
BY S. AJAY KUMAR

A few minutes of interaction with
Niketh Sundar, Global Head -
People Function, QuEST Global, are
more than sufficient to understand
the discipline he espouses in his
professional and personal life. An
erstwhile trained fighter pilot in the
Indian Navy, he still bears the
acumen and sustenance that his
present role demands while
remaining rooted to human values
and organisational ethos at the
same time.

IN BRIEF

Name : Niketh Sundar

Age : 55 Years

Title : Global Head, People Function

Organisation : QuEST Global

Experience : More than three decades

Years in HR : 17 Years

Education : Graduate from the National

Defence Academy, Pune,

India. Master's degree in

Defence and Strategic

Studies and a PG Diploma

in Business Management.

PERSONA

The Disciplined
Captain
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enriching experiences that you
have come across. How has
working across industries made
your professional journey more
interesting?

I have had a fulfilling professional
life, marked by enriching experiences,
daunting challenges, and continuous
learnings. My initial career was a
childhood dream come true - I
went through military training and
went on to be a fighter pilot in the
Indian Navy. The role of a fighter
pilot is very challenging, and more
so, in the navy. The discipline and
focus it takes to land an Aircraft
Carrier in the middle of the ocean
hones one's work ethic for life. For
instance, there is this famous
anecdote by Neil Armstrong, who
incidentally had prior experience as
a fighter pilot in the Navy. When
asked about the most exciting
moment of his life, the obvious
response expected by people was
the landing on the moon; but he
said, it was the first time he landed
on a ship in the middle of the
ocean at night. I can resonate with
this.

When I eventually led a Squadron
as the Captain of the ship, I
confronted leadership challenges,
which involved taking 'life or death'
decisions on several occasions. Out
in the ocean, the entire team is
looking at you for the next step, and
you have nobody to consult with for
a second opinion. Situations like
these have had a deep impact in
honing my leadership skills - how to
arrive at the right judgement in very
little time, without having an
opportunity to seek someone else's
counsel. Being in the armed forces
has also imbibed in me the elemental
role that risk-taking plays in
leadership. Once, we were docked
off the coast of Somalia, where a
civil war was raging. When we ran
out of supplies and water, I had to
walk right into the strife-torn coast
to get the necessities, alert yet fully
vulnerable to danger. Unlike in the
corporate world, losses in the
military are not just money and
jobs, but your own life and the lives

H
ow do you look back at
the professional journey
that you have traversed
thus far? Please share the

My knowledge was completely raw,
and I started from scratch. It was
an exciting and challenging journey.
Looking back, I certainly think that
the company was way ahead of its
time, as they focused on getting the
right people for the job at the time
of hiring, rather than retrofit people
to the roles. I learnt a lot about the
tech outsourcing industry on the
job, and the experience of working
in a startup continues to remain as
one of great help. The biggest
difference between my first corporate
job and my present role is the start-
up experience I had. In a start-up,
the focus is not much on future
plans. The main priority is to get the
work done for the customer, and
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Rapid Fire
Favourite quote : "I didn't have time

to write a short letter, so I wrote a

long one instead" by Mark Twain.

Leadership Style : Participative. As a

leader, I am responsible for inspiring

the younger workforce and helping

them identify motivation at a more

tactical level. Also, it is important to

establish a connect and create a

rhythm with my team, and more so in

an environment where we work

remotely quite often.

Favourite book : To Kill A Mocking

Bird by Harper Lee

Favourite Movies : Day of the

Jackal, Bohemian Rhapsody, and

Sully.

Favourite music artists : Eric Clapton

and Kishore Kumar.

Life is…. Too short.

Family is…… Everything.

I strongly believe in….  Living life to

the fullest and not wasting a single

day.

The most important thing I do on

Sunday….

I spend time with my family and friends

and unwind by playing a sport.

I deal with setbacks by….

Looking at the big picture. I am a

very competitive person. Failures affect

me a lot. But I try to stay calm and

find the solutions to overcome those.

What are the things you never leave

your home without?

My jacket and lunch box.

of those you command.

Following my stint in active
service, I spent an eventful tenure at
the Defence Services Staff College as
a member of the faculty on strategy
and leadership. It was very fulfilling
for me to groom the next generation
of leaders, and getting the opportunity
to upgrade my own knowledge in an
immersive learning environment. I
credit my leadership and management
competence and personality traits
like commitment and empathy to
these experiences.

After 17 years of various roles in
the armed forces, I took a calculated
risk and decided to move to the
corporate world, when I was offered
a role in the leadership team in a
U.S.-based IT Services company
through some acquaintances. This
was unlike several of my peers who
had moved on to becoming
commercial pilots post retirement.
While their jobs offered them
monetary comfort and a chance to
fly, I could see that they did not
find it challenging enough, as
compared to the experience of a
fighter pilot. This bolstered my
decision to explore a completely
uncharted territory. I discussed my
prospects in depth with a friend
who was a veteran in the field, and
was advised to take up the
opportunity. I enrolled for an
Executive MBA at Narsee Monjee
Institute of Management, even as I
was working, and spent my time
learning and absorbing the nuances
of corporate leadership on the job -
a journey I tremendously enjoyed.
Applying the strengths of my past
experience to my new role, while
leaving behind those aspects that
would not work in the new
environment, was one of the most
fulfilling and challenging aspects of
my new professional life.

How different have these two
experiences been for you - setting
up HR from scratch in an
organisation to managing well
established HR frameworks?

My entry into the corporate world
around 2001 was rather propitious,
as technology outsourcing was a
booming industry then. I entered
the right place at the right time.
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What inspired you to steer your career

towards HR?

I wanted to come out from my comfort

zone and try other things in life.

How do you like to spend your free

time?

I spend my free time in sports, music,

and reading. I play golf regularly and

work-out in the gym a couple of times

a week. I continuously read about

world affairs and business - The

Harvard Business Review and The

Economist are two of my favourite

publications. I am also learning to play

guitar these days!

Please share some of your

experiences of travelling to different

places. What have you gained from

these experiences?

When I travel, I observe a country's

culture and how people work. Visiting

places like the UK and the US is easier,

because we share a common language

Up, Close and Personal

mentoring. As a navy pilot, you are
given a group of 15 - 20 sailors and
you take responsibility for their
careers, welfare, and other non-
professional aspects. In my case, I
was once put in charge of a group
of cooks and stewards, and I was
responsible for taking care of their
leaves, promotion requirements,
ensuring their personal wellbeing,
and even counselling. You learn on
the job. Today, we talk about people
manager versus technical task
manager, but even a hundred years
ago, some of these processes existed
in the military, though it was not
studied as rigorously as today in the
corporate sector.

When you come from a military
background, you are equipped with
the knowledge and experience in
management, leadership, overcoming
adversity, and getting things done.
What you do not know about is
business - What is a balance sheet?
What is the meaning and
importance of profit? It was
important to understand what skills
to bring to the table. Another
challenge was the transactional
nature of the business, where
money makes a difference to
everybody. People need salaries,

Some Gaps that HR organisations need to bridge

� HR is continuously evolving and in order to be in the game one needs to

think of the future. There is no doubt that technology will be an important

part of HR in the near future. HR will need a higher degree of tech savvy

and business savvy people.

� We have to ensure that the right people are in HR. Analytical capabilities

need to be built. At the same time, we have to make sure that we do not

lose focus on taking ownership for the changes that are coming in terms of

growth - organic and inorganic.

Common errors companies commit while designing engagement practices

� As HR leaders, we have a big responsibility to keep an eye on organisational

values and culture and continue to enrich it. We should not lose sight of

fundamentals. We have to be smart to bring new things from other leaders

and developing the leaders for future.

� One of the most significant goals as an HR professional is to help employees

in taking ownership for the changes in the organisation and implement

change effectively.

HR Perspectives

survive by hiring and paying
employees on time. However, in a
well-established HR framework, we
diligently and continuously work on
policies that promote greater
productivity, talent attraction, and
retention. For us, employee
centricity is a critical practice.

Having been long associated with
sectors such as defence, IT, and

engineering services, what is your
understanding of the business, and
how big a role does HR play in
this sector? Were there any sector
specific challenges and
opportunities faced by you?

In the armed forces, HR is not a
silo function, and you are involved
in the people function at every level.
For instance, as a young officer in
the military, we talk of coaching and

apart from other similarities in the work

culture. But, there is a lot to learn from

countries like Japan and Germany. The

comeback of Japan after the second

World War illustrates the dedication of

the country's citizens. Hierarchy, though

downplayed, is important in Germany.

At the same time, they are very

sensitive to history, and hence, have

thoughtful employee-friendly policies.

What was your learning from the B-

School?

I undertook the Executive MBA course

while working with QuEST. Although I

do not come from an HR background,

my experience in the Military taught me

people and human resource management

very well. What I did learn at the B

School was 'Business.' Understanding a

balance sheet and learning the nuances

of the domain was of utmost importance

to me. My on-the-job training and the

curriculum at the B School helped me

to educate myself effectively on the

subject matter.

Has anyone in your family

influenced your values?

I was brought up in a middle-class

family among humble and caring people.

I grew up around people who were

hard working and self-made. I inherited

values like commitment, integrity, and

care from people around me.

Who would you credit in shaping the

man that you are today?

My parents have a major contribution in

shaping the man that I am today. My

father worked in HAL, Nasik, and my

mother was a teacher. As a child, I

used to watch fighter aircrafts in flight,

and that gave me the dream of

becoming a pilot. I deeply admired my

mother for her ability to multi-task and

manage both home and professional life

through challenging times.
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reputation, and the culture of the
organisation gets diluted. You are
constantly watched by the
stakeholders, and as a leader, you
have the huge responsibility to walk
the talk.

"Best HR practices are built on
futuristic vision." What are your
views on the same and how have
you practiced this during your stint
with various organisations?

HR is changing continuously, and in
order to be in the game, one has to
think of the future. There is no
doubt that technology will be an
important part of HR in the near
future. It will relieve a lot of pain
from employees and management.
HR will need a higher degree of
tech savvy and business savvy
people.

Therefore, we have to ensure
that the right people are in HR.
Analytical capabilities need to be
built. At the same time, we have to
ensure that we do not lose focus on
taking ownership for the changes
that are coming in terms of growth
- organic and inorganic. It will bring
a lot of flux in terms of new
leadership, new people, and new
geographies. We have a big
responsibility to keep an eye on
organisational values and culture
and continue to enrich it. We should
not lose sight of fundamentals. We
have to be smart to bring new
things from other leaders and
developing leaders for the future.

What are the organisational goals
that have been set by you?

I have set a bunch of goals for my
organisation over the next two to
three years. I want to build Quest
Global's analytical capability, and
bring in advanced technology into
HR. One of the most significant
goals for an HR professional is to
help employees in taking ownership
for the changes in the organisation
and effectively implement change.
As a team, we have a huge
responsibility to preserve the
organisation's values and strengthen
them, not losing the organisation's
basic fundamentals. Another priority
goal for me is to develop leaders for
the future.

incentives, and increments. That
world of compensation and rewards
took a little more time for me to
get adapted to when compared to
the noble world where I came from,
where material returns did not
matter so much. All that was
important was that there was honour
and courage.

It is difficult to create a high
level of purpose in the corporate
world - a sense of purpose is not
the central priority for every
employee. In the military, you are
willing to die for your country and
when you watch your friends die,
you serve to protect without
expecting anything in return. As
people managers, we have to
constantly innovate to find newer
ways of energising the team with
passion and drive that will elevate
their capabilities beyond the standard
deliverables. This is an approach
that involves changing the entire
culture of an organisation, which
may not be always easy.

Who have been your figures of
inspiration during the professional

journey? What are some of the
values or ideologies with regards to
which you think leaders should
definitely walk the talk to win
stakeholder confidence?

I would not name any one or two
people as my idols. I learn from
people every day, be it a fresher in
the team or a random stranger
walking down the street. I am
continuously learning from both
historical characters and present-day
icons. I analyse and keep track of
how national and international
leaders are running their countries
and organisations, as well as how
corporates are functioning, and what
drives them to make the decisions
they do.

I have been able to acquire
tremendous inspiration from the
founders and leaders of an NGO I
know of, which enables people with
disabilities and other challenges to
become social entrepreneurs. The
leader herself is blind, and the
selflessness and passion demonstrated
by her and her partner to try and
make the world a better place for
others gives me tremendous energy.

Values such as integrity, humanity,
aspiration, customer focus, and
accountability are the belief systems
of an organisation. Leadership is
viewed on the basis of such beliefs.
If leaders talk of accountability, but
never take responsibility for their
behaviour, they will lose their

� Creating a high level of purpose in

the corporate world like in the

military. As people managers, we

have to constantly innovate to find

newer ways of energizing the team

with passion and drive by constantly

looking beyond the horizon. This will

help  elevate the team capabilities

beyond the standard deliverables.

� To be diligent and continuously work

on policies that will promote greater

productivity, improve talent attraction

and retention. Employee centricity

and engagement is critical.

� To get an understanding of profitable

growth and the challenges to achieve

it.

Learning Points

Buzzer Round

What's the one thing you're deeply

proud of but would never put on

your resume?

My transition from military to the

corporate chapter.

What's the one dream that you've

tucked away for the moment?

I am a go-getter and strive hard to

achieve my goals. My biggest dream

was to become a fighter pilot which

has come true. I have been lucky to

have accomplished all my dreams so

far, and did not have to tuck away

anything.

Is there something that people

consistently ask for your advice on?

What is it?

People usually seek my advice for

complex inter-departmental and

individual conflict-related challenges.

Some of these can be global in

nature.

When was the last time you

astonished yourself?

Last weekend, when I played some not-

so-bad Golf!


