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A career or work is very 

different from college. When 

you are in college, you have a 

theoretical base or conceptual 

knowledge. When you get to work, you 

have to be extremely practical. You have 

to forget what college life is and start 

work life as soon as soon as you get 

there. When you are in college, you can 

choose your subject, class, or topic that 

you want to study and the friends you 

want to hang out with. That's not true 

at work where you have to land up at 

9:00 in the morning and finish at 5:30 

in the evening. You must have respect 

for your colleagues and work closely 

with everyone. 

In college, you have a lot of energy. 

You can bring the same energy to the 

workplace, but it has to be subdued in 

the interest of the company. In college, 

you can stay late, do whatever you want 

and the next morning get up blurry eyed 

and do what you want. At workplace, 

that will not work.  You must have a 

regular rhythm, do exercise and get 

good sleep so that you are absolutely 

fresh every morning when you come to 

work. When somebody takes you on 

board to work for them, you have to be 

an asset.

The Six Variables in a Job
When you want to join a company, the 

first decision you're going to make is the 

type of company that you choose. 

Invariably there are a few variables and 

I shall list six of them:

1) Salary the company is going to 

pay you.

2) Location of the workplace.

3) Designation the company is 

giving you. 

4) Culture of the company. 

5) The learning opportunity in the 

company. You may read about 

the company in digital media or 

through Glassdoor ratings.  

6) Brand value of the company. 

The most important things that you 

must always consider are the culture of 

the company, learning opportunities 

and brand value of the company. 

Culture
You will never know from outside what 

the culture of a company is. It is 

extremely important for you to talk to 
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people who have worked in that 

company before and get from them a 

good analysis of the pros and cons. This 

is true at every level. When I joined 

Nokia as Managing Director, I spoke to 

at least 200 people in that ecosystem to 

figure out what Nokia does well and did 

not do well and about the capability of 

their people.  I did the same exercise 

when I joined PepsiCo. So talk to as 

many people as possible and get a rough 

idea about the culture of the company 

and how it behaves. 

Learning
Find out if the company is known for a 

learning environment. Will its managers 

and policies allow you to learn as much 

as you can? Since you come from a 

theoretical framework, when you start 

work, your learning curve has to be very 

steep. You have to ask yourself, �If I 

work in this company for two years, can 

I get 10 years� worth of experience from 

its managers and will it make me a rich-

in-learning individual?�

Brand Value
The next thing is the brand value of the 

company.  Combining this with the 

brand value of your Institute, you will 

start establishing your own brand value 

over a period of time, say 15 years or so.  

There are small, medium and large 

companies. A lot of people ask me if they 

would get lost if they join a large 

company.  Think about the resources in 

that company, the learning 

opportunities and culture of the 

company. A small company will stretch 

you but it may not have the same kind 

of resources that a large company can 

give you. You have to ask yourself: What 

type of a company person am I? A large 

company person who likes structure, 

process and resources to deliver; or a 

small company person where I can try 

out and do many things and make an 

impact. Make a choice depending on 

what suits you and then fit the company 

accordingly. Whatever is your favourite 

function, you must always join the 

company which is best known for that 

discipline. If you do that, you'll have a 

fantastic fit. 

Marketing was my passion when I 

started and then I moved to general 

management. I went to Hindustan Lever 

in order to learn from the best 

practitioners of marketing in that 

company. As a first-time manager, 

there'll be many things going on in your 

mind in terms of how you approach your 

work.  

No Substitute for Hard Work
My first mantra is, �work hard.� As many 

people have said, hard work never killed 

anyone but laziness killed a number of 

people.  If you work hard, only bad luck 

can stop you, yet you learn a lot. When 

I was a management trainee in Hubli, 

my eco system consisted of my 

distributor which was Supreme Trading 

Company. Hari and Babu who were the 

owners of the company, after seeing me 

for a month, decided to invest in my 

learning because I worked hard; they 

went out of the way to teach me as much 

as they could about the market, retail 

outlets and product range. 

When you work hard, you learn 

faster than anybody else. You also 

establish yourself as a professional. As 

you come with an MBA degree, people 

have certain expectations of you and 

they believe you will be significantly 

more professional.  You should not 

benchmark based on the work ethic of 

other people around you but based on 

your very best level.  You have to live up 

to your MBA degree and be an 

ambassador of your Institute.

Reputation is very fragile. Whatever 

You have to ask 
yourself: What type of 
a company person am 
I? A large company 
person who likes 
structure, process and 
resources to deliver; or 
a small company 
person where I can try 
out and do many 
things and make an 
impact.
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you do either adds to or subtracts from 

your reputation. A reputation built over 

ten years can go away in ten minutes. 

That's the tough life we lead today. If 

you work hard, you will earn a 

reputation of being a safe pair of hands, 

as somebody who can be trusted and 

delegated a task. Never let anybody tell 

you that you are intellectually or even 

physically lazy.  The last thing about 

working hard is that you will get the 

right breaks. If you work hard, then 

which company will not want you? 

Which leader will not want you in his/

her team? Everybody wants a 

conscientious professional.  Right 

through your career, be it 25 or 40 

years, there is no substitute for hard 

work.

How Do I Learn?
The second question many young people 

ask me is: Who will teach me? How will 

I learn? First, you need to teach yourself 

before you ask your boss or others to 

teach you. You must teach yourself by 

learning about your product, service, 

category, company and industry. Even 

before you join a company, go to the net 

and check everything about the 

company and the industry. That body of 

knowledge, even if you spend a week on 

that, will last you for more than two to 

three years.  

When you start, it is quite likely 

that you will work with a bunch of 

people in your ecosystem. If you start in 

sales, you will work with customers and 

retailers.  If you start in finance, you will 

work with your suppliers.  You can learn 

a lot by just talking to your ecosystem 

partners. You can understand how your 

industry and company work and that's 

a very good source of knowledge for you 

to build. 

Be curious. Don't accept what's 

given to you. Learn to question in your 

own mind. Why does this happen in this 

company or industry? That's a question 

I have asked myself every day. Two years 

ago, Mr Birla asked me to run one part 

of the cement business. One of the 

things I noticed in the cement business 

was that they were different prices in 

different markets. I asked myself: Why 

can't the cement industry have one MRP 
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like how it is there in every other 

industry? We figured out a way and put 

the �one-MRP� concept. They say 

curiosity killed the cat. It won't kill you 

but will actually get you kudos and make 

you intellectually richer. 

Your peer group is a very 

good reference to learn from. Each 

of us has different skills and strengths. 

Go and seek out your peers and tell 

them what you like, your hobbies and 

interests and ask them what they are 

interested in.  

Learn from your boss. The 

biggest advantage of having a boss is 

that he has experience. People have the 

highest energy when they are 25 and the 

maximum wisdom when they are 60. 

They have the right combination of 

energy and wisdom when they are about 

42 and that's why, most CEOs tend to 

get their breaks around the 40-year age 

mark. 

I got my career break as a CEO 

around that age. You must strive to 

condense the experience of your boss 

into the one or two years that you will 

work for him. Constantly, pepper him 

with questions. I asked one of my early 

bosses: What is a wholesale pack, what 

is a retail pack? Why do they exist? Why 

a store is called a general store or a fancy 

store? Why somebody is called a 

wholesaler?  By just asking such 

questions out of curiosity, I could tap 

into the knowledge of my boss who had 

more than 25 years� experience then.  

How Long in a Company? 
Most people ask me how long they 

should stay in a company. I have seen 

that 50% of MBAs from a batch tend to 

change their job in the first year. I have 

asked myself this deep question as to 

why this happens, having been on the 

board of IIM Ahmedabad, IIM Udaipur 

and XLRI. One of the reasons is that 

campus placement turns out to be a 

lottery.  In placement, you're allowed 

two options. Your dream company 

might not come or even if your best 

company comes, may be you're out of 

form on that day and you don't get 

selected. It is like a T20 match. You've 

got 15 balls to score 30 or 40 runs. 

Sometimes it happens. Sometimes it 

doesn't. That is why many MBAs tend to 

switch jobs in the first 12 months after 

picking something.

Assuming that you've got the right 

offer and you are in the right company, 

I would advocate a minimum of two to 

five years for you to stay in that 

company, as long as you're learning, the 

culture is good and the company has a 

reasonable brand value. When we start, 

each of us is nobody. It is the company�s 

brand name on our shoulder that pulls 

us through. 

Despite all the challenges you face, 

you must commit yourself to the 

company. If you commit, I promise you 

that what you lose on the curve, you will 

more than make up on the straight. So 

don't be in a hurry to leave a company. 

Do a balance sheet exercise. What is this 

company good at? What is it offering 

me? What are the problems in this 

company, which I see as problems but 

might not really be problems? Do that 

analysis and just don't go by emotional 

things like not liking your title or office 

space.  There may be a hundred reasons 

why you would want to leave a company 

but there are few good reasons as to why 

you must stay there.  

When I was an area sales manager 

with Hindustan Lever, we had a tough 

year and all of us were on a cost-cutting 

spree. I was based in Chennai.  I used to 

travel by bus to Vijayawada, a 420 km, 

back-breaking overnight journey. We 

did it because we loved the company. A 

lot of my classmates would be flying 

business class to Dubai or America, but 

that's their careers.  I felt I had to 

contribute to the company through its 

tough times. When you commit to a 

company for a period of two to five 

years, you will definitely benefit a lot. 

I'm sure you have a lot of 

dilemmas.  I have finished writing a 

book titled, �The Right Choice,� which 

will be released in January. It is about 

�managing 10 career dilemmas on the 

journey from being a Management 

Trainee to Managing Director.� I will be 

absolutely happy to hear from you about 

how you felt after reading my book. �
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