What skydiving and fire-walking taught John Holden about leadership and life £y Dibeyendu Ganguly

Terminal Velacity

here are some things you have to givé up with
time and age, but memories of those youth-
ful adventures do stay with you, often aslife
lessons. John Holden, the 47 year old CEO of
Canara HSBC Oriental Bank of Commerce Life
Insurance Company (internally referred to as CHOICE)
was a skydivingenthusiast when he was with ISBC in
the UK and did a total of 198 jumps over the Bristol coun-
tryside. The demands of fatherhood saw him giying up
the time-consuming hobby in 1995, but the lessons stayed
with him. “Most people think skydiving is dangerous, but
itisn’t,” he says. “Knowledge dispels fear and the\risks are
carefully managed. I went through two days of trajning
before my firstjump and I was tethered to the plané for
thefirst20jumps. Skydiving taught me team discipline,
responsibility and trust. For example, we were trai: to
methodically check each others kits before ajump.”

Asthekids grew up, Holden made the occasional enquiyy
about skydivingfacilities in the various places he’sbeen
posted -Dubai, Taipei, Seoul and now Delhi - but he’s never
gone back to it. But the spiritis still willing,and arecent
CHOICE off-site in Goa saw him leading his team in walking
onafierybedofcoal. “Inlife, the fear of the thing is bigger
than the thing itself. Yes, I was afraid and thought Imust
be mad toattempt it, butonce it was done, I feltelated and
wanted todo itagain,” he says.

Setupin2008, CHOICE is one of India’s youngest life
insurance companies and operates on the bancassurance
model, selling products through bank branches. Since he
took charge from his predecessor (alsoan HSBC nominee)
in2011, Holden has travelled the length and breadth of the
country, from Assam, where he “danced with a funny hat”
to Thiruvananthapuram, where he was surprised tofind
himself “in discussion with a Catholic priest”. “There’s so
muchdiversity in this country,” he says. “It’s notenough to
Jjustgo to Mumbai and Bangalore. Ineed to keep my feeton
the ground, understand the nuances ofall these places. And
it’simportant that the people in these towns see the CEO.”

In Taiwan and South Korea, where he helped built HSBC’s
locallife insurance business from scratch, Holden invested
aconsiderable amount of time and effortlearning the
Mandarinand Korean languages. In India, he’sdecided to
goeasy on himselfand notlearn Hindi. “Ican spend things
onother thingsinstead,” he says. “I've gota country the size

of Europe to play in and it’sreally exciting. If you want to
know what boring feelslike, come to the UK.”

Be thatas itmay, Holden does get the familiar feel of old
British bureaucracy once in a while, whendealing with his
company’s public sector parents. Holden’s boss, the chair-
man of the board, is also the chairman of Canara Bank
(which holds 51% in CHOICE) and he confers with him often/
“Iride theline between private and public sector hereand I,
seealotofsimilarities between the Korean business cultufe
and the Indian PSU culture. But I'm not one to generalize
onanythingtodo with India.” Holden is perfectly comfort-
able with the PSUbank’s social inclusion objectives, since
corporates in other countries he’s worked in, including
the UK, are also expected to play a socialrole. Last y£ar, he
took a decision that seems more in step with Indiag PSU
culture than HSBC culture - he cancelled his company’s
membership at DLF Golf Club. “It was silly expefisive pay-
ingone crore for ten people, especially since I was the only
one actually using the golf course,” he says.
Lifeinsurance CE@s, wefind, are
philosophical by ngture, so we ask:
what’s the hardesfpartofbeinga
CEO? “Taking gbreath everytime
something happens,” says Holden.
“It’s very eagy toreact. The hard
thingto dg/~and therightthing-isto

Onskydiving

It taught me
team discipline,
responsibility
and trust. For

example_, we think thihgs through and respond,
were tra_med to ratherfhanreact. Yourstaffisal-
methodically wayglookingat you for cues and they
check each wifl confer meaning on whatever
others kits fou do, magnifying the power of your
beforeajump actions. In our business especially,a

small mistake canaccrueover time
and become amajor liability.”
What do skydiversand fire-
walkers do in such situations? “The
trick isnot to get paralysed with fear.

onfirewalking
In life, the fear
of thethingis

Eflligti';; ga“?s elf ‘We imagine terrible scenarios that

» 4 mightarise from our decisions. But
Once it was the consequences you fear are much
done, | felt elat- bigger than the actual thing. It'sbest
ed anFI Wanted totakealongbreathandjustdoit.” @
todoitagain
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