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Context to the conversation 

Neeraj speaks about how he approached leadership when he was the head of India. He speaks about 
how he strived to move everybody a little bit to the right of the bell curve wherever they were. He 
goes on to speak about how the Asia leadership role is much more about inspiration than specific 
direction.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): Let's double click on I evolved. I'm curious about many transitions in this 
process, but maybe a couple of transitions. One is maybe to the sort of the India leadership, 
managing partner of India, would that be the term? And then now subsequently Asia Pacific. I think 
particularly curious because two factors, right? One is even if I go back to my executive search days, 
one of the things we would look for is how people lead vertically, which is sort of in their team and 
how they lead horizontally, which is people like themselves who are as smart or even smarter than 
themselves and BCG, you're in a very sort of high caliber environment. And I think one of, as I was 
preparing for this conversation, one of our friends Venkatesh Srinivasan, I asked him, you know, 
what are the couple of things that inspire you about Neeraj? And he said, one thing that he 
mentioned and I also second that is that stands out, Neeraj, is just the intensity of focus and 
attention and the ability to really go laser, laser focused on a problem. But when you lead a group of 
people, you need to soften that intensity and you need to let others bring that intensity and sort of, 
in a way, create the climate for the problem solving. So, talk to us a little bit of maybe if you sort of, 
if I bring it back to the transition to heading India. What were some of the challenges? What were 
some of the adjustments you had to make in your ways of working, if you will, to be effective as a 
leader in India? 

Neeraj Aggarwal (NA): I think it is a shift from managing your own pyramid of people in your practice 
to leading the whole firm. Firstly, think leading is a big word. feel we deeply talk about servant 
leadership in BCG and I feel that I embodied that and I feel it serves well in any professional services 
environment, also in an academic environment. So you're a bit about... slightly a first among equals. 
You don't have to think like I'm the boss, you know, that just does not work. So if you think of an org 
chart, you put the partners on top and you put yourself below and not the other way around. And 
you live that every day. So you are, so what does that mean? I feel everybody is looking in the world 
from their own box. The job allows you to connect the dots in a larger fashion. And the job, so I think 
I took them on two attributes particularly. One was to see, connect the dots and see the larger role 
we are playing in India and shaping the India of tomorrow.  
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I also took over at a time when you were just reaching about 20 years in India. So it a nice moment 
for us as a firm to reflect back about our contributions to India. And I'll talk about that later. And the 
second one was while everybody is a superstar or star for sure to get to where they are getting, but 
everybody has some blind spots. So my point was a bit of a human analysis, say what is he or she 
good at and what is here, where is there one blind spot? So I would focus only on the one- or two-
blind spots to give them small nudges to get them to compensate and become. So if you take up, 
here's how I would describe it. But before that, just to put it in a concept, I think the role of a leader 
in general, believe, and certainly in a professional services firm, is there is a normal distribution. But 
to make everybody a 10%, 20 % better version of themselves. move, if you see a distribution rule, 
the role of a leader is shift everyone to the right, rather than say, this is correct or this is wrong. I 
think it's a fundamental flaw, certainly in my environment, which people make to say, this is 
acceptable, this is not acceptable. Interesting. I think, so I always embrace that it's not about right 
and wrong. It's about making everybody 20 % better than themselves. That was my core job. 
Interesting. I don't know if you hear that in other leadership discussions, but... 

DJ: It's an interesting way of putting it to say move them to the right of the bell curve. are people 
that talk about tolerance to sort of talk about being non-judgmental etc. etc. But I like your framing 
of wherever you are, of course there's a minimum bar for performance and etc. But rather than 
being judgmental, being accepting and moving them to the right. 

NA: And so hence it was, that's why my whole point about, and you move it right by two things, I 
feel. One is by looking at what everybody has an example of. So somebody could be, there are a lot 
of people who have great IQ, but they're a little low on EQ. I mean, that just, and consulting 
profession particularly has exceptional IQ and often not, you don't enjoy the time spent on the EQ, 
you consider this as a drag on your time, on your efficiency. So people are very measured. So I think 
often, So, often people find the EQ as a drag on their time. And hence, commonly my intervention 
used to be to make them feel like it is not a waste of time. All senior leaders have to spend time on 
that aspect as well. You know, that's just an important part of being a leader.  And you do it, I feel I 
used to tell them you do it naturally with your clients. You don't do it naturally inside. Be inside like 
you are outside is a hack, but you know, people were not doing it enough. And the other thing was a 
magnet on the right to say this is the larger purpose. This is why we're doing this. So that also allows 
people to shift. So that's where my broader point about so I had this simple framework linked to air, 
fire, water, earth. Air was about you know our position in the market which was about you know we 
want to be market leaders but fire was about innovation like we want to bring the best ideas to our 
clients the latest idea the next practices not just the best practices you know like where do we push 
so India should be a hub for innovation where the rest of BCG should say we want to see how they 
do it and we want to get inspired not bring the other way around so how do we do that. Water was 
about ultimately ours is people business. how do we, people will go through journeys, they will have 
moments of truth in their life. How do we adapt to their moments of truth and how do we flow with 
that? And Earth was about giving back to Mother Earth. And in those days it was about can we 
impact a hundred million lives in India? So the work we do with education, with health, with rural 
development, etc. So I think that was, it was a simple construct, air, fire, water, Earth. We used to 
start every meeting with that. like, what are we doing to move the needle in that? At least all my 
leadership meetings. And it was a bit like a magnet. It was a bit of a larger calling and a purpose. 

DJ: Beautiful and this you came up with this sort of you would say was one of your 

NA: So, I mean, to be honest, it was me and a very young person. So, she was a designer in our team 
and I was doodling with this and somewhere I wanted to embed it in our basic elements and our 
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version of the way the universe is. And she came up with this insight, Neeraj, what you're saying is... 
So, it was a bit of a Juggalbandi of what she had and I had and we kind of built on each other. It was 
inspired thing and that's the beauty of the job. You know, one of things I've learnt is all the wisdom 
resides in the firm. It's only about unearthing  

DJ: And listening with an open mind, without hierarchy and tenure. So, And talk to us about the 
journey from, let's say, heading India to leading Asia-Pacific. Again, if you were to talk about that 
transition, what were the, if I may say, the big adjustments you had to make to be effective? It's 
been what, two, three years in this role? 

NA: No, no, no. It's been seven years almost in the 2018 is when I took it. It's been a long time.  I 
think the India role, I was in the details, right? Because A, when I took over the India role, we were 
about I think  I forget but roughly around 30 partners are there about. So I roughly knew what is 
going on in everybody's life. I knew the details to the extent I could. I knew what was going on in 
every class.  I think you are one degree removed when you take on the Asia role. Firstly 
geographically it's very widespread. You are not native to everybody's context. So I think what it 
meant was how do you, so I changed my approach to how do you inspire people to find their best as 
opposed to tell them what I couldn't. It was about inspiring them by role modeling as opposed to 
always telling. You couldn't tell. You were not in the details close enough with the details by telling. 
think the vehicles or the tools were different. But every starting geography or context was different. 
One from across Asia, but our starting point in China was different from Japan, was different from 
Australia, was different from Indonesia. So you also then had to adapt it to our starting. Some places 
we were, our brand was very strong, our market position was very strong. Some places it had room 
for improvement. So you also had to adapt it to the content. It not one playbook. You had to have 
multiple playbooks playing  all the time. you know, so was that, so yeah. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman 

DJ: I love what Neeraj says about many people feeling that some of the EQ elements being a drag on 
their time. I still remember when I was at EgonZehnder, every month all consultants from around 
the country would huddle up at one of the offices (Mumbai, Delhi or Bangalore) and the primary 
agenda for these meetings was often to discuss the lead pipeline and some strategic initiatives. But 
the first couple of hours were often spent in us sharing a bit about our families and the personal 
context. Many consultants would feel that it was a drag on their time and they could make that one 
extra call. But rituals like these, I notice are effective, but feel inefficient in the moment. And this is 
where the leadership comes in. How do you blend the right level of efficiency and effectiveness as 
you rally the troops and move forward.  

Its lovely to hear Neeraj speak about Air, Fire, Water, Earth and defining the purpose along these 
lines! As he says, very often it is about unearthing the wisdom within. One doesn’t have to go far 
looking for it. It resides within. Thank you for listening.  

End of transcription 

********** 
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Leadership transitions: Perspectives around moving from one role from another especially while 
moving from Functional Leadership to General Management; Leaders also talk about how they 
thought about inter-generational transition as business owners. You can access the playlist here. 

Context based leadership: Navigate nuanced leadership scenarios in Context Based Leadership, 
dissecting adaptive approaches, decision-making, and communication strategies for diverse 
organizational contexts. You can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 
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About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock the human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working 

with them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about 

his work here. 

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 
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necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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