Leadership in the Consumer Sector
The learning curve in a crisis!

Introduction
Odgers Berndtson India conducted multiple
roundtables over the past few months, to
discuss our Leadership Confidence Index
report (released by Odgers Berndtson in
association with Harvard Business Review
Analytic Services)1. While the report
was published before the pandemic, the
leaders (CEOs, Board Members, CHROs)
from across the industry (including Retail,
Hospitality, Travel and FMCG.) pointed out
how the results resonated with what their
organisations are going through today.
Some very interesting thoughts were
discussed which we have summarised below.
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Odgers Berndtson Harvard Business Review Analytic Services. 2020. The Odgers Berndtson Leadership Confidence Index 2020. Odgers Berndtson.
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Covid and the consumer sector
The consumer sector has been one of the worst hit sectors. Most of the
industry has witnessed sudden deflation to almost zero revenues with an
exception to essential goods and services.

The travel and hospitality sub
sector for one has been at
the forefront of the damage
caused by this pandemic.
With global and local travel
restrictions at the back of
rising cases, organisations
also had to be quick in
reacting; coordinating across
geographies in almost 200
countries to ensure people’s
safety, both internally and
externally. One of the first
steps taken was to form
focused crisis groups.
With a crisis so
unprecedented, leaders
have had to make difficult
decisions. Serious and in

some cases irreversible
impact to business caused
by changing consumer
preferences, disrupted supply
chains etc. have only made
the problem worse. Business
models are also undergoing
changes with new digital
channels being introduced.
In such disruptive times,
leaders have been put to the
test and feel vulnerable.
Amongst others, maintaining
cash flow and preventing
cash leaks are topmost
priorities for leaders to
ensure sustenance. Leaders
are re-looking at overheads,
real estate costs closely,

especially when standard
planning cycles have been
replaced by dynamic ones.
Leaders are re-negotiating
contracts and looking at cash
recoveries based on how
different scenarios play out
in real-time. Five-year plans
have become redundant!
While most leaders are riding
out rough waters with the
hope to deliver when the
demand curve picks up, they
are also seeking support
from the Government to
induce demand; so far which
has been restricted to the
Micro, Small and Medium
Enterprise (MSME) segment.

I don’t think there is any
forecasting model that can predict
what we are going through
currently. We are dealing with
three dimensions coming together
– personal, community and
economic health. This is the firsttime health has taken precedent
over many economic factors.
Vipul Sabharwal, Managing
Director, Luminous Power
Technologies
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Your job as a leader, more often than not, is to have the courage
to say that this is not my job. My job is to source the right technical
knowledge, combined with emotional intelligence and experience
that can help the organisation anticipate problems.
Anuj Poddar, Executive Director, Bajaj Electricals

Covid has forced each one of us to react to change differently. Some
people will focus on the present rather than the future. We fortunately
have a big team to manage the current situation as well as plan for the
future. As humans, we started by saying that this can’t be true, but soon
we realised the implications of the problem and then started focusing.
I don’t believe that a CEO alone can manage this whole thing.
Madhavan Menon, Chairman & Managing Director,
Thomas Cook India
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People and business models
As an industry that is people heavy, in today’s scenario, most senior
business and HR leaders find themselves battling with issues of pay-cuts,
job-cuts and sustaining business.

However, the intention
remains to manage talent to
the best of their abilities to
ensure less uncertainty and
more productivity (especially
by leveraging strong talent).
One school of thought points
out that in the short run it
may be better to rely on
one’s own team that know
the business than to turn
to an external talent pool.
The in-depth understanding
of issues within the system
amongst internal members
would be able to offer
quick solutions. A few
others, however, are looking
at external expertise to
help them charter policies
regarding employee safety,
benefits, business continuity
and crisis communication.
The need for strong leaders
in Corporate Communication,
Public Policy, Supply Chain,
Technology and HR roles

during such times was also
discussed at length.
Another gruelling challenge
remains with the workforce
at the factory level. With the
contractual manpower having
returned to their villages, work
has been affected. Additional
pressure is added to the
business as some workers
continue to expect regular
wages.
With uncertainty in the
market, HR leaders are not
gravely concerned about
employee movement. They
believe that true brand
allegiance can only be gaged
in the coming few months.
Will employees stick with
the organisation when the
demand curve improves?
Would organisations be able
to go back on pay-cuts in
near future? When demand
improves, would getting

people back be easy? Is this
going to be a permanent
solution; the current tight ship
with any extra need being met
by interim roles? These are a
few questions that perhaps will
only be answered over time.
The pandemic has caused
massive market retrenchment
but at the same time
presented a silver lining in
the form of new market
avenues and diversification
of product portfolios.
Organisations have been
quick to adopt innovative
strategies and adapt to
changing needs. Most
businesses in the FMCG space
have diversified to include
hygiene and sanitisation
products. It was noted during
the discussion that business
models are rapidly changing,
with new digital and hybrid
business models that are
likely to stay in the long run.

This general phobia will remain for a while. It will fundamentally
change the way our business works. The only way to look at this
disruption is to look at it as an opportunity. We have to look at inherent
strengths of the business & then scale up. We have to look at ancillary
revenue streams, which can potentially become a permanent part of the
business when the next normal arrives.
Zubin Saxena, MD & VP Operations, South Asia,
Radisson Hotel Group
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It is all about communicating. The leaders need to come out
in front and be honest. We seriously need to watch out for the
resistance to change in India. How it differs across and within
different industries is very apparent. Leaders need to understand
and accept this.
J B Singh, President & CEO, Interglobe Hotels

Organisations have fasttracked investment in
technology, aiding the
‘Make in India’ initiative,
promoting local demand
and production. For
instance, rather than only
looking at the demand
that is generated from the
European market, a garment
manufacturing organisation
started producing medical
kits for local government
requirements.
Not all organisations had the
required IT infrastructure to
go into ‘work from home’ in
a seamless manner. Some
organisations had to face a
two-month waiting period
for laptops. In such instances,
companies rented laptops for
their employees. For some
organisations, the ‘work from
home’ model could never

have been imagined in the
past. With remote working
models being implemented
in tandem with the regular
working model, leaders are
also beefing up their data
privacy framework.
As the demand curve
continues at a sluggish
pace, organisations are
developing ways to remain
nimble in terms of their cost
structures, and focus remains
on the improvement of
efficiency and productivity
especially in a time of limited
resources. The pandemic
has also brought to light the
opportunity for HR leaders to
enhance and build new skills
within the organisation.

Adaptability, resilience, emotional
intelligence, and the ability to connect with
employees and customers will be the key
determinants on how we will come out of
this, better and stronger.
Kavinder Singh, MD & CEO,
Mahindra Holidays and Resorts
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Being tested by fire
Leaders have been tested by the pandemic on their fundamental traits
necessary to drive business. Leaders discussed a few key characteristics that
they believe are essential for various leaders to navigate through this crisis.

Trust

Communication

Majority agreed that
people only rally behind
those leaders who have
demonstrated the values that
they speak about. People
have confidence in leaders
who have displayed fiscal
prudence. As noted, this can
only be established by an
approach that is transparent
and honest.

People are insecure about
their job safety in such
disruptive times. Open and
transparent communication
from leaders is the need of
the hour. Leaders across the
board are identifying and
engaging with stakeholders,
both internally and externally.

Emotional Intelligence
Leaders are relying on
their emotional intelligence
more than ever through this
unprecedented scenario. It is
believed that people connect
with leaders who do not shy
away from showing their
vulnerable side. Empathy
towards one’s team members
along with the humility to
admit that one may not
have all the solutions remain
critical. Such a transparent
environment furthers
the feeling of comradery
between the employees.

HR leaders agreed that
employees are willing to take
bad news; in fact, they even
connect well as long as the
leader communicates the
message with empathy and
transparency. Personalised
communication, that is clear,
consistent, and empowering
goes a long way. Leaders
also pointed out that there
is a great amount of focus
on ensuring the safety,
security, as well as mental
health of employees, and
proper communication of
such related measures, is now
a regular way of engaging
employees within the
organisation. Having said this,

it remains equally important
for leaders to let go and
allow people to take risks.

Agility
The importance of managing
ambiguity and displaying
agility on the ground
was discussed at length.
Corporate India is learning
what it truly means to be
agile. Though leaders had
tried to inculcate agility
within their organisations,
it is only now that it has
become a reality and need of
the hour.
A few noted that in the short
term, leaders will focus on
generating and catering to
local consumption but in the
long-term, global demand
would bounce back. Both,
internal and external agility
remain important. One needs
to not only adjust the ways of
working with employees but
also external stakeholders
including clients, vendors,
government, etc.

In this dynamic environment, what is essential is the leader’s
ability to manage ambiguity with a decisive mindset and take
decisions based on wisdom stemming from intuition.
Manu Wadhwa, CHRO, Sony Pictures Networks
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Humility as a virtue is the difference between a good leader
and great leader.
Sanjay Sethi, CEO & Managing Director, Chalet Hotels Limited

All leaders must develop an important trait – the ability to
forget. Leaders tend to live in the past and most of us are doing the
same thing today. Our past experiences may have little value in the
current circumstances.
Rajesh Sahay, Sr. Vice President & Head HR,
Wipro Consumer Care & Lighting
Organisations are now
including customer feedback
to make future business
plans. Though leaders are
uncertain about how things
are going to unfold, what
is certain is that there is
and would be a change in
consumer behaviour. With
the fear of the pandemic
along with a dent in spending
capability, consumers
are being extra cautious.
However, one may also start
to notice revenge spending
as a phenomenon, arsing in
certain sections.
Most of the leaders tend
to be prisoners of the past.
With a crisis that has no
precedence, it becomes
important that leaders think
on their feet and use intuitive

decision making. Most of the
HR leaders admitted that
leaders are not expected
to come up with solutions
single-handedly. They are
only expected to manage the
problem effectively at this
point. The industry needs
to come together to look at
solutions; be it for inducing
demand or managing the
unemployment caused by the
pandemic. In the end, what
is certain is that while the
pandemic is disruptive, it is
also presenting opportunities
to innovate and stand out.
Leaders however cannot
manage this crisis alone. A
leader can only be as
effective and successful as
his team; a talented and
capable one, turning his or
her vision into reality!

A new world is emerging, one in which
true leaders can be easily distinguished from
the crowd. It is important to continue to make
consistent investments in talent management,
to ensure a diverse group of leaders are
present, to steer the organisation in these
disruptive times.
Prasad Medury, Managing Director
Odgers Berndtson India
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Participants*
We would like to express gratitude to the following for their valuable
insights.

Adhir Mane, CHRO, Lifestyle
Business, Raymond

Manu Wadhwa, CHRO, Sony
Pictures Networks

Anuj Poddar, Executive
Director, Bajaj Electricals

Mona Cheriyan, President &
Group Head HR, Thomas Cook
India

Charu Gulati, Group Head HR,
Everstone Capital Advisors
Dominic George, Head HR,
Gokaldas Exports
J B Singh, President & CEO,
Interglobe Hotels
Kapil Agarwal, Ex-CEO, Groupe
SEB
Kavinder Singh, MD & CEO,
Mahindra Holidays and Resorts

Mukta Nakra, Head HR &
Sustainability, Marks & Spencer
India
Niharika Mohan, Head HR
& CSR, Luminous Power
Technologies
Nikhil Rajpal, CEO, Hero
Electronix

Krishan Singh, CEO India, TUI

Rajesh Sahay, Sr. Vice
President & Head HR, Wipro
Consumer Care & Lighting

Madhavan Menon, Chairman &
MD, Thomas Cook India

Rakshit Desai, MD India, Flight
Centre Travel Group

Ritu Verma, Sr. Vice President
HR, India & Middle East,
Brookfield Asset Management
Sanjay Sethi, CEO & MD,
Chalet Hotels Limited
Saumya Mondal, Vice
President HR, AAK
Vilas Pawar, Director & CEO,
Choice Hotels India
Vineet Taneja, President, Rest
of APAC, Dyson
Vipul Sabharwal, MD,
Luminous Power Technologies
Zubin Saxena, MD & VP
Operations, South Asia,
Radisson Hotel Group

*In alphabetical order
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Odgers Berndtson in India
Odgers Berndtson
India works with Indian
conglomerates, large
globalising Indian companies
and foreign multinationals
to discover and develop
leaders with the talent to
capitalise on India’s growing
markets. With a pan-India
reach through our offices
in Mumbai and Delhi, we
pride ourselves on a deep
understanding of every
aspect of our clients’ needs
and a focus on a quality
candidate experience.

For over 50 years, Odgers
Berndtson has helped some of
the world’s biggest and best
organisations find the senior
talent to drive their agendas.
We deliver executive
search, assessment and
development to businesses
and organisations varying in
size, structure and maturity.
We do that across over 50
sectors, whether commercial,
public or not-for-profit, and
draw on the experience of
more than 250 Partners and
their teams in 29 countries.

Odgers Berndtson’s strength
lies in the partnerships we
develop to address that need.
We form strong relationships
with the most talented
people, with those seeking
them and between our own
teams globally, to bring both
sides together.
It is because of our deep,
non-transactional and lasting
partnerships, that our clients
can acquire, develop and
retain their strongest leaders.

Report compiled by
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Mark Braithwaite
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Singapore
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Dr. Prasad Medury
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+91 124 475 8301
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Gaurav Seth

Mahima Chaudhary

Partner, India
gaurav.seth@odgersberndtson.com

Principal, Industrial & Social Sector
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