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VINAY KAMATH

It’s a rain-soaked morning at
the Indian Institute of Man-
agement Ahmedabad, India’s
premier B-school. Fat rain-
drops are dripping off the
leaves in this verdant campus.
The grassy green cricket field
looks slushy. 

The famed red brick façade
of the Louis Kahn-designed
buildings is partly visible
through the foliage.

A morning walkabout on
this iconic campus is quiet.
The institute is yet to crank up
for the day. Spread over two
campuses across 104 acres
connected by an exclusive
road underpass, you realise
that India’s oldest manage-
ment institute isn’t very large,
considering the sprawl of
some of the IITs. To your de-
light you see that the campus
is home to many sparrows, a
fast disappearing species in
most cities. A mission of mon-
keys decides to position itself
across a road near the fitness
centre.

The residential quarters of
the faculty lie cheek by jowl
with the student dorms and
hostels, all sporting the same
open brick finish. The tree-
lined bylanes are tranquil. 

Old-timers on the 52-year-
old campus remember a time
when IIM was “far away”, on
the fringe of the city. Now,

Ahmedabad has expanded
way past and put IIM very
much in the heart of the city.
The buildings, with their high
arches, wide, airy corridors,
and large, spherical and
oblong windows, show their
age, with leaks at many places
following the onslaught of un-
precedented September rains.

HARVARD STEPS

You enter the main building
up a long flight of stairs, called
the Harvard Steps, a bit in
awe, when you recall the le-
gion of top business managers
who have walked up those
steps. One of its famous sons,
Raghuram Rajan, whose pic-
ture you spot as chief guest of
the 2005 convocation, and a
1987 batch alumnus, is today
the RBI Governor. There are
scores of top managers who
emerged from this school of
CEOs: Bhaskar Bhat of Titan,
Venkatesh Kini of Coke, Hari-
sh Bhat of Tata Global Bever-
ages, Prakash Iyer of
Kimberley Clark, to name a
few. Many from the institute
have also gone on to become
thriving entrepreneurs: who
says management education
militates against entrepreneu-
rial zeal?

In the foyer of the main
building, to the right of which
is the office of Director Ashish
Nanda, also an alumnus, are

panels of photographs of all
the luminaries who were
chief guests at convocations
over the years. 

RICH LEGACY

Looking at those photographs
you realise it is virtually a his-
tory of young India in the
making; the giants who con-
tributed to the building of
modern India had visited the
campus to give away certif-
icates to a legion of young
managers who would go on to
earn fame in corporate and
public life. 

From jurist M.C. Chagla, at
the first convocation in 1966,
to physicist Vikram Sarabhai,
from whose home IIM’s office

operated before the campus
sprang up, to Indira Gandhi,
T.A. Pai, C. Subramanian, M.
S. Swaminathan, Keshub Ma-
hindra, V. Kurien, Raja Ra-
manna, Russi Mody and
Manmohan Singh (in 1994
and 2011), and modern-day
corporate icons M.S. Banga
and K.V. Kamath (both alum-
ni) and L. N. Mittal in 2013. 

Step out of the foyer and
you can see the large cour-
tyard of the Louis Kahn plaza,
the lawns glistening in the
rain and flanked by tall build-
ings on three sides. This is
where all the convocations
take place, against the back-
drop of the Vikram Sarabhai
library block. To the right of

groups of students are hud-
dled in intense discussion
over cups of tea and snacks.
Walk past the cafes and you
go on to the underpass that
takes you through to the new
campus which came up in the
past decade. 

NEW CAMPUS

The new campus is very dif-
ferent in character.. It’s more
built up, and the greyness of
the cement buildings does not
have the same character as
the red brick structures. 

The underpass also has
many vignettes of IIM’s histo-
ry, with pictures from the
time the campus was being
built, under the supervision of
the renowned University of
Pennsylvania architect Louis
Kahn, along with NID-trained
designers. 

Returning, you spot a dif-
ferent group in a huddle. And
now you notice the name of
the café: Café Tanstaafl! Gob-
bledygook, you think. Till a
second year student points to
the expansion displayed be-
low: “There ain’t no such
thing as a free lunch!” It’s run
by an alumnus. Quite true,
you think. 

By now I’m drenched, but
it’s all part of soaking in the
atmosphere at India’s top B-
school. 

vinay.kamath@thehindu.co.in

the main block is an auditori-
um, named after Ravi Mathai,
founder-director of IIM-A. 

The corridors of this audi-
torium are lined with sepia-
toned photographs, captured
from the time a young institu-
tion was being built up. Far-
ther on is a swank new indoor
sports complex with badmin-
ton, squash and table tennis
facilities, and a basketball
court with a synthetic surface.
The 1989 PGP batch has con-
tributed a significant chunk to
erect this complex. A 25th
year reunion bash is being
planned by these alumni.

A short walk around the
Louis Kahn plaza and you find
your way past cafes where

A walkabout at IIM-A
Tracing heritage and transition through sepia-tinted photos and young blood

THE MAIN buildings of IIM-A... Salubrious surroundings that have nurtured generations of
illustrious alumni.

Y
ou would think that two women, both notable for
not being white or wafer-thin, winning separate

beauty pageants at opposite ends of the globe is a
reflection of more liberal times. It’s not.

The winner who received more attention in this part
of the world is Nina Davuluri, the dark, Indian-origin
young woman who will reign for a while as Miss
America before heading to medical school. After she won
the pageant, Davuluri was greeted by shouting matches
about her on Twitter, mostly because a lot of people
couldn’t decide whether she is American enough to be
Miss America. The other winner is Obabiyi Aishah
Ajibola, the Nigerian crowned Miss World Muslimah.
The Miss Muslimah contest is still new and relatively
little known. It focuses not just on how beautiful the
contestants look but also on how religious and moral
they are in their daily lives. So, predictably, Twitter
reactions were either happy and welcoming or just
bemused.

Both pageants project an image of the perfect woman
— virginal, desirable and, in the case of Miss Muslimah,
pious. But here’s the truth pageants find difficult to
accept — the perfect woman was never created. So, stop
looking for her.

Most women don’t care about being perfect and it’s
about time we stopped telling them they should.
Progress doesn’t lie in holding up an ideal and telling
women to meet it, or in rewarding those who do. What
would really help a lot of women is more difficult and
not cover-worthy in a glam magazine. But let’s start with
something easy — like giving them cheaper sanitary
napkins and building toilets in girls’ schools.

What do you think? Write back at
bloncampus@thehindu.co.in.

FROM THE EDITOR

Time to give women
what they really want

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
New Delhi, Sept. 25

The Indian School of Business (ISB) in collaboration with
Biocon Foundation has started a one-year certificate
programme in business analytics.

The ISB Biocon Certificate Programme in Business
Analytics is aimed at creating “the next generation of data
management scientists”, the business school said in a
statement on Wednesday.

Biocon Foundation has extended full funding support
for the one-year programme.

As many as 104 people, having varied work experiences,
have enrolled in the first batch. Classes for them started on
September 14 at ISB Hyderabad campus.

“I think this course will develop high quality business
analytics, which will be a great value add to the industry. I
believe this course will address some of the growing needs
of the industry across sectors,” Biocon Foundation
promoter Kiran Mazumdar Shaw said.

According to ISB, the one-year part-time programme
would have 430 contact hours and the course would be
spread across classroom as well as technology-assisted
learning.

“The schedule will include classroom learning, apart
from guest industry speakers, workshops and group
projects. The rest of the programme will be delivered
online,” ISB said.

Students would be required to stay on campus for a
five-day schedule of classroom learning every alternate
month.

“There is an explosion in the data being generated in
every sphere of business. With greater adoption of digital
technologies, this is bound to grow exponentially.

However, there is a dearth of available talent to help
organisations make sense of this data deluge,” ISB Deputy
Dean Deepak Chandra said.

To meet this demand, the certificate programme in
business analytics has been introduced, he added.

ISB has campuses in Hyderabad and Mohali. 

ISB BIOCON PROGRAMME

ISB launches course in
business analytics 

ETHAN MOLLICK

J
ust the mention of “mid-
dle managers” is enough

to make people’s eyes roll
back in their heads. But
these supposedly boring
corporate cogs, these ob-
jects of derision, can have a
profound impact on innova-
tion and performance. 

Companies need to pay
attention to middle manag-
ers and reward their special
talent for making the best of
the limitations of their posi-
tions – of making lemonade
from lemons.

For decades, researchers
and businesspeople have as-
sumed that in the thick of
large organisations, what
matters is process. Are the
right resources available?
Are incentives effective? If
the organisation isn’t being
innovative, the solution
must be structural.

My study of makers of
computer games shows
something different – that
individuals matter a lot. And
of all the individuals, the
choice of who the middle
manager is on vital projects
goes the furthest in explain-
ing why some firms do bet-
ter than others. In a
gaming-company context,

middle managers have the
job title of “producer”, and
they supervise designers.

After controlling for
many factors, such as the
genre of the game and the
size of the project, I found
that individual producers
account for 22.3 per cent of
the variation in company
revenue. 

Designers, by contrast,
account for just 7.4 per cent
of the variation. For com-
parison, everything else –
whether it be senior man-
agement or marketing – ac-
counts for just 21.3 per cent
of the variation in firm per-
formance. (The rest is due to
exogenous factors such as
changes in technology and
the marketplace). 

What’s more, individual
talent was portable: When
people left one company for
another, they took their
abilities with them. 

CATALYST

The impact of producers ex-
tends far beyond firm per-
formance. When I looked at
which group was responsib-
le, and to what degree, for
variations in product qual-
ity, as measured by critics’
responses to games, the

numbers were similar. Why
do project managers have
such a large impact? The an-
swer has to do with the diffi-
cult, but often critically
important, situation they
find themselves in. 

Higher-ups don’t give
them the resources they
need, and subordinates are
annoyed by the directives
that project managers are
mandated to promulgate. 

Squeezed from above and
below, they have to make
do. For example, think of
the middle manager whose
team, for budgetary reasons,
was never restored to full
strength after a couple of

departures and who respon-
ded by reassigning respon-
sibilities in a creative way
that made everything work
better. 

Middle managers are also
critical in their function as
facilitators, nurturers and
selectors of creativity.
They’re the ones who get
the creatives excited about a
project, keep them on time
and on budget and solve in-
terpersonal problems. 

And they speak up when
those ideas are unrealistic.
Good middle managers can
also help create “collective
creativity” by establishing
healthy team dynamics.

When you study companies,
you see that the good project
managers are widely
known. But that doesn’t stop
companies from ignoring
them. 

POOR TREATMENT

Companies make little ef-
fort to retain the most effec-
tive middle managers. A lot
of project managers buy into
this view, accepting that
they should do everything
possible to shed the “mid-
dle” label and move on.

But the reality is that good
middle managers are a valu-
able resource. 

If you take a really effec-
tive middle manager out of
his role, it’s unlikely that
someone else will be able to
do the job as well. And a
number of managers actual-
ly like the middle. Compa-
nies would do better to
support the best of these
employees and encourage
them to stay in the middle.

One way to encourage

middle managers to stay is
to frame their job descrip-
tion so that it doesn’t sound
like a steppingstone to
something else. 

Another is to create a ca-
reer path that doesn’t neces-
sarily involve promotion out
of project management.
Have them aim for the role
of “chief project manager.”
Assign middle managers to
teams where they can de-
ploy their special talents.
Most of all, don’t think of
middle managers as inter-
changeable parts. 

Corporate leaders spend a
lot of time worrying about
the impact of their strategy.
But they overlook the im-
pact of the people who make
the thousands of small, crit-
ical choices that truly make
the difference between suc-
cess and failure.

Middle managers have an outsized 
impact on innovation

THE CHOICE of the middle manager in vital projects often
explains why some firms do better than others.

Middle managers are the 
facilitators, nurturers and 

selectors of creativity. 

This article, from Harvard

Business Review, was accessed

through New York Times News

Service.

SHADES OF KUMORTULI

THE HEAD of a Durga idol drying at north Kolkata’s Kumortuli. Despite economic

hardships, every Puja idol-makers toil hard to make the city look beautiful during its

biggest festival. They follow intricate traditions, such as ‘chokkhu daan’ (gifting of

eyes), where the senior-most potter gives shape to the eyes of the idol. It is said that

he sits in meditation for hours before suddenly tracing the eyes in one swift stroke. —
Sampriti Paul

OLIVER BURKEMAN

From smartphone apps
that eliminate distrac-
tions to choosing the right
place to study, here are
five ways to work effi-
ciently – leaving plenty of
time to have fun

Technology is not
the enemy: smartphones
and social networks may
be helping to erode our at-
tention spans, but there
are plenty of apps to help
rebuild it, too. 

Try Anti-Social for
blocking access to Face-
book and Twitter, or Isola-
tor, which hides
everything on your desk-
top except whatever
you’re working on. If you
own sufficient gadgets to
allow it, consider limiting
your activities by device:
only check Facebook on
your phone, and only work
on your laptop, for
example.

Strengthen your at-
tention muscle gradu-
ally: use a timer to
concentrate solely on work

for very short bursts – just
four or five minutes, if
that’s all you can manage
– then take a timed 10-
minute break to do what-
ever you like. Gradually
increase the length of the
work bursts. 

But don’t forget to
keep taking breaks: the
better you get at focusing,
the more important it be-
comes to step away from
the screen. 

Try using an “un-
schedule”: anti-procras-
tination coach Neil Fiore
suggests making a weekly
schedule showing every-
thing except private
study: your lectures,
meals, sleep etc. Make
sure to add plenty of “fun”
items, too. 

Once you see how little
time you have left for solo
study, it will be easier to
focus. And because you’ve
scheduled some fun, you
won’t fall into the mindset
that life is just work,
work, work.

you’re far more likely to

mess around online if you
haven’t decided in ad-
vance what you’re going
to work on. 

Think in terms of tangi-
ble next actions. “Work on
anthropology essay” is too
vague. “Doable” next ac-
tions, in contrast, might
include tracking down
specific sources, or out-
lining specific sections of
a project.

Choose the right
place to study: it sounds
obvious, but a distant cor-
ner of the library is a bet-
ter place for focused work
than a shared living room.
Building a mental associ-
ation between a physical
place and studying will
make it easier to slip into a
state of focus. 

Following a regular
routine will help, too: if
you always start work
right after breakfast, you
never have to waste time
or energy deciding when
to begin. 

— © Guardian News-
papers Limited, 2013 

Capture concentration, 
that fleeting treasure

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
New Delhi, Sept. 25 

Jawaharlal Nehru University is mulling to offer
undergraduate courses in sciences and humanities with a
proposal already been sent to UGC for approval.

The university, which currently offers only language
courses at undergraduate
level, has submitted a
proposal to the
University Grants
Commission regarding
setting up of a school of
undergraduate studies.

“Under UGC’s
innovation universities
scheme, we have
submitted a proposal for
trans-disciplinary
research projects along
with which we also
suggested for starting a
school of undergraduate
studies,” JNU’s Vice-
Chancellor S. K. Sopory
said.

“The idea is at its
nascent stage and discussions at university level is in
progress over its feasibility,” he said.

Sopory, however, said that the setting up of such a
school can be possible only if provided with funds.

“There are certain constraints. Undergraduate
programmes in the university cannot be started without
sufficient funding. We are waiting for UGC’s response,”
he said. Universities found eligible under the innovation
university scheme could receive a grant between Rs 100
crore to Rs 300 crore for five years. 

JNU mulls UG courses
in sciences, humanities 

INTER-DISCIPLINARY PROJECTS


