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“Leadership Begins where Management Ends”-

Some Lessons from Transformational Leaders of India and Japan

Date: 28th May 2021 Speaker: Jayaram Easwaran

This is a conversation between the illustrious management consultant, mentor,
and author, Jayaram Easwaran and the COO of Mizuho India Japan Study Centre, Mr.
Saideep Rathnam.

Mr. Easwaran has over three decades of experience in various leadership positions in global
corporations, including his key role as Head of Corporate Marketing at the Eicher Group,
managing the interface with Mitsubishi Corporation and Mitsubishi Motor Corporation,
Japan. He is an independent director at Jindal Stainless Ltd., and director at Casa Blanka
India Consulting Pvt. Ltd. His critically acclaimed best-seller, “Inside the C-Suite” is endorsed
by Mr. Anand Mahindra, one can also read his insightful lessons on Business World, where

he is a regular Columnist.

BEGINNING

Mr. Rathnam commences the session by introducing the speaker to the audience, while
fondly recollecting his interactions with him from his days at [IM Bangalore, both speaker
and host happen to be alumni of the institute and ex-classmates.

Mr. Easwaran’s opening comments put a smile on the audiences’ faces (we presume, since
this is not a live session, although we smiled) by likening his challenge of speaking to this
diverse audience of students, managers, entrepreneurs, and leaders, to the marketing
campaign of Florence Toothpaste, claiming to perform every possible function of dental
care and falling flat, joking that he hopes to survive to the end.

He kicks-off the discussion quoting Alvin Toffler, “The illiterate of the 215t Century will
not be those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and
re-learn.”

“Leadership begins where Management ends”

Mr. Jayaram takes to the topic by explaining that as known to most listeners, in every
organization, there are only four basic roles. The first role is that of an individual
contributor at the entry-level. The second role is that of a supervisor, who is an individual

contributor as well, but responsible for the contribution of others, and seeing to it that
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they are aligned with the organization’s goals. The third role is distinct as a managerial
one, not only responsible for completion of goals, supervision, but also interacting across
interfaces, aligning priorities of parallel departments, and collaboration. The final role is
that of leadership, which involves connecting the dots in the environment, being a
visionary, and a mentor, this is where Management ends and Leadership begins.
Managers who do not possess these skills are bound to fail as leaders.

A Timely Lesson

Mr. Rathnam, referring to Mr. Easwaran’s comment that in Japan, timeliness is not merely
a coincidence, asks him to elaborate on what is the lesson that can be learnt there.

In answer, Mr. Easwaran recounts his experience in Japan with Yunoki san from
Mitsubishi Corporation, who used to meet up with at exactly 5 min before the decided
time, without fail, for every single day they spent the evening together. When Yunoki san
was visiting India a month later, Mr. Easwaran made an appointment with him at 9:00
AM. When he reached the designated meeting place at 9:20 AM, Yunoki san was nowhere
to be seen. Upon calling on him in his room, he was invited for a cup of tea. They spoke
for a while, and he learnt that Yunoki san had waited exactly from 8:40 to 9:15 before
returning. Mr. Easwaran cited terrible traffic as a reason for being late, but Mr. Yunoki
proceeded to make a detailed calculation of the distance, time taken to travel, traffic
frequency, and number of red lights from his office to the hotel. He declared that if he had
left office at 8:09 minutes, he would never be late. This interaction left a deep impact on
Mr. Easwaran, and he says, this goes to show that the Japanese meet their commitments

because they never fail to plan meticulously and execute flawlessly.

A Lesson in Team Spirit

Mr. Rathnam observes that in Japan, to be a team player seems like an ingrained quality,
individually and societally. He asks Mr. Easwaran to talk about examples of great team
building he has come across in India and Japan.

Mr. Easwaran says that the first rule to be a great team is to have a leader who is
accessible to all, and equidistant from all. To demonstrate, he shares the words of one of
the Indian leaders he admires, who used to insist that his team is working “together”, only
when what they say to each other and what they say about each other are not very
different things.

A Trusty Lesson

Mr. Rathnam cites, “Trust takes years to build, seconds to break, and forever to repair”.
Would Mr. Easwaran talk about distinctive trust-building practices across cultures? Mr.

Easwaran says that all large organizations rely on competent teams and capable people.
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He talks about the Japanese principle of shouldering responsibility collectively, drawing
from the experiences of his colleague Araki Hidehito san, who took responsibility for his
subordinate’s mistake, (distributing brochures with a dated logo for an important
exhibition), and could do that because his own senior has stepped in for him in the same
fashion.

Further, he stresses that loyalty is earned, and recounts his own incident at Eicher, where
they lost the dealership award for the first time in 26 years, but his boss let him deal with
his mistake in dignity and showed him the learnings he could take away. He leaves an
important message for the leaders in the audience, the way you treat your subordinates
will decide whether they swear at you or swear by you.

A Factual Lesson, from the Bottoms up

Mr. Rathnam alludes to another important practice in Japan, of valuing hard facts
construed from verified data, in keeping with Edwards Deming’s philosophy, which
seemed to be best adapted in Japan, and made into a fine art.

Mr. Jayaram observes that as a nation, in Japan there is always a need to be accountable -
individually, and collectively. Therefore, every word that comes from them is verified.
Back home, there is a tendency to give opinions, if there are no facts. He jokes that the
number of “why’s” in the Japanese way of dogged fact verification could be exasperating.
He shares an interesting instance that demonstrates it through his conversation with a
senior leader at Honda Motor Cars, India. When Honda wanted to design cars for India,
they did a check on all the factors that Indian buyers look for apart from fuel efficiency
such as power, suspension and surprisingly, a large boot. The research then went into
great lengths of personal surveys to answer the question, “Why does India need a big boot
in a car?” The result of this double-fact checking was that Honda City had the most
preferred boot size and was a big hit upon its launch.

Mr. Easwaran also talks about important insights gained from transformational leaders
who adapted the “first-time right policy” across business cultures. He mentions in
particular, the brilliant execution by Mr. Charles Frump, CEO of Volvo in India, who also
worked in Japan and Scandinavia. He had the practice of telling his team that they need
not have the answers all the time, as he does not himself, but it is important to work
together, and make out information to be facts, not opinions. Furthering the discussion,
examples of the bottom to the top practice in Japan emerged, where Mr. Easwaran spoke
of the time when he operated the Japanese way, fact checking from the root, and getting

outstanding results in his endeavor of introducing Mitsubishi in a Himalayan car rally.
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A Powerful Lesson

Talking about what true power is, and how to acquire it, Mr. Easwaran says that signs of
power is not the trappings of success, but the ability to influence one’s environment. He
speaks about exercises he conducted among corporates to understand what is perceived
as power, and got responses such as authority, designation, signing authority, size of
one’s team, ability to hire and fire, and even the size of one’s cabin. But a truly exceptional
observation was from a Materials director at Maruti, who was initially dejected at the
limit of his signing authority, but to whom itoccured at a later date that his superior’s
reliance on his competence, the trust he generated, was his true power, which he had
already achieved. Therefore, Mr. Easwaran reminds the audience that trust is power.

A Lesson in Writing

On being goaded by Mr. Rathnam to share the secrets of writing a best seller, Mr.
Easwaran has valuable snippets for wanna-be writers viz. write the best opening lines,
create a story with a protagonist, a conflict, and an antagonist. He elaborates on the types
of conflicts viz. internal, amongst other people, versus animals, versus nature, and more
recently, versus Al. He also advices that a scene must either tell the audience something
more about the characters or must take the story forward, and that any other scene has
to be shown the door. He demonstrates with a poignant Ernest Hemmingway short story,
“Baby shoes for sale, never worn.”

A Lesson in Answers

Taking a question from the audience on how Japan appreciates its people’s success as an
individual, Mr. Easwaran points out that the very perception of success in Japan is
synchronization and teamwork, as opposed to individual ability.

To another question about how the leader’s contribution is rewarded, he responds that
the joy of giving is as rewarding as recognition, or even more, like a proud football coach
bringing the best of the team, watching his prodigies being applauded, the thrill of
watching someone grow is worthwhile, and irreplaceable.

He signs off with an observation on working with the Japanese Companies, sharing that
one never interacts with an individual, or a set of individuals, but always with the
company as a collective whole. He says from his experiences, that the Japanese are never

fair-weather friends, the only way to gain their trust is to become worthy of their trust.
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