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-commerce leadership
has maturing to do’

Back in the US after his Flipkart stint, Punit Soni is settling into his new life. He talks about
Indian e-commerce, his need to be in the thick of business and his Bengaluru house that
was a bit like the one in Hum Aapke Hain Koun...!

Rashmi.Menon@timesgroup.com

en ex-Google ex-
ecutive Punit Soni
joined Flipkartlast
year, itmade big
news. Sonimoved
to Bengaluru from California
and was the Chief Product Officer
in the ecommerce company.
| However, with the reshuffle of
profiles in the Flipkart manage-
ment, rumours of Soni’s departure
started doing the rounds. Two
- months ago, he quit.
Back inthe San Francisco Bay
area, where he lived for almost
| twodecades, Sonitalksabout his
India stintand what helearnt
from it.

You said earlier that last year
was a rollercoaster ride for
you personally and profes-
sionally. Tell us about it.

My family loved it in India. We

| travelled alot. My four-year-old

| sonwasexposed toalot of cool
stuff. Tused to joke with people
that we had ahouse in Bangalore

| justlike in Hum Aapke Hain
Koun...!Verynice staircases and
stufflike that. Growing up, we saw
these movies where people would
be running down these staircases.
The house would be always full

of people and there were parties
going on, music, etc. So, in India,
there islot of warmth and con-

leave their job. My advice to eve-
rybody is that you have made the
leap there, just stick it outand do
somethingelse.]am ananomaly.
Iam probably the only one who
packed up and came back.

The feedback is usually two-
fold. The leadership in larger
internet companiesinIndia
hasn’t had alot of management
experience. They are greathus-
tlers and have done a good job of
building companies up toa point.
But the ability required to scale
the company up is very different.
When you have people coming
from well established Bay area
companies, theyareusedtoa
particular kind of management
set-up, autonomy, interaction
model and they just don’t get that
(here). The leadership, therefore,
hassome maturingtodo to when
hiring and keeping such people.
On the other hand, people from the

. Valley, including me, maybe are a

little naive (in the expectations of
working in India). We should have
anunderstanding of what the cul-
tural differences could be.
Another reason most people
leave is because all these compa-
nies (inIndia) are onfire and they
are expecting that these guys will
come in and, within a few months,
there will be magic that will douse
thefire. There is alack of patience

that hurts many people. Thisisan-
other feedback I have heard.

When did you figure that
what you wanted to do did
not align with what the
Bansals wanted to do?
Typically in private founder-led
companies, you have to ask yourself
what do you think the company
meansand ifthataligns with the
philosophy of the leader. If it does
then you forge ahead. Ifitdoesn’t,
youeither commitand do it or move
on. That process is difficult but you
gothrough that. It wasn’tlike there
wasanepiphany one day. Over the
course of the year, the feeling was
gradually becomingobvious that
the way I operate and the work I
want todomay not completely align

Were you disappointed?
Thave always been upfront abouta
couple ofthings. Ifollow my instinct
in whatIwanttodo. Thelast four

- gigsThavedone haveall beenreally

hard. WhenIwasin Google,Iwas
asked torun the mobile apps group
atatime whenmobile wasthe sec-
ond class citizen in the company.
Backend was where all the action
was, nobody really cared about
mobile. After that,I worked with so-
cial, whichisnotinthe DNA ofthe
company. We were tryingtobuild -
Google+. After that, I was asked
tobeproduct head for Motorola,
which was in the doldrums. Ithen
wentall the way toIndia

Flipkart, which was tryingto tran-
sition from beingan operational
company toaproductand tech com-
pany. All thesearedifferent roles
that involved cultural and thought
process changes and they were
hard. Iderive satisfaction from try-
ingsomethingreally hard.

Inasocial media , YOUu

. wrote how our role models

are screwed up and don’t

e‘?ve workt-;ilfkei balancqi_ i
ereyou ng ificaily

about thetech wo:"id?

When it comes to product-led com-

panies, Idon’t really see toomany

role models by volume in India.

with the way the com- toworkat Here(in the Valley), thereare
pany isgoing. 1,000 people to look up to.
y . Work-life balance isadif-
“These ferent story. Startups
a canbecrazy butincer-
companies on taincases, they can go
berserk. You tend to
fre exDe.Ct gu(gl!s startlate in India and
0 come inan then you keep going
douse the fire. very late. The problem
= with that is, anybody
There_ls alack who hasafamily never
of patlel‘lce that getstosee hiskid.
Soni concurs with Warren Also, what happens
hurts many Buffett’s statement: “Take a year is people get bﬁgnt
people” to think through things and make outand sothe churn
adecisioninone day and you will BRSPS N5 i B L) very

feel the impact for the lifetime” high. Tome, it’stal-
entmanagement. If I
have spent time getting somebody,

trained them and want them to
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sane and stay in itfor the long haul.
Iamnot somekind of evangelical
guru taking care of these people, I
am taking care of my business.

. Thatconversationneeds tohap-
penalotmore.

You said you were an anom-
aly. Why did you leave? Why
not stay and create some-
thing here?

Iasked these questions tomyself.
One (reason) is that Ineed to work
inaplace that’s at the absolute cut-

tingedge of technology. The oppor- . Youhaveinvestedinafew
tunity todothat in India ismuch startups. Why notbe an in-
harder. The kind of problems that vestor instead of now trying
Iwant tosolve, the kind of people your handasan entrepre-
Ineed tosolve that problem neur?

Iamaplayer.Iamnotacoach.I
amnotreadytobeacoachyet.I
amabigfan of Warren Buffett’s
itwithamazing people, it saying, “Takeayeartothink
will increase my chances of i i % ; throughthingsand makea
success and perhaps that suc- ‘ “* & PunitSoni decision in one day and you will
cess might have abetter impacton feel the impact for thelifetime.”
whatever I want to doinIndia, even Maybe in afew monthsIwill be
ifIdidn’tstartthere. ready to talk about it.
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aremuch easier tofind here.
My hope is that whatever I
end up doing, ifTam doing
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