The late bloomer

Vikram Talwar is one of those few corporate daredevils who chose the rough road of entrepreneurship ata rather ripe age of 51 and set up
EXL Service Holdings in 1999. "Today, the Nasdag-listed firm 1s a major BPO player with 12,500 employees and serves its predominantly
US clients in the msurance, banking, capital markets, utilities, travel and transportation sectors. A go-getter and firm believer in India’s
skilled manpower, "lalwar tells Sudhir Chowdhary that one is never too old for a new adventure n life

FTER A long and distin-

cuished career with Bank of

America, Vikram Talwar

could have spent the rest of

his life playing golf. Instead,
he chose to set up a company that today is
oneof India’s largest business process out-
sourcing (BPO) firms. The executive-
chairmanof EXL Service Holdings, which
hasoveri2.500employveesandamarketcap
of over $300 million, has a simple philoso-
phy inlife; ‘it'snevertoolate to take control
of the steering wheel of yourlife, Have the
patience to find out what vou want. An-
swers do not always come in hooks. Pa-
tience indiscovering your answer and per-
sistence in pursuing vour goals will draw
you closer to discovering your sense of
purpese. And, onthe way there, remember
no matter how smart vou think you are,
remain humble’.

Without any doubt, patience, persis-
tence and humility have been instrumern-
tal in shaping Talwar’s personality and
success in the work world, “They also
guide vou to being happier at work,” he
feels. "Both of my parents worked when I
wasgrowingup, whichwasrareinIndiaat
that time. They taught me the biggest les-
son I learnt as a voung man: how to work
with people.Ilearnt by their example how
todeal withco-workers inaway that isreal
andnatural. Noone should seeyouasarro-
gant or artificial, nomatter their level.”

On completing hisMBA in 1970, Talwar
startedhiscareerwith Bankof Americain
San Francisco. “Tarrived onmy 21st birth-
day. probably themost exhilarating time of
my life. I worked forthe bank in the United
States, in India and innine othercountries
in Asia. In those days you didn’t jump jobs
everyfewyears.”

Atthebank, Talwar held several senior
management positions in over nine coun-
tries in Asia. Among the more important
of these were the head of Asia division
marketing in Tokyo; head of Asiadivision
operations and technology in Hong Kong;
country manager in Indonesia; regional
director for south-east Asia in Singapore
and country manager forr India. He was
among the youngest senior vice-presi-
dents of the bank in 1991 when he was
named CEOQ of thebank's extensive Indian
operations, which were among the largest
clobal businesses of the bank in terms
of profitability During that period
the bank was ranked the number one
foreign bank inIndia.

After26vears withthe bank, Talwartold
hiswifethat he wantedtoretire and wasgo-
ingback toIndiato play golf. Being anexec-
utive recruiter, it wasn't tough for his wife
to find him a job with Ernst & Young. Tal-
warleft Bank of Americain1996andforthe
nexttwo vears worked with Ernst & Young
Consulting in New York. He was assigned

as CEO and managing director at Ernst &

Young Consulting, India, and was also
Ernst& Young's Asia director for itsglobal
operate business (outsourcing). Ernst &
Young wanted to move aggressively into
the outsourcing space, but eventually
shelved its plans. And so Talwar, a firm
believer in India’s skilled manpower
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industry, decided to do it on his own.

“But 51 isnotan age whenpeople get into
entrepreneurship, do thev?"” he questions.
He recalls how in the early 1990s, Rohit
Eapoor (his partner in EXL) and he usedto
entertain a lot of entrepreneurial ideas in
the US, starting with a plan toestablish an
Indian financial services firm that could
loan capital to small and meditm-sized en-
terprisesinIndia. Theduo produced a busi-
ness plan but could not get itfunded.

In 1999, Talwarteamed up with Kapoorto
set up EXL Service Holdings, a BPO firm.
Like Talwar, Rohithadalsoearned hisMBA
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from the Indian Institute of Management,
but they did not actually meet and become
friends till both were working for Bank of
America in India. Like many of their com-
pany’'s executives and managers, Kapoor
and Talwar were educated in India but
spent much of their professional lives
working in multinational commpanies both
inIndiaandabroad.

“But our company went through some
difficult times,” Talwar confesses. “When
we started in 1999, Gary Wendt, the former
chairman and CEQof GE Capital Services,
joined us as our chairman. We were a pio-
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neerin setting up shop as a third-party ser-
vice provider in India, which was a huge
risk, We ecouldn’t find funding, and Gary
helped us find it. When he became chair-
manandCEOof Consecoandtriedtodirect
aturnaroundthere, hedecidedtooutsource
worktoIndia.”

To achieve that, Conseco bought EXL in
2001. A vear later, Conseco filed for bank-
ruptey. “A majority of our revenue came
from the Conseco operations, so welost our
major client and most of our revenue and
had no way to pay owr emplavees. It was
then when we, along with Oak Hill Capital
Partners and FTVentures, bought EXL
back, found new clients and never fired a
singleemployvee. That hashelped our image
in the marketplace, particularly with po-
tential emplovees, " hesays.

The company was listed on Nasdag in
2006, Today, EXL is amajor BPO playver and
primarily serves the needs of Global 1.000
companies inthe insurance, banking, capi-

talmarkets, utilities, travel and transporta-
tion sectors.

True to his words, Talwar feels there is
no substitute for hard work. Adopting the
right culture and adhering to it is impor-
tant. “We have a strict corporate code of
conduct, we have policies that allow open-
ness, we allow our people to express them-
selves. A leader hastobeseen; aleadercan’t
be sitting in aroom passing orders. Noone
can motivate anybody more than a leader.
And vou can’t do that by issuing orders or
sending odd videos. It can be done by stand-
ingoutthere and doing whatthey are doing
atthesametimeandat the same place.”

Last October, the EXL management an-
nounced that Talwar would transition to
therole of non-executive chairman of the
Board of the Company effective April 1,
2011, “The pastsixmonthshave allowedine
to transition my responsibilities to Rohit,
whoisabout15vearsyoungerthan Iam. We
manage by consensus. [ have never said, T
amolder;[ ammore experienced.”

The other important aspect of being a
leader is to know when to leave; infact, it is
probably. the toughest and the most impor-
tant part of being a leader, knowing when
to leave, feels Talwar. “How many people
who consider themselves as leaders
want to leave?”

No wonder, succession has been
very easy, which is usually not the case.
“Also remember you are never too old to
embark on a new adventure in life,”
he savs. But quiz Talwar on whether he is
cung-ho on vet another stint as an entre-
preneurandhisresponseiscrisp: definite-
Iy not. “Life is never perfect. You make
plans, thev have to be changed. But you
Eeep moving, keep flowing along. I myself
am trying tofigure outhow to reinventimy-
self from next month onwards,” he signs
off rather philosophically.

we want tosupplement that.

India’s edge s its
disciplined workforce

What inspired you to become an
entrepreneuratanageof 517
Ispent 26 vears monecompany and
throughout that period it was al-
waysmy desire to do something on
myown, It’s justthat Inever got the
opportunity. I finally decided to be
an entreprenenr when I was 51
yearsold. Youhardly become anen-
trepreneur atthatage; itisnormal-
Iy at a much yvounger age, But that
passion to be something, to create
something has alwavs been upper-
most. And once this opportunity
came along, that of outsourcing, it
washardtoresist.

Doesn’t the periodic protection-
istrhetoric against outsourcing
inthe US worry vou at times?

The rhetoric happens at certain
times inthepolitical cycle, election

vearsfor instance, So concerns are
expressed periodically and we re-
spectthem. Butcompanies must be
able to function effectively and get
maximum value for their share-
holders. Andoffshoringisstill very
much an important factor in that,
We have recently declared our re-
sults for last yvear and our growth
rate speaks for itself. Our market
position is stronger than ever and
we have great momentum in the
marketplace as we execute our
growth plansin 2011.

Do emerging destinations such
asthe Philippines, Latin Ameri-
ca or South Africa pose a threat
to the Indian BPO industry oris
the fear uncalled for?

Emergingdestinations areathreat
for certain type of work and they

are certainly an essential comple-
ment for other types of work.
Where India scores and will contin-
e to score is more ntellectual dri-
ven, complex, high-value transac-
tions that require a great deal of
process and Enowledge of busi-
ness. India has a highly educated
and disciplined workforce when it
comes towork ethics. Our ability to
provide that capability in the back
office is far greater than anybody
else, There are capabilities here
that are great for voice work.
But where we will not be able
to compete, mavbe in the concept,
is commoditised work; what goes
to the Philippines 1is more
commpoditised work.

How have yvou ensured that yon
have the right Kind of people to

meet vour business needs?
Talent is a big issue at two levels.
Omne is at the transactions level

where we reguire agents and exec-
utives and then there is the man-
agement level, In both areas, we
have talent issues and we approach
these totally differently. For the
agentlevel, wehirefromthe higher
end of the market because we are
able to command a better price. We

then developour people; werunour
own insurance academies, e-learn-
ing programmes and create our
own workforce. Basically, we take
the raw material and then we
mould it as per our requirements,
We have probably the longest
serving management team in the
industry Most of our senior
management has been with
us from the very begimming and

The key differentiator between
agood CEOandan average one is
the ability tolead. Where do you
place vourself?

I think one needs to work in a re-
laxed atmosphere and don’t have
airsabout vourself. Asaleader, you
should male sure that vou are al-
ways there for your people. That's
how vou bring the lovalty factor.
You should support them through
zood times and bad times. In our
business, lifestyle is very impor-
tant; we work all nights and, there-
fore, a leader should love longwork
hours and travel a lot. Owr head-
guarters are in New York, but our
operations are in India and the
Philippines. I spend half the time
traveling the globe and the
other half in India.

If leaders don’t set that example,
youcan'texpecttherestof thelotto
do it. The moment your people feel
that you are not doing what you are
asking them to do, you have failed
asaleader. Youmust domuch more
than what you ask your people to
do, bv settingthe right example.

There is 1o substitute for hard
work, there are no free lunches.
If you don't work, vou can't
expectotherstowork. Adoptingthe
right culture and adhering to
it is important.




