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Context to the nugget 

Sudhir speaks about these three types of people and goes onto say that one of the secret sauces of 
HUL is its treatment of Mavericks. He speaks about the output-oriented nature of KPIs that let some 
of these mavericks flourish despite not conforming to the “play-book”. He also speaks about HUL 
being an empathetic meritocracy where people are given some latitude if they are delivering the 
results (as long as they are not rogues and have issues with ethics and integrity).  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): Back to the discussion on people, the other very interesting and possibly 
borderline counter intuitive insight was you talking about mavericks, company men and rogues and 
more specifically HULs treatment of mavericks and you go on to say that sometimes companies get 
too harsh with these people and that’s a lost opportunity. So, talk to us about what you mean by 
these terms and more specifically how HUL deals with some of these mavericks. 

Sudhir Sitapati (SS): It’s a bit like the entrepreneurship point where it’s common, you know, kind of 
gripe within the organization to say we’re not entrepreneur enough. There’s a common gripe within 
the organization and a lot of people repeat it saying this is a clone organization, everybody is the 
same and that’s how we kind of… that’s the starting point, right? But when I actually started 
speaking to people about HUL and people who’ve been, you know, joined in the 50s to now, lot of 
the conversation actually came up and people who are idealized were people who are mavericks, I 
mean, I gave you the example of V. Kasturi Rangan but there were several others like this. And they 
were able to associate those mavericks with distinct periods of great success of the company and 
they were able to attribute it to those people. So, I think the interesting thing about HUL is that a lot 
of people look the same and speak the same language, but there is this… a group of people who 
aren’t the same and who are still allowed to flourish in the company and it’s not that easy in a lot of 
multinationals for that to happen and I was speaking to a consultant friend of mine and I was telling 
him look this is what I found, I found a lot of the successes I am able to attribute to people and 
people who have… and did very well, they didn’t go to the very top of HUL, I must tell you, but they 
did pretty much near the top and he said a lot of companies it is fashionable to over-index on 
teamwork and ultimately what’s important is output, team work is input, right? So, it’s not an end in 
itself. And again, I guess it goes back DJ to this collegial camaraderie and this group of people who 
are there together in an almost familiar sense. So, unless someone lacks integrity and rogues which 
the company has again traditionally had very strong value systems on and they kind of get ejected, 
there is a reasonable amount of tolerance for these may not be great team players but value 
creators and a lot of respect for them as well. So, I think that’s a… I mean, I spoke to people I think 
that it is a relatively unique secret sauce of HUL, it’s not obvious because people look the same, they 
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have the same educational background and so on but you think about it, it ties in with the 
entrepreneur professional argument. In fact, I think it is the secret sauce if I were to kind of… 

DJ: Very interesting and maybe to make it real Sudhir what are the moments of truth and what are 
the kind of situations where you need to be patient or tolerant with mavericks? What’s the friction 
that you need to live with for mavericks to flourish? 

SS: I think the reason that HUL is able to tolerate and live with mavericks for a long time again goes 
back to some of the HR processes. I think there are strong meritocratic evaluation processes and a 
lot of the KPIs are quite output driven. Now some organizations find it hard to have output-driven 
KPIs by the very nature of what they do. I think one of the advantages in the business that we are in 
is at senior management again one is so (a) we are able to… since again it goes back to some of the 
earlier points which is since you give a lot of latitude for the first 10 years and you are really 
evaluating people in the first 10 years, mavericks coast along and that’s really where mavericks really 
had the most friction early on right? Once they come to senior management judgment starts to play 
a role, mavericks tend to be good decision makers. So, it allows the mavericks to come to middle 
management or senior management and then flourish. I think it’s got good output related KPIs 
where if you’re bringing in the bacon, there’s a reasonable amount of tolerance. So, I would say it’s a 
combination of these two but probably the first one. Probably what, you know, one of my former 
bosses, he calls it I think he calls it an empathetic meritocracy, which is not a hard meritocracy. If you 
have a hard meritocracy in like investment banks or whatever as you are two years and then you’re 
out it won’t have tolerance for mavericks because early on when things can’t get attributed people 
who conform get more attribution than those who don’t conform, that’s what happens early on 
right? So, the fact that you don’t evaluate for 10 years or you don’t hard evaluate and you are 
supportive throughout I think that’s probably what more… when I think about it more than the KPI 
thing I think this is probably why… it’s like a family which allows the black sheep of the family to still 
be in the… till suddenly you discover a talent of that person and suddenly somewhere it flourishes. 
So, that’s probably why. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: This reminds me of my conversation with Alan Eagle (AE), the co-Author of Trillion Dollar Coach, 
a book that details out the ways and means of Bill Campbell, who coached the who’s who of Silicon 
Valley that included Steve Jobs, the leadership team at Google, Marissa Mayer, Sheryl Sandberg and 
several other leaders. He didn’t charge any money for his work but his work impacted Trillions of 
Dollars. He uses the term “Aberrant geniuses” to talk about something very similar to Mavericks that 
Sudhir speaks about… 

AE: “Aberrant geniuses often need protection from senior management. We live in an age where 
individual employees, superstar employees can have a huge impact because they can just be so 
highly leveraged using technology tools especially if you are in the technology business where in 
places like Google superstar software engineers and product managers can just have enormous 
impact, they can create whole new product categories and lots of the times they can be difficult but if 
managed and coached properly they can have enormous impact both to the bottom line, to your 
product suite but also to your culture. You need to protect those people because sometimes they are 
difficult and the culture may want to push them out. So, one of the first lessons I think of aberrant 
geniuses is to do your best to protect them if they have a few key characteristics correct. What would 
those be? One is integrity. You of course cannot tolerate lying, abusive behaviour, harassment or 
anything like that, of course that can’t be tolerated. Two, and this is something Bill would always 
look for and I think it is super-important is a team first mentality.” 
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DJ: Clearly, something for organizations to think about in terms of how they handle mavericks or 
aberrant geniuses.  

DJ: Thank you for listening. For more please visit playtopotential.com. If you are deriving value for 
the content and want to show your gratitude to the podcast, I request you to pay it forward by 
contributing to an organization I am supporting – Antarang Foundation.  It helps 1000s of children 
from challenging backgrounds play to their unique potential. Please visit the pay it forward section 
to know more.   

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

Nugget from Alan Eagle that is referenced: Dealing with aberrant geniuses. 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Leadership development: “How do I grow” is a question that all of us grapple with. The recipe for 

success is also changing as we move from an Industrial paradigm to a Digital paradigm. This is all the 

more pronounced in a start-up context where the job outgrows you very quickly. Successful leaders 

talk about the role of mentors, coaching, listening and more in scaling up one’s capability. You can 

access the playlist here. 

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. 

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. 

********** 

Sudhir Sitapati - Nuggets  

 51.00 Sudhir Sitapati - The Full Conversation 

 51.01 Sudhir Sitapati - Getting the problem definition right 

 51.02 Sudhir Sitapati - Choosing to stay in HUL 

 51.03 Sudhir Sitapati - HR - a department with teeth 
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 51.04 Sudhir Sitapati - Entrepreneurial Professionalism 

 51.05 Sudhir Sitapati - Identifying and nurturing potential 

 51.06 Sudhir Sitapati - Building a personal brand 

 51.07 Sudhir Sitapati - Specialization versus Generalization 

 51.08 Sudhir Sitapati - Core Competence versus Competitive Advantage 

 51.09 Sudhir Sitapati - Company men, Mavericks and Rogues 

 51.10 Sudhir Sitapati - Secret sauce behind the culture 

 

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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