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Context to the nugget

Ambi talks about how effective CEOs set a climate so that their teams feel comfortable presenting
risky ideas to them. He talks about how if you don’t set the right atmosphere in the organization, the
team below you can hedge their bets and focus on managing their image with the CEO than really
solving for what is right for the organization. He discusses how you can create a culture where the
team focuses on “winning in the market” rather than “winning in the system”.

Transcription
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Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): So let’s dive into ‘Sponge’, | read it with a lot of interest, one of the pieces
you talk about in the book is flying without a net and you refer to leaders willing to take risk and
exposing themselves to different point of view, so give us a sense of what’s your insight here what
have you seen good leaders do in sort of keeping the conviction but also living the door open for
new opinions to shape their beliefs?

Ambi Parameswaran (AB): Flying without a net | think is a name of a book written by Thomas DeLong
and | have quoted that in one of the chapters. So, | think all leaders at some time or the other are
really flying without the net, and so you may fall thud and you may actually break every bone in your
body or you may actually end up a fly. So | think the big thing a leader has to do is to surround
themselves around the team, who can help him take that call, you never have all the answers, for
example in that story when we went and recommended to GSK that they should position Cobadex
CZS which is a multivitamin with Chromium, Zink and Selenium purely for diabetic patients but no
had done that before. There were hundreds of antioxidants, CZS is an antioxidant, hundreds of
antioxidants and all the antioxidants were making all the claims, say it’s good for diabetes, good for
heart patients, it’s good for skin, it’s good for falling hair, it’s good for peeling skin, so we said no you
should take it one single dimension and at that stage and | think it was bold of the marketing team,
they said look, we are scared | don’t know whether we can do this, but it was bold of them to not
reject it, they said let’s take this to the MD, you present your story to the MD and if the MD agrees,
we will go with it, a lot of time what happens is the people in the middle layer put in so many filters
that they are so scared of taking any decision and they are always second guessing the boss and by
the time the boss gets to see it what is shown is completely mishmash of what was the original
thought, so here | think two things happen, one the team felt that yes it was a risky strategy but they
were willing to take it to their boss and stand by it saying yes agency is recommended it, we think it’s
risky but it’s worth a shot and the CEO at that time said yes, | agree lets go with it. So, obviously
there was gut and brain, so there was analysis which shows that that was a big market but of course
it was a gut feel reaction. So, in marketing we see that all the time, most brand managers, brand
teams want to hedge their bench, | want to appeal to young women, | want to appeal to middle age
women, | want to appeal to young adults, | want to appeal to slightly middle age adults, life can’t go
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that way, so you have to take a chance and punt and hope and pray it works. If it doesn’t works well,
you will learn something.

DJ: But staying with that is there something to be said about the leadership style of the CEO at that
time, for the team to feel comfortable letting you present the risky idea up there?

AB: | think a lot can be said about the CEO and the team, when the team was confident enough to
take something like this to CEO cause they knew CEO will not throw out of the room and the CEO
was smart enough to say “Hey, this looks interesting” and he encouraged the team to take such
ideas to him. So | think it’s both ways, both ways the CEO encourages the team to come up so which
is what we say if you are the CEO don’t surround yourself with only people who are second guessing
you, ensure that you have people that disagree with you, who bring your ideas which you don’t like.

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman

DJ: This insight reminds me of the findings at Google where they looked at High Performing teams.
Pardon the pun, but if you want to Google it, the initiative was called Project Aristotle. The crux of
the insight was that when they looked what separated the great teams from the average teams, it
was the climate that prevailed in these teams. The great teams were those where people felt
psychologically safe to take risks, make mistakes and share their opinions freely. In McKinsey, we
would call it Obligation to Dissent where in a problem solving conversation, there is no real hierarchy
in the room. A Director and a Business Analyst from college are on the same plane.

While Ambi talks about it in the context of making better business decisions, | have also noticed that
the psychological safety is also a key pre-requisite for the leader to get candid feedback. At the
highest levels, a lot of the personal growth for the CEO depends on the quality of the self-awareness
and a big portion of that is whether you getting the right data flowing in to drive that picture. | have
seen too many leaders live in a bubble of hubris, arrogance and aggression and it is often a matter of
time before it comes to haunt you.

Thank you for listening. For more podcast content curated by theme, please visit
playtopotential.com. To know more about the Coaching and Transition Advisory work | do, please
visit transitioninsight.com

End of nugget transcription
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RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE

Culture: Culture eats Strategy for breakfast but how does one build it. Leaders across domains
(Academics, Armed Forces, Silicon Valley, Bollywood, Venture Investing) talk about the notion of
culture and how they go about building it in their organizations. You can access the playlist here.

Listening: When you talk, you are only repeating what you already know. But if you listen, you may
learn something new”. This is a quote by Dalai Lama. Several leaders talk about their experiences
with listening and how they have grown with it. More specifically, leaders also reflect on the
criticality of listening when transitioning into a new context. You can access the playlist here.
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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 el 1SRN L EYLETo oW [ g1 oJU1alo] W= (Lo L[ N EE-h 1M V: By i b 10|

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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e 35,11 Ambi Parameswaran - 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
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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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