees. At this time its leaders decided that
         Infosys must embrace the idea of scale to become a noticeable, global player in five years’ time. They imagined the world
         of the future, the ‘flat world’, as Infosys’s co-founder Nandan Nilekani famously coined, and determined that to be globally
         relevant the most important thing they needed to do was to grow significantly in size. Consequently, Infosys grew from 5,389
         employees in 2000 to 15,876 in 2003 and 1,30,820 by February 2011. If this rate of growth had come about without conscious
         strategic thinking and the proper socializing of it with all stakeholders, Infosys would have collapsed. They did not go about
         randomly hiring people; they thought thoroughly about every aspect – from entry-level training to leadership development, from efficient systems and processes to rewards
         and recognition, from choice of customers to business models – keeping the theme of rapid growth central.
      

      
      When teams meet to brainstorm at a strategy retreat, they invariably look to solve an existing problem. In the process, while
         trying to resolve an issue or seeking a breakthrough, they match a conventional problem with a conventional solution, instead
         of looking and thinking deep into the issue for a more effective, if radical, solution. If salespeople aren’t selling enough,
         change the commission structure, they will say. If attrition is high, raise salaries and offer a substantial bonus at the
         time of joining. If customers are going away, pursue them and plead them to stay. And, if you are the mayor of a crime-infested
         mega-city with a high murder rate, give the homicide officers greater power and go after the perpetrators with a vengeance.
      

      
      Unless, of course, you are Rudy Giuliani, two-time mayor of New York City. I lived close to New York City during Giuliani’s
         second tenure as mayor and have seen how unsafe the city used to be under previous administrations. When Giuliani took office
         in 1994, New York City had the dubious distinction of being the murder capital of the world, with more than 2,000 murders
         reported in a year. Giuliani actioned the police to make the city safe. In doing so, he asked them to go after petty crime and get the panhandlers off the street. Apart from being a nuisance to motorists and pedestrians, the
         panhandlers were also the last mile in the drug business and, according to one theory, many of the city’s killings were drug-related.
         When the police got to them and broke the supply chain for drugs, the business was affected in totality. New York Police also
         clamped down on petty crime, not just big ones, and succeeded in pushing through what came to be known as ‘Quality of Life’
         policing. Many of Giuliani’s policies were considered controversial and questions are still raised about how much of the credit
         for cleaning up New York City should actually be apportioned to him. But I can vouch that during his time and after, I slept
         soundly at night knowing that my older daughter lived in Harlem and taught in the Bronx, and my younger daughter worked in
         Manhattan while living in Brooklyn. Giuliani’s strategy paid off because he had been able to make the connection between homicide
         and drugs, guns, broken windows and panhandlers, which may not be apparent but is very real.
      

      
      When you are out to achieve exceptional success you will have to approach every aspect with a deeper view. The success of
         a strategy depends on the ability of those who conceive it to see the bigger picture and the interconnected nature of things.
         Attack a problem with sales by emphasizing on the training and development of the salespeople; fix the attrition issue by
         improving your badge value; and expand your business not by making your customer list look like Noah’s Ark, but by being selective
         about your customers and knowing which ones, when served preferentially, can deliver the exponential growth you are looking
         for.
      

      
      As organizations sprout, some elements of strategic thinking are certainly at play but these are always nested at the top.
         As the same organizations experience rapid growth, strategic capacity must become fractal; people at all levels must be encouraged
         to think strategically. Companies do not scale themselves; it is the people who take it to the next step. For a strategy to
         scale, its implementation needs to enlist people. And people do not necessarily get inspired by strategy that uses impressive
         analyst reports and histograms and pie charts as crutches. A strategy is most effective when presented as a simple idea that
         touches a chord and then moves people to action. Paul Polman, presently Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Unilever, understood
         this well.
      

      
      Unilever is regarded as one of the greatest management factories of the world because of the way it grooms its cadre. Yet,
         when the time came to pick their chief in 2009, Unilever looked to an outsider. Paul Polman had worked practically all his
         life in Procter & Gamble and had recently moved to Switzerland to work as the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) and Executive
         Vice President for the Americas at Nestlé. When Polman came on board, Unilever in the West was at best coasting along in markets saturated with soaps, shampoos and ice creams. Paul Polman
         set a hairy, monstrous goal for the 1,71,000 people working in a slow-growth enterprise. He asked his people to set their
         eyes on doubling the turnover from 40 billion Euros to 80 billion Euros by 2020. But he also asked for something else. While
         doubling the revenue, he asked that it be achieved by lowering the carbon footprint to the levels at which they had stood
         in 2010. When the goal of doubling sales while simultaneously lowering the company’s carbon footprint was disseminated among
         Unilever’s employees, suppliers and other stakeholders, it had an electrifying effect. Suddenly, it seemed to be a worthwhile,
         uplifting goal. But peel the onion and you will see that lowering the carbon footprint means a massive rethink of products,
         manufacturing systems, supply chain, target markets, the innovative use of information technology and a hundred other things.
         Suddenly, Unilever was no longer just selling more of the same soaps and shampoos. Unilever employees were no longer a tired
         lot serving the requirements of a behemoth; they became warriors for the planet. It was Polman’s way of waking up Unilever
         and rallying the troops for unprecedented growth on a markedly different plank.
      

      
      Polman’s thinking exemplifies another, often unseen, characteristic of great strategy: it is not the child of reason; it is
         an act of emotion.
      

      
      
      Emotive thinking, once considered unrelated to business, is actually a very valuable tool and has been the fountainhead of
         many great ideas that have had generational, irreversible impact. Speaking about emotions, a story about Apple’s breakthrough
         marketing strategy against the century-old IBM that once dominated the computer business is my all-time favourite. IBM was
         then in its heyday, dominating the personal computer market. The company’s tagline at the time was ‘Think’. In 1997, Apple
         was at best a challenger and Steve Jobs decided that apart from other things, Apple’s image needed to be strengthened through
         impactful advertising that encapsulated the core characteristics of the company’s products and work ethos. With the help of
         the American advertising agency TBWA\Chiat\Day, they started a memorable ad campaign with the tagline ‘Think Different’. The
         campaign featured renowned people in history who had changed the course of mankind with their ideas. In television commercials,
         Apple showed movie clippings from the lives of people like Martin Luther King and Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, Winston Churchill
         and Muhammad Ali. The message was clear: ‘Think’ was no longer good enough. ‘Think Different’ was the new mantra. The campaign worked brilliantly to position Apple as an idea-led, innovative, next-gen company. What
         I find clever in the Apple commercial is that it used mainly dead people who do not charge modelling fees and do not throw
         tantrums on production sets. Even today, the campaign remains fresh in people’s minds thanks to YouTube. While the ad gets downloaded a million times from YouTube,
         Apple incurs neither hosting nor broadcast fees.
      

      
      Strategy is as strategy does, and when it comes to strategy, simple is smart. While great strategy may be created and articulated
         at higher levels, its execution is successful only when the people executing it connect to it and understand it. When Mahatma
         Gandhi took on the British empire, all he asked his followers to pursue were two ideas: non-violence and non-cooperation.
         Non-violence is simple. If you hit me, I will not return the blow. Non-cooperation, in the context of the freedom movement,
         meant, I will not do what you coerce me to do. These ideas were as naked and simple as the Mahatma himself. That is why, sans
         embellishment, they were understood and adopted by an entire nation, from the Harrow-and Trinity-educated Jawaharlal Nehru
         to the illiterate indigo farmers in Champaran, Bihar.
      

      
      Groups conducting strategy meetings mostly believe that strategy must be sophisticated, complex and beyond average comprehension
         to look like it’s the real stuff. Nothing could be further from the truth, as the Mahatma would tell you and the British would
         concur.
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