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THE PEOPLE’S CEO

Tech Mahindra's CP Gurnani is the man to get
a job done. And he does it by winning the loyalty

of his colleagues

By AMSHUL DHAMIA

he vear 2009 opened
with a shocker for India
T a3 B Ramalinga Eajie,
the founder of Satvam
Lomputer Services, confessed that
hee had been mnflating hiz company’s
accounes by over 51 hillion. Az Rajw
the posterboy of India’s IT revalution,
wind arrested and the board dishanided
ty the government, it seemed Satyam
had reached the end of the road. 5a,
when Anand Mahindra acquired it
in April that vear, even he knew it
wnalid take mmch more tham just a
change of leaderahip for Satyam s
regain its earlier glory. Thar's when
Makindra turned w0 CF Gurnani,
wher wiss then heading mtertational
aperations ar Tech Mahindra, an IT
tirm savned by the Mahiosdra Groap,
Mow, Gurmaii isn't 2 strmger
1o cor porate strife. At thar time, he
had abreasdy spent 23 vears in the
industry, having hekl leadership
positinns in technology finms such as
HCL, HCL Hewlet-Fackard. HCL
Perot Svatens amd Perol Svsbems
{India). Buz, Ansnd Malivdra, 60,
tetls Forfes Fmdin, that indgally even
Gurnani had “resecvations about the

advisshiliny” of the Satyam scquisizian.

Huawever, onee he was made
CEO of the newly-christened
Satyam Mehindra, Gurnani took
the proverbaal bull by its bormns,
and played a pavatal role in the
wransfoemational journey of the
comipiny. Jis rev wils ik onhe
abaut winning hack the eonfidence
af clients but alsn the “confused mmd
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demnralised wibe of Satvamites”, as
Mahindra puts it. (Ar its lowest podns,
emploves atirition rates 28 Satvam
had gone up o around 40 percent.]

Accarding toe Mahindra, Yineet
Mavyar ieurrently vice-chairiman of
Tech Aahindra and former chairman
af Mahindra Satvan) was convinced
that Gurrani, wh is known for
his people skills, was the hest bet
1o rejuvenate the Satyam staff
Back then, Mayvar had worked as
Liarnani's sendar for ver 10 years.

“He brillinmtiy used the Jthen]
new Makind Group credo of Rise'
torally his troops In fact, very
quickly, it was the Batyamites who
began showing the redt af the group
comqanies oy to harness the power
ol "Rise' to deliver extraordinary
performance.” savs Mahindra,

Hrwr did Gurmani script such a
tarmaruand? “There were distroctions
autside (such as the eopguing class
Action suit rainst Satyana), e
[ hadl 1 stay bovussed on the jub
anl prow the business, [ put nice
voungsiers in [Mahindra] Sacvam
as my agents of change,” be sam,

Lin 20113, he spearbemled fis menger
with Tech Mahindra, ereating a
single engity that is mow the hifth
largest Indian IT services plover
by revenae, {The company ended
FY 2015 with 53.08 billson. )

urnani joised Tech Mahindra
in Mvember 2004, when
the company was known as

Mahinsdra British Telecon (MBT

CP Gureard 3 aderibi
bl ks P o fam
wdwiration ke b s

Chiel cxeTutiye allicer and managing
dirachar, Tech Mahindea Lud.
i 56

ke ok

Wanching movhes, Dne of bis all cime
Dusinritics in Chait D! naku

rel

g thriss devebes, his
leadership trales are hard to nore. In
200, e nursed the scam- hin Satyam
i ety Sy buack it h el
n 2013, spearhedied its merge
with Tech Mahireira o creabe Sndla’s
fifih largess TT services company. He 1s
the prasinlial peopli's manager,
whin awitys hivads by eismiple.

MAHINDRA DESCRIBEES GURMANMI AS THE "TURBOCHARGER" WITH
A KNACK OF "EVALUATING THE INTRINSIC ABILITY OF INDIVIDUALS"

Makhindra recalls that what stood
out shout Gurnani when he first mes
him more than & decade ago was his
energy. Yo could almuoss beel the
ebectricity crackle around him. And he
hir the grourd running with that seme
enerey,” he =, Using audomedive
rerminedagy, be deseribes Gurnani
as the “murhacharger af the ream”
wikh an uncanny knack of “evaluating
the ingrinsic ahility of indivic
tiver the years, Gurnani has buile
a beamn of loval friends, colleapees
and clienes, which uses the more
infoemal *CF while addressing
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him. He hias a personal rapport
with employees acrmss all levels,
right from the person serving him
Lea to the mosl Ssenir gxecistive.
Padma Parthazarsthy, wha has
knonwn Curmani for nearly rwo

| decales, says bate nights were the

norm when she waorked with him

at HUL Pernt Systems in 1097, But
| even then, Gurnani would maks
| sure chst all his g

ima members

ad enough to eat while they were
rkimg bate. “Anvone whe didn't
e & vehicle wonlkd

[ a drop home.
| That was part of his persona,” says

Parthasarathy. wh s now senior
vice-president and plobal bead
{enmsulting) st Tech Mahindra
Eighteen veurs an, pothing
has chenged. “He still has this
great abdlicy to connect with
people and i an exdremely warny
human heing,” she says
Giuwrnani's beadership skills and
ability to inspire peopbe have won
him the admiration of the 1T industry.
Mohandas Pai, chakrman of Manipal
Global Education Services and former
hoard member of Indian I'T giane
Indusys, savs Gurnani's lendersship
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is o prean cas stady of integrating
a fallen company and restoring

it n i erviabde position”, Tn the
past three years al , Cairmana has
received five awards {including the
Farbes India Leadership Asward
2015y that speak volumes ahout his
achievements But, for the CEQ, wha
traces his ronts toa middle-class
family in Neemuch, a small toawn
in Madhya Pradesh, recognition
and awards are purely incidental

Gurnani's father warked as
a senior afficer in the Ceniral
Burean of Nardatics, a job that
invalved multiple transfers. “My
father was & straightforward,
simple and honest man, The only
way people would tolerate him
was by rransferring him out.”

A g redult, Gurnani's schooling
toak place across Chitcargarh,
Kota, Jedhpur and Jaiparin
Eajastham, *Despite all these
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1o vew achaol, The city does pat
need you, the neighbourhond does
nit weed vou, and the sclsoed does
i i vl Bl vy isened all off
then. The initiative belangs to vou
and nobsody pwes vow anything.”
Gurani folkows this warldview
even now. “1 believe that when | wake
upin the morning nobody awes me
anything 1 have e make my
in this warld,” be says. The consant
change ol cities in his vouth, he
aclids, has moulded him inte o “grear
SUTViver—a trait that stood him
i e stead durivg a partoularly
tarbalent phase ar HCL Perot Systems.

hirty-four vears ago, 2 voung
I Gurnani, fresh owt of college
with a degres in chemical
engineering from Kational Institute
af Technodagy, Rourkela, could nos
have predicied where his life woald
take him. In thase days, information

AR that tinee, compriters was
a sunrize industry and 1 ook a
comacious decigion o wark in sach
& seetor,” Aay: Gurnai, At HOL, he
roze from the position of anarea
mamager to the country sales manager
and eventualhe became senior vice-
president {corporate). He was also
responsilibe for the joing ventures
that HCL did with companies
like Perot Systems, Deluxe
Corporation and General
Instruments, among others.

In 1994, technology entrepreneur
Shiv Madars HOL Technologies
{a spin=off from HCL Lid) Aoated
& jaint venture (IV) with the Us-
based Perot Syatems to tap into the

growving software outsourcing market.

Madar hiad entrusted Gurnani with
the task of finalizing the IV, *1 was
negeaiating & begal contract withous
& lawever sicting next to me | called
up Shiv and said, ‘1 think 1 need ta

“| BELIEVE THAT WHEM | WAKE UP IN THE MORNING, NOBODY
OWES ME ANYTHING. | HAVE TO MAKE MY PLACE IM THIS WORLD"

transfers, my kindergarten, schanol
and eollege friends joined me o
culebrate my danphters (Sanya)
wedding this August. These are
my prowdest moments and they
dlon't et vow an award. Tean
promise vow that,” savs Gurnand.
The almest-nomadic nature of
his chilid hocsd days seems s be
continuing even nosw: Gurnani spends
just about W davs ina moath at
Tech Mahindra's offices in Muala's
Special Evonomic Zane, ahout 15
km from his home in Sector 17, The
rest af the month is spent hopping
across offices in India and abroad.
Bt such a frepetic pace of life
deesn't tire the 56-year-nld hecause
he always goes hack ta whar his fsther
wanald tell him when they moved 1o
2 mEw City: Y ou're guing o & new

city, to & new neighbourbond, and
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technology was not commeon in
the Indian business bexicon. The
technalogy sector then was all about
hardware, electranics and computers,
which didn't interest Gurnani,

Aber praduagion, be considered
many entreprencurial ideas, some
alb which included starting a micro-
nutrient business and setting up a2 mini
cement plans. “The paly hesitarion
af that poing was capital. [ knew that
my father would have bes every hit
af meney he hed on me. But Dwould
have pome abesd if it was ny money
1 'was betting on,” sevs Gumani. He
dumped his ideas and hagged a job
as 2 pracduate chemical engineer
traines at JK Synthetics (now JayKay
Enzerprises). Itwas anly in 1986
that he switched to computers and
joined the then HEL Led, which was
largely into hardware developneent.

have alegal firm” He seid, “What will
they tell vou that vou don't alresdy
ko™ " e recalle. Nadar's responde,
says Gurnand, “tsught me that if you
are 70 percent ready for the jub and
hawe the dght attitude then vou can
scenmplish juss shout anything.”

Initially, the HCL Perot JV
was mat making money, but with
some deft negotiations, Gurnand
ensured that the company was not
making kosses either. For mstance,
he was instrumental in hagging
an outsourcing deal worth £30
million from UBS, a plobal fmancial
services company. It was quite & feat
given that, at the time, HCL Perot
had a reet wearth of 550 miillion.

By the turn of the millensian,
hinvever, the twe IV partners were
Incked in a heated bBoardrasm
harthe At the tiene, Gurnani was
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“I AM THE LEADER OF AN ORCHESTRA. IT'S THE MUSIC THAT
HAS TO BE A HIT, MOT ME AS THE ORCHESTRA LEADER”

the chief operating officer of HCL
Perat Systems and Vieset Nayyar
the CED. A November 20, 2002,
report in The Economic Times
nted thet Perot Systems was
seeking the remsoval of buth.

Thie mudslinging betwesen the
mwa fewding parmers, with Gurnani
caught in the middle, unsetthed him.
Recalling that arbalent period, he
aavs, “l1vwas nat funny being covered
in mewspapers with Perat Svatems
alleging that HUL was stealing
ineellecnesl property righes.”

Eventually, in 2003, Pers Systems
baughs out HCL Techmalogies' stake
in the % for sround Ks 480 crore. It
wid deen a5 an amicable settlement.

Leaking hack, Parthasarathy
sivs, “He did go through a lor and

fecame a victim of the case, [twad a
fairly traumatic time for CP. There
were lots of dymamics at play, but
throuph all that he was focussed on
the business. CF realised that the
company had a set af customers
wher could not be bet down asa
result of what was going on” She
remvembers low Gurnani was open
in his discussions with colleagues an
the gaings-on, “We never fels tharwe
were out of the loap or that be was
hiding things from us,” she says.
Parthusarathy feels the evolution
ol Gurnani a3 a manager happemed
bhetween the time he started waorking
ar HUL Perot and when he moved our.
Gurmami agrees: "The learnings there
were sime of the best inmy life.”
He fedl hack an those experiences

when b was tasked with urming
araund Mahindra Saryam

leven years ape, when Gurnani
E joined MET, the company
b S0 paarphe ard clocked

revenwes af abour 5100 million Today,
Tech Mahirsra has & warkforee of
L3 lakh peophe ard = among che
top 300 listed Indian companies by
way of market capitalization

Than said, the Tndian [T
industry is geing through o phase
af ransfarmation. The cutscurcing
masdel i changing with companies
adopting and soquiring newer
technologies. “Ivis mat a time o
e ripgid and be wedded w past
strategies,” says Mahindra, “CP
has the perfect outlook in that he
is setting in motion some critical
experiments within the eompany.”

Sanse of these experiments
include a startup incubation
PrOETAME b sUpport and encourage
entreprencurial spirit among
emplovees. In sddition, Gurnani has
lsunched a binst of special esdership
programmes such a3 Young CEOw',
1000 leaders, the ‘Global Leadership
Ladre’, and ‘Achiever in the Making’,
i ensure that Tech Mahindra
has a pipeline of fabure leaders,

inesh Gaoel, parmer and [ndia
head at imternaticnal sdvisory firm
1565, believes that Tech Mahindra's
successes have o grest deal to do with
Gurmani's keadership, *Steering the
comgany on a high-prowth trajectory
and rallying people behind requires an
energetic and charsmatic leadership.”

In the last bwi years, Tech
Mahindra has reparted an average
anual revenue prowth of 18.3
percent, nutpacing the IT indusiry's
rate if 12-14 percent. Hut Gurnani
chutses tosbun all limelight. *Tam
thie lesder of an prchestra, Ics the
music thar has o be a hit, nor me
as the orchestra leader,” he says,

Here's to the msster conductor
helding many more symphanies.
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