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Context to the nugget 

Anyone who wants to join the Indian Armed Forces as an officer has to go through the Service 

Selection Board (SSB). The ultimate goal is to select people with Officer Like Qualities (OLQs). Thus, 

the focus is on hiring based solely on potential rather than experience or academic qualifications. 

Our digital world is also moving towards potential-based hiring. Hear how the corporate world can 

learn some lessons from the SSB.   

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): As we look to identify potential, what are the three-four things the 

corporate world can learn from the SSB process which can help companies bet on these horses for 

the long term? 

Capt. Raghu Raman (RR): In the forces, probably the army, in some sense, I won’t say uniformed 

forces, because the police doesn’t work that way, but in the army, even the chief of the army staff 

has to join as lieutenant. There is no question of doing a PhD and coming in and joining as a 

brigadier. It doesn’t work like that. So, the police has IPS officers who come in laterally and they join 

at a fairly senior rank. But, in the army, for many of the officers of the Indian Army, it is their first 

job. So, in the game of SSB or in the game of army, there is no way to do anything about previous 

experience. It doesn’t really matter. What matters is only the potential! So, the five days, the aspects 

that are being looked at there, I think, its better we understand that and then look at how the 

corporates can leverage it.  

Of course, there is general physical fitness. I should tell the listeners and kids who are listening that 

anybody who thinks that he is not physically fit and therefore, should not apply to the army, that’s a 

myth. Because so long as you are sort of OK, in the sense that you have your arms and legs and you 

are not dramatically invalidated physically as a matter of fact, physical fitness is the least of the 

scores in the SSB, because these are trainable skills. I used to be a college kid in Delhi who wouldn’t 

run after the bus saying that a second bus will come. Within 18 months, I was running 16 kilometres 

in cross country, and that’s something that the army will do. That’s not a problem.  

What they are looking for are untrainable skills, which are more in terms of officer-like qualities. Will 

you crack under pressure? Do you have the ability to work as a team? Can you get other people to 

work with you, without being threatened by you? You may be a great performer, but if you piss off 

everyone else in your team, or if everyone else in the team views you as competition or as a person 

who likes to hog all the limelight, you will not go beyond an individual contributor. You will never be 
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able to run a team, and in the army, it’s all about the team. Nobody gives a jack shit whether you got 

your stuff or not. It’s whether the team won or didn’t win. It’s as simple as that. It’s all people 

together. It’s never eight of us got in, but twelve didn’t get through. That doesn’t make sense; all 20 

have to get in. It’s all or nothing. Now, that format requires people to be able to look at the bigger 

picture. It requires them to think out of the box for problem solving. You must remember that in the 

army, I think, what they teach most people is fundamental problem solving. That is why you are able 

to take the same troops and send them for flood relief in Chennai, and for earthquake relief in 

Nepal, for building a Commonwealth bridge in Delhi, for taking children out of a bore well when they 

are stuck there. I mean, there is no training given for taking children out of a bore well. That doesn’t 

happen in the academy. What happens is you are taught how to solve problems as a group, and I 

think, that’s what they are looking at. They are looking at whether people have an open mind, 

whether they can do that kind of stuff or are they too fixated, are their cup too full, and are they too 

self-cantered? Those are the traits which will probably be a sort of disadvantage. 

They also have a very intensive psychological profiling. They have tests which I am sure you can 

Google and find out about. Word association or writing a narrative based on a picture that you’ve 

been shown and this is more to look at… but the interesting thing is that there are three different 

vectors that happen. So, there is a group task, there is an individual psychological assessment, and 

then, there is an interview. What they also look for is inconsistency between the three. That’s why I 

recommend that you might want to take some basic guidelines, but don’t try and get coached on it, 

because it’s a waste of money. They can straightaway spot if you have been coached and often, 

people who have been coached will start showing inconsistencies between their three or four tests, 

and that will be actually worse off than being consistently… You can’t game such a system and these 

people are doing it for living, I mean, they can look into your eyes and figure out what you are 

thinking. So, it’s pointless trying to game them.  

So, that, in a nutshell, is what one expects in the SSB, and of course, the elements that I spoke about 

can be derived into corporates as well. Many corporates are doing it now. So, you have a lot of these 

YSC and those kind of tests to look at a cultural and aptitude fit. Even construction of a team, by the 

way. So, in a team you don’t need everybody who looks like each other in their thinking or whatever. 

Now, in the forces, they do that. So, when they populate the battalion, they will take a look at the 

OLQ, the Officer Like Quality, scores of the previous three officers who have gone there, and they 

will calibrate the fourth officer in such a way that he complements the previous three rather than 

becoming a clone of the previous three. Even in organizations, I think, in the corporate sector, my 

sense is, a lot of the times when recruitment is being done, you are basically carbon copying one or 

two individuals and saying, if I can get 10 more of these guys, I am OK. Often, JDs are designed that 

way. A manager who doesn’t have time will often pass the CV of an existing employee and say find 

me three more of these. But I think, that’s the wrong way to do it, because unless you really do need 

three more of the same people it might be better to get skills which are complementary or perhaps, 

at some level, diametrically opposite. Look at the portfolio of leadership qualities rather than saying 

that I want that 9-point leader, I want four of them. That is usually a very bad team. If you get four 

alphas in one team, that team will start competing within itself. 
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Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: Two things struck me in this nugget. One is that as we are moving towards a digital world with 
several unknowns, it is imperative that the leadership assessment provides an insight into the 
individual's potential, which is often one lever deeper than skills or capabilities. The second piece is 
that Leadership assessment is an interesting mix of art and science. You are often collecting data 
from different vectors as Raghu mentions - Interview, Psychometrics (Hogan, FIROB, MBTI, Birkman 
as the case might be), References. People often ask me how much weightage is given to each. I 
guess it is less about assigning percentages but about connecting the dots, checking for 
inconsistencies and see the patterns that emerge to come up with a leadership decision that is 
robust and fit for context. 

Thank you for listening. For more please visit playtopotential.com or subscribe the podcast on 
ITunes, Stitcher or one of the other Podcast apps. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Spotting Potential: As we move towards a world where intrinsic capabilities count for more and 

more, how we spot diamonds in the rough is a capability that will begin to matter more and more. 

This is as relevant for hiring as for investing. Leaders across disciplines share their insights on how 

they look for raw potential that can then be honed. You can access the playlist here. 

Effective Hiring: Staffing up your leadership team thoughtfully is one of the key roles of a leader. 

However, the paradigm for hiring in the digital world is changing as we move towards a world where 

intrinsic is beginning to matter more and more. Leaders across domains share their insights on how 

one could hire effectively. 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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Capt. Raghu Raman - Nuggets  

 03.00 Capt. Raghu Raman - The Full Conversation 

 03.01 Capt. Raghu Raman - Armed forces as a career option 

 03.02 Capt. Raghu Raman - How the army looks for potential 

 03.03 Capt. Raghu Raman - Transitioning across cultures 

 03.04 Capt. Raghu Raman - Transitioning from the army to the corporate world 

 03.05 Capt. Raghu Raman - Establishing a common language in the army 

 03.06 Capt. Raghu Raman - Z-KITBAG: Communication lessons from the army 

 03.07 Capt. Raghu Raman - Transmitting intent down the chain 

 03.08 Capt. Raghu Raman - Building culture — Lessons from the army 

 03.09 Capt. Raghu Raman - Building grit 

 03.10 Capt. Raghu Raman - Driving mindfulness and deep work 

 03.11 Capt. Raghu Raman - In summary — Playing to potential 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock 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 

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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