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We’ve no hidden agenda when it comes to gender. Our Diversity and Inclusion 
strategy allows us to welcome and serve customers and colleagues from all  
societies, cultures and communities. We harness the power of diversity to drive 
innovation, improve the performance of our business and deliver a sustainable  
and successful future.

barclays.com/diversity

When everyone is welcome, 
anything is possible
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editorial

We stand on the brink of a 
technological revolution that 
will fundamentally alter the way 

we live, work, and relate to one another. 
In its scale, scope, and complexity, the 
transformation will be unlike anything 
humankind has experienced before. We 
do not yet know just how it will unfold, 
but one thing is clear: the response must 
be integrated, collaborative & inclusive.

We interact with people online whom 
we have never met before, do business 
with them, share our daily lives & what’s 
happening in it on Facebook, travel 
overseas, experience multiple cultures 
and much more. How does this impact us 
– impact our future? The world has now 
shrunk and we are truly living in a global 
village.  We are impacted with diverse 
views, opinions, lifestyle. The speed of 
current breakthroughs has no historical 
precedent. When compared with previous 
industrial revolutions, the Fourth is 
evolving at an exponential rather than 
a linear pace. Moreover, it is disrupting 
almost every industry in every country.

The possibilities of billions of people 
connected by mobile devices, with 
unprecedented processing power, storage 
capacity, and access to knowledge, are 
unlimited. Already, artificial intelligence 
is all around us, from self-driving cars 
and drones to virtual assistants and 
software that translate or invest. More 
than 30 % of the global population now 
uses social media platforms to connect, 
learn, and share information. In an 
ideal world, these interactions would 
provide an opportunity for cross-cultural 
understanding and cohesion. These kind 
of innovation has led to inclusion and it 
can also be said many times inclusion has 
inspired innovation. 

Creative thinking and innovation 
are becoming “currency” in a global, 
technology-led world. Innovation gives 
companies a competitive edge; and new 
ideas and innovation require diversity 
– of thought, expertise, perspective, 
experience, and more. And more 
importantly it requires inclusion which 
fosters safe environment to be creative 
and voice new perspectives & opinions. 
In the last decade we saw many historical 
corporate giants like Nokia lose their 
dominance in the market and be replaced 
by players which are not more than a 
decade old.

In other words, paying attention to 
diversity and inclusion in the workforce 
is no longer optional. The future success 
of companies and organizations will 
hinge on how diverse and inclusive 
work environments are. But what those 
environments look like will be very 
different from what we’re used to today.

When two unrelated diverse intersections 
take place – innovations and creativity 
prosper. What happens when Calligraphy 
– the art of beautiful handwriting and 
computers programming intersect – we 
get our beautiful fonts, which we use to 
create our documents today. Apple has 
been pioneer in recognizing this trend – 
of infusing design with technology and 
that’s why they are the leaders in their 
industry.

Technology advances will play a huge 
role in making inclusion more tangible. 
Imagine what will happen as virtual 
environments become more refined. In 
the future, physical location will not be 
considered a barrier to the benefits of 
face-to-face communication. A job seeker 
in Delhi can be eligible for a position in 

Spain because s/he has opportunity to 
interact seamlessly with customers and 
others via a virtual world.

By 2026, India’s average age would be 26. 
As these millennials enter the workforce, 
we want a work environment where every 
employee can thrive. This new generation 
would embrace inclusion as fish takes to 
water. They are technologically savvy and 
more globally aware. This is a generation 
who wants to do some meaningful work 
which is innovative and has social impact. 
The potential demographic dividend 
which India has cannot be ignored. 

As the decades pass, I believe we will 
move toward a definition of diversity 
that is more precise. Instead of being 
based on race or gender, diversity will 
encompass a spectrum of characteristics 
that defines each of us as individuals. It 
will be diversity of thoughts, actions and 
practice which will lead to innovation. 

I invite all of us to spend a little time 
this year pondering the future. Which 
emerging attitudes, demographics and 
technology will shape how we approach 
our work and each other in the coming 
decades? How can we maximize and 
capitalize on workplace diversity in a 
changing and increasingly connected 
world? How can we ensure that we are 
truly moving to more inclusive economy 
where everyone can truly have equal 
opportunities. 

Inclusion 
Inspires 
Innovation

Sarika Gupta Bhattacharya
Co-Founder

Altavis & Biz Divas Foundation
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Diversity. Inclusion. Gender parity. 
Cultural integration. Disability 
inclusion. And the like. How many 

times have we heard these buzzwords 
being bandied about?  But are companies 
adopting Diversity & Inclusion (D&I) for 
the sake of political correctness, or are 
they truly embracing the concept in its 
entirety? 

In today’s global and highly competitive 
corporate ecosystem, companies can 
no longer afford to not be diverse and 
inclusive in a meaningful manner. D&I 
is a business imperative, nothing less, 
and companies that build a truly inclusive 
work culture with a diverse employee 
base will outperform their peers. This 
has been revealed with abundant clarity 
by various research reports spanning the 
best of global companies. 

For instance, McKinsey, in its 2015 report, 
Why Diversity Matters, says: “Companies in 
the top quartile for gender or racial and 
ethnic diversity are more likely to have 
financial returns above their national 
industry medians.” The report adds that 
gender-diverse companies are 15 per 
cent more likely to outperform their 
peers, and ethnically-diverse companies 
are 35 per cent more likely to do the 
same.

Similarly, research conducted by Deloitte 
Australia shows that inclusive teams 
outperform their peers by 80 per cent 
in team-based assessments; in its 
findings, Catalyst says companies with 
more women on the board statistically 
outperform their peers over a long period 
of time.

One can safely conclude that companies 
that practice effective D&I measures have 
a definitive edge over their counterparts. 
The ability to attract and engage people of 
all ages, cultures, backgrounds, and types 
is paramount to success in the corporate 
world. Companies that can successfully 
embed inclusion and diversity into hiring, 
performance management, succession 
management, leadership development, 
and so forth, will be the winners.

And several companies are already 
on the winning path, practicing D&I 
in their own unique way. For instance, 
Costa Coffee is providing mainstream 
employment to hearing-impaired people 
across its outlets, Ericsson is aggressively 
hiring women in its core operations, a 
function that has been male-dominated 
for decades, Barclays is making waves 
with its maternity transition and career 
continuity programme, Capgemini’s 
disability inclusion is being hailed 

as something worthy of emulation, 
Vodafone is building toilets for its female 
field staff, EY India is going out of its way 
to promote cultural diversity. And there 
are a number of other happy stories.

We present six case studies to celebrate 
the cause of Diversity & Inclusion. Enjoy 
the read.

Exhaustive research conducted by companies of repute reveals, quite unambiguously, that embracing Diversity & Inclusion as 
a top-to-bottom business strategy translates into a healthier bottom line. Suneeta Kaul explores the functional significance 
of the concept in conversations with companies that are leveraging the benefits of a diverse workforce.

Suneeta Kaul is a journalist, 
a writer, and a blogger. 
Having started her career 
with The Economic 
Times, she has worked 
for publications such as 
Business India, Thomson-
Reuters, among others. A 
strong advocate of gender parity, and all 
issues pertaining to women.

Are you a D&I Champion?

About the Author

In fact, 2016 might 
well turn out to be 
a year of diversity 
and inclusion in 
business.”

“
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Barclays’s Transformative 
Maternity Package 
– Leading the Way

Consider these dismal statistics: 
nearly 30 per cent of women in 
India quit their jobs after they have 

their first baby, and many of them would 
rather look for a new job once they are 
ready to get back to work than return to 
their old jobs for fear of discrimination!

These are the findings of the Social 
Development Foundation of the 
Associated Chambers of Commerce 
(Assocham), as per a survey done by it in 
the year 2015 in 10 of the largest cities 
of the country -- Ahmedabad, Bangalore, 
Chennai, Delhi, Hyderabad, Indore, Jaipur, 

Kolkata, Lucknow and Mumbai.

Being a working woman means having a 
fair share of responsibilities, and multi-
tasking so as to integrate professional 
life with domestic responsibilities. 
An organizational environment that 
supports a working woman as she 
balances her career and her specialized 
domestic role, and helps her negotiate a 
major event, such as becoming a parent, 
becomes a great enabler. 

This is where banking and financial 
services giant Barclays makes a huge 

difference in the professional and 
personal lives of its female staff.

Maternity transition and career continuity

“While the company has always been a 
champion of inclusion, beginning 2013, 
we introduced a series of initiatives and 
programmes aimed at supporting our 
colleagues through critical life stages, 
such as maternity. A number of these 
initiatives have been introduced and led 
by our Women’s Initiative Network,” says 
Tapan Goel, Director, Head of HR, Barclays 
Shared Services (BSS), a captive and 100 

Employees attending a session on maternity transition
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per cent subsidiary of Barclays.

“Our Maternity Transition and Career 
Continuity programme provides multi-
level support to all female employees 
undergoing maternity transition. It is 
aimed at both the expecting female 
colleagues and their line managers, as 
the would-be mother transitions through 
maternity leave, and then returns to work. 
The carefully crafted programme ensures 
and enables career continuity,” adds Goel.

The initiatives include not only 
transitioning out, and back in, after 
maternity leave, but also help from 
support groups, workshops, in-house 
facilities during pregnancy, and so forth. 
The offerings include the following:

 Î As many as 22 weeks of paid 
maternity/adoption leave

 Î Annual discretionary pay protection
 Î Flexible working  arrangements
 Î Transition coaching for expecting 

mothers and line managers
 Î Consolidated reference handbook 

for line managers and expecting 
mothers

 Î Crèche in office premises at a 
subsidized cost (Piloted in Mumbai 
facility; planned to be extended to 
all other regions)

 Î Facility to bring the child to work 
in case of an emergency (in non-

restricted area with prior approval)
 Î Nursing rooms
 Î Special chairs and footrest for 

expecting mothers
 Î Career break option, with a clause 

to protect the original joining date 
on an undertaking of no other 
employment during the period

 Î PEEP – Personal Emergency and 
Evacuation Plan for expecting 
mothers

“We have gained tremendously from our 
maternity transition programme,” says 
Goel. “Our attrition rate has dropped 
from 25 per cent in 2014 to 19 per 
cent in 2015. The likelihood of female 
colleagues leaving the job as they 
approach life events, such as marriage, 
maternity, and family care responsibility, 
has come down significantly, especially 
at mid-management levels. Besides, 
the initiatives have institutionalized 
sensitivity towards female colleagues 
undergoing a life stage, and have also 
hand-held line managers in terms of 
managing employees effectively on the 
one hand, and deliverables on the other, 
thus ensuring operational excellence,” he 
adds.

What’s next?

While the results of the Maternity 
Transition and Career Continuity 

programme have been very encouraging, 
there is more in store this year to further 
strengthen the initiative. Some of the 
measures ready for a roll-out are:

 Î Increased paternity leave, from 
five days to ten days, to recognize 
the involvement of partners in 
supporting the family (effective 
January 1, 2016)

 Î Maternity buddies programme
 Î Crèche facility in, or near, office 

premises 
 Î Working Families Network (Already 

launched at Noida and Chennai 
units) 

An interesting facet of the maternity 
initiatives of Barclays is that each 
new measure is run through sustained 
campaigns and a series of communication 
packages. The employee involvement 
has made the programme even more 
successful, and this is amply manifested 
by an internal organization-wide survey. 

“Our survey scores have upheld Barclays 
to be an organization with sustainable 
diversity and inclusion practices, and one 
that provides adequate support for the 
right work-life balance,” says Goel.

And if employee feedback is any 
indication, this might well be the case.

Nepal
52

Working Mothers
Duration of Maternity Leave in 2015

India,
Pakistan

Sri-
Lanka 

84

Bangla 
Desh

France,
Spain
112

Brazil
120

China
128

Russia
140

Italy
150

Albania
365

Bulgaria
410
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Capgemini Embraces Ability

In October 2015, the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO) launched 
its Business Charter on Disability, with 
11 multinational companies signing 

it, and pledging to promote and include 
persons with disabilities throughout 
their operations worldwide. The Charter 
covers issues such as protecting staff 
with disabilities from discrimination, 
and making company premises and 
communication progressively accessible 
to all employees.

Capgemini, however, did not wait for 
ILO’s Charter – it already had a disability 
inclusion programme that was started 
in July 2012. “The programme aims 
at providing a non-discriminatory 
environment to persons with disabilities 
at the workplace, such that they are 
able to gain access to employment, self-
development and career 
growth opportunities,” 
says Gayathri Ramamurthy, 
Head of Diversity & 
Inclusion, Capgemini.

Tapping the talent of 
people with disability 

While most companies 
today espouse the cause 
of hiring people with 
disability, Capgemini has 
gone the extra length 
to structure its disability 
inclusion programme in 
a meaningful manner. 
The company has a four-
pronged approach to this 
initiative -- Accessibility, 
Career, Engagement, and 
Evangelism. 

Accessibility: Capgemini 
started by conducting 
an audit of its physical 
infrastructure to ensure 
accessibility to the 
workplace, including a 
review of its emergency 
evacuation process. It has 

a voluntary disclosure scheme in the 
form of a Disability Self Identification 
Form (SIF), as per which employees can 
ask for reasonable adjustments to the 
job structure, or the job environment. 
This could encompass making facilities 
accessible, adjusting work schedules, 
restructuring jobs, providing assisting 
devices or equipment, providing readers 
or interpreters, modifying work sites, and 
so forth. “The programme covers those 
employees as well who have acquired a 
disability during their employment with 
us,” says Ramamurthy, adding that over 
200 employees with various disabilities 
have filled this form and availed the 
benefits. 

Career: Capgemini has redefined its HR 
policies and processes to ensure non-
discrimination towards people with 

disabilities. The company proactively 
makes adjustments for people with 
disabilities during the interview process, 
on-boarding, training and development, 
travel, etc. Giving examples, Ramamurthy 
says, “We customize the induction 
programme and process training for 
people with hearing impairment. A sign 
language interpreter is provided to each 
candidate for the first 15 days to ensure 
that the employee gets seamlessly 
integrated into the team. Managers and 
peers are also sensitized to the needs 
of the hearing-impaired, and given 
requisite training. So, by the time the 
employee completes 15 days in the 
organization, his/her team has already 
learnt basic sign language. We provide 
the interpreter support and training 
customization throughout the tenure of 
the employee.” 

Besides, Capgemini has 
reviewed its recruitment 
communication to 
encourage people with 
disabilities to apply for 
jobs at the company. It has 
partnered with iPrimed, 
a training organization 
supporting the talent 
supply chain in the IT/
ITeS space. The company 
organized a two-month 
programme to train people 
with a hearing disability, 
and hone their accounting, 
Excel and communication 
skills. Post-training, all the 
candidates were recruited 
by the company.

Engagement: Capgemini 
conducts periodic 
sensitization workshops to 
create awareness about the 
need to employ people with 
disabilities, and provides 
disability etiquette training 
for various teams across 
functions and locations. “So 
far, over 15,000 employees 

Employee with hearing disability gettting a certificate of excellence at work
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Employee with hearing disability celebrating cultural day with team

at various levels in the organization have 
undergone sensitization programmes. 
We have conducted sign-language 
training sessions for peers and managers 
of employees with hearing impairment. 
More than 60 people have attended this 
training,” Ramamurthy informs.  

Besides, Capgemini has a dedicated 
portal about its inclusion programme 
on its intranet that increases awareness 
amongst employees about the needs of 
the people with disabilities, and also 
solicits feedback from them. 

Evangelism: Capgemini also works to 
create awareness about inclusion in 

society, for which it has partnerships 
with industry bodies, NGOs and Disability 
Rights groups. 

So, who’s benefitting? Well, it’s a win-win

Capgemini makes it clear that its disability 
inclusion programme is a business 
prerogative. Explains Ramamurthy, 
“Thanks to this programme, we, as a 
company, have witnessed tangible as 
well as intangible benefits.” She goes on 
to list some of these benefits:

 Î Teams where people with disability 
are employed have displayed better 
bonding, higher morale, and greater 

empathy, all of which have led to 
higher productivity. 

 Î Employees with disabilities have 
shown higher commitment to work.

 Î The disability programme has led 
to reduced attrition, particularly 
among employees with a disability.

 Î The programme has infused 
employees with a sense of 
connect with a socially responsible 
organization. 

Now, that is a win-win situation!

Participation in one of the sensitization activities Sensitization- demo of screen reader usage at work
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Imagine you have just walked into the 
cafeteria of a truly global corporate 
entity during lunch hour. What would 
you see? A mix of races, ethnicities, 

cultures, religions, and genders, in all 
probability. That’s the good part. But 
would they all be feeling secure, well-
represented, not discriminated against by 
seniors, not made fun of by colleagues? 
While cross-cultural diversity is becoming 
the norm as businesses become more and 
more global, assimilation and acceptance 
as equals in a non-discriminatory 
environment is something companies 
have to work hard to achieve. 

But at EY, acceptance of cultural diversity 
seems to come naturally.

Celebration of cultural diversity 

The leading professional services 
organization has a history of 
incorporating diverse cultures and 
races, and celebrating ethnological and 
religious differences. 

“We believe that Diversity & Inclusion 
(D&I) is not just for certain groups of 
people — it is for everyone,” says Jaya 
Virwani, D&I Head, EY Global Delivery 
Network. “Our unique backgrounds can 
bring different perspectives to our work 
environment. We believe D&I is not just 
a talent acquisition programme, or a 
human resource tool. It is how each of 
us conducts our business and does our 
work every day. It affects everyone — from 

senior leadership to the new staff,” she 
adds.

With a geographical spread encompassing 
over 150 countries, cross-cultural 
integration is a part of life at EY. The 
company has taken several simple steps 
to remove bias and prejudice that may 
arise from differences in language, caste, 
religion and ethnicity. These include:

 Â Encouraging the use of a common 
language, English, throughout the 
organization

 Â A formal dress code, with female 
staff allowed to dress in traditional 
formals

 Â No restrictions on employees 
wearing turbans or hijabs, as 

EY Celebrates 
Cross-Cultural Inclusion

inClUSion CaSe StUdieS

A rainbow of races, ethnicities and religions at EY
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required by their religion
 Â Team-building activities throughout 

the year so as to promote a healthy 
and competitive spirit among 
employees

 Â Celebration of all festivals across 
locations, with staff made aware 
of what each festival means to a 
particular religious group

 Â Engendering sensitivity towards 
one another’s faith and religious 
practices

 Â Granting special holidays to people 
who wish to celebrate specific 
festivals

“At EY, ethnological diversity is embedded 
in our work culture. Our people get 
several opportunities to interact with 
colleagues across EY offices through 
secondments and/or client assignments 
at foreign locations. In order to work 
seamlessly in different locations, we 
prepare our people by taking them 
through the norms of the host country 
to help them understand the preferred 
ways of working in different cultures,” 
says Vineeta Raghuwanshi, D&I Lead, 
Talent Team, EY India.

Equal employment opportunity

EY also practices cultural inclusivity 

where it matters the most – while hiring. 
“We follow a unique equal employment 
opportunity practice, as per which we 
are committed to creating an inclusive 
environment,” says Raghuwanshi, adding, 
“We recruit, hire, and promote for all 
job classifications, without any regard 
to race, religion, colour, creed, national 
origin, age, gender, marital status, 
disability, citizenship or veteran status. 
This is emphasized through our induction 
sessions with new hires that highlight 
these objectives of the firm.”

The company has two key programmes 
through which it promotes a culture of 
inclusion:

‘Unconscious Bias’ workshop 

This workshop is conducted through 
the medium of theatre. The aim is to 
make the staff aware of unconscious 
biases they might have, provide ways 
to counter such prejudices, and ensure 
that employees make the right decisions 
while recruiting, assigning projects, 
reviewing performance, and so forth. 

Gender sensitization sessions

Through this workshop, EY addresses the 

need for diversity and inclusion in today’s 
workplace and focuses on challenges 
that can arise in view of an emphasis on 
inclusivity. This programme emphasises 
the importance of a gender-inclusive 
workplace, and sensitizes employees 
about the unique challenges faced by 
today’s women professionals. 

Elaborating on how cultural diversity has 
become a business imperative, Virwani 
says, “D&I is not only important to us 
from our clients’ perspective, but also 
from the point of attracting and retaining 
the best talent. When people join us, they 
join an organization that respects them 
as talented individuals, irrespective of 
their background, gender, ethnicity, or 
physical abilities.”

In the end, cultural diversity has nothing 
to do with political correctness, and 
everything to do with business survival, 
and the relentless search for talent. To 
truly compete, workforces must reflect 
the world. 

And that is something EY seems to have 
understood fully.
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When companies deploy female 
staff for field work – be it 
activation officers in a telecom 

company, or salespersons in an FMCG 
firm – it would be a safe bet to say that 
they take all kinds of steps to ensure their 
safety. A safe mode of travel, reasonable 
hours, quality accommodation, safety 
guidelines, and the like, would be on the 
top of the list of any responsible company. 

For Vodafone India, however, this was not 
nearly enough. 

The company went beyond the usual 
safety checklist and catered to the most 
basic need of the female employee when 
out in the field – access to a clean toilet.  

Project Comfort – Equal opportunity to 
access sanitation facilities 

As part of its endeavour to create an 
inclusive environment for its female 
staff deployed for field work, Vodafone 
kick-started Project Comfort in 2015, 
as per which clean and hygienic toilets 
are being set up across the country. “We 
launched Project Comfort with the aim 
of providing safe and hygienic restroom 
facilities to our women employees. 
We have already covered more than 
2000 touch points, including Vodafone 
offices, A2 locations (the touch point 
for activation field officials), and VMS 
and distributor points, impacting 3000 
women employees across the country. 
As a company that is very particular 
about promoting Diversity & Inclusion 
in every possible way, we are committed 
to providing a clean washroom within 
every 25-30 km whenever we deploy a 
woman in a new location/market,” says 
Nisha Verma, Head, Diversity & Inclusion, 
Vodafone India.

It all started when, in the midst of an 
open house session, a woman employee 
happened to say that she did not drink 
water (sometimes during the entire day) 
when out in the field as she did not 
have access to a clean, hygienic toilet. 
This was an eye opener for Vodafone, 
and the company promptly went about 
the task of rectifying the situation. “The 
circle leadership teams, HR & Admin, 
and Sales galvanised efforts towards 
getting 2000-plus touch points up and 
running with safe and hygienic restrooms 
within four months flat. For Vodafone, 
initiatives such as these are institution-
building efforts; they will go a long way 
in attracting and retaining female talent 
in the organization. We will maintain the 
momentum, and every time we deploy a 
woman in the market, we will ensure she 
has access to a safe, hygienic washroom 
facility in that office/market beat/VMS 
location,” adds Verma.

Logistics a nightmare? Not really!

So, how does a company set up so many 
toilets, and that too, across the length 
and breadth of the country? 

Vodafone worked with 
its distributor network 
to get the washrooms 
up and running in the 
shortest possible time; 
over 600 distributors 
have signed up for the 
endeavour.”

However, constructing the facilities 
is one thing, maintaining them and 

ensuring they remain clean and hygienic 
another. “And this is where we have 
shown no let-up,” says Verma. “We have 
created a comprehensive checklist of 15 
requirements in terms of fixtures in the 
washroom, hygiene aids, cleaning routine, 
and so forth. We are very particular about 
cleanliness, and if we feel we are not able 
to provide a toilet of a certain standard, 
we change the location of our women 
employees. This includes our off-roll 
employees as well,” she adds. 

Interestingly, many Vodafone units 
have used Google maps to tag toilets 
on the beat plan of women employees. 
Some circles now plan to provide this 
information to all women employees 
joining Vodafone. Says Verma, “Access to 
facilities is being taken very seriously 
within the company, and our distributors 
are our partners in this venture.” 

Vodafone has taken care to particularly 
cover remote areas under Project Comfort. 
Sample this: a snowcapped mountainous 
region such as Tawang, more than 300 
km away from the nearest town of Tezpur 
(Arunachal Pradesh); Nagaur in Ajmer 
Zone (Rajasthan); Jhojukala at a distance 
of 250 km from the nearest town 
(Haryana); Shivnarainpur in Bhagalpur 
Zone, 40 km away from Bhagalpur town 
(Bihar); Purbi Bazar, at Bhagwanpur 
Station, Vaishali in Patna Zone, 35 km 
away from Patna city (Bihar) – all these 
places, and more, have been covered by 
Vodafone.

So, the next time you are on the go, and 
you want to go, and you wonder where 
to go, think of Vodafone. Its female 
employees will not be facing that 
problem!

Project Comfort – 
Vodafone Promotes Inclusion 
Via Sanitation

inClUSion CaSe StUdieS
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A recent Gallup study, 
titled “Gender 
Diversity, Business 

Unit Engagement and 
Performance”, had an 
interesting observation 
to make: Gender diverse 
workplaces and teams 
make better bottom-
line business sense. The 
study emphatically states 
that gender diversity in workplaces is 
an imperative not just because it is a 
laudable goal and sounds politically 
correct, but because it improves a 
company’s financial performance.

Corporates are increasingly seized of 
the benefits that accrue from gender-
balanced teams, and some of them are 
taking innovative steps to improve the 
gender ratio, without compromising 
on merit. Ericsson, the world’s leading 
telecom equipment-maker, is a case in 
point. The Swedish giant is breaking new 
ground in India by aggressively hiring 
women in its core operations, a function 
that has been male-dominated for 
decades. What is even more interesting 
is the company’s sourcing strategy and 
the roles it envisages for women. As part 
of its on-going initiatives to improve 
the gender ratio, this year, the company 
expanded the roles for women employees 
by hiring them for field roles, previously 
a male bastion, and hired the requisite 
talent from the armed forces, a move that 
has challenged status quo big time.

Tough job? Defence forces to the rescue!

Even as India remains a fast-growing 
market for most global companies, 
attracting talent from a gender 
perspective can be quite challenging, 
especially for roles that are not typically 

perceived as a key domain for women. 
Ericsson too faced similar challenges, but 
some innovative thinking came to the 
rescue.

Speaking to Biz Divas, Sameer Khanna, 
Vice-President and HR Head of Ericsson, 
says, “Having decided to explore the 
unconventional, and broadening the 
scope for women in our company by 
hiring them for managerial roles in Field 
Operations, we looked at a pool of female 
talent in the armed forces. Not only 
have we been able to attract a strong 
pipeline of talented women, we have also 
expanded our diversity footprint in roles 
which were never thought as suitable 
for women. We have made considerable 
headway in enabling a diverse ecosystem 
by providing opportunities for women in 
remote locations, away from Delhi and 
Mumbai.”

Such out-of-the-box thinking has not 
only made the Ericsson workforce diverse 
beyond gender, it has also opened new 
possibilities for other corporates to draw 
talent from unexplored pools. Explaining 
the unconventional hiring pattern 
further, Khanna says the move arose out 
of necessity. “For field roles where certain 
toughness is needed, besides technical 
skills, we asked ourselves: Who can do 
this well? As an answer to that, this year 
we increased our gender diversity by 
adding young women in Field Operations 

(manager) roles. 
Traditionally, these 
roles were filled in by 
men. It was a challenge 
to recruit young women, 
especially considering 
the tough environment 
and harsh terrain in 
which the operations 
happen. Thus, we 
created a unique 

strategy to on-board skilled women that 
involved looking within the defence 
forces.”

The female talent drawn from the armed 
forces will mostly be involved in field 
operations, including 3G and 4G network 
rollout and deployment, resource 
allocation and logistics management. 
Notably, women engineers in Ericsson 
India, including those not drawn from the 
forces, will, for the first time, be involved 
in mainline consulting and systems 
integration, and  network rollouts, 
network design and optimization. They 
will also be working closely with Ericsson 
managed services business teams.

The induction of women engineers 
and ex-defence service professionals 
in operations and support roles has 
enabled Ericsson to address a broader 
variety of customer needs in view of 
its transformation from a telecom 
infrastructure provider to an Information 
and Communications Technology (ICT) 
player.

The company’s innovative hiring practice 
has not only paved the way for other 
corporates to follow suit, its decision to 
increase the presence of women across 
domains has also challenged the notion 
of specific roles not being gender-neutral. 
A very welcome step, indeed!

Sourcing Gender-Diverse 
Talent -Ericsson Shows The 
Way

inClUSion CaSe StUdieS
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In October this year, a unique event 
was held at the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) headquarters in 
Geneva, Switzerland – 11 multinational 

companies signed ILO’s newly created 
Global Business and Disability Network 
Charter, pledging to promote and include 
persons with disabilities throughout their 
operations worldwide. The ILO declared 
that its new charter is a global tool for 
businesses to promote the inclusion of 
persons with disabilities ‘in the world 
of work’. The charter covers a wide 
range of areas, chief among them being 
protecting staff with disabilities from 
any kind of discrimination, and making 
company premises and communication 
progressively accessible to all employees.

Laudable as this is, some companies 
have been actively hiring and promoting 
physically-challenged people long before 
the charter even came into existence. In 
India, Costa Coffee is a case in point.

Coffee with sign language, anybody?

Way back in 2007, Costa Coffee decided 
to provide mainstream employment 
to hearing-impaired people across 
its outlets. The high point of Costa’s 
endeavours was that the company 
did not relegate them to back-end 
operations, but placed them right in front 
in a customer-facing function, where they 
interact directly with customers, taking 
orders and interfacing non-verbally. 
Speaking to Biz Divas, Ashish Chanana, 
COO, Costa Cofee, India, says: “Typically, 
organizations, especially those operating 
in the F&B/retail sector, would have 
reservations about hiring people with 
disabilities in roles that demand a high 
level of customer interface. However, at 
Costa, we were convinced that hearing- 

and speech-impaired people can prove to 
be excellent employees, with a high level 
of motivation and commitment, and we 
have been proved right. As a brand, Costa 
is strongly committed to this activity and 
we are very pleased that our discerning 
consumers appreciate this sensitivity and 
encourage us in this endeavour.”

However, hiring is just one part of the 
story. Costa Coffee has taken steps worthy 
of emulation by other conscientious 
corporates in so far as training the 
differently-abled and providing 
them a stress-free work environment 
is concerned.  Adds Chanana, “In a 
customer front-ended business such as 
ours, rigorous training is of paramount 
importance. Our training routine is not 
meant for just the Special People, but the 

rest of the store staff and managers as 
well. They have to learn how to manage 
these people effectively. Today, every 
Red Shirt (store leader) in Costa has to 
necessarily go through an intensive 
education and understanding of sign 
language before he or she is given the 
responsibility of managing a store.”
 
A notable aspect of Costa’s focus on 
hiring differently-abled people is that 
it does not just wait for one to come 
by. It is a stated goal of the company to 
actively look for, and hire, such people. 
For this, it associates closely with NGOs 
working with the hearing-impaired. The 
company helps in training and skilling 
them, and then employs them across its 
outlets. Presently, around 11 per cent of 
its total store employees are differently-

Costa Coffee Shows How Not 
To Treat The Differently-
Abled All That Differently

inClUSion CaSe StUdieS

D.Ngmatuling, shift manager using sign language at the Costa Coffee outlet



Biz Divas Periodical  | April 2016 15

abled. “Our aim is that every Costa store 
must have at least two differently-abled 
employees. We have a very unique store 
in Green Park, South Delhi, which is run 
almost entirely by special employees 
(with the exception of the store 
manager), making it the only coffee shop 
of its kind in India. We have had many 
instances where our special employees 
have moved up the chain fast and some 
have quickly become shift managers and 
assistant managers,” says Chanana.

Fortunately for Costa Coffee, customer 
complaints are few and far between, 
if any. “Almost all our customers are 
happy to be served by our work force 
of special people, who try harder to 
please customers. Our customers say the 
experience of interfacing with differently-
abled employees has instilled respect for 
such people in them, and taught them to 
be patient and understanding,” Chanana 
adds.

And now, the reality check

Even though Costa’s story of inclusion 
is heartwarming, a reality check wakes 
us up to the fact that similar stories 
are very hard to find. While companies 
routinely proclaim themselves to be 
equal-opportunity employers, more often 
than not, it turns out to be just a line they 
prattle about in their websites.

Census 2001 reveals that over 21 

million people, or 2.1 per cent of India’s 
population, suffer from some kind of 
disability. Sadly, most of them are a 
neglected lot, with very few meaningful 
employment opportunities. The private 
sector has been most negligent on this 
front — in the past decade, people with 
disability made up only 0.3 per cent of 
the workforce in large private firms. 
The public sector, which is mandated 
to reserve 3 per cent of jobs for the 
differently-abled, has not been able to 
meet even this eager target.

In such a dismal scenario, Costa Coffee’s 
efforts become even more noteworthy. 
In the end, however, just waiting for the 
public sector or corporate India to step up 
is not going to give the differently-abled 
their due. Ultimately, it is civil society 
that has to undergo an attitudinal shift — 
we have to stop treating the differently-
abled differently.

inClUSion CaSe StUdieS
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The Women Rights Award honours a leader who takes action to protect and 
restore the rights, safety, and dignity of all people, especially women and girls 
who have been exploited by gender-based violence and have shown exemplary 
leadership skills and innovation to create ripple effects in the women rights 
issue. 

The recipient, Kant Brothers co- founded Shakti Vahini 
in 2001; an organization that works for the rights of 
women and children in India. The organization has 
been a leading voice on policy and legal changes 
to combat violence against women and children. 
“Shakti” is the mother goddess, the goddess who has 
fought injustice, and “Vahini” is a brigade.

awardS

I Inspire Leadership Awards

The Social Innovation Award recognizes an 
innovative leader who finds solutions to 
expand economic opportunities, relieve 
poverty, or increase the financial inclusion 
of marginalized communities. This is for 
the individuals who attract, support and 
inspire some of the most innovative, high-
impact social entrepreneurs in India.

The recipient, Supreet 
Singh, is a Director with 
Safecity which aims 
to make cities safer 
by encouraging equal 
access to public spaces 
for everyone especially 
women, through the use of 
crowdsourced data and technology. 

The Young Trailblazer Award  recognizes a young 
pioneer whose vision, contribution, and leadership 
has broken through barriers, and brought people 
together to take action that hastens shared progress.

The recipient, Anusheela 
Saha invented The Light Bag.  
Anusheela has been working in 
advertising for over 10 years. A 
self taught artist, she strongly 
believes in the language of 
Design for Good and that is 
how The Light Bag came into 
existence. The Light Bag has 

won the prestigious One Show Pencils award, among 
other major global advertising awards. Currently she 
is working as a Senior Creative Director with in a 
global advertising agency Cheil Worldwide.  

The Community Excellence 
Award recognises groups/
communities that have made 
an outstanding contribution 
to their local minority 
community – age, disability, 
gender, LGBT.  

Humsafar Trust is a community-based organization 
of self-identified gay men, MSM, hijras, and LBT 
persons in Mumbai since 1994. The Humsafar 
Trust is a part of the queer collective: Queer Azaadi 
Mumbai. The Humsafar Trust acts as a secretariat 
and provides all the back end support such as the 
police permissions, meeting spaces and volunteer 
management. One of the main aim of this collective is 
to highlight the issues of section 377, the problems it creates on the ground 
and how it does not fit into the present day constitution.

The Inclusion Leadership Award recognizes an individual for his/
her efforts aimed at promoting diversity awareness, representation 
and inclusion within the India Inc. S/he would have shown a 
passionate commitment towards D&I agenda other than their 
own KRAs and have been influencing their organizational team 
and stakeholders consistently to adopt the inclusive culture. 

The recipient Patu Keswani, Chairman & 
MD of The Lemon Tree Hotel Company, is 
the recipient for this award. Lemon Tree 
Hotel employs persons with disabilities 
and imparts relevant employability skills 
to them and sensitizes others too, to help 
them realize their full potential and live 
with dignity. 15 % of the employee base 

comprises of such persons; and doing this 
while ensuring the business context of customer delight truly 
makes him an Inclusion Leader.

The Employee Network Excellence award 
recognises the employee network which 
has been able to demonstrate its impact 
in shaping and driving the Diversity & 
Inclusion agenda; and demonstrated 
the sustained value it has added to the 

business. 

The Vaahini 
E m p l o y e e 
Network at 
A c c e n t u r e 
Services Pvt 

Ltd. is the recipient for this award 
category. Vaahini is a networking forum 
for professional women, enabled by 
Accenture in India in 2005. This network 
is unique to Accenture and the industry, 
as it is a pioneering network working 
towards women’s inclusion in the 
workforce and strengthening women’s 
leadership development in the industry. 
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Elsa D’Silva, an aviation 
professional shares with us her 
story and drive towards making 
India a safer place for women. She 

is the Managing Director for the Safecity 
initiative, a platform that crowdsources 
personal stories of sexual harassment 
and abuse in public spaces. Safecity aims 
to make cities safer by encouraging equal 
access to public spaces for everyone 
especially women, through the use of 
crowdsourced data and technology.

Her biggest achievements include setting 
up a not for profit company which is 
almost self-sufficient with a vision to 
make public spaces safer for all.

Elsa grew up in Mumbai and her parents 
were very supportive of her throughout 
her education and career.

After spending 11 years with Jet Airways as 
a flight attendant and trainer, she worked 
with Kingfisher Airlines and headed 
Revenue Management and Pricing. 

She was then given the opportunity to 
attend the Swedish Institute Management 
program that focused on CSR and 
Sustainability in Business which 
encouraged her to move towards the 
development sector, emphasizing what 
issue she wanted to focus on and how to 
get there.

Post the brutal gang 
rape of a young woman 
in Mid-December, she 
thought more deeply 
about the issue of 
sexual violence and 
was reminded of the 
many incidents that 
she herself had faced 
but never took any 
action.“

Hence, she launched Safecity with a 
couple of her friends.

She decided that mentoring could wait 
and that our society needed to address 
safety and security of women. Initially, she 
volunteered with another organization 
to work in public safety and also helped 
them set up their internal processes. 
But then the (3 co-founders) decided to 
register their own organization. 

She has always worked with a clear focus 
and decided her own goals and diligently 
and persistently worked towards them. 
She claims that anything else is all noise!

She loves the fact that she is able to bring 
about change in the lives of many people. 

A 17 year old girl said that the workshop 
conducted by Elsa, changed her life. She 
had been abused by a religious teacher 
at the age of 10 and after attending her 
workshop she realized that she is not 
alone. 

Her advice to younger women is 
to “Follow your heart”. Pick a job that you 
enjoy as you spend more time at work 
than at home.

She won the Female Entrepreneur of the 
Year Award 2015 by Angel Investor Europe 
2013, Dusan Stojanovic. She gave a Ted 
Talk at TEDxMidAtlantic in Washington 
DC in Sept 2015 and a 2 minute speech 
at the Aspen Ideas Festival Opening 
Ceremony in June 2015 and also won 
the Runner up Facebook Award 2014 in 
Social innovation.

Her take on biases against women is that 
it is ingrained and therefore subconscious. 
Elsa’s project aims at creating awareness 
on sexual harassment and abuse and 
get women and other disadvantaged 
communities to break their silence and 
report their personal experiences. 

SoCial innovation

A Dot Towards Safety

awardS

Masters in commerce 
and an H.R professional, 
Guntas Bedi is currently 
engaged as a project 
manager with the Indian 
head office of a reputed 
language and training 
Organization in Singapore.

“
About the Author
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While we are surrounded 
with news of injustice and 
exploitation of the poor, 

the downtrodden and women, it 
is heartening to see the extent of 
extreme gratitude of people whose 
mission is to make society free 
and equitable. What is even more 
heartening is to see men striving to 
give voiceless women a voice!     

Shakti Vahini, co-founded by the Kant 
Brothers in 2001, works towards 
combating human trafficking 
and violence against women and 
children in India. Headed by Ravi 
Kant, its president, Shakti Vahini is 
strongly supported by Nishi Kant, its 
Executive Director, and Rishi Kant, a 
social activist. 

The Kant brothers have been doing this 
inspiring work, that they equate with 
being a part of Mother Goddess’s brigade 
to fight injustice, for more than 10 years 
now. Starting from getting the plight of 
abused women acknowledged to lending 
a strong voice on policy and legal changes 
to combat violence against women and 
children in India, the Kant brothers have 
done exemplary work in the field.

“We all come to know of horrendous 
stories about crimes against women, 
rapes, forced labor etc. It touches each 
and every one of us and everyone is 
responsible for making society a just 
and safe place to live. We all need to do 
something!” says Nishi.

Ravi points out that challenges are even 
bigger in the large hinterlands of the 
country where awareness and media 
outreach is far less. 

To ensure fair implementation of the 
law, Shakti Vahini has been proposing 
legislation, demanding that laws be 
enforced, improving access to services 
and empowering victims to take action. 

Explaining further, Ravi says, “Law 
enforcement agencies like the police 

need to be sensitized to deal with crimes 
against women as they are the first 
response agencies.”

Shakti Vahini has been involved in training 
of more than 6,000 policemen across 
India, and has developed specialized 
training units and intervention teams to 
work closely with the police.

Kants also work through the law courts 
and political advocacy. Shakti Vahini has 
prepared a report on honor killings for 
the National Commission for Women, and 
Ravi has been a member of the Central 
Advisory Committee to Combat Trafficking. 
In 2011 he was appointed by the Supreme 
Court in a panel to rehabilitate victims 
of sex trafficking in India. He is also an 
advocate at the Supreme Court of India 
and has worked on public and pro bono 
litigation cases.

Shakti Vahini is supported by a strong 
professional team, best known for its work 
on rescues and interventions to repatriate 
victims who have been trafficked. Seeing 
an oppressed life go back on track is what 
keeps them going.    

 “When we rescue a girl child, she 
expresses her willingness and desire to 

have a happy life,” says Rishi. 
“That is what makes us feel 
so motivated.”

“Every girl you rescue has 
a story, how they were 
exploited — personally, 
sexually, physically, mentally. 
A trafficked girl has no ability 
to express her emotions. You 
have to stand with her. Our 
responsibility is to give voice 
to the voiceless.”

The brothers put together 
an admirable mix of skills 
and outlook. Shakti Vahini’s 
strength lies in building 
partnerships, engaging with 
other groups — government, 
police, judges, prosecutors — 

even while trying to change the way the 
country works.

“When I talk about patriarchy — law 
enforcement, administrative officials, the 
state government, the law makers, they 
all have the same patriarchal views,” he 
says. “We have to fight the mind set of the 
society.”

They are completely aware of the 
magnitude of the work they have taken up 
as well as the force of opposition. On the 
other side are powerful organized groups 
with best of lawyers to defend them. 
They have been threatened and attacked 
physically and legally in the past. 

“But we know that once we are on the 
right path, we have to go ahead,” says 
Ravi. The brothers feel that the best 
response to these attacks by organized 
crime is persistence and transparency.

Breaking stereotypes and a slumbered 
state of apathy towards issue related 
to women and children, Kant brothers 
kindle the hope that access to justice is 
available to everyone as a basic human 
right, as it should!

woMen riGHtS

The Justice Brigade
By Dinakshi Arora

Rishi, Nishi, and Ravi Kant
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India is a blessed country with immense 
sunlight and yet it lacks to illuminate 
the future of so many children. These are 

the two ends Anusheela Saha attempted 
to connect. A Sr. Creative Director at Cheil 
India with an honors from St. Xaviers 
College, Kolkata, she inspires us with her 
impactful contribution towards a brighter 
future with the invention of “Light bags”. 

Most of Delhi’s slums have no access 
to electricity and the frequent power 
cuts ensure that the children do their 
homework or study either under candle 
light or kerosene lamps. The flickering 
light not only makes it difficult for 
them to study but eventually leads to a 
lack of interest in education altogether. 
Anusheela felt strongly about this 
problem and believed there was a simple 
and sustainable way to tackle it. She 
conceptualized the idea in a school bag 
– with solar panels and LED lights. These 
bags act as school bags during the day 
and become study lamps at night, thus 
providing children with their very own 
source of light. The bags can be charged 
when children walk to and from school 

and even at school as most of them go to 
open schools.

Her idea was immensely appreciated 
by the “Salaam Baalak Trust” – An NGO 
supporting street and slum children and 
Cheil India. The belief and support was 
encouraged further by Cheil India when 
they decided to sponsor 30 bags for the 
Salaam Baalak Trust. 

In order to spread awareness about this 
sustainable product, she approached 
Hindustan Times. HT covered the 
story on its first page and opened 
doors to welcome encouragement and 
appreciation from other press companies 
like The Indian Express, Dainik Bhaskar, 
The Huffington Post, The Week, The Better 
India and many more! The PR paved way 
for many contributors like “Bitgiving- 
The crowd funding organization” to this 
metamorphic invention. Her next step 
will be to approach Organizations with 
CSR interests and NGOs which have 
greater penetration into rural areas. The 
aim is to make it affordable for children, 
without relying on a Good Samaritan to 

contribute for the bag. She seeks investors 
to help her produce the bags in bulk in 
order to make it a reasonably affordable 
investment.  NGOs with a good reach in 
rural India can fund half the price of the 
bag and the other half can be borne by 
the purchaser thus reducing the price 
even further.

Anusheela considers this a fruitful time for 
women entrepreneurs as the Government 
of India has announced a Rs 5000 crore 
credit guarantee fund under the “Stand 
up India” scheme. This has in turn led to 
an increase of organizations dedicated 
to offer expert guidance and mentoring 
to aspiring female entrepreneurs. Thus 
there are immense possibilities for 
women with a willingness and drive to 
alter the society.

We thank her for sharing her story 
and wish her the best for her venture.  

eMPowerMentawardS

The Beam 
For A Brighter 
Tomorrow!
By Guntas Bedi
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Pride

Mumbai Pride is always held on 
a weekend after the Republic 
day, this year it was on the 6th of 

February 2016, a Saturday. The Humsafar 
Trust is a part of the queer collective : 
Queer Azaadi Mumbai, called QAM for 
short. The QAM collective is a group of 
organizations and individuals that jointly 
fundraise and organize the Mumbai Pride. 
The Humsafar Trust acts as a Secretariat 
and provides all the back end support 
such as the police permissions, meeting 
spaces and volunteer management.

One of the main aim of the collective 
is to highlight the issues of section 377, 
the problems it creates on the ground 
and how it does not fit into the present 
day constitution.  As The Humsafar 
Trust prepared itself with on ground 
mobilization, we were surprised to hear 
10 days before the Pride March that the 
curative petition was going to be heard 
in the Supreme Court. 

After the Supreme Court verdict of 11th 
December 2013, there were efforts to file 

two review petitions, both of which had 
been dismissed by the Supreme Court. 
The Curative Petition had been filed post 
this and had languished in the Supreme 
Court since 2014 waiting to be heard. 

The Supreme Court verdict of 2013 had 

disappointed the Lesbian ,Gay , Bisexual, 
Transgender community by referring 
to us a miniscule minority and further 
announcing that they did not find the  
section 377 unconstitutional , thereby 
withdrawing the benefits of the earlier 
progressive judgment of the Delhi High 

Make Justice in India

awardS
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Court . A positive Delhi High court verdict 
of 2009 followed by a diametrically 
opposite verdict by the Supreme Court 
had left the community in state of 
distrust. Could we actually trust our own 
judiciary of consistency in its judgments? 
The transgender community argued 
under the NALSA judgment in 2014 on 
similar aspects of constitution and won 
their case. This only compounded the 
inconsistency. The Supreme Court verdict 
had asked for the parliament to decide 
on the constitutionality of section 377. 
However recent efforts to introduce a 
private member Bill into the Lok Sabha 
had proved futile.

The LGBT community held candle light 
vigils across the country exhorting the 
SC to undo the wrong it perpetuated on 
its LGBT citizens. In Mumbai, members 
of The Humsafar Trust met at Mumbai 
Chowpatty along with other community 

groups on 30th January 2016 to observe 
a vigil . This was all happening as 
Mumbai prepared for its Pride March on 
6th February. The vigil was vibrant and 
colorful and about 500 people turned up 
and walked down Marine Lines.

On 2nd February as news channels and 
print media went abuzz with their 
discussion on section 377, at 3 pm in 
the Supreme Court , the Chief justice of 
India , T.S. Thakur announced that the 
matter would be referred to a 5 member 
constitutional bench to assess if section 
377 was indeed in contravention of the 
Constitution. While this was in no way 
a verdict, it opened the issue up again 
for dialogue and discussion. The LGBT 
community was ecstatic, that a once final 
judgment was reopened. The Supreme 
Court in a way acknowledged that a 
relook in the Supreme Court Verdict of 
2013 was necessary and a due discussion 

on sexuality in line with constitutional 
morality rather than social morality 
needed to be addressed.  

As the 6th February dawned, the ray of 
hope manifested itself in the largest 
Pride that Mumbai has ever had. The 
“miniscule minority” touched a record 
figure of 10,000 people, they marched 
from August Kranti Maidan to Nana 
Chowk , across Lamington Road , to Opera 
House and then back to August Kranti 
Maidan. The Pride March ended with the 
gas balloons gracing the Sky…to warm 
sounds , “ Hum honge Kaamyab”, Kaunsa 
Law hain sabse Battar , 377, 377” , Taru 
maru same chhe , Prem che prem che”.

What’s important to remember that 
this fight by the LGBT community is not 
about the right to have sex. Section 377 
is only our first roadblock to achieve the 
goal of having fulfilled, productive lives, 
and as equal citizens of the country. Its 
about time that India recognize that we 
should be judged by our ability and not 
by our sexuality. End the stigma and 
discrimination to usher in diversity and 
encourage inclusion.

Its also the right time to “Make Justice In 
India”.

About the Author
Pallav Patankar is one of 
the board members and 
the Director-Programs 
of The Humsafar Trust. 
Pallav is a part of the  
Indian LGBT landscape 
for the last 23 years. 
Today he leads the HIV 
programs as well as the advocacy efforts 
of The Humsafar Trust and represents the 
organization as an openly out gay man in 
the media.

PrideawardS
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Patu Keswani believes that the brand 
should stand for more than ‘just 
profit’ and he is focused to drive the 

brand to become truly Indian and Trusted. 
In order to make these values a part of 
the organization DNA, he has focused 
the effort on creating a socially inclusive 
work environment which seeks to bring in 
people of different backgrounds, abilities 
and ethnicities and offer them work as a 
unified team with a common goal. 

Lemon Tree Hotels currently has 500 
Employees With Disabilities (EWD) 
which forms 15% of the employee 
base. Disabilities include Speech & 
Hearing Impaired (SHI), Orthopaedically 
Handicapped (OH) and Down Syndrome. 
They work across different areas of 
the hotel e.g. Housekeeping, Kitchen 
Stewarding, Food & Beverage Service, 
Front Office, Stores and Finance, as part 
of an integrated team. 

Patu believes that persons with 
disabilities (which can be physical, 
social or economic disabilities) must 
be provided the same opportunities as 
others to realize their full potential and 
live with dignity. Lemon Tree imparts 
relevant employability skills to both EWD 
and others in jobs where their disability/
disadvantage does not come in the way of 
them performing their job. Mainstreaming 
them is the only sustainable policy in the 
long run, as it ultimately becomes cost 
neutral.

Business Context

It is a business initiative for Lemon Tree to 
employ EWDs routinely and on an equal 
footing with other people. This approach 
has many benefits the first of which is 
building a competitive advantage for the 
brand. By hiring EWDs as part of different 
functions where that disability may prove 
to be an advantage e.g. in workplaces 
where there is significant noise, placing 
an SHI employee. Or placing SHI in 
the restaurant, as part of the service 

team, where their greater 
observation ability will 
translate to quicker, more 
efficient service for guests/
consumers. The second is 
growing customer delight. 
Many of the guests are 
surprised and delighted to 
be served by EWD and in 
a way feel that they too 
are contributing to nation 
building by supporting a 
hotel brand that does so.

HR Context

By building this recruitment practice into 
the company’s HR philosophy, Lemon Tree 
actively engages in mainstreaming those 
who do not get opportunity otherwise. 
There is a large whitespace in the 
Persons With Disability (PwD) segment 
and a latent opportunity to source talent 
from a pool that has not been explored 
or even considered by industry. The 
corporate world and specifically the 
hospitality industry all target a narrow 
pool of educated, hotel school trained 
candidates who move quickly between 
hotel companies for their own career 
growth. 

Another HR context that builds the case 
for inclusivity/diversity is enhancing 
employee satisfaction. Employees at LTH 
have frequently expressed the sense of 
pride they feel to be a part of a company 
that mainstreams PWDs and hires them 
regularly. They are happy to work side 
by side with them and feel a renewed 
energy in doing so.

A program of this nature is never easy to 
implement in any company. It requires 
sensitization of the entire team and 
brings its own share of challenges. The 
initiatives were pioneered in 2007 and 
sensivity training has been successfully 
conducted for all employees, including 
subsequent new hires. This strategic 
focus was envisioned by Patu and is led 

by him along with the HR leadership and 
the Sustainability Head. Today it is in 
the DNA and a part of company culture. 
An intensive refresher program called 
‘Expressions’ has been implemented 
where all key stakeholders in the hotels 
and at the Corporate Office are being re-
trained to use ISL with the SHI colleagues. 
Also, ISL expert has been hired as part of 
the Learning & Development team which 
has helped to tremendously improve 
the comprehension level of SHIs at all 
training programs.

EWD cards and numbered menu items 
simplifies and makes the engagement 
very positive, for both guest and EWD. 

About Hotel Lemontree
Founded in September 2002, this award 
winning Indian hotel chain currently 
operates 3 brands Lemon Tree Premier 
(upscale), Lemon Tree Hotels (midscale) 
& Red Fox Hotels (economy). The chain 
currently owns/operates 27 hotels in 16 
cities aggregating 3000 rooms with 3500 
direct employees. This speedy growth has 
currently made the group the 3rd largest 
by owned rooms with venture capital 
participation like Warburg Pincus, APG, 
Kotak Realty Fund and Shinsei Bank. 

inClUSion leaderSHiPawardS

Celebrating Diversity 
Every Day

EWD cards for introducing employees to the guest
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We often think that there is hardly 
any other way than the usual 
beaten track of life. Finish your 

studies, get a well-paid job and work for 
climbing the proverbial career ladder. Just 
when we made peace with that thought, 
we came across an individual who 
prompts us to change the way we think. 
Rajeev Kher, Founder and CEO – Sara 
Plast Pvt Ltd, is one such individual. An 
MBA from Symbiosis – Pune, Rajeev didn’t 
want to pursue expected course of life for 
he believes every single person can bring 
about change. The change he wanted to 
bring about was higher sanitation levels 
in India.

Rajeev was first introduced to portable 
toilets during a brief stay in North America 
as a management intern in 1997-98. He 
thought it was a great idea to bring back 
home. It was non-seasonal, scalable and 
had a social impact, especially for India, 
where sanitation is one of the biggest 
challenge faced by more than 80% of the 
population on a regular basis.

His venture Sara Plast through its brand 
3s is driven by a vision to make the basic 
human right for improved sanitation 
and health a reality in today’s world. The 
company strives to supply and service 
portable restrooms from the most visited 
to the remotest areas of the country. His 
vision is to have a world where we can 
provide dignity to all along with the right 
to health and sanitation.

“It wasn’t like I felt no jitters taking on 
a relatively new path while others were 
going the tried and tested way. It was 
tough! I had no pay check every month and 
I was working on a mission of providing 
restroom and restroom services, which 
was something not too many people 
had on their wish list. The path chosen 
was off-beat but the opportunity and 
the future goals were well defined in my 
mind. I told myself to persevere, focus and 
stay on the plan without any deviation,” 
Rajeev lets us in on his journey.

Talking to 
Biz Divas on 
inclusion, a 
topic very 
close to his 
heart, Rajeev 
says, “Inclusion 
is essential 
for a robust 
ecosystem to 
function. To me, 
sanitation is a 
way of inclusion. 
Profit is not a bad word and it makes 
sense to make inclusive models that can 
sustain and meet the needs of the masses. 
It is imperative to have a clear focus on 
the business and social side to reach out 
and scale. It is the scale that will ideally 
make businesses inclusive along with a 
solid vision for the future, pipeline for 
growth, new initiatives and avenues. As 
a company we are profitable and believe 
that this is extremely essential if we are 
to make this concept work now and in the 
future.”

“Don’t expect success to fall into your lap 
without hard work and common sense. 
The mantra PDF (Passion, Determination 
and Focus) is the key!”

No opportunity is devoid of its share of 
hurdles and Rajeev does agree that he 
faced numerous hurdles.

“The biggest being mindset of people 
to pay for toilets and cleaning services. 
This must change with awareness and 
education. There is a huge market and 
also room for a lot of players really in this 
space. We are happy to share our learning 
with others,” he says.

Rajeev has had many satisfying moments 
in business ranging to very touching and 
emotional ones.  A moment which he 
really considers a big achievement was 
when a poor old lady touched his feet as 
a mark of gratitude because he provided 
restrooms for her and her adolescent 
grandchild at a construction site.  Until 

then they had to go out at odd hours in 
the night to attend to nature’s call so they 
were prone to snake bites, dog attacks, 
lack of privacy and harassment.

Meeting with dignitaries like President 
Clinton at CGI in New York or Mohmmad 
Yunus of the Grameen Group were other 
thrilling moments for Rajeev. Receiving 
funding from eminent VC funds like 
Aavishkaar and Responsibility and 
creating their own factory and office 
premises has been exciting for the young 
dreamer in him.

Rajeev sees Sara Plast as partner 
with strategic alliances, acquiring 
companies, expanding into the allied 
waste management and clean energy 
generation space over the next 3-5 years.

Being a team player at heart, Rajeev 
emphasizes on the value of a robust 
and effective team. “I admire my team 
and my co-directors Ranjit and Ulka who 
ensure all these dreams are executed 
and support me for all my mad ideas!” he 
signs off.

Inclusion at 
Ground Level

About the Author
Dinakshi Arora - A 
freelance writer, 
consultant, software 
professional, educator, 
avid reader, blogger, 
poet, wellness coach 
- is completely in love 
with life and is its ardent 
student.
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What started as a small enterprise called 
Lunch Box 17, to empower women of a 
slum community called Jagdamba Camp 
has now shaped into a larger entity 
called Million kitchen which aims at 
empowering women irrespective of their 
economic and social status. 

Million Kitchen was conceptualized 
keeping in mind the condition of women 
in the predominantly patriarchal Indian 
society, because the thoughts and 
actions of a woman is almost always 
dictated by the male member of the 
family. Women yearn for a sense of 
identity and independence, always 
seeking an opportunity which could be 
in any capacity, big or small to re affirm 
their sense of self-worth. 

Lunch Box 17 was a platform for the 
women of Jagdamba Camp to showcase 
their culinary skills and in the process 
earn a livelihood, but as the women put 
it themselves – the money was just the 
initial incentive for them to be a part 
of LB 17, they had not imagined how 
deeply this would impact the way in 
which they viewed themselves and their 
own rights.  For starters, the idea that 
cooking could be an income generating 
skill and they could be appreciated for 
the same was alien to these women 
since a large number of home cooks are 
great chefs but their skill is never given 
the due importance and recognition 
by their families and society at large. 
This definitely made the women more 
confident of their capabilities and they 
started believing that their contribution 
to their families is as important as 
their male counterparts. The women 
started understanding the importance 
of financial security and independence 
– things they never thought they would 
have to worry about as long as they had 
their fathers or husbands with them. This 
new sense of empowerment encouraged 

the women to look at society with a 
much needed individualistic approach 
and for the first time in their lives they 
got their own bank accounts made. 

The Founder director of Swechha, 
(a youth run NGO working towards 
education, environmental governance 
and enterprise) of which LB 17 is a part, 

Mr. Vimlendu Jha realized the potential 
and need of an enterprise which could 
empower women across all levels of 
society. In this attempt to include and 
enable women from diverse economic 
and social backgrounds, Million Kitchen 
came into being. Most people believe that 
women who belong to financially sound 
backgrounds possess the freedom to do 
as they wish to without being subjected 
to societal or economic pressures. But 
these so called rich women also have to 
seek permission from their father, brother 
or husband before buying something 
they like. The fundamental issue of lack 
of financial independence remains the 
same irrespective of one’s status.  Women 
in general are forced into the prevalent 
gender roles and expectations and in the 
process have to forego their aspirations 
and goals due to lack of self-efficacy, 
skills and opportunities. 

The impact of Million Kitchen to 
empower women has inspired people 
internationally as well. Recently Mr. 
Vimlendu Jha was invited to Lahore, 
Pakistan by UN Women Pakistan to 
introduce the concept of Million Kitchen 
and carry out a training program for the 
women to make them well versed with 
the economics, technology and other 
logistics attached to this enterprise. On 
the last day of the training session, the 
women had cooked their signature dishes 
and MK Lahore went live for a few hours. 
MK received an overwhelming response 
and the concept with its underlying 
principle was deeply appreciated. Not 
only was this a great achievement for 
the UN Women in Lahore, but also gave 
the team of MK a sense of satisfaction 
and pride that it is fulfilling its objective 
of inspiring women and providing them 
with not only an economic opportunity 
but also instilling a sense of self -worth 
and confidence in them. 

What began as an initiative to hone and 
harness the latent potential of women 
in the Jagdamba Camp is now getting 
its flavors from entrepreneurs across a 
million kitchen, straight to the customer’s 
plate. MK  is a journey of empowerment 
and intends to explore and expand the 
potential of every dormant kitchen as 
a source of Earning, Empowerment and 
Entrepreneurship.

Million Kitchen : 
An Empowering Journey Of 
Social Inclusion

SoCial inClUSion

Anuttama joined Swechha as 
an intern in August, 2015 and 
started working on the Dying 
River Campaign, a campaign 
started by a bunch of school 
children to ameliorate the 
conditions of the Yamuna. 
Anuttama is also a trained 
Kathak dancer.

About the Author
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Come Durga Puja, and the average 
Bengali metamorphoses into 
another entity altogether – noisy, 
boisterous and high-spirited. The 

festival literally transforms Bengalis, 
laced as it is with religious fervour, gaiety 
and fun and tradition. And that is where 
this year’s Puja is different – in marking a 
departure from tradition.

Breaking all stereotypes, and for the very 
first time, one of the Puja committees, 
the Udyami Yubak Brinda Durga Puja, in 
partnership with Pratyay Gender Trust, 
a local transgender persons’ collective, 
will worship a transgender Durga deity 

during the regular Puja festivities. The 
committee’s Puja idol is fashioned after 
the ‘Ardhanarishvar’, the androgynous 
form of Shiv and Parvati. Interestingly, a 
dozen transgender people from Pratyay 
formed the Puja committee, and together 
stirred up something new, something 
inclusive. In fact, even in the previous 
year, one of the Durga Puja pandals 
had been inaugurated by a member of 
the transgender community. Moreover, 
members of the community have been 
appointed as judges for Kolkata Shree 
— an annual competition organised by 
Kolkata Municipal Corporation (KMC) to 
judge the best Durga Puja celebrations. 

But this year, a step further has been 
taken.

Then again, West Bengal has been at the 
forefront of inclusion of the transgender 
community in society. It was the first 
state to appoint a transgender, Dr Manabi 
Bandopadhyay, as a college principal. It is 
also the first to constitute a Transgender 
Development Board for the 30,000-strong 
community in the state. While Tamil 
Nadu and Maharashtra have also set up 
transgender welfare boards, the West 
Bengal board is aimed at development, 
and not just welfare. And recently, Chief 
Minister Mamata Banerjee instructed 

SoCial inClUSion

Integration of Transgenders 
Into our Midst
By Suneeta Kaul
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Kolkata Police to recruit transgenders in 
the Civic Police Volunteer Force in a move 
aimed at providing gainful employment 
to the community.

What it means to be a transgender in 
India

As heartening as these measures are, 
the story is far from encouraging when it 
comes to the country as a whole. Members 
of the transgender community continue 
to live in dismal conditions, with barely 
any support systems, except their own 
close-knit clans. Deprived of education, 
employment opportunities, and even 
medical care, they continue to suffer 
abuse and neglect at every step. The 
physical, psychological and emotional 
well-being of transgenders does not 
seem to be a priority, or even a necessity 
in this country. Harassed, abused and 
marginalized, the human rights violations 
of transgenders are rampant. A People’s 
Union for Civil Liberties (PUCL) report, 
titled Human Rights Violations Against the 
Transgender Community, details horrific 
and gut-wrenching cases of physical, 
sexual and emotional abuse of members 
of the transgender community, and the 
criminal treatment meted out to them 
even by the police, the very institution 
that should have protected them.

Our mass media has also failed the 
community miserably. Hindi cinema, 
arguably the most potent and influential 
mass medium of the country, has often 
portrayed transgenders as objects of 

ridicule, or used them as props for 
eliciting a few laughs. The narrative 
surrounding the transgender community 
has rarely gone beyond hand-clapping 
and “hai-hai” spouting. In fact, the very 
word to describe them, “hijra”, is often 
used as a pejorative word in Hindi 
cinema. Recall the famous line of Gabbar 
Singh in Sholay: “Thakur ne hijron ki 
fauj banayee hai” (Thakur has set up 
an army of eunuchs), which, essentially 
invests negative traits of cowardice and 
uselessness in the entire transgender 
community! This is not an isolated case; 
it has, more or less, been the norm in 
Hindi films. Very few movies have delved 
into the psyche of a transgender person 
with some measure of sensitivity, notable 
among them being the Paresh Rawal-
Pooja Bhatt starrer, Tamanna, which 
portrayed an abandoned girl being taken 
care of by a eunuch.

Court rulings and legislation – will they 
help?

Recognizing the dire need for 
improvement of the lot of transgenders, 
the Supreme Court, in a landmark 
judgment in 2014, created the “third 
gender” status for them.   Earlier, they 
were forced to write male or female 
against their gender. The Court directed 
the Centre to treat transgenders as 
socially and economically backward, 
adding that they should be allowed 
admission in educational institutions 
and given employment on the basis that 
they belong to the third gender category. 

Significantly, the Court also directed the 
Centre and the states to construct special 
public toilets for transgenders, and 
devise social welfare schemes for them. 
The apex court added that transgenders 
are part and parcel of the society and 
the government must take steps to bring 
them into the mainstream.

Keeping up with the Supreme Court, 
the Rajya Sabha passed the Rights of 
Transgender Persons Bill, 2014, in April 
this year for the protection and welfare 
of the transgender community. The Bill 
guarantees reservation in education and 
jobs, financial aid and social inclusion. 
However, it has yet to be passed by the 
Lok Sabha.

Legislation and court rulings apart, 
the inclusion of transgenders in our 
society as normal people with rights and 
access to education and employment 
will happen only when civil society 
shuns its abhorrence of the transgender 
community, and accepts them as equals. 
A transgender-friendly employment 
policy can do more for improving their 
condition than any law ever could. 
When companies state they are equal-
opportunity employers, they need to 
include transgenders in that ambit. 
Education and job opportunities can go a 
long way in ensuring greater acceptance 
of the third gender. A secure income 
would pull them out of their morass and 
put them right in our midst – where they 
actually belong. 

 Becoming Nicole
 “A transgender girl’s coming–of–age saga, an exploration of the budding 

science of gender identity, a civil rights time capsule, a tear–jerking legal 
drama and, perhaps most of all, an education about what can happen 
when a child doesn’t turn out as his or her parents expected—and they’re 
forced to either shut their eyes and hearts or see everything differently.”
—Time Magazine

This is a touching, sensitive, and caring story of the journey of a young woman growing 
up and her remarkable family. While the author reviews the substantial medical 
research on transgender people, she never lets the technical details get in the way of 
the story of Nicole, her identical twin brother Jonas, and her supportive parents as they 
come to terms with Nicole’s gender and the discrimination that they faced.
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An avid reader tends to 
suffer from withdrawal 
symptoms post the 

completion of a good book. 
Kiran Manral: author, blogger 
and media consultant has 
contributed to the literary world 
by writing fiction that can move 
your thoughts and encourage 
you to face life with a pinch of 
humour.

Spending her childhood amidst 
the hustle bustle of Mumbai, 
Kiran was raised by her mother 
after the death of her father. 
Being a ‘latchkey child’, she 
spent time alone at home which 

fuelled her interest in books and reading. 

“I was a reader who decided to write”

Prior to becoming an established author, Kiran 
worked as a journalist for many years before she 
quit full time work to raise her son. Her first attempt 
at writing was through blogs and through the 
encouragement from a couple of friends, she was 
convinced to make an attempt to write a book. Kiran’s 
refreshing take on relationships and romance has 
managed to widen the palate of books, especially for 
the younger generation.

Writing has helped her achieve work life balance, 
even with the pressing deadlines for her book 
release, Kiran plans her day and allocates enough 
time for completion and post editing inputs from her 
editor.

Kiran’s journey has been full of failures but she feels 
that Failures are always with a purpose, perhaps to 

not make one too complacent albeit to make one re-
examine one’s priorities.

We understand Kiran’s take on biases in the 
professional world and she tells us that the most 
obvious ones that women deal with is the assumption 
that women write chick lit genre of books. However 
she just owns it now, she writes chick lit, romance, 
humour, non-fiction and fiction and refuses to be 
bracketed! Biases are sometimes so ingrained that 
people don’t even realize that they are being biased, 
she thinks the only thing that is to be done when 
one comes across any kind of gender bias is to call 
it out, gently at first but firmly and insistently if it 
continues. Her advice to women who want to make 
a career in writing is that they should be passionate 
about words. The rest will follow if you are driven 
enough.

Kiran’s mentors include all the bosses she has worked 
with. Rauf Ahmed at Asian Age, Hutokshi Doctor 
at what was then The Sunday Review are two who 
stand out because they were wonderfully tolerant of 
all her scatter brainedness. 

Her list of personal favorites include works of P G 
Wodehouse and Three Men in a Boat by Jerome K 
Jerome. 

Her latest book is ‘All Aboard’ and it is already out on 
the market shelves, it is a romance about a girl who 
has been jilted at the wedding mandap and goes on a 
Mediterranean cruise with her aunt to take her mind 
off the depression.

We thank Kiran for sharing her thoughts with us and 
we eagerly await her next publication.

Reaching out to you with the 
written word – An interview 
with Kiran Manral

A peek into the journeys of some brilliant, dexterous, inspiring go-getter divas associated with Biz Divas platform. 

In conversation with Guntas Bedi
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The Better India- An 
interview with Anuradha 
Kedia

Anuradha has lived in 
Bangalore for the most 
part of her life. After 

graduating from RVCE as a 
civil engineer, she worked 
in the construction and real 
estate sector for four years 
and then went to the Indian 
School of Business, Hyderabad. 
Post ISB, she briefly re-
entered the real estate sector 
in the field of valuation and 
consulting. However, she 
realized her interests were 
unconventional. In 2009, she 
co-founded an online news 
portal called The Better India 
(www.thebetterindia.com) 

along with her husband and 
an ISB Alumnus, Dhimant Parekh. They realized 
that the daily newspapers were focused on a few 
monotonous and depressing things. They figured that 
the nation is bound to be a lot more good than bad 
so the bad should not be given so much weightage 
and amplified. Hence, there is a need of a media 
company that focuses on these unsung heroes and 
innovations. They decided to start their own venture 
and hence TBI was born as a side-project. However, it 
grew quickly into a full-time venture thereafter.

Even though it is difficult to compare different 
careers, conventional careers give the security and 
a better work-life balance whereas, start-ups come 
with their risks and long working hours of work that 
easily extend into  personal time. 

The biggest challenge during the initial days of 
running The Better India was to get genuine stories 
of change, consistently. It was tough for the 2 of 
them to try and track down unsung heroes, change-
makers across the country.

However, their biggest achievements include 
acknowledgment and impact of their work. Recently, 
a story which was covered in their portal about 
a WhatsApp group being used by a few farmers in 
Maharashtra, went viral. This group helped farmers 
to get advice and support in an extremely suicide-
prone area. Their article became so popular that 
a local officer read it out on a projector to 1200 
farmers! These farmers are now hugely benefiting 
by getting important information via the WhatsApp 
groups and they continue to thank TBI for writing 
about the group.

Anuradha believes that gender biases do exist and 
hence it is important for women to stand up for 
their rights. They should make conscious efforts of 
being assertive with their viewpoints and ensure 
that gender is never a reason for them to not pursue 
their goals. Her message for young women is to stay 
positive. Learn as much as possible, implement new 
ideas quickly, and once they believe in their area of 
work, give it all they have with sheer persistence.

Anuradha hopes to make TBI synonymous with 
positive news in the country. The team wants to 
change the way news is perceived in India and to 
show that news can indeed be used to bring about a 
positive impact in the society. 

In conversation with Guntas Bedi
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When the acronym of an 
organization is WIN, what do you 
expect it to do? Win, of course! 

And that is precisely what women’s 
global leadership organization, Women’s 
International Networking (WIN), has 
been doing consistently – winning the 
battle for women in various spheres of 
life, and promoting them as active and 
equal participants in corporate circles, as 
agents of change in society, as integrated 
global leaders.

It is not easy. Fighting societal mores 
and entrenched perceptions about what 
women should, and should not, how far 
they should be “allowed” to go in their 
careers, what kind of jobs they should 
stick to, when they should stop working 
and attend to domestic responsibilities 
and child-rearing, and the like, is a 
daunting task. But Kristen Engvig, social 
entrepreneur and founder of WIN, takes 
it in her stride.

It’s all about WINning

WIN is an independent global leadership 
organization that endeavours to bring 
women, non-governmental groups 
and corporates together on a common 
platform. It enables women to network 
and gain global competencies, and 
inspires them to work their way to the top. 
“We are a benefit organization, working 
to infuse self-belief and confidence in 
women so that they can dream big and 
take their rightful place in not just the 
corporate world, but society as a whole,” 
says Engvig. 

Norwegian by birth, she founded WIN in 
1997 in Milan, Italy, with the idea taking 
shape during her tenure as the President 
of the Professional Women’s Association 
(1994-96). Engvig attracted a number 
of professional women’s networks from 
around Europe, a team of enthusiastic 
international business women and 

advisors, and key sponsors who shared 
her vision -- and WIN was born. It 
has since become an internationally 
recognized learning platform, attracting 
thousands of female leaders at various 
venues worldwide. 

The global WINConference – 
Transforming women

The main agenda of WIN is to enable 
networking as a means of generating 
ideas, sharing them and learning from 
one another. The organization gives 
shape to its agenda through the annual 
WINConference, which has been attended 
by nearly 12,000 people from almost 
every country across the globe. Since 
the first annual leadership conference 
held in Milan in September 1998, WIN 
has facilitated cross-border networking, 
disseminated cutting edge information, 
honed the skills of women, and provided 
them inspiration, motivation and hope.

“The annual conference is designed for 
women and men who want to be part 
of an endeavour that shapes the newly 
emerging paradigm of achieving results 

through authentic action,” says Engvig. “As 
themes evolve, the annual conferences 
manifest the emergence of a collective 
and truly global leadership journey being 
made by modern women leaders of today. 
At WIN, we work to increase the critical 
mass of women in decision-making roles. 
We work as facilitators to encourage and 
support more women in politics and 
business, and to give space to artists and 
activists and campaigners.  We also know 
it is not only about women. We connect 
with men as well. In fact, our annual 
WINConference includes an average of 
10 per cent of men,” adds Engvig.

Besides the annual conference, WIN 
organizes regional conferences in 
different parts of the world (this year, 
in India in March, and in Japan in May), 
and also hosts WINConnect, a networking 
event to mobilize women. “Our aim 
is to empower, develop and connect 
leaders through a feminine, authentic 
and global vision. We strive to promote 
potential and raise global awareness 
to create a sustainable future. WIN has 
walked hand in hand with more than 100 
companies over the past two decades, 
giving shape to diversity and inclusion, 
talent strategies and practices. Today, it 
is a reference point for leaders who wish 
to create organizations of the future,” 
Engvig says. 

As for Engvig’s personal journey, she has 
come a long way. A renowned thought 
leader in the field of creativity and 
feminine leadership, she is an inspiration 
for countless women. Through her 
speaking engagements, she has exhorted 
women to become not only agents of 
change, but also agents of possibility. 

An accomplished, inspiring figure, and 
countless women who are ready to don 
the mantle of leadership – that is a 
WINning combination.

GloBal networK

Kristin Engvig - WINning The 
Perception Battle
By Suneeta Kaul
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Maternity Policy: Good move 
and Unanswered Questions

In a welcome move, the Centre has 
announced that maternity leave in 
private sectors will be increased to 

26 weeks from the stipulated 12 weeks. 
According to the Maternity Benefit Act, 
1961 female workers are entitled to 
a maximum of 12 weeks (84 days) of 
maternity leave, with not more than 6 
weeks before the date of delivery (Indian 
Express).

Year 2015 will be the bench mark year 
as far as maternity leaves are concerned.  
Merissa Mayer, CEO of Yahoo was making 
news across the world as she planned 
to take only two weeks maternity leave 
to deliver twins in December. On the 
other hand the scene in India is looking 
brighter.

This year companies seem to be 
becoming more diversity conscious and 
making inclusive policies for women 
employees. Maternity benefit is one of 
the most important benefits always been 
talked about. Newest organizations are 
going extra miles for women and setting 
high benchmarks in the industry.

 Å Citi India is offering leaves of 180 
days as per the convenience of 
mother.

 Å Citi Bank offers child care allowance 
of Rs. 1.32 lakhs annually for up to 
4 children.

 Å Filpkart has recently announced 6 
months paid leave and 4 months of 
flexible working hours with full pay.

 Å Google offers 5 months paid leave 
including salary, bonus and stock. 

Does that mean that India has one of the 
best maternity benefits across the world? 

As per NDTV news data we get to see the 
global view on maternity leaves:

 Î Canada - 50 weeks with 85% pay
 Î Sweden - 56 weeks with 80% pay
 Î Australia - No maternity leave only 

parental leave of 18 weeks which 
can be divided amongst parents

 Î Finland - Paid leave of 50 days 
before delivery and 4 months after 
delivery

 Î France - 16 weeks leave for single 
birth and up to 34 weeks for 
multiple births

 Î Germany - 14 weeks leave with full 
pay

 Î Japan - 14 weeks leave with 67% 
salary

 Î USA - 12 Weeks unpaid leave but 
given benefits from state

 Î South Africa - 16 weeks leave

So Indians have a reason to smile. 
Experts mentioned extending maternity 
leave will also promote more 
women to return to work and 
close the gender gap in the 
labour market. Many women 
reluctantly drop out of work 
because they need more time 
for their newborns.

The news went viral on social 
networking sites and got 
to see lot of reactions from 
women and men as well. 
Though the news is positive, 
women have expressed their 
concerns about job security once they 
come back.

One of the women working in an 
advertising company said, “Mixed 
emotions right now since it might even 
give room to decelerate the lady’s career 
growth considering 26 weeks is 6.5 
months!!! I would be all for it if they make 
that optional rather than mandating it!”

At the same time one young girl doubted 
about promotions and appraisals.  Men 
also expressed hopes on the alteration in 
paternity leave.

The surprising comment was, “I really 
will think twice before taking such a long 
leave. It will impact my career.”

At the same time there are many working 

women who are not aware about the 
policies. The picture seems to be good in 
MNCs; but in unorganized sectors women 
are not able to avail even existing policy. 
The uniformity in execution of maternity 
leave policy seems to be missing. To 
ensure the implementation of the policy 
government needs to develop a uniform 
mechanism. The small scale companies 
where there are less than 20 workers 
face major challenges to implement 
this policy. Industry is moving forward 
towards contractual employment; women 
working on contract basis may not be 
able to avail this facility. The biggest 
question that remains unanswered for 

working women is does the organization 
assure that their career path will not be 
affected if they  choose to take a career 
break?

*Note: The author has put together various views 
expressed in numerous news and article.

About the Author
Aparna Sethi believes 
in living life fully which 
result in creating 
identities like teacher, 
author, actor and dancer.  
She has contributed her 
articles for news papers 
and business magazines. 
Presently she is working as Assistant 
Professor with Ansal University, Gurgaon.
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I guess everybody has the desire to be 
oneself in one’s own unique way and 
to push the boundaries of one’s being. 

Some people actually take the plunge 
to see what it is like to break free while 
some sit and contemplate it. Bhavana 
Issar is one such woman who decided to 
pursue her passion by being a part of an 
all-woman bike trip to the Himalayas. A 
Consultant in Organization Development 
& HR by profession, Bhavana took out her 
Royal Enfield Thunderbird 500cc with six 
other women riders to ride to the Mana 
pass, which is the highest motorable pass 
at 18399 ft above sea level.

This expedition Drivol Sponsored “Being 
a Woman” ride powered by The BlueChem 
Group meant riding for 1200 km over 10 
days. The seven riders rode all the way 
from Uttarkashi through the picturesque 
valleys to Tilwara, to arduous Badrinath 
and finally in the ultimate test of physical 
and mental strength to Mana Gaon which 
is the last village in the Indian Territory. 
This is the first time ever that a group of 
women riders have attempted a ride to 
the Mana pass and have applied for the 
recognition by the Limca Book of Records.

“There were many difficult moments. We 
were a very diverse team in terms of our 
riding experience that shared passion for 
motorcycles and riding. While a few of us 
had done many rides including rides in 
the mountains, for me it was the major 
ride ever! We did not have adequate 
time for acclimatization. The first late 

evening/night ride was the first test of 
our capabilities as a team. Needless to 
say, on completion we had an immense 
sense of achievement and confidence,” 
Bhavana shares.

Highlight of their expedition was visiting 
Neelang valley and Jhadung village 
which has been opened for citizens for 
the first time since 1962 debacle with 
China. The stretch of 53kms from Mana 
village to Mana pass is a steep climb 
where cameras/phones are not allowed 
so they could not take pictures or videos 
of the ride or the terrain.

“There were many learnings about 
ourselves what each one of us is capable 
of physically, emotionally and mentally. 
While navigating the treacherous 
terrain we learnt the power of the mind, 
conscious and unconscious, and the many 
ways in which our physical capabilities 
are limited by our minds. Tough terrains 
helped us to slow down, try new ways 
and persist,” she says.

They received a lot of love and support 
throughout the journey. The locals were 
extremely warm, affectionate and helpful. 
There was no feeling of being unsafe. 
Bhavana likes to particularly highlight 
the support and help from ITBP (Indo-
Tibetan Border Police) and Indian Army 
in the inner line area. To see the forces in 
action in such extreme conditions merely 
reinforced their respect and affection for 
the brave soldiers.

Why bikes? “We believe that there are 
many ways of expressing ourselves, 
being a woman and riding motorcycles 
is one way of expressing our liberated 
minds,” Bhavana tells us.

To Bhavana, a poet, passionate feminist 
and one with eclectic hobbies including 
cooking, calligraphy, pottery and 
crochet, riding symbolizes freedom, 
empowerment and self-belief.
 

“As civilians we were allowed only a small 
time window to climb in the inner line 
area. It was very important to start early, 
plan for exigencies, account for varying 
capabilities in the team and constantly 
keep a positive outlook and self-belief. 
Humor is a great way to keep your sanity 
and deal with challenges. Being able to 
laugh at ourselves helped us in many 
ways!” She says. 

On asking about how it is different being 
a woman, Bhavana shares, “Sometimes 
it feels harder to be a woman who 
is ambitious for herself. There were 
instances when people were curious 
about our marital status and husbands, 
feeling we were ‘different’ somehow. A 
little bit of relating further demonstrated 
we were not. I believe it is most important 
to not just be comfortable in one’s 
skin but to celebrate oneself and other 
women all the time. My hope and wish for 
all women is that we are able to express 
ourselves in the many, varied, diverse 
and creative ways without the prejudice 
or fear of norms or stereotypes. I also 
wish that women are more ambitious for 
themselves unapologetically.”

As for their next plans, “The Himalayas are 
magnificent, attractive and compelling. 
We can’t wait to go back on another 
adventure and explore new boundaries 
both out there and within, “Bhavana 
exclaims!

Being a 
Woman Rider

travel

By Dinakshi Arora
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Lessons for every entrepreneur: I am not 
scared to fall or dive in the deep sea. 

Being an entrepreneur according to me is 
the toughest job I’ve ever done, and yes it’s 
harder than pushing out two babies. It’s a 
journey you can’t tread unless you are crazy 
and passionate and wonder why people 
can’t work all day and why the best ideas 
pop in at 3 am and  why you want to get up 
and work that very minute. 

The most common questions people ask at 
most entrepreneurial events are: 

1. Do you fear failure?
2. If you ever want to give up? 
3. How did you do it? 

The point is all those answers can be in 
retrospect but we are all figuring out things 
as we go along. The consumer landscape is 
changing so fast that it will be very hard for 
us to predict what lies in the future and a 5 
year or 10 year window is something none 
of us can predict. 

So, what’s important? 

1. Learn something new each day and have 
goals: 

So until 2 months ago I would tell people 
I don’t know how to swim but I now tell 
people I can swim. I never feared the water 

as a child or an adult; I loved the water and 
always wanted to see what lies beneath? I 
tried to learn how to swim a couple of times 
but excuses made way before will and it 
didn’t happen. My older one started to learn 
swimming last year and I said to myself, I 
need to learn it too and instead of spending 
hours watch her and chat with others, I 
will make good use of this time. It was 
challenge learning with a bunch of super 
smart kids who already knew swimming 
and would wonder why this Aunty doesn’t 
know how to swim. But that’s the thing 
of the past. I now know how to swim and 
instead of saying ‘don’t’, I say I do know how 
to swim. The biggest lesson I learnt in this 
exercise is you are never too old to learn 
and there is nothing you need to be afraid 
off. I remember the heart beats when I 
swam that first length. The deep side of the 
pool looked like a dark tunnel that would 
just never end but it did. I did it. 

2. Don’t fear failure and learn to fall and 
rise: 

The other big lesson is to fall and rise and 
fall and keep learning. I love yoga and it’s 
almost a part of me. Sometimes people ask 
me, if I am scared to fall, to fear failure - my 
answer is NO. In yoga, you fall when you lose 
focus or don’t practice enough and that’s just 
the principle you need to adapt to life . You 
lose focus and you fall. You don’t practice it 
every day and you experience failure. Every 

time that I have fallen practicing an ‘Asan’ 
to learn to balance or get it right, I have 
only gotten up 15 minutes earlier the next 
morning to practice and get it right that day. 
It’s okay to fall or fail. 

3. Be fearless: 

Someone once said this to me and it’s 
stayed with me forever, “Sabse bada rog, hai 
Kya kahenge log” ( the biggest fear is what 
others will think of me) .With this thought 
at the forefront you are trying to please 
people and not fulfill that drive and passion 
that you have within. The only person 
you should fear is yourself who almost 
resembles a beast who is unstoppable 
and wants to work harder each day. Please 
yourself to be happy because you and your 
family is all that matters. 

4.  Feed and nourish your soul. 

To me life is about people, food and love. 
I learnt to love myself a little more this 
year. I never felt a little fat or thin just 
felt probably a little fitter or unhealthy. 
I did things that nourished my soul. I ate 
well, spent hours with kids doing nothing 
or doing lots of things. I loved people 
selflessly. I ate food that feeds my soul 
and makes me feel good. Kirthiga Reddy 
of Facebook once asked, if you earn all 
that you are earning and you can’t share 
it or spend it to enjoy with your loved 
ones, is it worth it? So be with people you 
love. Entrepreneurship is a lonely journey 
and you will need people you love to be 
by your side. 

If you love what you do then you almost 
start living a new life and nothing else 
matters and I am happy I learned to fall, 
dive in the deep sea and be fearless.

Mansi Zaveri is the founder and CEO of 
Kidstoppress, India’s best parenting blog. 
Kidstoppress is India’s only Kids lifestyle 
website and shares about the latest 
products/books /services /apps /shopping/
travel/places to eat for kids across the 
country. Mansi was awarded the 2015 
Digital Woman Year award by She the 
People.

travel

Travelogue of an Entrepreneur
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Couple of years ago, we were doing a project with a large 
MNC Strategy Consulting firm on revamping their hiring 
strategies. While they maintained that they have diverse 

team with 30% women in their orgnisations, our report 
suggested to look deeper. While the demographics parameters 
on gender & culture suggested that the team was diverse, but 
all of them were wearing penguin suits of similar backgrounds. 
They have been traditionally hiring from select Top Business 
schools with engineers as preferred background.  This also 
meant that their attrition rate was high as this talent was 
on high demand constantly and created a challenge during 
promotion matrix.

As they say, there is no quick fix to diversity hiring. Not only 
is diversity recruitment the right thing to do, it is the smart 
thing to do. Hiring a diverse team is crucial to an organisation’s 
sustainability for the following reasons:

 Â Having diverse staff enables us to understand and meet 
the needs of people from diverse perspectives, and creates 
an atmosphere that supports positive relationships and 
communications. 

 Â Different backgrounds and perspectives lead to a variety 
of ideas, knowledge, and ways of doing things.

 Â By building a reputation for valuing differences, we 
can attract talented employees who know that we will 
appreciate and utilize the skills, backgrounds, perceptions, 
and knowledge they bring to the table. This leads to 
greater commitment and higher productivity.

 Â By making diversity recruitment deliberate, we can 
bring in employees who might not otherwise consider 
your organisation, and who can enrich and broaden our 
community.

Before we embark on hiring diverse team, one needs to ascertain 
following factors:

1. Understands what constitutes diversity
2. Recognize your own biases – conscious & unconscious
3. Evaluate the diversity of your current team & find the 

missing link

The next step is to work with Recruitment team in HR & also 
Communications team. One should work on attracting diverse 
talent which means reaching out to diverse networks, branding 
the job & the company & promoting the diverse culture of the 
organization. Following are the 6 steps which hiring teams 
could follow:

 Â Create compelling jobs. The title and the first two lines of 
the job description determine whether it will be read, so 
make sure that these first two lines create a buzz. Focus 

on the possibilities — what the person will do, learn, and 
become — not the requirements.

 Â Brand the job. Somewhere in the job description, tie the 
job to the company vision, its mission, a big project, or 
some important strategy. This makes the job bigger than 
itself. 

 Â Culturally brand the job. Do you really have a culture 
that thrives on diversity, or are you just meeting some 
corporate objective? You need to capture diversity directly 
into the job.

 Â Reach out and find your candidate. If your target audience 
won’t come to you, you’d better go out to them. This means 
you must leverage your employee referral program, and 
creatively use tools like LinkedIn, as well as headhunters 
focusing on diversity hiring.

 Â Stay involved. Make your marketing a process, not an event. 
The basic theme: Don’t just show up for some recruiting 
event. Instead, you need to promote, sponsor, be involved, 
and be committed — every month, every year, and not just 
a few days here and there.

 Â Conduct a great on-boarding experience and get more 
referrals. This is how you make the process of hiring 
diversity and other high-demand candidates self-
sustaining.

Hiring top people, including diversity candidates or any top 
person in high demand, is about much more than just finding 
names. It’s a process which needs to work like a clock work and 
it will work every time!

HirinG

How to attract and hire 
a Diverse Team?

About the Author
Ranjana Deopa Co-Founder & Board Practice 
Head, Altavis & Biz Divas, believes in promoting 
balanced leadership in the corporate world. She 
heads Diversity Hiring and Women on Boards 
initiatives of Altavis.
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Not all of these books were 
published in 2015; somewere, and 
some are older. But they came into 

my radar in the year gone by or were re-
looked with a hopefully wiser perspective 
in 2015. Maybe you have also enjoyed 
some of them, and maybe you will pick 
up some of them in 2016? 

1. Flood of Fire: Amitav Ghosh 

In this third book of his Ibis trilogy, 
Amitav Ghosh again brings alive shifts 
in so many personal and political and 
economic histories, through the drama 
of the opium trade and the opium wars. 
With colorful, larger than life characters, 
well known locations ,lesser known 
backstories it tells a story so critical 
for us to know. This is a must read for 
the writing prowess, the breadth of 
imagination, the depth of research and 
the light it brings  that mainstream 
history and political narratives ignore so 
often. 

2. Em & the Big Hoom: Jerry Pinto

A stark, raw, honest tale of a son, watching 
his mother grapple her inner demons of 
manic depression, as the family grapples 
with their fear, their anger, their loss, 
their hurt and bewilderment, and still 
holds together in love. One of the most 
endearing and personal books I have 
read in recent times by an Indian author. 
A book about so much that is sad, and 
yet a book written with so much of a 
light touch that it makes you smile. An 
important narrative that shows the 
power of grit and faith, and goodness 
and love, in the face of soul shattering 
despair and pain. And takes us to places 
we need to know more about, talk more 
about and care a lot more about. 

3. Elegance of the Hedgehog: Muriel 
Barbery

Another old classic, translated from the 
original French. A meditation on coping 
with being different, and the longing to 
be true to your uniqueness while also 
wanting to be loved. About the power 
of friendship that can cut across labels 
and frames and the tragedy of time. A 
book that will make you question and re-
examine your choices, your behavior, your 
frames of viewing everything. A book that 
will remain with you long after the last 
word is read. Sparkling with wit, satire, 
intellectual heft and marvellous writing 
style, this is a richly textured work of art 
you will relish going back to again and 
again. 

4. 1.2 Billion: Mahesh Rao

A fresh collection of endearing, 
absorbing short stories traversing the 
vast diversity of India. With a light touch 
and poignant twists each story tugs at 
your heart with its authentic portrayal 
of unsettling, out of control forces that 
drive the protagonists’ lives. Reading 
this book was like a slow walking tour 
though the country, with a telescopic eye 
into lives we only otherwise see on the 
surface. All the while being led in and 
out of the scenes and settings with the 
perfect cadence and rhythm of Mahesh 
Rao’s subtle controlled and sophisticated 
storytelling. 

5. She will Build him a City: Raj Kamal 
Jha

Dystopian novels are not my cup of tea 
usually, but this one had me hooked from 
the start. Located in an imagined version 
of Gurgaon and Delhi that echo close to 

the real deal, this is a current story told 
with dollops of surrealism and flights 
of fancy, which make its macabre and 
melancholic tale all the more riveting. 
Raj Kamal Jha makes no bones about the 
darkness he sheds light on, nor does the 
narrative let up in its ceaseless negativity 
except for very brief detours to joy. A 
telling reflection on the run away urban 
change, alienation, toxicity of feeling, and 
lives being twisted out of their humanity.  

6. Death & Sex: Dorian Sagan & Tyler 
Volk

A science writer and a scientist get 
together to create this marvel of a book. 
On the very beginning of everything 
and the end of it. With Sex and Death 
marking the two ends of an “energetic 
process” continuum called life and 
death. A dispassionate examination of 
death and sex in science, art, culture, 
religion and society and the varied 
framing of these issues through their 
different lenses. A fascinating, intensely 
stimulating, mystical, empowering and 
enriching book for everyone to read, and 
think about. 

7. India after Gandhi: Ramachandra Guha 

Do not let the bulk of this volume faze 
you. Do go read it, word-by-word, line-
by-line and page-by-page, slowly, with 
attention. And then repeat. Underline. 
Make notes. Read it aloud with family, 
your friends, and your children. Read 
it with your parents. Read it out aloud 
to yourself. Because this is such an 
important important book as far as our 
modern national history narrative goes. 
So detailed, so rich, so informative. I 
firmly believe in knowledge that makes 
us self-aware. This book will take you 

Book List 2015 – 
My Favorites from Another 
Year of Happy Reading
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a long long way on that path of self-
awareness about your national identity. 

8. Neurotribes: Steve Silberman

This is a book for and about everyone who 
has ever felt they were on the fringe. That 
they were different, and not quite seen 
or heard or understood. In some sense, 
well, it could indeed actually be a book 
about all of us. An intensely researched 
history of the developments in the field 
of the Autism spectrum, cutting a wide 
swathe into the history of the science and 
art and philosophy of the neurosciences, 
psychology and psychiatry across Europe 
and America in almost a century gone by. 
It is also a great exposition on how trends 
and personal whims and proclivities lead 
research and prouncements in the area 
of mental health and childcare. And 
probably a lot of other scientific and 
learning/ academic endeavors too. 

9. Heat & Dust: Devapriya Roy & Saurav 
Jha

A book that is a sheer joy to read for the 
beautiful prose and the intimate peep 

into the authors’ lives and minds and the 
window it opens into the lesser know 
people and places of this vast and ancient 
land, and all its chaos and the method 
in its madness. The hurtling pace of the 
journey across the heat and dust of India 
is narrated in a leisurely, reflective, cozy 
tone that warms the heart and excites 
the mind. The journey is open-ended 
as can be, with just two stipulations- of 
a stifling Rs. 500 a day budget and the 
rule of avoidance of growing roots in any 
location. The outer journey runs parallel 
with an inner introspection of this young, 
much in love couple as they reflect on 
their past, their now and worry about 
which way they might head in the future. 
If you have ever wondered what it would 
feel like to actually be located in the 
‘other kind’ of places and happenings you 
can only wonder at, as you whizz past in 
an A/C Car, Volvo bus, AC train or in the 
pressurized cabin of an aircraft, this book 
will take you right into the heart of that. 

10. Long dream of Home: Siddhartha 
Gigoo & Varad Sharma

Displacement and the pain of losing home 

is what this heartbreaking collection 
of narratives is all about. Teeming with 
real stories of people forced to leave 
their ancestral land with no hope of a 
(happy) return. Heartbreaking in its raw 
authenticity, and the directness of the 
voices. By leaving the political arguments 
far away, this book has done the wonderful 
and much needed job of bringing home 
to readers the human tragedy of forced 
migration. All too poignant and deeply, 
starkly relevant at all times, such tales 
need telling, re-telling and recording. 
A sharing of pain that might heal. And 
maybe birth some action perhaps, to 
better the lot of those who have suffered 
immensely in the whirlwinds of time. 

About the Author
Kiran Chaturvedi is an 
experienced sociologist, 
trained qualitative 
research and insights 
professional, entrepreneur 
and author. She believes 
in a life of authenticity, 
integrity and fun. 

BooKS

The Way Women Work  
http://thewaywomenwork.com

We are the City
http://wearethecity.in

Women at work
Womenatwork.co.in 

Genwnow 
http://www.genwnow.com

Fortune Most Powerful women  
http://for tune.com/most-powerful-
women

Women’s Web 
http://www.womensweb.in

Women 2.0 
http://women2.com

HBR – Harvard Business Review. 
https://hbr.org
thttps://hbrblogs.wordpress.com

Upworthy.com 
http://www.upworthy.com

Ted.com 
http://www.ted.com

Fastcompany.com 
http://www.fastcompany.com/ 

Lean In
http://leanin.org/

Mashable
http://mashable.com

HuffPostwomen 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/women 

Diversityinc.com 
http://www.diversityinc.com

Biz Divas 
http://www.bizdivas.in/blog
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If you thought the discrimination 
against you at work was all but due to 
external factors, it’s time you looked 

within!

Yes, prejudice and discrimination do exist 
at modern workplace. Yes, as a female 
employee, the likelihood of experiencing 
those is more. Prejudice is an unjustified 
or fallacious attitude (usually negative) 
towards an individual. Interestingly 
though, many a time the person facing 
prejudice unconsciously displays 
attributes that encourage such behavior 
towards her.

For most women it’s quite easy to 
pigeonhole that everything unfair in her 
organization is because of circumstances 
and existing bias, that is, factors outside 
of her. 

Hungry Kya? Not really – Would you bet 
on a team in a match where the team is 
very good but does not have the desire 
or belief to win? Or does not show the 
hunger to win the match? A logical 
thinking brain would say ‘No’. A McKinsey’s 
study Women Matter and related research 
does not show that women lack the 
ambition to get to the top. But it 
concludes that women’s approach to the 
workplace in general and to leadership 
in particular can have the superficial 
appearance of a lack of ambition. It is 
this appearance that creates perceptions 
and prejudice in management decisions 
while accelerating (or not) women to 
leadership positions.

P e r s o n a l 
Baggage in 
Office –While 
coaching and 
m e n t o r i n g 
w o m e n 
(in senior 
leadership roles 
as well), many of 
my conversations 
start and end 
with their personal 
commitments. This 
‘forwards’ a signal (which 
is not always the true picture) 
that work takes a secondary 
position in their lives. Women need 
to be consciously professional in their 
conversations in an official setup. Bosses/
mentors/sponsors, irrespective of their 
gender, get jittery about women who 
cannot draw a line between personal and 
professional space.

We are Too Touchy  – While working on 
a recent project on women leadership, 
every manager I spoke to (man or 
woman) said that it was very difficult to 
have tough conversations with women. 
They become too emotional and personal 
about the feedback. Most of the times 
it deprives women of opportunities of 
being corrected, being pushed or being 
mentored. How do we expect to advance 
without the right inputs?

Biased Behavior by Women – No, it’s not 
a stereotype. We would think that people 
with a background of being discriminated 
against in the workplace might show 
greater empathy for those sailing in the 
same ship. Research confirms exactly the 
opposite. Women are just as likely biased 
as men towards women in hiring practices, 
salaries and professional mentorship. This 
not only reinforces discrimination and 
prejudice, it also reinforces such behavior 
amongst our men colleagues. Come on, 
let’s be sensitive, be conscious of our own 

actions 
before we 

expect the same from the environment.

We Love our Silos –  It’s natural to form 
homogeneous groups. We all do that. 
However, forming silos at workplace 
alienates us from the majority. It also 
creates stereotypes. Stereotypes lead to 
prejudices. Of course, go ahead, hangout 
in your own comfort groups but please 
make a conscious effort to include your 
male colleagues.

By sheer virtue of numbers, we fall in 
the minority but let that not stop us 
from picking up the baton and driving 
an inclusive environment at workplace. 
Let’s begin with ourselves. Let’s first look 
inside to leap forward!

Discrimination 
at Work? 

Shilpi Singh is a 
Leadership Coach at 
Altavis Consultancy & 
Biz Divas Foundation. 
She is a performance 
catalyst for individuals 
and organizations to 
enhance their productivity, 
profitability and purpose.

About the Author

It’s time, however, 
to shine some light 
inside and ferret the 
prejudices and biases 
that women have!”

Career

“
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I have always considered myself a left-
brained person with strong analytical 
and logical skills. This was further 
ratified by my 5 years of Engineering 

from BITS, Pilani and my MBA from XLRI 
Jamshedpur. My logical brain told me that 
creativity is reserved for the artists, poets 
and writers. Then about 15 years ago, I 
became interested in photography and 
realized that I have a creative streak in 
me as well. I was in Mumbai at that time, 
and I had attended a couple of workshops 
to learn the basics of photography. 
During the weekends, I would go out 
shooting to further hone my skills. And it 
soon evolved from being a mere hobby 
to a very serious passion. My passion for 
photography has led to me to places that 
I would never go to, experience things 
that I didn’t know existed and meet 
people whom otherwise I wouldn’t have 
met. It has been an amazingly enriching 
journey.

I have learnt many lessons in Photography. 
These have helped me grow not just as a 
photographer but also as a person and a 
leader. I have applied them effectively in 
my earlier leadership roles in Marketing. 
And now, as the MD of Perfetti Van Melle 
Bangladesh, I am able to fully appreciate 
and leverage what photography has 
taught me. Here are some lessons for 
leaders from the world of photography.

Be mindful of the present: 

Photography has taught me to pause, 
observe, understand and then shoot. 
It has made me more mindful of my 
surroundings, and has made me go 
beyond the obvious and delve deeper to 
see the beauty in things and in people. 
I was recently in Ho Chi Minh City on 
holiday, and was having lunch with my 
family, when I saw this guy cleaning the 
roof of the neighboring restaurant. I went 
across to shoot and I ended up getting 
some interesting pictures. Earlier in my 
career, like many of my other striver 
colleagues, I used to rush to meetings, 
run to catch a flight and jump from one 
task to another, never pausing to look 
around and take some deep breaths. 

Now I realize that Leadership is a lot 
about being mindful of things around 
you, seizing the moment, seeking out 
opportunities, and fully being in the 
present. This enables us to channelize 
all our energy into the present and make 
effective decisions based on a thorough 
understanding of the situation.

Focus on one thing at a time: Photography 
is all about focusing on one thing at a 
time. If I try focusing on too many things 
at the same time with my camera, it 
simply refuses to function effectively. 
And so is it at work. Research has shown 
that effective leaders focus on one task 
at a time. We might think we are being 
productive by multi-tasking but in 
reality our productivity actually drops. As 
leaders, it’s important to prioritize things 
as Urgent/Important and High/Medium/
Low, but it is also important to focus on 
one thing at a time, and do a good job of 
it, and then move on to the next one.

Composition is key: The art of making 
choices: Composition is a way of guiding 
the viewer’s eye towards the most 
important elements of your picture, 
sometimes – in a specific order. In most 
cases, before I take a picture, I plan on 
which elements to keep in the frame and 

which ones to leave out. It is a conscious 
choice that I make, which helps me direct 
the viewer to the key elements of my 
images. Similarly, an effective leader’s 
role involves setting the vision for the 
business by having the right elements 
of the strategy in place, and then taking 
others with you. It is about making 
choices in terms of what elements need 
to be included and more importantly, 
what needs to be left out.

Look at things from multiple perspectives: 
Many of the really good pictures that I 
have shot have been the ones that I have 
NOT shot from eye-level. They have come 
about by looking at the subject from 
different perspectives, multiple angles 
and choosing the one that makes it the 
most interesting. I was shooting in the 
streets of Dhaka and I saw a boy reading 
a newspaper in a shop, waiting for 
customers – a common sight that we see 
almost every day. I stopped at the shop 
to buy a bottle of water, and was looking 
around when I spotted the mirrors on the 
ceiling. I took a shot of the boy’s reflection 
on the mirror, and it turned out to be a 
very interesting perspective. This is true 
for Leadership as well – in order to be 
effective, leaders need to look at issues 
from multiple perspectives and different 

Lights, Camera, Leadership

A boy cleaning roof

leaderSHiP
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lenses in order to arrive at the most 
optimum solutions. Diversity in thought 
is key for effective problem solving. And 
having a team with diverse backgrounds 
and leveraging this diversity further 
enables effective decision making.

Connect with people: When I started 
Photography, there was this initial fear of 
interacting with strangers, of taking their 
pictures. But soon I discovered that all it 
needed was a smile and I saw the magic 
of a smile opening doors, windows and 
hearts. I was in Nashik to shoot pictures 
at the Kumbh Mela and everyone had 
warned me to be careful of the Naga 
sadhus. I went to the area where they 
were camping and since it was raining, I 
had taken shelter in their camp and soon 
we got talking. And after a while the Naga 
sadhus were happy to pose for pictures 
and we even exchanged numbers and 

agreed to meet up at the Ujjain Kumbh 
in 2016. Everyone is human, yes even the 
people we work with!! As a leader it’s 
good to smile at people, listen to their 
concerns, be alive to their issues – these 
go a long way in building a connect 
with your team. I started this practice of 
having coffee with at least one employee 
per week and it has given me several 
insights into their lives, dreams and 
aspirations, and enabled me to further 
build employee engagement.

Over the years photography has become 
an integral part of my life. It has not only 
taught me keep my eyes open all the 
time, but also to keep my heart and mind 
open. And that is something that we all 
should do in order to be fully aware of 
the world and become truly effective 
leaders.

About Rajesh Ramakrishnan
Rajesh Ramakrishnan has over 21 years 
of work experience in Sales, Marketing 
and General Management in companies 
like Reckitt Benckiser, Marico Industries, 
Pepsico and Hindustan Times. He has 
worked on brands like Cherry Blossom, 
Kurkure, Quaker and Hindustan Times. 
He is currently the Managing Director of 
Perfetti van Melle Bangladesh Pvt Ltd, 
where he is in the process of growing the 
business on the back of an innovative and 
vibrant culture. He is also a passionate 
award-winning photographer. He recently 
won the 2nd prize in the Instagram 
#Recreatedclassics contest and his work 
was featured at Cannes. He also was 
amongst the Top 10 winners of the Novo 
Nordisk #UrbanExercise contest. His work 
has been extensively featured in several 
publications in India and outside, and 
also in exhibitions in India. Rajesh has 
also conceptualized and shot a desk-top 
calendar every year for the last 5 years to 
raise money for charity. Rajesh combines 
his passion for photography with a love 
for travel and likes capturing the nuances 
of life on the streets in different cities. 
Rajesh is currently working on evolving 
his photography into an art form. His work 
can be seen at www.rajesh-ramakrishnan.
com 

A Naga Sadhu

A shot of the boy’s reflection on the mirror
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Inclusion Inspires Innovation
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MentorinG

The origin of the word ‘mentor’ 
dates back to the Greek Mythology. 
‘Mentor’ was Odysseus’s trusted 

counsellor, in whose guise Athena 
became the guardian and teacher of 
his son, Telemachus. Over time, ‘Mentor’ 
evolved to mean trusted advisor, friend, 
teacher and wise person. 

The Guru-disciple relationship in 
Hinduism and Buddhism; ‘apprenticing’ 
under the medieval Guild system and 
more recently, Mentoring, have one thing 
in common. And that is, that all these seek 
to nurture, guide and assist a person’s 
growth and development. As people have 
begun to realize the influence and value 
addition that Mentoring can bring in one’s 
life and career, the concept is increasingly 
becoming universal. In both the formats, 
Formal and Informal, Mentoring can 
serve as an effective development tool 
and help to enrich one’s professional or 
personal learnings.

Mentoring brings a 
personalized attention 
which normal 
organization trainings 
are constrained to at 
mid-levels.” 

Two things which were implicit earlier 
have now become explicit. One is the 
need of mentoring being realized which 
also accrues to the benefits that one sees 
being derived out of it; and the other 
is  the accessibility of viable platforms 
which make mentoring a reality. The 
thriving eco system and the platforms 
being curated to meet the demand is now 
scaling up. While the latent demand and 
latent supply always existed, channels 
such as Biz Divas provides an effective 
means to fulfil the supply. 

Our Mentor, Deepika Chawla, Chartered 
Accountant with 20+ years of experience 
and Shaima Nawaz, IT Engagement 
Manager with 14 years of experience 
have recently concluded a successful 

mentoring relationship; serve a case in 
point. 

When Shaima who was a brilliant 
performer in her team faced challenges in 
managing various relationships at work, 
she felt the need for turning to someone 
for advice and guidance. That is when 
Biz Divas Mentoring Program happened 
for her. Her organization was pleased to 
nominate her for the program, and since 
then there has been no looking back for 
her.  She feels being better placed to 
handle her future growth journey. The 
noteable take away for Shaima from the 
session include:

Self-confidence is paramount:  Your 
self-confidence can go a long way in 
determining how you deal with your 
personal and professional obstacles and 
how others perceive you. Always praise 
yourself at the end of the day and keep 
yourself motivated.

Effective communication to improve 
Relationship Management: There were 
issues with respect to Relationship 
Management; insights and examples 
from the Mentor’s life gave me a 
better perspective. I could improve my 

communication strategy with respect 
to my Reporting Manager and Senior 
Manager; while highlighting my work 
and presence. I am able to implement 
this in my life, and am smiling since then. 

Create a good work-life balance: Though 
one never does achieve this, you can 
really improve the work life by organizing 
calendar, setting smallest reminder, 
and executing it every single day. ‘And 
including one 5 minute call to one’s loved 
during the course of the day just helps 
you to be connected and motivated!’

Work on areas of self-improvement: It 
is very important to continuously skill 
yourself. Keeping updated about the 
current happenings while also pursuing 
a hobby or any other interest will keep 
you brimming with life and energy.

Deepika Chawla who has herself been 
mentored at different stages in her 
life, is still carrying the learning and 
relationships with her. Her mentee 
relationships motivated her to pay it 
forward. In her new don as a mentor, she 
has influenced the life of her mentee and 
created a positive impact. 

Mentoring Matters

Deepika Chawla

Shaima Nawaz

“
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Effective mentoring, however, “requires 
passion for bringing a difference to 
someone’s life; by using two way 
communication, relationship building, 
honesty and trust. All these attributes 
are necessary for an effective mentoring 
relationship”, says Deepika. 

What also determines a mentoring 
relationship is a sincere submission to the 
cause. More often than not, the mentee’s 
commitment drives the Mentor towards 
a more meaningful commitment. In this 
case too, says Deepika, “My mentee was a 
delight to work with. She was open, honest 
and focussed on self-development. Being 
a naturally inquisitive person, she asked 
all the right questions and implemented 
the feedback.”

 “And it does not matter whether it is cross 
industry or cross organisation, it is about 
listening, and guiding another individual 
drawing from your own professional 
and personal experience. Leveraging my 
network allows me to not only draw from 
my own industry but many others. Biz 
Divas Mentorship Program is having a 

significant impact on women in business. 
We all need to remain relevant, be open 
to feedback and hone our strengths. 
Any help women can get can only be 
beneficial”, signs off Deepika. 

Shaima Nawaz who is gung ho about 
the whole experience is grateful that 
Mentoring happened for her at the 
opportune time.  

Biz Divas has provided 
an excellent platform 
to me; this program 
has effectively given me 
career advancement. It 
is a golden asset that 
I will be carrying with 
me through my life.”

Organizational leadership is a witness 
to this new transformational wave. 
They are waking up to the need of 
institutionalizing ‘Mentoring’ in order to 

tap and motivate the leadership skills of 
their team. 

Biz Divas cross industry mentorship 
program connects talented, emerging 
women leaders from all over India with 
members of Biz Diva’s Powerful Leaders for 
a six month-long mentoring program which 
helps mentees engage in a meaningful 
mentoring relationship thereby gaining 
from the mentor’s insights and experiences. 
In four years since inception, BizDivas has 
been instrumental in mentoring more than 
3000 women who in turn have impacted 
more than 10000 women.

MentorinG

Assistant Editor Biz Divas 
periodical, Nancy Roongta  
is a passionate advocate on 
issues of child education, 
women empowerment and 
capacity building. A social 
entrepreneur at heart, Nancy likes to read 
and travel in her leisure time.

About the Author

“

 D Respect your mentee”s time as much as 
your own.

 D Be explicit about the “norms” for your 
meetings and your own needs and limits 
(e.g., time, style of interfacing, etc.).

 D Always ask if you can make a suggestion 
or offer feedback.

 D Tell your mentee that she is not expected 
to follow all of your suggestions.

 D Expect your mentee to move toward his/
her goals; not yours.

 D Express appreciation for any help your 
mentee gives you.

 D Recognize and work through conflicts in 
a respectful way; invite discussions of 
differences.

 D Keep the door open for your mentee 
to contact you in the futureâ€”if that is 
your wish.

 Å Assume that your schedule 
always has priority.

 Å Commit unless you have the time 
.

 Å Make your mentee guess about 
the ground rules for your 
meetings.

 Å Automatically give advice or 
criticism.

 Å Assume your advice will be 
followed.

 Å Expect a clone of yourself.
 Å Take your mentee for granted or 

assume the she/he doesn”t need 
positive reinforcement.

 Å End the relationship on a sour 
note.

DOs DON’Ts
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Are you 
looking for 

the top spot?

Would you like 
to gain 

right advice and 
insights ?

Lead Beyond  
Biz Divas Career Accelerator 

Mentoring Program

• Developing Leadership styles
• Leveraging personal strengths
• Career boost tips and tools
• Building personal brand
• Cross vertical and Cross industry 

learning
• Access to Networks

• 6 Webinars by Global CXOs
• 4 Mentoring Sessions
• Networking Sessions
• Coaching Sessions
• Complimentary Invite to 

I-Inspire

How do you benefit

Leadership in Mentoring Award by 
Vital Voices  and Hillary Clinton 

in 2014

What you get

Have you signed up yet?

South Asia’s Leading Women 
Advancement Organization

Biz Divas Foundation is a 
networking and education forum for 

women leaders aimed at sharing, 
inspiring and growing together.

For more information
Write to nancy@bizdivas.in

Visit : http://mentoring.bizdivas.in
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On September 9, 2015, an unassuming woman stepped into the limelight and created 
history in India’s defence research establishment – J Manjula, an outstanding 
scientist of high repute, took charge as the first woman Director General of the 

Electronics and Communication Systems cluster of the Defence Research and Development 
Organization (DRDO).

An alumna of the Osmania University, and an electronics and communications engineer, 
Manjula is the recipient of the DRDO Award for Performance Excellence, Scientist of the 
Year 2011, and the India Today Woman Summit Award, 2014. Expectedly, Manjula has 
been hailed by women from all walks of life – not quite so expectedly, media reaction has 
been muted, which is highly surprising, considering we do not get to hear news of women 
scientists making it big in this country too often.  Indian women do not seem to take to 
science as much as they could, and the reasons are numerous — pre-conceived notions, 
regressive indoctrination, gender stereotyping, scarcity of role models, etc.

Pre-Independence era women scientists – Those were the days

That, however, does not mean there are 
no names to be proud of. Going back all 
the way to the 19th century, the name of 
Dr Anandibai Joshee (1865-1887) comes 
to mind. Anandibai was one of the very 
first Indian women doctors qualified to 
practice modern medicine, having been the 
physician-in-charge of the female ward of 
the Albert Edward Hospital in the princely 
state of Kolhapur.

Then there was Janaki Ammal (1897-
1984), who specialized in cytogenetics 
and phytogeography, and served as the 
Director-General of the Botanical Survey of 
India (BSI).

Physicist Anna Mani (1918-2001) worked 
with Prof. C V Raman and eventually 
became a meteorologist, retiring as the 
Deputy Director General of the Indian 
Meteorological Department (IMD). She 
made significant contributions to the field 
of meteorological instrumentation.

Another notable name is that of Maharani 
Chakravorty (1937-2015). A molecular 
biologist, Maharani organized the first 
laboratory course on recombinant DNA 
techniques in Asia and the Far East.

The case of Darshan Ranganathan (1941-
2001), who worked with the Indian 
Institute of Technology, Kanpur, and did 
path-breaking work in biochemistry, 
exemplifies institutional biases against 
women – since her husband also worked 
at the same institute, she languished as a 
research associate, as the Institute had an 
unwritten rule that forbade spouses from 
simultaneously holding a faculty position 
in the same department. She eventually 
joined Indian Institute of Chemical 
Technology (IICT), Hyderabad, where she 
became Deputy Director. After her death, 
her husband instituted the Professor 
Darshan Ranganath Memorial Lecture, 
which is always to be delivered by a woman 
scientist who has made an outstanding 
contribution in the field of science.

By Suneeta Kaul

SCienCe

Science and 
Indian Women
BREAKING THE 
GLASS CEILING
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And the story today…

Post-Independence, the story has 
changed, though not as much as one 
would have liked it to. Sure, there are 
more women scientists today, but there 
could be many more, but for societal 
biases, assumed gender roles and an 
overall lack of an enabling environment. 
That having been said, women scientists 
are making a mark in all disciplines of 
science, and the glass ceiling is cracking. 
Recall the recent Mars Orbiter Mission — 
one of the most enduring images relating 
to that was women scientists of Indian 
Space Research Organization (ISRO) 
celebrating the success of their mission.

Here’s a look at some of the women 
scientists who make us proud today.

Tessy Thomas: Tessy Thomas is the 
country’s ‘Missile Woman’, with her 
other moniker being ‘Agniputri’. Born in 
1964 in Alappuzha, Kerala, she is the 
first woman scientist to head a missile 
project in India. Tessy grew up near a 
rocket launching station, leading to a 
life-long fascination with rockets and 
missiles. Presently based at the Advanced 
Systems Laboratory in Hyderabad, she 
was Associate Project Director of the 
3,000-km range Agni-III missile project, 
and the Project Director for mission Agni-
IV, which was successfully tested in 2011. 
In 2009, she was appointed as the Project 
Director for the 5,000-km range Agni-V. 
The missile was successfully tested on 
April 19, 2012.

Qamar Rahman: In a career spanning 
40 years, Qamar Rahman has worked 
extensively in the field of physiological 
effects of nano particles. Presently 
the Dean of Research Science and 
Technology, Amity University, Lucknow, 
she is known internationally for her work 
on asbestosis, the effects of slate dust, 
and other household and environmental 
particulate pollution. Born in 1944, she 
was awarded an honorary doctorate 
by the Rostock University of Germany 
in 2009, becoming the first Indian to 
receive this honour from the 600-year-
old university.

Vandana Shiva: A multi-faceted, multi-
talented personality, Vandana Shiva has 

specialized in quantum theory, and has 
also conducted interdisciplinary research 
in science, technology and environmental 
policy at the Indian Institute of Science 
and the Indian Institute of Management 
in Bangalore. Born in 1952, Vandana has 
written and spoken extensively about 
advances in the fields of agriculture and 
food. As an activist, she has worked in 
the fields of Intellectual Property Rights, 
biodiversity, biotechnology, bioethics, 
genetic engineering, etc. The concept 
of seed freedom and the rejection of 
corporate patents on seeds are central to 
her work.

Sunita Narain: Environmentalist and 
political activist Sunita Narain is the 
Director General of the Centre for Science 

and Environment (with which she has 
been associated since 1982), and the 
Director of the Society for Environmental 
Communications. She is also the 
publisher of the fortnightly magazine, 
Down to Earth. Born in 1961, Sunita has 
literally devoted her life to studying 
and analyzing the relationship between 
the environment and development, and 
creating public consciousness about the 
need for sustainable development. A 
Padma Shree awardee, she has also won 
the prestigious Stockholm Water Prize 
and the Raja-Lakshmi award.

Vijayalakshmi Ravindranath:  A 
neuroscientist, Vijaylakshmi Ravindranath 

is the Chairperson of the Centre for 
Neuroscience at the Indian Institute of 
Science, Bangalore. She was formerly the 
Founder Director of the National Brain 
Research Centre, Gurgaon. Her main area 
of interest is the study of brain-related 
disorders, including neurodegenerative 
diseases. Born in 1952, she has 
extensively researched the metabolizing 
capacity of the human brain, focusing on 
psychoactive drugs and environmental 
toxins. She received the Padma Shree 
award in 2010.

These are but a few of the amazing 
Indian women scientists that we can all 
be justifiably proud of. Given a chance, 
there will be many more in the years to 
come. Here’s to that happy thought.

SCienCe

“Life is not easy for any of us. But what of that? We must have perseverance and above 
all confidence in ourselves. We must believe that we are gifted for something and that this 
thing must be attained.”

~ Marie Curie: Physicist and Chemist
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Being brought up in a 
traditional Marwari Joint 
family had some pros and 

cons. Some of the cons were 
cousins who could snitch on you 
and comparison on academic 
performances (well, it didn’t 
help that I was the black sheep 
with my brother excelling in 
all academic pursuits). One of 
the biggest con was that all 
girls in that era were brought 
up to be very prim and proper. 
One of the main virtues was 
humility and not bragging 
about your own achievements. 
For women, it was worse as we 
were supposed to underplay 
our performance in front of the 
boys. When I cleared my CAT 
exam and got into a business 
school, well-meaning relatives suggested 
that a girl highly educated would be 
difficult to marry off.

20 years down the line, some of those 
learning or conditioning is difficult 
to shake off. I have seen most of the 
women entrepreneurs playing down their 
worth as they are not confident about 
themselves or negotiating makes them 
feel queasy.

Whenever I changed my jobs or sat 
through my performance appraisal, I was 
very reluctant to discuss my achievements 
and negotiate my salary. The assumption 
was my boss would know what I have 
achieved and would be fair. But the world 
is hardly fair!

This experience continues. As a woman 
entrepreneur who runs a Diversity or 
Change Management program, it is 
always difficult to negotiate on the price 
you want to ask.

Few months ago, after we successfully 
concluded our annual Inclusive 
leadership conference I Inspire, we 
received a call from a reputed MNC 
Banking firm. They wanted us to 

conduct a half day Unconscious Bias 
leadership session for their leaders. After 
a discussion, when it came to charges, 
they were taken aback that as women 
we should charge organisations to curate 
inclusive leadership session. My question 
is why not?

After much deliberation, the crux of the 
matter was that they were more keen to 
have a male facilitator conduct sessions 
for their leadership team as it mostly 
consisted of men. This is not the first 
time, where we have found HR team 
(predominant with women) preferring 
male facilitators and paying a hefty fees 
too!. They take offence when as women 
we try to negotiate for our price.

“Women are termed as aggressive if they 
negotiate hard.”

And because of our insecurity of losing 
the business or opportunity, many times 
we sometimes give in too easily. Women 
are less likely than men to negotiate for 
themselves for several reasons:

“First, we have been taught from an 
early age not to brag or promote our 
own interests, but focus on the needs of 
others.”

The classic example of 
being an obedient daughter 
or caring daughter in law. 
The messages girls receive 
from parents, teachers, 
other children, the media, 
and society in general 
can be so powerful that 
when we grow up we may 
not realize that we have 
internalized this behavior. 
This impacts our willingness 
to recognize our true self 
worth or willingness to 
negotiate. Women tend to 
assume that they will be 
recognized and rewarded 
for working hard and doing 
a good job. Unlike men, they 
haven’t been taught that 

they can ask for more.

But in my experience, whenever I 
have asked for more, I always get it. It 
might take some time to establish your 
credentials and hence the merit of asking 
your price, but trust me it is gives great 
satisfaction when you are being paid 
your worth.

Last time when we dug our heels in for 
the price we wanted to ask for a project, 
my colleagues were afraid that we are 
losing on a big opportunity. But 3 months 
later, the client came back and gave the 
same project to us at the original price 
we asked for.

So the lesson out here is while nice girls 
don’t ask but kickass girls do.

BiZ divaS voiCe

Sarika Bhattacharyya, 
Co-Founder, Biz Divas 
& Altavis is a highly 
respected speaker on 
gender diversity and 
a strong advocate for 
gender targets within 
organisations to bring 
balanced perspective to decision making.

About the Author

Nice Girls don’t Ask!!!
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It’s been exactly two years since I have 
been living a dual life. Well I have moved 
to Dhaka with my banker husband on 

a tenured assignment after more than 
a decade of work in Mumbai. This move 
happened just when I had taken the 
plunge into the entrepreneurial world 
with all the passion, energy and ambition. 
Interestingly, I have been managing my 
home and my work between both the 
countries pretty seamlessly.

A client of mine was visiting Dhaka on 
work recently and she reached out to 
me to take her around for shopping 
and sightseeing. She genuinely seem 
amazed that I knew all the correct places 
to shop and  have been managing a 
decent home in a foreign country while 
having a successful venture in India. The 
classic way unconscious bias plays out in 
my professional circle is “Can you have 
a career being based out of a foreign 
country?” Not to mention the stereotypes 
that emerges when I talk about the place 
that I very happily call home. I still have 
well-meaning relatives enquiring when 
we are headed back to India from the 
very presumably tough posting. Dhaka 
seems to invite innocuous but puzzling 
images in their mind.

In my social circle the label that emerges 
on my frequent travels on work is of 
being a very ambitious woman. Yes I am 
passionate about the work that I do and 
believe in, and I don’t find anything wrong 
in having courage of conviction in the 
work that I do. But ironically the label of 
an ambitious mother automatically gets 
related to the associated stereotype of a 
not so committed mother. Coincidentally, 
I happen to be missing important school 
events due to my work assignments and 
projects. It’s quite interesting to note that 
that my male friends who travel quite a 
bit are attributed to having a successful 
career and are also empathised on not 
being able to spend time with their kids 
and family.

Over the recent years I have been 
noticing images, stereotypes and labels 

that people have on places, names and 
even on vegetables & fruits. My nanny 
who has moved with me from Mumbai 
still has a special view on Indian onions 
and tomatoes, than which she cooks 
and eats here. I can swear that they are 
perfectly fine, similar and maybe even 
better than what we get back home. My 9 
year old son has a very positive image of 
Malaysia as compared to Cambodia even 
though he has never been to either of 
those places. 

So why do we end up having a view or an 
image of people, things and places that 
we have never encountered with. We can 
have endless debates about our perfectly 
formed views without really thinking 
from where they have taken roots from.  

So are we biased? Well most of us will 
say a resounding NO.

I know no one in this world gets up 
everyday morning and say ‘I will be biased 
today’. But it still ends up playing out in so 
many different and uncertain ways that 
one doesn’t realise, possibly not aware of 
and most of the times totally blind about. 

So why does this happen?

Research says that we make patterns in 
our brains every second of our being; 
and patterns get stored inside it. The 
process starts building from the time we 
start interacting as infants and goes on 
till the time we die. The structure which 
is consequently formed in turn helps us 
in making snap judgements. It comes 
unconsciously to us and is an integral 
part of our everyday life. We know we 
need to step aside if we see a vehicle 
coming towards us on the road, we know 
we need to stop when a traffic signal 
shows red and we will never knowingly 
put our hand inside fire as we know it will 
burn us. So we utilise our inherent biases 
to make decisions for us. 

Inclusion is the area of work that I work 
in and believe in. Over the course of my 
work and research I came across the 

Cognizant tool developed by Dr Helen 
Turnbull who has dedicated her entire 
life in understanding unconscious 
bias. This leading edge assessment is 
completed online, and is designed to 
provide people with in-depth insight 
into their own hierarchy of unconscious 
bias.  It’s been a privilege for me and my 
colleague Sarika to have been certified in 
this tool and is available in India only via 
our organization. 

The tool has personally helped me work 
on my personal biases. I have finally been 
able to understand my perceptions on 
the Brits as ‘being too stiff’ built over my 
decade long banking work experience. It 
has also helped me to pause and reflect 
on my reactions to colleagues from other 
cultures.

It’s still a long journey 
for me, but getting 
to know my bias has 
helped me unpack 
some of my judgements 
and also helped me put 
things in perspective.”

I now await to hear the reactions from 
my readers on this article while we alI 
get back to living with biases

UnConSCioUS BiaS

Living with Bias

About the Author
Rashmi Mandloi leads 
the Diversity & Inclusion 
practice for Biz Divas 
in South Asia.  Her area 
of expertise is building 
‘inclusive work spaces’ 
via customized attraction, 
engagement and retention strategies.
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A very interesting and important 
initiative by Biz Divas Foundation 
is to help senior women executives 

explore role in board positions.  I was a 
part of recently organized ‘Table of Eight’ 
– a power luncheon meet by Biz Divas. 
This was specifically designed for women 
already serving board positions and for 
women interested to plan and move into 
board roles. The conversation was free 
flowing and touched upon various relevant 
questions regarding women on board. The 
Why, What and How of the Women on Board 
was discussed and debated. 

Why should women consider Board 
position?
A majority of working women professionals 
would have never put being on board as 
a career goal. This is because of (a) Lack 
of awareness of what board position 
means, what it entails and why should it 
be a part of career goal? (b) Board position 
traditionally has been regarded as roles 
for senior retiring executives with time on 
their hand and interest in being connected 
with the power centers.

However, in today’s scenario, this 
perception is changing. Importance of 
corporate governance has increased and 
is being discussed on crucial platforms. 
Board positions give us the big picture of 
the business in existence – both for social 
initiatives and for profit establishments. 
It gives an opportunity to guide and 
influence, and if we have the skills and 
capabilities, why not.  It serves as good 
next phase of our career. Also, if one wants 
to transition from a full time job, it keeps 
one engaged with a purpose and meaning. 
If one takes a board role with a non for 
profit organization, it gives a direction 
to pay it forward to the society. The law 
supports women on board and has made it 
mandatory for organizations to have atleast 
one woman on board thereby creating 
a huge opportunity. It is also considered 
as prestigious and for select few. Hence, 

executives with 20 + years of experience 
have started showing interest in being part 
of Board of various organizations.

What does Board position entail?
The Board of Directors is the body 
responsible for the organization’s highest 
level of decision-making and legal authority. 
The governing board is accountable for, 
and has the authority over the affairs of 
the organization. The board is made up of 
individual board members acting together 
as a whole and is responsible for the 
progress of the organization and the identity 
of the association. As a member of the 
Board, there are numerous responsibilities 
and expectations such as: (a) Assist in 
determining the organization’s mission, 
purpose. (b) Provide proper financial 
oversight (c) Ensure legal and ethical 
integrity and maintain accountability etc.

Every individual joining the board comes 
with a specific skill and is expected to add 
value in that area. Hence board members 
are also accountable in court of law. The 
personal liability as a board director is very 
high. One has to be passionate or interested 
in the sector, know the organization or 
people behind the organization well and 
do a proper research on facts, figures and 
ethical standing of the organization before 
accepting the board position.
 
How can you join Board Roles?
Like any other PDP (personal development 
plan), you have to prepare to be ready for a 
Board role.

 Î Have a good board ready CV and 
professional pitch – It should be 
concise and contain a summary of 
professional skills (gathered and 
displayed through the career) and 
the value you bring. Make sure your 
online presence, especially on linked 
in also is updated and talks the same 
language.

 Î Understand duties and obligations 
of a Board role – With power and 

position, comes a huge responsibility 
and obligation. Study, get educated, 
and attend professional short term 
courses to understand the nuances.

 Î Speak about your Board ambitions- 
It’s important to let people know that 
you are open and ready for board 
roles. Make sure, you add this to your 
linked in profile as well. Something 
like “Seeking Director role/ Board 
role” will let people know that you 
could be a potential candidate.

 Î Create Visibility – Your offline and 
online presence will help you get 
in the consideration list. Be seen on 
forums, be present in networking 
events, voice your opinion and be seen 
as thought leader. Strong visibility 
helps get good recommendations 
thus increasing the probability of 
selection.

 Î When the opportunity comes, go for 
it. The opportunity might come from a 
different sector, from a non for profit or 
start up organization. Once you have 
studied the organization and have 
done a due diligence of the stature 
and reputation of the organization, 
take it up. All businesses are tied with 
a unified thread of common sense.

 Î Know about your company’s policy on 
executives taking board roles. This is 
essential as each organization has its 
own policy on allowing employees to 
take a role or responsibility outside 
the company.

Develop a road map for your board career. 
This may include taking a stepping stone 
approach starting with not-for-profit 
boards or community-based positions 
or working with a start-up or emerging 
business. You may also consider finding a 
board internship, a sponsor or mentor who 
would help you connect with right network, 
build your visibility and finally recommend 
you for board positions.

The Why, What and How of 
Board Roles for Women – 
#Womenonboard

woMen on BoardS

By Shilpi Singh
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Core Team

teaM

Sarika Bhattacharyya, Co-Founder, Biz 
Divas & Altavis has over 16 years of 
experience having worked with firms 
such as Merrill Lynch. She is passionate 
about economic independence of 
women and giving them a voice.  
Sarika was nominated by US Embassy 
for a prestigious Women Leadership 
exchange program (Fortune/US State 
Dept ) where she spent a month in USA 
being mentored by CEOs of Fortune 
500 companies. She was also felicitated 
prestigious “Leadership in Mentoring” 
award by Hillary Clinton, Vital Voices & 
Bank of America in USA in 2014.  A highly 
respected speaker on gender diversity and 
related business issues, Sarika has been 
featured as the Top 50 Indian Women to 
follow in Twitter by WOW Asia. Sarika is 
an avid reader, enthusiastic traveler and 
dabbles in painting.

Priyanka Awasthy,  is co Founder of Biz 
Divas Foundation and Altavis Consulting. 
She has over 15 years of experience 
in banks and multinationals including 
Citi, Blackrock and Standard Chartered. 
As an avid campaigner for inclusive 
leadership and a firm advocate of 
women’s economic empowerment, she 
develops and facilitates programs that 
sensitize organisations to the needs 
of diverse groups. Priyanka speaks at 
various forums on inclusive leadership 
and gender issues. She organizes periodic 
round table discussions with industry 
leaders on key issues and best practices 
in talent management. She is involved 
in research projects on topics relevant 
to inclusion. Priyanka is a Mentor with 
FICCI for women entrepreneurs. She 
is also involved in various efforts for 
environment protection.

Ranjana Deopa, Co-Founder, Altavis & Biz 
Divas, has over 17 years of experience  
having worked with firms like Xerox, ABN 
Amro and ICICI Bank. Ranjana successfully 
established Altavis Consulting as a 
preferred partner for Executive Search 
with large MNCs. She believes in 
promoting balanced leadership in the 
corporate world. With that passion, she 
started the practice of Diversity Hiring 

and Women on Boards. A certified scuba 
diver & a marathon runner, Ranjana is 
a fitness enthusiast and is also a brand 
amabassador for Pinkathon, Delhi.

Shilpi Singh is an Executive Coach & 
Hospitality Entrepreneur. Shilpi is also 
on Board of Swechha, one of the best 
known NGOs of India, working in space 
of environmental issues. She has had 
14+ years of HR experience with some 
of the world’s best media companies 
– Ogilvy & IMG. She has handled PAN 
India responsibilities and challenging 
global matrix across multiple industries 
including FMCG, Luxury, Bank Telecom, 
Technology, Manufacturing and more. 
She now plays the role of a Performance 
Catalyst, working with individuals and 
organizations to better their performance, 
profitability and purpose. Shilpi has been 
trained and certified by Results Coaching 
System (Australia) and is amongst the 
early believers and practitioners of 
executive coaching in the country. She 
is also a certified Emotional Intelligence 
practitioner. A multi-tasker, she also 
runs a chain of homestays in India – 
Cinnamon Stays, Grannys Inn. Shilpi has 
been working extensively in the space 
of Woman leadership since past four 
years. She is a key player in Biz Divas 
Foundation. She is specially committed 
to working with women entrepreneurs.

Rashmi Mandloi is a Diversity and 
Inclusion consultant with a professional 
career of over 14 years with Deutsche 
Bank, Convergys and Standard Chartered 
Bank in India. She has collaborated with 
organization boards in charting out an 
holistic employee development plan. 
Via Biz Divas she aims to enable greater 
participation of women in the Indian 
subcontinent and also create a positive 
impact on their life and prosperity. She 
leads the Biz Divas Bangladesh chapter 
which aims to get entrepreneurial and 
professional women connected using 
technology, sessions, training and other 
innovative  tools  to help them advance 
in their roles and careers.
 

Namrata Bajaj, Program Manager, Biz 
Divas, is the latest to join the team. She 
has done her schooling from Modern 
School, Barakhamba Road and post 
graduation in Finance from Symbiosis, 
Pune. With over 6 years of experience 
working in industries like Education, 
Banking, Insurance and organizations like 
Citibank and Max Life Insurance, Namrata 
brings a rich experience in areas such 
as human resources, customer services 
and people management. She manages 
backend operations, communications and 
event execution at Biz Divas. Namrata is 
an avid traveller and is passionate about 
fashion.

Ela Gupta, passionate about empowering 
people and communities and instigate 
social changes, loves to work with social 
entrepreneurs and change-makers. 
As a Marketing and Communications 
consultant, Ela helps in understanding, 
measuring and articulating Biz Divas’ 
social impact. Ela specializes in media, 
events & content strategy. Ela is an 
alumnus of London School of Economics, 
Birla Institute of Management Technology 
and Miranda House.

Soniya Mathur is a creative web and 
graphic designer with more than 15 years 
of experience. She is a versatile person, 
with an aptitude for updating with the 
latest trends.  Extremely passionate 
about colors, designs and technology, 
She founded Hues Technologies, with 
the sole objective of providing a single 
window service for creative IT solutions 
and delivering the best services in a 
professional way.

Nancy Roongta brings over 10 years of 
experience across business development, 
fashion merchandising & retail, 
education programming & skills training. 
She is a passionate advocate on issues of 
child education, women empowerment 
and capacity building. She graduated in 
English Literature and completed her 
post-graduation from Xavier Institute of 
Social Service. A social entrepreneur at 
heart, Nancy likes to read and travel in 
her leisure time.
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