ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEW WITH MOHAMMED TAIYAB

Mohammed Taiyab is a man of few words, who believes in communication through action rather than words. His expression is full of emotion and his intention of being able to provide service in every possible interaction, irrespective of the kind of relationship meaning professional or personal. This passion to serve comes from two sources, his mother and the background of having lived within limited means as a child. 

His mother was a very calm and kind person, always willing to help others. Two important aspects of his Leadership – motivation and personal values seem to have been shaped by his mother’s presence very early in life (1). He adopted service as his motto and keeping his calm under all circumstances as his personal value.

As a child Mohammed had to deal with the fact of living in an underdeveloped country (Fiji Islands) and as the oldest son in a family of six children with two daughters and four sons. His father’s income was insufficient for their education. So, he worked during the day and attended classes at night school. Later on while attaining a degree in accountancy he juggled between several jobs and his subjects. Having been through the experience of poverty himself, he understands the problems that are associated with it and is engaged very actively in supporting the poor through his action and intention. The sensitivity towards poverty, which is one of the major motivation behind all his charitable work at present even when he lives in the developed world where poverty is not an issue seems to have been shaped very early in life, again because of his experiences as a child. He does not have the same sensitivity towards other issues as he has for problems associated with poverty. This comes out clearly from his actions and words.

Responsibility comes naturally to him as he took the responsibility of his younger brothers education during the years that all of them were growing up. His ability to take responsibility and tendency to have control over his life, both shaped by his being the oldest son is also reflected in the fact that instead of taking up a high profile job at a big accountancy firm, he chose to run his own firm at a very early stage in his career. His abilities and skills as a responsible leader were shaped early in life being the oldest son.

His Leadership is shaped by his cultural values (2). In the Indian context leaders like Mahatma Gandhi, Gautam Buddha, Guru Nanak Dev and Mother Teresa are glorified, representing a culture that sees its leaders as martyrs who devote their lives to the service of humankind. He continues to provide service through his professional services as well basically seeing every need as an opportunity to serve. For example, he mentioned in his interview “A lot of people come to me for advice, signatures as a witness and certifying their document copies and I do all that for no charge”. He also does bookkeeping for a lot of charitable organizations.

Another striking quality of Mohammed is that he rarely looses his cool. Again I feel this one particular way of being in all possible situations without much freedom is coming from his observation of his mother’s ways of being. Some may interpret his style of communication as passive. But he is actively engaged mentally in dealing with his own emotion and simultaneously providing the space in which others can enjoy being themselves, which is again a reflection of his motivation to be kind and patient under all circumstances. People around him find it comfortable to communicate their worries & fears without the fear of being judged. As he doesn’t hide his emotion from people he is comfortable with, people close to him find it safe to do so.

One of his strengths is his ability to adapt to changing environment. It is a trait that he was forced to learn, when he moved to Australia in search of opportunities for work and higher education. He had to deal with the aggressive nature of typical Australian males, which is a contrast to his own cool and calm demeanor. In his interview he talks at length about attending classes and seeking help from authorities to be able to deal with the problems faced because of his Indian origin (3).

“ I had people swearing at me all the time, as some of them did not like the procedure.

Once I had to make a suspense visit to an Australian Insurance Company where the Chief Operating Officer was also an Australian. Being an Indian, as I walked into his office and asked him that I needed to check the cash in the office and compare with their records, he asked me who was I to question him and told me to leave the office without wasting his time any further. In spite of my persistent efforts to explain that I was just following the instructions of my boss, I was not allowed to inspect.

So I just walked out and told my boss what had happened. My boss then rang the Chief Operating Officer and also spoke to the Shareholder’s Company Secretary who said that there was no way that man could stop me from doing my job. So the next day I went there again, along with my boss and then he allowed us to complete our procedures.”

This incidence also shows the problems that Mohammed has faced in trying to integrate as part of a new community. The problems of managing diversity early in life as an immigrant seem to have a strong impact on his choice to be autonomous and a strong community player. He is a leader of the type “in-the-group”(4) and tends to avoid all kinds of tension and conflicts. Working in a large organization would have meant dealing with a lot of diversity. His early experiences as a student and professional early on in Australia have been full of conflict as he tried to exercise his authority as a part of his job as an auditor. This would have caused conflicts and as he is an in-the-group leader and avoids all types of conflicts and tensions, he made strong choices in his early years in Australia.

He balanced out problems posed by diversity by building a strong hold in his own community. For example, both his professional work and community work are mostly targeted at his own migrant community of Indians from ‘Fiji Islands’. He also targets communities with somewhat similar cultural practices like Pakistanis, Indians and Afghanis. His efforts are directed towards maintaining strong roots while extending himself to similar communities. He even tends to offer employment to his own people from Fiji Islands with whom he can relate comfortably. 

Another of his trait is to resolve matters as early as possible rather than take action over a period of time. He does that mostly by communicating to himself rather than others. It could prove to be dangerous as it is likely that he is building a lot of stress within by not expressing anger and upsets in a way that is understood by others without offending them. The impact of accumulated stress is reflected in his medical conditions as suggested by him in the interview. ‘Even medically I have been advised not to take too much of stress as I was hospitalized for six weeks last year to undergo a surgery. They had to cut open the top most part of my head and operate.” Given that he is fairly young and has a good lifestyle his health problems seem to be originating in stress that he is accumulating on day to day basis by not letting it out.

There is another constraint posed by the past, which is reflected in the fact that instead of having the potential and the means to expand by employing quality staff, he is restricted to hiring staff without making any judgment about abilities to perform under the pretext of helping the poor. This lack of discretion is adding on to his stress as he is posed with the challenge of taking up major responsibilities of work himself. The opportunity to grow could be a hidden desire and is possible by employing good staff but either because fear of giving authority away to staff (his experiences in the past with strong people trying to dictate terms to him about how to run business) or because of his desire to retain authority he is sacrificing growth and quality.

Probably because of experiences in the past with highly skilled people and the fear of being exposed as not very quality conscious as a firm, he relies on his abilities to maintain relationships well rather than techniques or skill. He is more comfortable making sacrifices growth than undergo the challenging task of managing a diverse workforce at office. “I want to hire more people but right now I am a sole practitioner. A lot of people come here looking for job. Challenge here as an employer is to deal with different types of employees, with different personalities...some are short-tempered and so on.” He doesn’t necessarily seem to be taking strong actions in order to overcome problems of lack of staff. He continues to be a sole practioner at the firm. Also, he has tendencies to deal with criticism by avoiding it and seeing it as inevitable.  

Possible explanation for his refusal to expand could be that he is genuinely satisfied with what he has achieved and is inclined to maintain the successes of the past without taking the pains associated with expansion of his business. Also, his energies are focused towards his community work.

He is aware that not being straightforward enough or strict as he puts it, is one of his major weaknesses. He is also easily persuaded by display of emotion against his own will. These two weaknesses are connected and arise out of his need to be accepted by others. He fears that being strict enough would make him seem autocratic and is also against his peaceful nature. This lack of straightforward ness has an impact on his business in the form of bad debts.  “My weaknesses are that I am a very easygoing person so people tend to take me for granted. At present my work situation is such that I have a lot of fees outstanding. I can’t recall who hasn’t paid, as I have not kept any record. I just relied on their promise…ok I will pay you tomorrow”.

“So I said ok I believe you but they have not come for years. That’s one of my weaknesses.

My other weakness is that I am not strict with the employees. Because I am not strict they try to become my boss and start telling me what to do…things like that.”

He mentions in the interview that accumulated receivables are also because he has not been organized enough in the past. Although he seems to have done something about this and seen results as well. 

His major strength lies in his abilities to be under the green line both as an individual and as a participant in a group. He is aware of his feelings and talks about them openly. He also acts on his feelings more often than he acts on his cognitive thoughts. His abilities to be in touch with his own feelings make him popular as a member of various groups. He is able to inspire and move people to participate in charitable ventures, lunches and dinners and cultural events organized by him. His strong sense of purpose and identification with a group make him an automatic leader of the group without holding any formal position as a head of a charitable or welfare organization.

His work is clearly the work of emotional leadership (5). Not only he has emotional competence reflected in his ability to stay calm and resolve matters through communication rather than aggression but also he is authentic about his feelings for the poor. Although, his feelings of anger and upset desperately need acknowledgement and outlet. Feelings of anger and upset are feelings like another and tend to haunt us instead of our belief that we have taken care of them.

Mohammed Taiyab is an exemplary leader as he practices most of the five practices and ten commitments of Leadership (6). He has a voice because his personal values are very clear. His values revolve around service and being trustworthy rather than relying on technique. As he says in the interview when asked about how to succeed in business or at workplace  “Trust is the main thing. You have to be very trustworthy in terms of their requirements.” Indirectly he is saying that trust is the most important value in business for him.

He sets the example by aligning actions with shared values. In his profession as well as charitable work he looks for occasions to be able to make a difference. “ If they come to you and you cannot help them then advice them very nicely rather than saying ‘NO’ bluntly so that way that carries a lot of weight.” 

He is able to inspire a shared vision. “Yes!! One from Fiji and another one is a religious person he is from Afghanistan. In these sorts of projects he always assists me. “

He enables others to act and encourages the heart. “A lot of people come forward to help whenever I initiate a community project…there is one event on the 7th of Dec 2007 as well.”

More often than not he tends to follow the process rather than openly challenge it himself or encourage others to do so. This is evident from his interview “I am also very patient. When there are arguments in our community about certain issues…you know some people are very short tempered and they start arguing then I have to stop them. If you have any problem even as you work here you have to sort it out by discussing. Don’t just react and start fighting.” His leadership seems to be centered on making peace at all costs (7) in all possible circumstances. 

He is an active listener as he tends to takes action when an idea appeals to him. Although it is not reflected in his conversations on the spot to people he is conversing with, again strengthening the analysis that he is a man of few words and communicates through action.

Conclusion: Mohammed Taiyab seems to intuitively know and follow the other four practices of Exemplary Leadership except for “challenge the process”. His personal style of Leadership is a bit stifled by lack of freedom from the past but is strongly rooted in his personal and cultural values and practices. His freedom lies in the fact that he rarely challenges authority figures and finds a way around to get things done. His strength is his ability to touch move and inspire people by a strong sense of purpose and his calm presence, which is uplifting. He is deeply spiritual and a believer of some power above us that guides us all. This belief keeps him rooted on the ground while he strives to succeed in numerous activities undertaken by him.
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