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Context to the nugget

Indranil talks about his challenges in transmitting some of the elements of the credo he had crafted
as the head of Marketing and Strategy of his organization. He underscores the risks of abstraction
when we craft values such as honesty, excellence, customer-delight etc. and adorn the walls. He
takes the example of a story to illustrate the point “no room for ordinary” a value they were trying
to live in his company. He goes on to share how he transitioned to the world of story-telling and
reflects on some of his early lessons in solo-preneurship.

Transcription
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DJ: I want to take you back to the point in time let’s say early 2013 you were the chief marketing
officer of Mahindra Holidays and you decided to take the plunge and start story works, so talk to us
little about that transition, how did you take the decision and what gave you the conviction? This
was the plunge that made sense for you.

IC: That’s been an interesting journey, so the year was 2011 when Mahindra holidays decided to do
something very different in the sense that they uprooted their head office which was in Chennai and
brought it to Mumbai to Mahindra Towers, they had a transition of CEOs, the new CEO transited a
lot of people in the leadership team so we were all very new and the good thing to do at when you
are new is to decide that everything everyone had done before you is not up to the mark so you
change everything and | was head of strategy in marketing, so | was there to change the strategy of
the company the vision the mission the brand the logo and all that and one of the things we had to
do is to rewrite let’s say the vision and mission, now | have always found the vision and the mission
to be a funny thing because for most companies to me it reads like a score card not something that |
would want to come to office Monday morning and we want to be the third largest insurance firm
by 2020 that’s just score card. So, instead of vision and mission | came up with something called
Credo and our credo was “making every moment magical” it seemed to tick all the boxes, it was
inspirational, we thought it was! It was measurable, it worked for the CEO, it worked for the janitor,
and the next question was how you ensure that everyone, all employees across Mahindra Holidays is
delivering magical moments. So we did need some guidelines for behaviour and the HR guy rightly
said that’s Values. And like most of the companies we had something on the wall which said things
like integrity and sustainability and stuff like that and my thing was that even if the employees
maxed out on each of those we won’t be able to deliver magical moments because to me for most
companies these values are really table stakes today. There might have been a time where there
could be a more ethical company and less ethical company today you can’t be not in ethical
company that’s not a choice so to me | call them hygiene values not winning values and | needed
winning values, values that will help employees deliver magical moments. Of course the problem
was, no one had the guts to go to Anand Mahindra and say integrity is no longer a value so we
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created a new piece of document which we called the code of conduct and moved all this integrity,
sustainability moved all that into that piece of paper Table stakes and in the blank piece of paper we
wrote down things like no room for ordinary, why? Because ordinary can’t be magical, we said
experience is everything, why? Because half the company which was the guys in sales were tapping
people like you and me and saying five-star holiday. Now, what is five-star holiday? | mean we are
not technically five star and even if you were what does that mean to a consumer? And | said you
know we need to sell experiences and then | went to the other side of the company which is the
resorts, we had the people from the Taj, the Oberois running these resorts and | went and told
them, we need a differential experience and they said sure, give us some more inches, more inches
of TV more inches of mattress and | was trying to tell them that you know hard bed in a tree house
might be the most magical experience and so experience is everything became the second and so on
and so forth so now all that worked in the head office, everyone got it, everyone is actually very
proud of it, we even won a few award within the group for the kind of values we had but what went
into my head was this funny place which said oh my god maybe | have made another poster, how do
you ensure that values are understood by everyone across the company and its not about
translation, how does the housekeeping boy in Himachal understand no room for ordinary and | had
no answer, | read, | wrote to people, | asked questions and finally what | found out was that you run
workshops, so | run workshops, made lots of posters, T-shirts, Coffee cups and nothing seems to
have worked and in that search, | don’t know what | searched but | searched something on Google
once and | landed upon the blog of a guy called Shawn Callahan, Shawn had this little company in
Australia called Anecdote and he talked about how stories worked and he talked about how stories
can help abstract things can become concrete and it seemed to make sense and | was lucky because
Shawn and his business partner Mark visiting India in the next three months, | went and spent two
days with them when they were in Delhi and they taught me narrative work and what they said was
that, we never looking at things that were abstract, instead of writing more abstract lines to explain
that abstract word use stories to make them concrete. So, he said go collect stories from the
organization of what people in the organization think is that value being lived and he said when you
collect the stories 80% of the stories will be junk because people don’t understand that value but
you will find 20% of the stories which are absolutely what you meant and they also taught me how
to collect stories because if you go and tell a person tell me story of no room for ordinary | don’t
know how to react. So having learnt that as | came back every time | visited a sales branch the resort
| got people together and | did what | called story listening which is collecting stories and | came back
of course like Shawn had predicted with 80% junk let me give you a junk example so this house
keeping boy in Rajasthan has telling me, “sir one day an extra-large family came to the resort” so,
said what is an extra-large family, he said sir four children and mother father and parents wanted
two extra towels and then the children started demanding two extra towels, | didn’t say anything
and | provided 18 towels in one room and that’s no room for ordinary, now he wasn’t pulling my leg,
he genuinely believed that instead of four towels, you gave 18 towels with a smile is his
understanding, but that’s not what | had in mind because that is not a magical moment when you
get two extra towels but in all this junk you get stories like the one | have written in the book about,
which was told to me by a receptionist at the cool resort and he talks about his colleague who gets a
call from a member and takes the message and then he calls the lunch room and when the colleague
is talking to the lunch room the other guy the story teller over hears this and his colleague tell the
lunch room that member is coming with two children and his wife and they are stuck in traffic they
can’t make it for the lunch service can we pack some lunch boxes and keep? When this guy over
hears he asks, hey did you ask the member? Which route he is coming from? He said this route, they
he said call the dining hall again, he said why? Tell them to pack some tea and cakes, he said why, he
said don’t you know there is a flower show that will be inaugurated by the politician, the police have
blocked that road there is no way these members are going to come by 6 o clock so he says, OMG
there’s children in the car, half an hour later the shift gets over, this guy without telling anyone,
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without taking any permission goes to the lunch room, picks up those lunch boxes ties it up on his
bike travels through some interior roads for some 8-9 kilometres keeps calling the members mobile
locates the car and goes and gives these boxes and says your children must be hungry and that is
living the value ‘No room for ordinary!” and suddenly people get it because what you did with that is
you converted something abstract no room for ordinary into something concrete, because stories
are concrete and then of course you need to tell those stories, so we rechecked our entire process of
let’s say induction program, every company that | know of or that | worked with has an induction
program which has one section called values and in those values you take abstract words and then
explain it with more abstract, so you take an English word and use more English word to explain
that English word, | won’t name companies but companies with the word in the value statement
called stewardship, what does stewardship mean? Or something as simple as respect and everyone
thinks yes | know what respect is. | have worked with the companies when | have asked questions so
tell me about respect give me an example of respect in your company, oh sir we respect people very
much, | said ok | understand give me an example, he said last year when | over shot my target in
November itself my CEO called me and personally congratulated me, he treated me with a respect,
no he didn’t, he gave you recognition that’s not respect, so that’s what the problem with abstraction
is. So we redesigned our induction programs etc. and any speech that any senior leader gave, if he
ever opened his mouth to say we believe in he had to support it with a story and the transition that |
saw was magical, one year of my trying everything was not working and now suddenly people were
getting it, | won’t say hundreds but over the next two three months | got at least 7-8 stories from the
system which showed me people are getting it and that’s when | was also, | mean when you look
back a lots of dots connect, | was looking at many things happening in my head and this gave me an
opportunity to step out and do something on my own, so that’s really how | got into story telling.

DJ: In terms of that transition with the benefit of hindsight, it’s been five odd years since you have
gone ahead and set up your practice, again what have you learnt on this journey that you didn’t
anticipate on day zero when you took the plunge again just in terms of advice to Solopreneur who
are at that stage of life where they want to sort of move away from the corporate, let’s say
complexity of the corporate word and set out something on their own , so what’s the word of
caution or what’s the word of advice given your perspective?

IC: One of the things as learning that | have is that when you are coming out and going solo, don’t
rely on friends and your close network as the sure place to do business actually it’s the worst place
to do business, not because they are not helpful, is just because they are polite, the number of bad
cups of coffee | had in the first two months where, you know | spent my first fourteen years with
Unilever, a lot of people who worked with me some seniors, some juniors are in most organization
heads in marketing so when | gave them a call and said hey | am going to be working with this other
guy we are looking at training people in marketing with real projects etc. and not class room can |
have a cup of coffee? And no one said no! when | explained things they said that’s fantastic and
when | came back | thought | am going to get a call tomorrow to start a project and | never got calls
and then | realised that then my calls were not answered and then | started thinking that | am going
to lose people that | know and its only much later | realise that they didn’t have a positive answer to
give not because they didn’t like the work | will do it’s just that it wasn’t right for them at that point
in time if | had gone to someone | didn’t know he would have told me | don’t like this or | think you
are too expensive or that and you get directions.

DJ: Here there was a relationship to protect.

IC: Ya and being kind so the first thing if | look back, one of the things | learnt is find your initial
success from not people who you know you for something else and where there is relationship
where they want to try and protect you rather than tell you what you can change. The second is
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when | was kept on thinking am | doing this right thing? | have given up this job and we are doing this
marketing stuff, | read somewhere that about 90 to 95% of successful new start-ups and businesses
are not successful in the line of business they have started with and that was an Aha! For me. So |
said ok this doesn’t have to be this in parallel | was having this chat with Shawn and Mark saying why
don’t we start working together? And they till then didn’t really have very solid legally signed
partnerships across the word and so that conversation took a few months and by about August
which is about three months or four months after my start they agreed and that’s when | pivoted
from doing marketing to doing story telling. So, lesson one | could have left much earlier and nothing
would have changed neither my wealth nor my understanding of the market etc. Two is it doesn’t
have to be you have all the answers, | didn’t and found the way to pivot later the third thing is to do
more with, maybe because | was trying to sell something that was new because five years ago if |
went | told people | do business story telling many people told me we understand both the words
individually we don’t understand what it means collectively. And why would you wanted to do story
telling in business, today the things are different there is the buzz around the word and | am grateful
for that but what happened is because | was trying to sell something which was unique conceptually
I landed up | think in first two years selling the plane rather than selling the destination, so | was
more bothered about telling them what | would teach them and how they can harness stories and
what are my stories structures then saying what happens to their leaders when they learn story
telling...

DJ: It’s like selling the category before you selling the product right?

IC: Not just that, am saying even if you are selling the product the product features are not what |
buy into. | buy into what the product finally helps me do not how it helps me do it. You might have a
Gillette razor because of vibrations or for some thin magnesium edge whatever gets that. | am not
interested about that, | am interested about having a smooth cheek at the end of my shave and |
was selling the complexity of the razor so | was telling how story telling can be broken down into
science and | am going to teach you these things. Sure | obviously had a method in the madness but
what | should have been selling and | am not saying | have completely transited but those are some
of the key lessons | have.

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman

DJ: Inspired by Indranil, | am going to try and use a story to wrap up my learning here. | am reminded
of an incident during my early days at EgonZehnder. It was around 2011, | was few months into the
profession and | had gone for a search pitch. This was to find a Country CEO for a large logistics
company in India. | had the research all the relevant pages with me (our credentials, our search
process, the key leaders in the space and so on). | was carrying a 50 page document with all the
credentials and capabilities. | remember going into the meeting with another senior colleague and
he engaged in a 1 hour conversation with the promoter on his aspirations for the business, culture of
the company and asked really insightful questions that led to a rich conversation. On the car-ride
back to the office, | remember asking the Partner why he didn’t walk the client through the pages.
He looked me in the eye and said, Deepak, you have a daughter don’t you? | said yes. He said,
imagine it’s your daughter’s wedding a few years down the line. You are preparing for it and you
need to choose between couples of photographers. Would you ever bother to find out which
camera they use?

That insight has stuck with me ever since. In most such situations, our professional competence is
possibly table stakes. That’s possibly the reason we have been called to the meeting. Of course we
need to know our stuff, we need to have the track record and have the capability to execute on the

© 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved. 4


https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/402
http://www.playtopotential.com/

Podcast Transcript 37.01 Indranil Chakraborty - Transitioning to solo-preneurship

Also available on Apple Podcasts | Google Podcasts | Spotify www.playtopotential.com

project. But | often catch myself over indexing on selling the metal in the razor (like Indranil says)
rather than selling the outcome (which could be a glowing skin)!

Thank you for listening. For more please visit playtopotential.com. Here you can listen to content by
speakers or by themes in the Curated Playlists section. To be intimated when | upload new content,
you can sign up at bit.ly/signup2p2p. That is bit.ly forward slash signup2p2p. 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

Settling into a new context: Figuring out “where to go” is only a part of the challenge for leaders in
transition. How you land effectively in a new context is as critical. Hair line cracks often become full
blown fractures if not attended to carefully. Leaders talk about some key lessons Individuals could
bear in mind as they transition across contexts (Army to Business world, US to India, MNC to Family
Business, and Consulting to Industry/Investing etc.) You can access the playlist here.

Reinventing self: “How do | stay relevant” is a question that all of us have to grapple with as we go
through our respective journeys. Careers aren’t linear any more. Some of the leaders talk about how
they managed to pivot during their journeys and significantly change trajectories. 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.
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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 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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