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NICE BUT TOUGH by S L Rao


At a recent managers’ meeting, someone incredulously observed that the 

management of a very successful company (consistently high growth over years, in sales and profits in a competitive market) was nice but tough, as if these two characteristics were inconsistent. An informal poll among friends confirmed that many held this view. There is a feeling that it is not possible for a person to be demanding on performance and to penalize non-performance, without at the same time being aggressive and abrasive in his communicating ‘tough’ messages. Yet there are many companies that demand high and consistently good levels of performance. They make sure that everyone understands the basic values of the company which are not negotiable, and is given adequate time and training to understand his job. Apart from the normal supervisors and colleagues, there are others who are available to the employee to take advice from on an informal basis. Every employee is regularly assessed for his performance and potential, and given training as well as exposure to experiences that will actualize the potential.

Many of these companies are known for their low-key and non-threatening behaviour and for the graciousness with which they treat everyone. Sadly, this does not seem to be common to many other companies.

There is a contrary style that is quite common in government. Many have said that P.M. Vajpayee is nice but not tough. Governments in India whether at the Centre or in the States, are not demanding of performance. The confidential annual report appraising all employees includes a listing by the employee of his achievements at work during the year, the difficulties that he encountered, how he overcame them and the help that he needs to do better. It is a multi-stage review process, by his immediate superior and further reviews by others higher up the ladder. Despite this, it is rare for a government evaluation to rate an employee anywhere below “good”, and more often as “outstanding”. If our officers are really so uniformly capable, the country would have been very different by now. The evaluations only reflect the unwillingness of superiors to do so honestly. This is not because of dishonesty but the desire to avoid confronting a dissatisfied employee who might argue his rating and evaluation. There is also the fear that the dissatisfaction might end in Court or before the CAT, with its cross-examinations and possible strictures. The easiest way out is to give a “good” rating to all and an “outstanding” one to many.










There are established ways of ensuring that one can be demanding on performance while retaining grace and good manners. But it involves a great deal of work. Despite statements that “people are our greatest asset”, few are willing to devote the time and attention to make it so. The worst offender in this respect is government, though many companies and other institutions are no better. Tasks are not quantified nor milestones agreed in advance for monitoring achievement. Regular reviews of performance based on the milestones do not take place. Measurement is not of tasks accomplished but of budgets spent. Training does not arise out of identification of the needs of each individual as a result of the evaluation. Instead, officers are allowed to decide which training programme they wish to attend. There is no monitoring to see that they actually attend and are not spending the time as a paid holiday. Nor are job postings related to the training that the person has gone through. The relationship between identification of tasks, performance evaluation, counseling, training, development and assigning of new responsibilities is not there. The state of people management in government is the extreme case of  “niceness” by itself without “toughness” on performance, leading to ineffective and inefficient work.









Our feudal attitudes make us expect that superiors will be harsh and uncaring and especially so when telling us of our failings. We must recognize that getting the best out of people does require respect for them while demanding that they do their work. At the same time, respect and consideration for subordinates does not mean that one is careless about demanding performance of assigned tasks. Until we accept the congruence of the two, there will be little progress towards a more productive society.   (715)

