
P A R T  O N E

Talent Acquisition
B E F O R E  Y O U  R E A D  T H I S  P A R T

This part of the book moves in a deliberate order: the terrain 
a hire actually happens in, what a wrong hire costs, where 
candidates come from, how to interview and assess them, 
how to build all  of it  into one architecture, and how that 
architecture bends for Management Trainees, CEOs, CHROs, 
boards, and veteran officers as distinct cases. Read it as an 
argument that builds, not a set of independent essays.

1



C H A P T E R  1

The Indian Hiring Context

A senior leader is never hired into a job description 
alone. They are hired into an ownership system, a 
power structure, and a set of expectations that may 
never be written down.

The candidate had the credentials, the industry standing, and 
the confidence of the search firm behind him. The promoter 
liked him personally. The board found him impressive across 
two  rounds  of  interviews.  The  psychometric  assessment 
raised  two  concerns,  neither  of  which  appeared  serious 
enough,  on  its  own,  to  stop  the  appointment.  Eighteen 
months later,  the organisation was quietly looking for his 
replacement.

The  easy  explanation  is  that  the  assessment  missed 
something,  or  that  the  board  should  have  weighted  its 
concerns more heavily. The harder, truer explanation is that 
the  organisation  had  never  accurately  described  the 
leadership mandate it was actually offering. On paper, the 
role  was  Chief  Executive  Officer,  full  authority,  full 
accountability. In practice, every significant decision still ran, 
informally  and  unstated,  through  the  promoter's  own 
judgment,  a  fact  nobody had told  the candidate,  because 
nobody  inside  the  organisation  experienced  it  as  a  fact 
requiring disclosure. It was simply how things worked. The 
candidate had been hired to lead. He had actually been hired 
to execute, within boundaries nobody had drawn on paper, 
and he discovered those boundaries the hard way, in public, 
over eighteen months, rather than being told them in week 
one.
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This is the argument this chapter exists to make, and the 
argument the rest of the book returns to repeatedly: a hiring 
failure at the senior level is rarely a failure to find a capable 
person. It is far more often a failure to accurately describe, 
before  the  search  even  begins,  what  the  organisation  is 
genuinely prepared to let a leader do.

The Indian Leadership Hiring Paradox
Senior hiring in India operates inside a specific and persistent 
tension  that  most  hiring  frameworks,  built  for  more 
governance-mature Western markets,  do not account for. 
Organisations want professionalisation, and simultaneously 
want to retain promoter control. They want candidates with 
global  credentials,  and  simultaneously  require  local 
legitimacy  those  credentials  do  not  automatically  confer. 
They  want  speed  in  decision-making,  and  simultaneously 
want the governance discipline that speed tends to erode. 
They want loyalty, and simultaneously want the independent 
competence loyalty alone does not produce.  They want a 
leader with authority on paper, operating inside a structure 
where real authority frequently sits somewhere else entirely, 
in a family WhatsApp group, in an old lieutenant's informal 
veto, in a promoter's Sunday evening phone calls.

None of these tensions are unique to India in the abstract, 
every market has some version of the gap between formal 
and informal authority. What is distinctive here is the density 
of the tension and how rarely it gets named openly during a 
hiring process.  A  search in  the United States  or  Western 
Europe  will,  on  average,  surface  governance  questions 
explicitly,  because  governance  expectations  are  more 
codified and more consistently enforced. In India, the same 
questions  exist  and  are,  just  as  often,  simply  not  asked, 
because asking them can read as questioning the promoter's 
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competence or intentions, a socially costly thing to do in a 
first conversation with a potential client or employer.

Sector Shapes the Role. Ownership Shapes 
the Mandate.
It would be convenient, and wrong, to argue that sector does 
not matter in senior hiring. It matters a great deal. A bank or 
NBFC operates under regulatory scrutiny and governance 
discipline  that  shapes  leadership  behaviour  in  ways  a 
founder-led consumer startup never has to contend with. A 
hospital  or  healthcare  group  blends  clinical  authority, 
administrative authority, and ownership authority in a way 
few other sectors do, a subject Chapter 11 of this book returns 
to in more depth given this author's own work in that space. A 
hospitality organisation runs on operating discipline and a 
service  culture  that  a  manufacturing  plant,  with  its  very 
different  rhythm  and  risk  profile,  does  not  share.  A 
technology company operating across geographies requires 
comfort  with  matrix  influence,  decisions  made  through 
networks  of  persuasion  rather  than  clean  hierarchical 
authority,  that  a  traditional  promoter-led  manufacturing 
business rarely demands of its leaders.

Sector,  in  other  words,  shapes  what  the  role  actually 
requires,  day  to  day,  technically  and  behaviourally. 
Ownership  and  governance  structure  shape  something 
different  and,  this  book  argues,  more  consequential  for 
whether  the  hire  ultimately  succeeds:  how  the  hiring 
decision itself actually gets made, how much real authority 
accompanies  the  title,  and  what  happens  when  the  new 
leader's judgment collides with an existing, informal power 
structure. A CFO hired into a well-governed listed bank and a 
CFO hired into a first-generation promoter-led NBFC may 
carry an almost identical job description. The organisation 
behind that job description could not be more different, and 
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the earlier framing in this chapter's first draft, that sector 
matters  less  than ownership,  understated something real. 
The corrected claim is  narrower and more useful:  sector 
determines the technical  and behavioural  demands of the 
role.  Ownership  and  governance  determine  whether  the 
leader hired to meet those demands will actually be allowed 
to.

A  brief  word  on  scope  before  this  chapter  goes  further. 
Everything in this book is built from thirty-seven years inside 
Indian  organisations,  and  the  frameworks  that  follow are 
deliberately  India-specific,  not  because  leadership  hiring 
elsewhere is fundamentally different in kind, but because the 
specific  texture  of  ownership,  governance,  and  informal 
authority  described  here  is  particular  to  this  market  and 
rarely written about with this level of granularity. Readers 
hiring  into  global  or  multinational  contexts  will  find  a 
dedicated  chapter  later  in  this  book  addressing  what 
changes,  and  what  does  not,  when  the  search  crosses 
borders. The frameworks in this chapter are the spine of the 
book. The global chapter is the deliberate extension of that 
spine outward, not a separate argument.

Five Indian Organisational Hiring Contexts
Four broad organisational profiles were enough to make the 
original point in this chapter. A fifth is necessary to do the 
argument  justice,  because  institution-led  organisations, 
hospitals, educational institutions, and other mission-critical 
bodies where professional, administrative, and stakeholder 
authority overlap in ways no purely commercial framework 
captures,  behave differently  enough to deserve their  own 
category rather than being awkwardly folded into promoter-
led or listed-company logic.
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Governance-led  enterprises,  listed  companies,  regulated 
financial institutions, and mature multinational subsidiaries, 
operate  with  genuine  structure:  defined  competency 
frameworks,  panel  interviews,  external  assessment,  and 
governance  requirements  that  make  skipping  these  steps 
difficult even for a leader who might prefer to. Promoter-led 
professionalising  enterprises  are  attempting  to  introduce 
professional  management  without  fully  redistributing  the 
authority that professional management requires to actually 
function, an attempt that frequently produces exactly the gap 
this chapter opened with. Family enterprises in generational 
transition  are  negotiating  succession,  family  roles,  and 
professional  leadership  simultaneously,  a  three-way 
negotiation  that  rarely  resolves  cleanly  and  shapes  every 
senior hire made during the transition period. Founder-led 
high-growth companies run on speed, personal chemistry, 
and adaptability, where formal process is often experienced, 
not entirely unreasonably,  as friction the business cannot 
afford. Institution-led or mission-critical organisations layer 
professional,  administrative,  and  stakeholder  authority  in 
ways that make a purely commercial reading of the org chart 
actively misleading.

FIVE INDIAN ORGANISATIONAL HIRING CONTEXTS
What actually predicts how a senior hiring decision gets made

ORGANISATIONAL 
CONTEXT

LEADERSHIP 
CONDITIONS

RISKS REQUIRING 
EXAMINATION

Governance-Led 
Enterprise

Defined process, 
external assessment, 
board-level 
accountability for 
senior appointments.

Rigid process 
mistaken for genuine 
judgment; over-
reliance on 
credentials over fit.

Promoter-Led 
Professionalising 

Aspiration toward 
structure, frequently 

The gap between the 
formal mandate 
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ORGANISATIONAL 
CONTEXT

LEADERSHIP 
CONDITIONS

RISKS REQUIRING 
EXAMINATION

Enterprise overridden by the 
promoter's own 
instinct under 
pressure.

offered and the real 
authority retained.

Family Enterprise in 
Generational 
Transition

Succession, family 
roles, and 
professional 
leadership being 
negotiated 
simultaneously.

A hire caught 
between family 
expectations and 
professional 
mandate, serving 
neither cleanly.

Founder-Led High-
Growth Company

Speed, personal 
chemistry, and 
adaptability valued 
above formal 
process.

Hiring decisions 
made on founder 
rapport alone, with 
fit assumed rather 
than tested.

Institution-Led / 
Mission-Critical 
Organisation

Professional, 
administrative, and 
stakeholder 
authority 
overlapping and 
frequently 
contested.

A leader with strong 
professional 
standing but no read 
on the institution's 
actual decision 
politics.
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The pattern holds across every client engagement this data is 
drawn  from:  the  more  a  governance-led  enterprise 
resembles the first category above, the more it defaults to 
structured,  evidence-led  hiring,  and  the  more  an 
organisation  resembles  the  promoter-led  or  founder-led 
categories,  the  more  heavily  gut  feel,  loyalty,  and  prior 
association drive the actual decision, regardless of what the 
formal process document claims happens.

The Invisible Mandate
Every senior role carries two mandates, and only one of them 
is written down. The visible mandate is what appears in the 
job description and the offer letter: deliver growth, build the 
team,  professionalise  operations,  exercise  independent 
judgement,  strengthen  governance,  introduce 
accountability.  The  invisible  mandate  is  what  the 
organisation actually expects, rarely stated because stating it 
explicitly would sound, uncomfortably, like an admission that 
the visible mandate is not entirely genuine. A new leader who 
reads  only  the  visible  mandate,  and  there  is  no  other 
document  to  read,  discovers  the  invisible  one  through 
friction, disappointment, or, as in this chapter's opening case, 
a quiet exit eighteen months later.
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THE VISIBLE MANDATE AND THE INVISIBLE MANDATE
What the offer letter says, and what the organisation actually expects 
underneath it

VISIBLE MANDATE INVISIBLE MANDATE

Deliver growth Preserve the promoter's 
confidence and comfort with the 
pace of change.

Build the team Retain key legacy employees, 
even where their capability is 
now in question.

Professionalise operations Do not disrupt existing power 
relationships too quickly.

Exercise independent 
judgement

Know which decisions still 
require informal approval before 
they are made.

Strengthen governance Avoid making the organisation 
feel bureaucratic to those who 
built it informally.

Introduce accountability Protect relationships considered 
strategically important, 
regardless of performance.

Surfacing the invisible mandate before an offer is extended, 
asking  the  promoter  or  board  directly  which  of  these 
tensions  actually  exists  in  this  specific  organisation,  is 
uncomfortable,  occasionally  unwelcome,  and  considerably 
cheaper  than  discovering  the  answer  through  a  failed 
eighteen-month tenure. It is, in this author's experience, the 
single highest-leverage conversation a search process can 
force that most searches never think to have.
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The Familiarity Discount
A  pattern  recurs  across  nearly  every  promoter-led  and 
family-business search this author has advised on, consistent 
enough  to  deserve  its  own  name:  candidates  who  arrive 
already familiar to the organisation receive measurably less 
scrutiny than candidates who arrive as genuine strangers, 
regardless  of  whether  that  familiarity  has  any bearing on 
their actual fit for the specific role. Call this the Familiarity 
Discount. It activates when a candidate is known personally 
to the promoter, recommended by a trusted board member, 
arrives from a prestigious or recognisable organisation, was 
previously  associated  with  a  respected  leader  the 
organisation  admires,  is  introduced  by  a  long-standing 
search  consultant,  or  already  sits  somewhere  inside  the 
internal leadership circle.

None of these sources of familiarity are illegitimate reasons 
to consider a candidate. The distortion is not in the sourcing. 
It is in what happens next: the familiar candidate is quietly 
exempted,  often  without  anyone  consciously  deciding  to 
exempt them, from the same structured scrutiny a stranger 
would face. The board member's friend skips the panel round 
a less-connected finalist sits through in full. The promoter's 
own read on someone he has known socially for a decade 
substitutes for the assessment data an unfamiliar candidate 
would  be  required  to  generate.  This  is  precisely  the 
mechanism  Chapter  3  examines  in  detail  under  sourcing 
discipline, and it  is worth naming here first,  because it  is 
fundamentally a hiring-context problem before it is a process 
problem:  familiarity  feels  like  information.  In  a  genuinely 
large share of  cases this  author has  observed,  it  predicts 
warmth  of  welcome  considerably  more  reliably  than  it 
predicts on-the-job performance.

Loyalty, Competence, and Institutional Trust
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The relationship between loyalty and competence in Indian 
senior hiring is more layered than a simple trade-off. A senior 
leader  requires  competence  to  actually  perform the  role, 
credibility to influence people who do not report to them, 
trust to operate without being second-guessed at every turn, 
alignment with the organisation's actual direction to remain 
effective over time, and enough independence to exercise 
genuine  judgement  rather  than  simply  executing 
instructions. These five qualities do not substitute for one 
another, and an organisation that over-indexes on any single 
one produces a predictable failure pattern.

A loyal but insufficiently capable leader creates dependency, 
propped  up  by  relationship  rather  than  results,  quietly 
protected long after the numbers have made the case against 
them.  A  capable  but  politically  tone-deaf  leader  creates 
rejection, technically excellent and organisationally unable to 
land their own decisions. A trusted and capable leader who 
has never been granted genuine independence becomes, in 
practice,  an  extension  of  the  promoter's  own  judgement 
rather than a distinct leadership voice, which defeats much of 
the purpose of hiring them in the first place. The leader an 
organisation actually  needs holds  competence,  credibility, 
trust,  alignment,  and  independence  simultaneously,  and 
assessing  for  that  combination,  rather  than  for  any  one 
quality in isolation, is considerably harder than most search 
processes attempt.

BOARDROOM NOTE

A promoter  considering a  CEO candidate  for  his  consumer  
goods company was drawn to her energy and confidence across 
two interviews. The assessment suggested a strong tendency to 
challenge  authority,  assert  independence,  and  resist  close  
direction, qualities that had served her well at a previous, more 
professionally governed employer. In this organisation, those  
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same qualities were likely to collide directly with a promoter  
who wanted a strong professional  leader,  but  one who still  
deferred to him on the decisions he considered strategically his  
to make.

The distinction was never adequately discussed before the offer 
went out. She was hired. She pushed back on the promoter in  
board meetings within her first quarter, exactly as her profile  
suggested she might, and was gone within eighteen months. The  
assessment had not been wrong. The organisation had never  
been honest, with her or with itself, about which parts of the  
CEO mandate were genuinely hers to exercise.

The  hire  that  arrives  through  the  most  comfortable,  most  
familiar door still deserves the same scrutiny as the one who  
has to earn a place at the table. The Familiarity Discount is  
easiest to see in someone else's organisation, and hardest to  
notice operating in your own.

The RH Factor India Leadership Fit Matrix
The  instruments  discussed  later  in  this  book,  personality 
assessment,  cognitive  testing,  derailer  instruments, 
motivational  profiling,  all  produce  evidence.  What  that 
evidence  should  actually  be  weighed  against,  before  any 
candidate's individual profile is even considered, is a clear-
eyed read of the organisation itself. The matrix below is the 
diagnostic  this  book  recommends  running  on  the 
organisation, not the candidate, before a search begins.

THE RH FACTOR INDIA LEADERSHIP FIT MATRIX
Assess the organisation honestly before assessing any candidate against it

DIMENSION CORE QUESTION

Ownership Compatibility Can a leader operate effectively 
within the actual, not the formal, 
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DIMENSION CORE QUESTION

distribution of authority here?

Governance Compatibility Can a leader work within this 
organisation's real level of 
process, transparency, and board 
oversight?

Pace Compatibility Can a leader make decisions at 
the speed this business 
genuinely requires?

Ambiguity Tolerance Can a leader function effectively 
before every boundary and 
reporting line is fully clear?

Stakeholder Complexity Can a leader manage promoters, 
boards, families, investors, and 
regulators simultaneously?

Institutional Maturity Can a leader build systems here 
without visible contempt for 
what already exists?

Cultural Legitimacy Will employees and informally 
influential stakeholders actually 
accept this leader's authority?

Transformation Appetite Does the leader's appetite for 
change genuinely match this 
organisation's real willingness to 
change?

Run honestly,  before  a  search  begins  rather  than  after  a 
candidate has disappointed everyone, this matrix routinely 
surfaces  a  harder  and  more  useful  question  than  any 
interview eventually will: not whether a given candidate is 
strong,  but  whether this  organisation,  as  it  currently  and 
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actually  operates,  is  capable  of  enabling,  accepting,  and 
retaining the kind of leader it says it wants to hire.

Before Assessing the Candidate, Assess the 
Organisation
Senior  hiring,  done  well,  begins  with  an  uncomfortable 
question the organisation asks of itself before it asks anything 
of a candidate. Not who is the best available person for this 
role, but what kind of leader can this organisation genuinely 
enable, accept, and retain, given how authority, trust, and 
change actually move through it today, rather than how the 
org  chart  claims they  do.  Skip  that  question,  and even a 
flawless assessment of the candidate is measuring the wrong 
thing entirely.

Having established the terrain a hire actually lands in, the 
next chapter turns to what it costs when that terrain has 
been misread, the full,  honestly counted price of a wrong 
senior hire.
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