EXPAT
IMPAC

The story of India Inc’s brushes with
expat CEOs is a mixed bag. Will it
help to simplyfocus on the best
person for the job?

Renocaliirit

AYUSHMAN BARUAH, RUCHIKA |

workingmethodology,and |
the dynamics of the local
business environment could
bethe reasons why some
expat CEOs struggle in India.

“ThelIndian landscape is
very different from the West
interms of culture and
complexities. On top of this,
mostIndian businesses are
family-owned. Even ifthe
promoter is himself or
herselfnot the CEO, foran
expat CEO towork under
their constant glare is an
extremely different
paradigm from the West,
where most companies are
institutionally owned,” says
PranavHaldea,
ManagingDirector, Prime
Database Group.

Gibin Jayaprakash,

Now, Campbell Wilson is
steering the once state-
owned Air India for the
Tatagroup.

Unique perspectives
Butschekis not the only
expat CEO toshine in India.
Mike Watts, who retired
in2014 as Cairn Energy's
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deputy CEO, bet on
Rajasthan's Barmer oilfield
atatimeothers were wary.
Cairn had bought the Barmer
field from Shell for $7
million. It wasnotseen asa
productive asset.

Today, Cairn, now under
Vedanta, contributes more
thanaquarter of India's

SPINNING CHAIR

Number of expat MD/CEOs as a proportion of the totai MD/CEOs in the past12years

Barmer is its largest site.
Scott Bayman is credited
with transforming GE’s
Indiabusiness.
“Companiesbringin
expat CEOs for their unique
Perspectives on business
growth, which can be
adapted and implemented in

India,” says Randstad India’s
Jayaprakash.

Best person for the job

Naushad Forbes, former
President of Confederation
ofIndian Industryand Co-
Chairperson, Forbes
Marshall, believes it all

A Numberof  Total Expat % of
Date NSE-listed  numberof (non-Indian)  expat
v companies  MDJCEOs MDICEOs MDICEOs
1,479 1,453 33 2.21
Mar31, 1,489 1,570 38 242
Mar31,'15 1,461 1,564 34 217
Mar31,"6 1,510 1,646 33 2.00
Mar3l, ' 1586 1,745 33 1.89
Mar31,18 1,664 186 29 1.58
Mar3i9 1674 1,822 28 1.54
1,698 1,850 30 1.62
1,766 1,91 29 1.52
Mar31,'22 1,901 2,0m 30 1.45
Mar3123 2,050 2,239 7 121
Mar3i2s 2004 2,518 538 1 y
Apri7,24 2,316 2,539 28 110
Source: primeinfobase.com
domestic oil production, and adeveloping market like depends on the individual,

“Idon’tthinkit’s black or
white. We should not seek
either an expatoran Indian,
butjust the best person for
thejob. Ifone is tryingto
build alarge international
business, someone with
international €xposure can

help,” Forbes says. /
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arlier this month,
Thierry Delaporte
stepped down as the

chief executive

officer and managing direc-
tor of Wipro - about a year
and three months before his
current term was to end. The
.software services major
informed the stock
exchanges on April 6 that

Delaporte, a non-Indian — in

other words, an expatriate—
will be succeeded by Srinivas
Pallia, an Indian who has
been with Wipro for more
than three decades.

The change in Wipro’s
leadership once again puts
thelimelight onIndiaInc’s
tryst with expat CEOs.

“Thestay of an expat
CEOsisdependentonthe
duration of the visa, which is
based on the purpose of their
visit or deputation to India.
Typically, the stay period
ranges from three to five
years, or beyond depending
onthebusiness
requirements ofthe
company,” says Divya
Baweja, Partner,

Deloitte India. ’

That sounds logical. But
there are cases in which it
was notimmediately
apparent that the purpose of
the deputation had been
fully accomplished.

Datasourced from Prime
Infobase shows expat MDs or
CEOs as a proportion of all
MDsand CEOs in India have
come down from 2.27 per
centon March 31,2013t01.10
per cent as of April17,2024.

Thesenumberstell a
story; thenamestella
biggerone.

Unplanned exits

OnJune12,2014, Vishal
Sikka was appeinted CEO of
Infosys —which, like Wipro,
isasoftware services giant
based in Bengaluru —
becomingthe first non-
founderinthejob. He
resigned three years later,
following public
disagreements with the
founders.

Many in the industry say
Sikka was more of a product
person,notsomuch the
“services” guy Infosys
needed. Though India-born,
Sikka had lived in the United
States since his college days.
Interestingly, even while he
was the CEO of Infosys, he
continued to spend more
timeintheUSthanin

Bengaluru.

Much before Sikka, in
2005, Vivek Paul, another
India-born American
national, who s credited
with transforming Wipro
into a $1billion enterprise,
putin his papersin amove
that was seen to be out of
the ordinary.

Hawaii-born Raymond
Bickson quit as Indian Hotels
MD in 2014, after gettinga
fresh five-yearterm.

In2011, Andrew
Levermore, Bharti Retail
CEO, putin his papers and
headed back home to South
Africa after ashortstint. It
was his second exit from
India after KRaheja’s
HyperCity Retail in
mid-2008.

Some analysts say
expats, at times,
are unable to blend
in with the cultural
fabric of Indian

corporations. The
constant travel
adds to their
burden

Remote sensors

Sikka, asmentioned above,
operated primarily from
the US. Delaporte did so
from Paris.

Delaporte had revamped
Wipro’s organisational
structure into a seemingly
simpler one, and increased
its focus on large deals. He
also roped in senior
executives from other firms,
which may have made the
Wipro insiders feel left out,
says Phil Fersht, CEO and
chiefanalyst, HFS Research.

Wipro saw several senior-
level exits, including that of
CFO Jatin Dalal, who
resigned after 21 years. It did
not help that the company
was notoutshiningits rivals.

“Thelarge dealsteam was
shutdown at the end of last
year, with Stephanie
Trautman, a popular figure
with clients, leaving the
firm,” Fresht says.

Costand culture

Some analysts say expats, at
times, are unable to blend in
with the cultural fabric of
Indian corporations. The
constant travel adds to
theirburden.

Sikka, around the time of
his exit in 2017, said he took
99 commercial and 17 private
flights in 2016, totalling more
than 800 flying hours.

Human resources experts
say differences in culture,
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Gibin Jayaprakash,
Business Head, Executive
Search, Randstad India, a
staffingand HR services
firm, says expat CEOs “may
struggle to align their
strategies and working styles
with the core values and
ethosofIndian
organisations, leading to
resistance and
disengagement from
stakeholders,”

Expat CEOsalsocomeata
significantly higher cost,
which can unsettle the board
and management. Last year,
Delaporte made headlines
for hisannual compensation
of about $10 million (Rs 82
crore). Sikka, likewise, was
one ofthe highest paid CEOs
intheIndianIT sector during
his time with Infosys.

“Deputation of
expatriatesis generallya
costly affair for the employer
company and thuswe are -
seeingtrendssuch as
localisation to India or
Indians taking over from
foreign nationals once the
purpose or period of their
stay isover,” says Baweja
of Deloitte.

Tatasays hello

When Bickson quit Indian
Hotels, the Tata Group
company that runs the Taj
chainofhotels, its financial
performance was weak. The
Pierre, which the company
had boughtin 2005, had
failed to make money by the
time of his exit, hobbled as
it was by the global
financial crisis.

However, the Tata Group
isnot averse to expat CEOs, It
appointed former General
Motors executive Karl Slym
in2012, who died by suicide
inJanuary 2014. Slym was
with Tata Motors only for15
months or so, during which
he was tryingto prepare a
blueprint for a turnaround.
Slym's predecessor Carl
Peter Forster, a former BMW
executive, had left abruptly
afterabriefstint.

However, the current
buoyancy in Tata Motors,
which hasbecome an early
leaderin electric cars, can be
credited to another expat.

In2016, Tata Motors
broughtin Guenter
Butschek, who had a five-
year stint at the company
before he decided to return
to hishome country in July
2021. It was under Butschek
that Tata Motors launched
popular EVs such as Nexon.
Inaninterview to Business
Standard in early 2020,
Butschek had spoken about
changing the consumer
mindset towards EVs.
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