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‘I have learnt to stay away from office’

Stephen R Covey's The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Peo-
ple has been a bestseller for nearly 20-odd years, since it was
first published in 1989. The success, says Covey, “is because
it has universal, timeless principles in it, that apply in any
country, in any culture, throughout the world.” In an inter-
view with R Jagannathan and Vivek Kaul of DNA, Cov-
ey spoke about how he applies his principles in his own life,
why he avoids email, why most executives spend their time
doing things which are urgent but not so important, and
how one can get more out of life. Excerpts:

With the advent of technology, there are so many dis-
tractions in our work lives. How do you really put
First things First (the title of one of his best-sellers).

That is one of the most key questions. There are so
many distractions and so many things that are urgent, but
they are not really important. Research shows that most
executives spend half their time doing things that are ur-
gent but not important. And they end up neglecting their
families, their personal life. Their community service suf-
fers and their organisations are not as productive.

How do you separate the urgent from the important?
Any tips?

I stay away from email and from a lot of the new tech-
nology and delegate that to my staff.
You stay away from email?

I have an email source. But it comes from my assistant.
And she knows how to distinguish what is important from
what is just urgent and not important. I have learnt to stay
away from office. I don't go to meetings. Occasionally, I will
(go to office) if it is a strategic meeting because I am the
co-chairman of our company. I mostly work out of my
home and not at an office because you are pressed there by
urgencies and not by important things. I also get up early
and I sharpen the saw every morning, getting onto a sta-
tionary bike, by swimming and doing some yoga and
strength exercises - and that takes me an hour. And I plan
my day during that hour as well. I win my victories pri-
vately.

How do you spend your day normally?

Well, I try to practice what I teach. So I spend my day
working on six book projects - books that I am working on
right now. One of them is how to overcome crime. I am pre-
senting this to the president of Mexico. We have cities all
over the world that have reduced crime by 80-90%. Anoth-
er one deals with how universities can transform commu-

For your body: assume you have
had a heart attack. Now eat &
exercise accordingly. For your
mind: assume that the half life of
your profession is two years, so
prepare accordingly. For your
heart: assume that everything
is shared by another person.
They can overhear. Now speak
accordingly. For your spirit:
assume that you are going to
have a visit with your creator
every three months. Now live
accordingly.

nities. Another one deals with how attorneys can learn to
be peace-makers instead of fighters and adversaries.
Or ambulance chasers?

Right. Another one is on how to get character education
into schools and what impact that has on academic per-
formance. And the results are so dramatic and so measur-
able that it is astounding for people and for educators to
see it happen. Another deals with how to live life in
crescendo - meaning the most important work you will
ever do is always ahead of you, so that you are continu-
ously trying to make a contribution and make a difference.
So that you never retire. You may retire from your job but
not from meaningful work. Another one is a textbook for
college students.

How do you manage to write six books at the same
time?

I have research teams on each project and we study be-
fore and after what happens in the place where it was im-
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plemented, and what process went through and what were
the results. And then I teach it. And as I teach, I walk
around the audience and interact a great deal. So I under-
stand what their minds are at, what they are thinking
about, what their concerns and challenges are. This way
the material becomes very relevant, and I know it works
before I even publish the book. And I am sent books all the
time for endorsement purposes and I can tell within 15
minutes whether it will sell or not. And usually most of
them won't sell because they are in the mind of the writer,
not in the mind of the reader.

What kind of food do you eat?

Mostly fruits vegetables and wheat. Very little meat.
What time do you get up and what time do you turn
in for the night?

I usually get up at around 6.30 am and I turn in at
around midnight.

So you manage with just five or six hours of sleep?

Yeah.

That just shows you are really following your own ad-
vice very closely.

Well, I am turned on by my mission. I have a real sense
of calling and mission towards what I am doing and the
opportunity to influence different countries and to influ-
ence these leaders.

Most people are confused about what to do with their
lives. They just trudge along and take what comes along
their way. How do we discover the inner purpose of our
lives?

You have to ask the question: What is it that you love do-
ing and that you do well, and that serves a human need and
that you feel called to do almost by your conscience. When
those four things overlap - talent, passion, conscience and
need - then people would have found their voice. But most
people are never asked those questions. They are more told
(what to do). They are given a job description.

How did you come up with the number seven for
seven habits of highly effective people? Why not eight
or five?

There was no particular reason. It just worked out that
way. The first three habits represented the personal, the
next three habits represented relationships with others.
The seventh one, sharpen the saw (improving on one's
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strengths), deals with four parts of our nature: our body;,
our mind, our heart and our spirit. And I find that when
people personally continue to sharpen the saw, it helps all
the other six habits.

How does an individual incorporate the seven habits
in his or her daily life?

Most people have never found their voice. Seriously
they are in jobs where they just go through the motions.
They have not moved to complementary teams where peo-
ple's voices or strengths are made productive and weak-
nesses are made irrelevant through the strengths of other
people. And unless they get a new mindset in moving to-
wards this kind of open, genuine communication, they
won't find their voice.

Consequently, they won't do quality work which they
otherwise could. And they don't like it. In most cases most
of the people at the lower ends of organisations don't even
know what the strategic goals are. And they don't even
care. How to help a person find his or her voice takes more
than just interpersonal skills. It takes formalization of
principles inside the structure, systems and organiza-
tions. Otherwise, it's not going to be durable. It will not en-
dure.

Where did you get the inspiration to write The Seven
Habits?

It came from 20 years of research and consulting with
organisations. The key insight was the separation between
the private victory, which represents first three habits, and
the public victory, which represents the next three habits.
You advise people to be proactive but governments
are always reactive. Is there a disconnect between or-
ganisations and the advice?

There is a disconnect. And that's true with governments
and with organisations that do not have competition in the
marketplace. But those who are proactive can make great
things happen, can anticipate problems, can get into a pre-
ventive mindset rather than just reacting to problems as
they come up. Successful people are opportunity-minded
and not problem-minded.

Can you name any companies that have moved suc-
cessfully to the knowledge age?

I was just with Toyota over in Japan, and they are so far
ahead of Ford and General Motors and Chrysler, who are

still buried in the industrial age. Toyota is moving so much
more rapidly towards the knowledge worker age. They
have more of a complementary team where strengths are
made productive and weaknesses are made irrelevant
through the strengths of other people. Less top down, less
authoritarian, more empowerment and more synergy,
where the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. And
that is why Toyota is succeeding all around the world.

We have seen several US financial services firms go
under. Is this because of their failure to observe these
habits that has caused this?

Definitely. And it also comes from people not living by
principles. Now the trust has gone down so low, that peo-
ple have very little confidence in them. So they need to fo-
cus a great deal on how to inspire trust and to do that you
have to live by principles and have the organisation live by
principles.

Once you have people inspired and trust is very high,
then you can involve them in coming up with a common
vision and mission and value system. Then they align all
the structures and systems based on principles. Then you
help people find their voice. Every person has the oppor-
tunity to do what they love doing and, if they do it well,
that serves the needs of the organisation. So we will focus
on those four imperative of leadership: inspire trust, veri-
fy purpose, align systems and unleash talent.

What kind of leaders have really internalised the
habits you have talked about?

Look at Mahatma Gandhi. He never held a position and
was the leader of the largest democracy in the world. I just
had a great personal visit with Nelson Mandela down in
South Africa. He got his moral authority in prison. And
then de Klerk opened the path for him to be released and
become the first president of the new South Africa. Lead-
ership is moral authority whereas management is formal
authority that is conferred from the top. But leadership is
earned from below, based on high trust and getting people
emotionally connected with the strategic goals because
they were involved and they understand them and they
emotionally connect to them.

Do you have a personal hero, who would embody
these things?

Gandhi.

What are your impressions about India?

Well. One thing is that there are so many different in-

terests that it is difficult to make changes. And there is a

You have to ask the question:
What is it that you love doing
and that you do well, and that
serves a human need and that
you feel called to do almost
by your conscience. When those
four things overlap - talent,
passion, conscience and

need - then people would have
found their voice. But most
people are never asked those
questions. They are more told
(what to do). They are given a
job description.

lot of heavy tradition and a lot of industrial age thinking
going on from my experience.
Any plans to come to India?

I am coming to India in the end of January, 2009. Visit-
ing five cities and then come back.

Any one message that you would like to give to our
readers?

I would say for your body: assume you would have had a
heart attack. Now eat and exercise accordingly. For your
mind: assume that the half life of your profession is only
two years, so prepare accordingly.

For your heart: assume that everything is shared by an-
other person. They can overhear and now speak accord-
ingly. For your spirit: assume that you are going to have a
one-on-one visit with your creator every three months.
Now live accordingly.
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C K Prahalad to help set up research network for Indian B-schools
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School ahoy! The research model the B-school professors
are working on would be distributed and there would be
no single umbrella body to organise or control the activity

KV Ramana. Hyderabad

Indian business schools hardly do any cut-
ting management research. If efforts of
management guru C K Prahalad and other
Indian professors working in the United
States (US) have their way, that might
change in the days to come. Management
professors of Indian origin working in vari-
ous B-schools abroad are willing to create a
network along with the management
schools in India. With this, the hope is that

The excitement we have about the
model is that there is no set
agenda. We don't know where we
are going and that would give room
for more innovation. We don't want
to set any agenda for the research.
The network we plan to set in place
will evolve issues for the research

the research activity in India will take off.

“We have just started the process of put-
ting things together. But, it is a fact that
there is an urgent need for the B-schools to
focus on research and it has to be in a col-
laborative form,” said C K Prahalad, the
Paul and Ruth McCracken distinguished
university professor at the Ross School of
Business, University of Michigan.

Interestingly, the research model these
professors are working on would be distrib-
uted and there would be no single umbrella
body to organise or control the activity. “We
deliberately want to keep things fluid so
that the flow of events would be smooth. We
will not set up a centre or any other set up
to do research. It would be a distributed re-
search but with a continuous interaction
between the researchers in various institu-
tions,” Prahalad explained.

Fifty five deans of various B-Schools
within the country and abroad have al-
ready shown interest in taking things for-

ward and a formal roll out of the
programme would begin shortly.

“Research is clearly lacking in Indian B-
schools. For the phase II growth of India,
there is an urgent need to encourage re-
search. There is also a need to set up an in-
tellectual venture fund on the lines of inno-
vation fund,” says M B Sarkar, an associate
professor of strategy at the University of
Central Florida. According to him, several
students and faculty members from IIMs too
are keen on joining the exercise.

“The excitement we have about the mod-
el is that there is no set agenda. We don't
know where we are going and that would
give room for more innovation. We don't
want to set any agenda for the research. The
network we plan to set in place will evolve
issues for the research,” said Prahalad.

Harbir Singh, the William and Phyllis
Mack professor of management and co-di-
rector of the Mack Centre for Technological
Innovation at the Wharton School of the
University of Pennsylvania, says “The next
five years are going to be interesting. We
are setting out on a journey without know-
ing where we are going. In the process of
we are sure of coming up with great re-
search within the network of these institu-

Alma mater

Management professors of Indian origin

working in various B-schools abroad are
willing to create a network along with
the management schools in India

Headstart

Fifty five deans of various B-Schools
within the country and abroad have
already shown interest in taking things
forward and a formal roll out of a
programme would begin shortly

tions. “The Indian School of Business
(ISB), which has its campus in Hyderabad,
too is pledging its support to the collabora-
tive research model. “I think the future of
management education lies in the focus the
institutions have on research. The process
is just beginning and the ISB will partici-
pate in the effort,” said Rammohan Rao,
the dean of ISB.
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Music games in

W ith more than $1

billion in sales and ?
on a base of about

350 songs, the “Guitar Hero”

and “Rock Band” videogame

franchises emerged as seri-

ous moneymakers for the

music industry.

Android in vogue
ourteen of the world's
largest mobile phones

F including Sony
Ericsson, Vodafone and
ARM Holdings, joined the
Open Handset Alliance to

support Android mobile
platform by Google Inc.

E-books get cheaper
fter years of false
start, e-books seem

A to be getting cheap
enough for mass use.
Thanks to the new technolo-
gy called e-ink, they can

function for weeks without
a battery recharge.

Sony sued by US govt
ony BMG, which is
changing its name to

S Sony Music
Entertainment, was sued by
the US government, which
accused the company of

violating rules to protect
online privacy of children.

Chrome out of beta
oogle yanked the
“beta” test label off

G Chrome, quickly put-
ting a stamp of approval on
its Web browser released in
a direct challenge to

Microsoft's ubiquitous
Internet Explorer.




