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I would like to make a special mention of a woman of substance, my wife, Lovita. Without her by my side, I don’t know if I would have had the strength to weather the storms, as well as not be swept away by the successes. Of course, the most beautiful gifts she has given me are my daughters, Nyla and Nada. Both girls have been my strongest supporters, given me my most honest critiques, and have taught me what resilience means.


With love, Tariq









INTRODUCTION





I stand at the end of no tradition; I may, perhaps, stand at the beginning of one.


—AYN RAND


This book is a true reflection of my introspection about the errors I made in life and the learnings therein. It brings in discourses and influences of some extraordinary people who touched my life. It encapsulates and summarizes all the learnings of my journey that I recall, in pursuit of making an impact. I have tried to bring my insight to various facets of my roller-coaster ride of highs and lows. I have also tried to explain the context of many business and professional challenges I faced and dealt with, especially the lessons learned from my lows. I had many brushes with the brute and harsh realities of life in my eventful life. Whatever I have written in this book is based on my honest introspection from confessions that gave me sense and wisdom. For me, undertaking business challenges was not part of an ambitious zeal alone but was also for my own pursuit of relevance, where impact mattered, with the sky as the limit. As a serial entrepreneur, I undertook numerous ambitious projects where I did go wrong, making fatal errors with many in managing business.


In this book, I concentrate on the lessons learned from my mistakes. About my long list of failures, from going broke with bankruptcy agencies knocking on my door, walking out of a partnership with nothing in hand, to venturing into multiple start-ups with zero capital—from these mistakes, I learned a great deal to tell others.





I do not relent under any pressure and never let negativity cross my path.


On the personal front too, I went through a lot that shaped my resilient character. With my diagnosis of cancer, dealing with personal finance traumas after my business disasters, and struggling with an emotional family exigency having to do with one of my beloved children, I managed to keep my head on my shoulders, gaining some extraordinary life lessons. My relationships with my family and friends were an impeccable source of inspiration and emotional support that kept me intact and from breaking down during my turbulent times. I do not relent under any pressure and never let negativity cross my path. I must admit that my real-life encounters and brushes with crises gifted me with some deep insights that truly enriched my life, and these are the influences and learnings that I want to offer to my readers with this book.


My upbringing and values emboldened my strong sense of ethics and guided me to employ a purity of mind and morality in dealing with people. These attributes helped me in my sense of judging people and taught me how to separate the men from the boys. I never took people at face value, but my inquisitive nature and curiosity have always prompted me to look beyond the character to seek truth and see what lies within. As a keen observer, I always use my farsightedness and foresight to apply diligence, and you will notice this across my work in the book.


From the very early days, I would take whatever was given to me on an ownership basis and never shirk the accountability. These profound exposures helped me to gain deep insights into people and human behaviors. My troubles and that journey of fighting those crises actually shaped my life, as they do with all of us. These crises greatly influenced me and helped me to build a resilient character, and my thoughts in this book reflect those realities of life that I experienced. The pains and gains of my life are well articulated in the form of reference to context and are factored therein in various chapters.


My early years of life gave me immense exposure to wide shades of diversity in terms of culture, politics, and facts of life. Brought up in a small town and in a large family, I was able to develop a deep understanding of relationships, social dealings, behaviors, and cultural sensitivities. All these perspectives ultimately shaped my thoughts and are reflected in the people management section of the book. I lived in mixed cultures, small cities, and villages and traveled extensively between childhood and adolescence.


I was only sixteen when I represented my country in the World Festival of Youth and Students in the Soviet Union, and from then on I have been a “man on wheels,” always in motion. With an extensive travel history, accumulating millions of travel miles, I am indeed a globe-trotter, having traveled to more than ninety countries. I have spent over five years of my life span in hotels, on flights, and in airports. These journeys have helped me gain deep insights into their history and culture. Working in big cities such as New York, London, Mumbai, and Hong Kong has also added to my knowledge of doing business in cross-border environments. The sights and sounds of the cities and countries I traveled to and worked in gave me an extensive perspective of what diversity means from people’s varied cultural viewpoints. Be it the city’s cosmopolitan character, the cultural fabric, or social behaviors, these journeys greatly influenced my exposure in context to my social awareness and work dealing with people, where sensitivity rules in managing people and their expectations.


I have tried my best in this book to connect to all those I view as my target readers, who can apply my learnings to their own insights when experiencing hardships. I am sure these readers will find opportunities to resonate with my experiences, as well as use these perspectives to manage their challenges and triumphs.


My chapter on leadership touches upon many facets and fundamentally

focuses on my mantra of earning respect rather than demanding it, with the focus of embodying the values of a leader. I worked to ensure that people understand the true role of leadership, where they “walk the talk,” and also that driving impact is the only measure of success. It’s not just about benchmarks and the bottom line. In various articles I wrote about my belief that leaders must possess a passionate soul and have compassion for their workers. These qualities are known to drive the larger good of people, achieving holistic development for all stakeholders, and are much more valuable than self-obsessed leadership.


In my chapter on creating a people’s organization that always puts people first, I have elaborated on multiple case studies of leadership building trust with the workforce by their strong engagement in the organizational mainstream through feedback, transparency, and effective performance management criteria. I also referred to driving higher self-actualization for employees, especially those on the bottom cadre. There are references to multiple aspects of people-first approaches in the chapters dedicated to people management.


The book has also covered many aspects of commercial prudence with chapters on the integrity of accounting practices, the role of banking and bankers’ apathy, and the importance of business finance beyond accounting and bookkeeping.


There are also specific chapters where I deal with the world of governance and compliance. And here I show how, with the evolution of compliance, key lessons can be lost in translation, undermining their fundamental purpose.
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1. LEADERSHIP







Until I was in my midforties, I must confess it was mainly fame, an extravagant lifestyle, the excitement of conducting business, and creating business scalability that mattered most to me. I seldom ever applied my thoughts to my personal leadership style or considered my impact on my stakeholders. I had been part of a family where we shared values and common world perspectives. But even so, we always guarded our own individuality. My relationship with my daughters follows that tradition, as it is not just about doting on each other but much more a case of expressing mutual respect for each other. They help me to deeply introspect when I am wrong, whether it has to do with my dealings with people or my relationship with my wife. They also consult with me about their own moves and allow me to advise them as well. I must state that I remain under their close scrutiny and am always mindful of my actions at all times.


This change in direction began one morning after a conversation with my daughter, who wanted me to pursue making an impact on the world rather than just power, money, or fame. But actually it was later in my life when I realized the meaning of impact and why it matters for people leading change, who are responsible for delivering results. It began with my journey at EFS, when I began to measure the outcome of my efforts in terms of the impact I had on others, in life as well as in business. I was determined to drive my inputs toward ensuring measurable outcomes and worked to see those results benefit the stakeholders and touch the hearts of others. Only then did I start to see the impact that leaders could bring through their actions and the impact they could achieve in their leadership roles, which did not occur through just muted actions.





Values were my strength from the very beginning, but in later years these became my guiding force to take on the full mettle of herculean challenges that came my way.


A compassionate heart, relentless action, a passionate soul, and self-reflection were the key attributes of leadership that I would seek to find in myself or those around me, who had what I consider to be “leadership souls.”


Values were my strength from the very beginning, but in later years these became my guiding force to take on the full mettle of herculean challenges that came my way. I have consciously made them the cornerstone of my relationships, and in my business dealings these values helped set the guiding principles. I pride myself that my values have greatly influenced me across all facets: business, social, and family life. These have helped me shape some of the most extraordinary relationships in my personal life and business life. They have always guided me in my most trying times. People would often question my rigidity regarding my value-based feelings, as I would refuse business irrespective of its potential if it did not fit in with my value system. And in my personal life too, I would not lower my guard when it came to making any compromises that did not fit well with that value system.


Having been a strong believer in values, I always ensured that I and those who work with me minded our behavior carefully. During challenging times it is especially critical. Mature responses in our dealings with people matter, and throwing fits gains nothing. Our value system will always power our good conduct. It is a fact that people with sound values can better manage their most demanding times because their basic foundations are intact. For me, relationships with business associates, colleagues, and friends, in particular, can play a pivotal role in these turbulent times. In addition, these behaviors foster bonding between people, as colleagues, friends, or partners can bring help when needed.


Whether it was in regard to my personal life or business, I never gave in to negativity but maintained my perseverance to fight through, no matter what. In my struggles in business ventures, this attitude and perseverance helped me immensely to mitigate crises to seek positive results. These struggles gave me a profound understanding of business and the harsh realities of life and made me strong and able to be at ease when confronted with any adverse outcomes. I was mindful of taking those challenging times and the pains they caused as my learnings, to rise above it all and not give in to negativity. I became resilient in managing through the doldrums. Knowing that risk-taking is integral to doing business and always has its ups and downs, I prepared myself in advance for surprises. Over time, I could preempt these by applying the insight that I learned from my past. It did not mean that I was always good at it, but I learned to fortify and mitigate my ensuing risks through tough times.


A few salient aspects of my leadership journey at EFS were adopting the people-first approach and keeping an eye on business sustainability.


People, systems, and structure were the fundamental ethos guiding my journey at EFS. In my perpetual quest for creating impact in my life and my professional work, whether it was a task, job, or mission, team selection and its specific dynamics were always at the forefront of my mind to execute a task.


Team means people, and my basis for selecting a team and the people therein is always based upon the embodiment of values in all I do and incorporating the vital attributes of discipline, attitude, and commitment.


In order to build their conviction to deliver results, a good team effort and apt chemistry are needed.


With an eye on a shared vision, I ensured that team members saw engagements and accomplishments as opportunities for their professional development as well as their self-development. I prioritized forging alliances in most of my work, with colleagues or companies based on genuine partnerships with shared goals and values. I cobbled these alliances together all my life based on deep mutual respect and relationships to build conviction. I would go out of my way to focus on this prerequisite whenever building new teams or putting up a new project. I would ensure that the team understood that these accomplishments would have a definitive holistic impact, resulting in their own higher self-actualization.


I am proud of the relationships that I have built with my colleagues.

In most team engagements, I make it a point to engage the team to first buy into my leadership through respect by virtue of my tangible contribution for the purpose at hand. I also see to it that the team has shared values and ownership in the mission by conviction and see this mission in alignment with their self-development goals. Besides these, it’s also essential to view the benefits of the learnings resulting from the journey itself as life enriching. I have worked to make sure that all were made aware that these learnings were integral to their interests. I wanted to ensure that my colleagues were mindful of the understandings, not just the successes but also the failures, with deep introspections that would enable them to be resilient.





1.1. Personal Lifestyle and Behavioral Attributes


Discipline has been one of my greatest strengths, and this came as a distinct advantage in my rise up the corporate ladder. This shaped my personality and professional progress, which resulted in a higher level of work productivity as well as personal happiness.


Whether on a personal, family, or business level, the practice of discipline has achieved the respect and reputation I enjoy among my peers and staff. Adhering to the code of ethics and discipline has never posed a challenge or acted as a deterrent in achieving my goals. Although some regard these practices, such as punctuality, as utopian or a misplaced idealism, these are instead proud credentials that helped me to forge great alliances and lifelong relationships.


At work I was careful not to lower the bar, whether it had to do with my corporate attire, meeting schedules, or efficient organization of my office staff. There was zero tolerance. Cultural values required within the company included adherence to discipline. I was aware that self-discipline encompasses a much broader spectrum of personality attributes, including behavioral, and the company’s hiring process now has multiple checks to ensure behavioral attributes align with our core values.


Personal discipline ensures that people can push forward, stay motivated, and take action, regardless of how they feel, physically or emotionally. Motivation and willpower contribute to it, as does persistence, the ability to follow through on your intentions, and, of course, hard work. In my life too, this was my most powerful tool to reinvent myself to rise to face the adversities I encountered. For example, during the 2008 economic crisis, I was concerned about my failing health as a diabetic patient. The crises wrecking my well-being could have had a lifelong impact with disastrous consequences. However, my lifestyle and self-discipline helped me to achieve a much-needed resilience.


Reflection Points


•Discipline and positivity have been the two most significant attributes that have guided me throughout my life journey. These important behaviors have helped me to navigate through the most challenging of times.


•Working always with these attributes in the forefront of my mind, I was able to maintain a mindful state that would allow me to rise above all adversity.





1.2. Demonstrating Ethical Leadership Is a Necessity


I have always held the fundamental belief that ethical leadership emanates from the values that one embodies each day. Values have always been my critical guiding principles for dealing with people. In this way, I can ensure that mutual respect, transparency, honesty, integrity, and fairness prevail to gain people’s trust. In my company, my key focus has been to earn people’s trust through my actions and their measured outcomes, not promises alone. As an example, at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, with over 80 million job losses worldwide occurring in just a few months, at EFS I promised zero job losses to my strong contingent of a twenty-two-thousand-person workforce. By the year’s end, there were 250 million job losses globally, but EFS had none.


Respect is another integral part of the value matrix that matters to me. One must not underestimate the importance of mutual respect in corporate environments. Indeed, every individual deserves respect, and no one, irrespective of their position, background, or class, can choose to take that away from anyone.


I believe that a CEO’s real test lies in his or her role to engage and motivate the C suite to lead their teams. They must not operate as lone wolves but rather be seen as inspiring and leading the company, ensuring that their dedicated and inspired teams execute their plans and vision. A company’s workforce needs much more than just the CEO though; they need the executive management to lead them on multiple fronts.


Of course, the CEO is the sole architect of the company’s vision, but to carry out the vision, CEOs need their C-suite peers to fully engage and execute the agenda outlined in that vision. These members must take this as a mission-critical agenda that is encrypted in their hearts and souls and inspired by respect and faith in their leader and their leader’s decisions. It must not be a case of just orders taken from the boss.


These executives are expected to be sharp executioners with a defined path and collective resolve, operating from a shared vision and values that the organization has adopted. Executive leadership cannot afford to deviate from the path set forth by their CEO but instead have to build workforce engagement and activism along those lines.





Fulfilling a leadership role requires a commitment to cement the vision, based on strong values that are coshared and owned mutually by all.


Fulfilling a leadership role requires a commitment to cement the vision, based on strong values that are coshared and owned mutually by all. These values bind the team with a common resolve to succeed and enable them to effectively lead their teams and their colleagues.


During corporate conversations, certain instances will always come up where leadership will have disruptive behaviors. Leaders have to work hard to guard their composure in such situations. However tricky or explosive the mistake or problem may be, a calm and rational approach is fundamental to arrive at any meaningful resolution.


Often, specific correctional interactions that may be necessary between the boss and the subordinate will lead to aggressive postures. It is unwarranted and unnecessary, though it is true it seems to be a natural behavior for some in the corporate world. But these fracases or aggressive behaviors are unhealthy. Even when leaders must give challenges, comparisons, or corrections, these need to adhere to specific protocols, and deviating from that is a mistake that corporate cultures must protect against. Anger and aggression from a boss in dealing with his or her colleagues is not an option but rather an unnecessary evil. Respect, even in the face of disagreements, must be a value that all organizations are ready to stand upon and uphold.


The CEO needs to build a medium of engagement with C-suite colleagues or others, where corrective outcomes are sought without resorting to aggression or displaying loss of patience. Where mistakes are diagnosed, not dissected, the CEO can indeed express his disappointment

with a tone of assertion but not a lack of respect. Unexpected results or bad outcomes do come under the scrutiny of bosses and do face the ire of leadership, but what matters most is the conduct of the CEO to manage these situations. While it may be frustrating, no positive results can be achieved through adverse reactions. Respect for the CEO increases among colleagues if they choose patience and determine correctional engagements with respect. This emboldens trust. However severe a bad business outcome may be, no amount of goodwill or intention is worthwhile if the leader does not align his communication with a basic code of respect that every individual needs. Leadership roles require not only clarity of purpose, a loftiness of vision, but also compassionate communication. It is a two-way process where respect is earned, not demanded.


This also applies to leadership roles where one has to be mindful of their communication with their colleagues. Even in the most challenging conversations, leaders must maintain their composure. One must seek a corrective approach to ensure positive outcomes. Punitive actions such as threatening job security, financial penalties, or any personal attacks will always be disastrous. Instead, more conciliatory tones of an impactful corrective process need to be outlined. Always take the opportunity to engage the proponent to know their mistake, to own it, and embark upon the correction process.


In my journey as the Group CEO, my engagement outcomes with my team have always been a critical area of focus. I address my weaknesses as well as work tirelessly to overcome every impediment that I have, in order to be a fair and compassionate boss.


I try to ensure that no one fears me. Often in the past, anger and intense reactions emerged out of my frustrations. I learned from these lapses and worked to make constructive changes in my own behavior. This has helped me see some great results.


There remains a lot of work in progress, but this process requires perpetual introspection to mend. This aspect is always on my list of habits to work on and improve.


I would summarize my leadership vision in the words of a great poet, Allama Iqbal, which greatly influenced me and explained the nine dimensions of ethical leadership: “The loftiness of vision, communication that touches the heart, passionate soul, truth, justice, courage, reflection, self-awareness, and relentless action.”


In essence, I found my way by implementing these convictions to best execute my actions.


Reflection Points


•Having lived in the midst of a society with hypocritical and complex conventions, I have found it necessary to always keep my core values at the forefront. It’s essential to ensure that all actions we take as leaders can be seen as aligned with the set of ethical values that we profess to follow.


•In pursuit of our goals and ambitions, we as leaders must remain mindful of our ethical values and commitments and show them clearly with every decision taken. Deviating from these can be disastrous for morale, as this will create a trust deficit with your stakeholders.
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