
Podcast Transcript 80.01 Harish Bhat - Key choices along the way 

Also available on Apple Podcasts | Google Podcasts | Spotify     www.playtopotential.com 

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

1 

 

Context to the nugget conversation 

Harish speaks about how he thought about some of the key career choices that came his way 
including his approach during campus placements. He speaks about how he navigated some of the 
options that came his way within the Tata Group.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): Harish, in this conversation, we talk about people's journeys. The three 
themes we are curious about in the podcast are Leadership, Transitions and Careers. Maybe, before 
we go into the book you have just written about the Tata Group and the stories, I would love to 
understand your journey a little bit and maybe, just to frame the first question, it has been about 35 
odd years since you graduated with a gold medal from IIM Ahmadabad, as you think about your 
journey and some of the key choices you have made, what are some of the key choices you would 
call out in this journey? 

Harish Bhat (HB): Yeah. That is an interesting question, Deepak. So if I were to call out some of the 
key choices I made since I left campus at IIM Ahmadabad, the first I would call out was my decision 
to join the Tata Group. I did not know too much about the Tata Group at that time, to tell you 
frankly, in 1987. I had read about them but then I spoke to a few senior colleagues who worked with 
the Tata Group. But what strikes me about the choice is that I joined a group whose values have 
been greatly satisfying to me, and a group where I have been able to build a purposeful career 
because I know that a lot of work I do for the Tata Group eventually goes into building the 
community and giving back to the nation. And I think that is a choice which will stand out for me 
throughout my career as being one of the finest choices I have made. That is also the reason why, 
for the past 35 years, I have been working with the Tata Group. And I love going to office each 
morning to complete the rest of my work with them. The other key choice I would call out is after an 
initial process of exploration, looking at different functions within corporates, eventually, I veered 
towards marketing, consumer behavior, brands as the key area that I would like to focus on. Once 
again when I left campus, I do not think I knew my passions that well. I had graduated from IIM 
Ahmadabad doing a plethora of courses in Marketing, in Finance, in Information Systems and so 
forth. But as I started working within the Tata Group, and in those early days, it was Tata Tea, at a 
later stage, it was Titan, I discovered that I really loved the art of branding and marketing. I like the 
science of consumer behavior. And over the course of my journey, I think I made that choice as well 
that I would like to specialize within this discipline and try my best to become a master of it. So that 
is the second choice that stands out. The third choice that actually stands out, is I feel very happy 
that over the past 35 years, I have done my best to develop many professionals who have worked 
with me. And there is nothing more fulfilling in one's career journey than seeing people who have 
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worked with you and developed under you, blossoming out and occupying senior roles in their own 
merit. So those are three important choices that I would call out. 

DJ: Hmm. And going back to the first choice, Harish, what else did you have as an opportunity set? 

HB: Well, to tell you the truth, the Tata Administrative Service was the first placement that I got out 
of campus. I had applied to other multinational companies as well. I had applied to Hindustan Lever, 
I had applied to Citibank, but immediately after I got the placement at Tata Administrative Service, I 
dropped out of the rest of placements. I spoke to a few people, understood what the Tata Group 
was like at a broad level, thought that this is the kind of job I would like to do, given the possibilities 
of inter-industry movement, and the fact that I would be going to work with a well-reputed Indian 
company. So I dropped out of placement and I stuck to my choice with the Tata Administrative 
Service. 

DJ: Hmm. And picking up the arc of your career, Harish, from running Marketing in Tata Tea, running 
Jewelry and Watches business in Titan, and then, Tata Consumer Products and now you are a Brand 
Custodian of the group, give us a sense of this arc if you will. 

HB: So I started my career as the Executive Assistant to the then Joint Managing Director of Tata Tea. 
His name is Mr. RK Krishna Kumar. He later became the Vice Chairman of the company and also a 
Director of Tata Sons. After few years in that role, I went into the Marketing and Sales function in 
Tata Tea, helping build our sales and distribution network. We were competing at that time against 
Brooke Bond and Lipton who had then unified under the Unilever umbrella a couple of years later. 
So we were a small plantation company, trying to build our own brands and competing against a 
behemoth. So that entire sequence of events, the Executive Assistant role gave me an overview of 
what a company was like, what the entire value chain in a company was like. And I could also see 
difficult and important decisions being made at close proximity. But the Sales and Marketing role in 
Tata Tea taught me that eventually marketing is all about common sense, it is about understanding 
the consumer and catering to his or her need and if we could do that smartly enough, we could take 
on any large competitor. So we gained and gained market share, to the extent that several years 
later, Tata Tea actually became the market leader in the packaged tea market in India. Then, I 
transitioned to the Jewelry business in Titan. The Tata Group actually sought my transfer into 
Tanishq at that time. It was a loss-making business when I joined it. I joined when Mr. Xerxes Desai 
was the Managing Director of the company and directly handling the Jewelry business was Jacob 
Kurian, the Chief Operating Officer to whom I reported. Over the next six years there, what came my 
way was the opportunity to participate in the turning around of a business. From being a loss-
making business with a brand which was not very well known, we then took time to build a very 
robust brand in the jewelry space. Many people were skeptical of it. Many people said that India is a 
country of family jewelers, building a corporate brand or a modern brand in jewelry may never be 
successful but I am very happy that in the end, once again through an extreme focus on the 
consumer and an extreme focus on our business associates and on positioning the brand very 
soundly, we succeeded. And I am delighted now as I look back over the past 20 years, I mean 
Tanishq just celebrated its 25th anniversary last month, Tanishq has become such a successful brand 
today. With the Watches business, by the time I became the Chief Operating Officer of the Watches 
business, Titan was already a very strong brand. But over the next six years, building Fasttrack and 
Sonata into very popular brands in India, Fastback, the preferred brand of choice for Indian youth at 
the largest and most exciting youth brand, and Sonata, the brand of choice for, you know, across 
heartland India, that was a very fulfilling voyage. Now what all these three stints taught me, the Tata 
Tea Marketing and Sales stint, the Jewelry Retailing and Marketing stint and the Watches Brand 
Building stint and running the business, was a masterclass in what it takes to run a business 
successfully and a business which is focused on consumers. So that long stint, lasting over about one 
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and a half to two decades, was very crucial in building my understanding of consumer businesses. 
But it was also very crucial in my building a very good understanding of the Tata brand, what Tata 
stood for, as well as what it takes to build inspiration amongst people who actually operate the 
business. After that, I took a brief break. I took a brief break. I requested Titan and the Tata Group 
for a brief sabbatical to write my first book Tatalog. And I did that because it was 25 years after I 
joined the Tata Group, I was inspired with many of the tales of this group, and I was also very 
passionate about writing. So I wanted to put it down on paper so that it could inspire many many 
more people. That was in 2012, it was the year when Mr. Ratan Tata was retiring as the Chairman of 
Tata Sons, and I also wanted to write this book as a tribute to him. Thereafter, the Tata Group asked 
me to take on the mantle of the Managing Director of Tata Consumer Products, which was then 
known as Tata Global Beverages. And a couple of years later, once again, the Tata Group sought my 
services in Tata Sons to look after the Consumer and Retail businesses of the group. So that is how 
that voyage has played out. It has been a seamless voyage. There have been choices that I have had 
to make in the interim. There were choices of joining the Jewelry business, there were choices of 
becoming Chief Operating Officer of the Watches business or becoming the Managing Director of 
Tata Global Beverages. So those are choices I have made. But in retrospect, I see it as a fairly 
seamless voyage. There have been successes and there have been failures along the way. Not every 
stint of mine and not everything I have done has been a success. But those failures have also taught 
me very valuable lessons. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: Thank you for listening. For more please visit playtopotential.com. 

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Early Career: We live in a world of abundance of choices and that can be disconcerting and 
paralyzing. Leaders across fields talk about how individuals should think about some of their early 
career moves including the very first job that they need to think of when they graduate from an 
educational institution. You can access the playlist here. 

Mid-Career: Some leaders talk about how they changed course from one trajectory to another mid-
career. This can be an unnerving passage of play where there is a chance of the individual feeling 
“stuck”. You can access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
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interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Harish Bhat - Nuggets  

 80.01 Harish Bhat - Key choices along the way 

 80.02 Harish Bhat - Perspectives on Navigating Career 

 80.03 Harish Bhat - Taking a pause 

 80.04 Harish Bhat - Art of storytelling 

 80.05 Harish Bhat - Profits with purpose 

 80.06 Harish Bhat - Identification with Labour AND Capital 

 80.07 Harish Bhat - Shaping culture through stories 

 80.08 Harish Bhat - Competing with a collaborative spirit 

 80.09 Harish Bhat - In Summary - Playing to Potential 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock the human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working 

with them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about 

his work here.  

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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