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I first met Gerry Grimstone in the late
1980s, when he was a banker helping to
oil the wheels of Margaret Thatcher’s
privatisations. His career has since
seen him win a knighthood and rise to
chair Barclays bank and Standard Life
Aberdeen. The Mail on Sunday called
him “capitalism royalty”. Nobody has
ever accused him of being insecure.

Yet at 69, he works from 7am to
11pm, six days a week, and cheerfully
admits to an irrational fear he may not
have done enough. “You never feel you
have got there,” he says in a BBC radio
documentary broadcast today. “There’s
always an element of dissatisfaction: if
only I tried a little bit harder perhaps I
could get to the next step.”

Another insecure overachiever,
David Morley, former senior partner at
law firm Allen & Overy, describes the
excitement of participating in this
vicious cycle as “like a drug”.

It is an addiction law firms,
consultancies and investment banks, in
particular, have been happy to feed.

Dissatisfied, angsty high-performers
are the perfect cannon fodder for client
work. “The dynamics of the client
relationship [are] well-suited to
somebody who doesn’t have a very
good sense of self, is prepared to put
the client’s interests first but also does
a very, very good job,” Sir Gerry tells

Cass Business School’s Laura Empson.
Prof Empson has explored insecure

overachievers in her book Leading
Professionals, which conveyed the
anonymised hand-wringing concerns
of anxious managing partners and
strung-out senior consultants. When I
wrote about her findings last year, my
column was picked up and passed on
by hundreds of readers. Young
professionals copied in their Facebook
friends at the Big Four professional
services groups, consultancies and law
firms (“Sounds familiar”, “You all
over”, “Totally relate”, and so on).

It is a small sign of progress that a
few senior professionals are now
willing to go on the record, albeit
mostly after they have stepped down,
to describe the trait and its dangers.
Also positive are the institutional
efforts by some firms to address the
burnout and breakdowns that can be
the consequence of self-imposed high
expectations, stress and overwork.

Still, familiar criticisms of both
diagnosis and treatment of insecure
overachievement continue to surface.

One is that this is the ultimate first-
world problem. The professional
services firms are useless and
parasitical. Their senior staff are
relatively — sometimes exorbitantly —
well paid. Therefore the issue is not

worth addressing. Well, get real.
Intermediaries are here to stay. While
it is fine to scrutinise the firms’
usefulness, they remain big employers
and recruiters. Their dysfunctions have
a disproportionately wide impact.

Others claim this is just an inevitable
fact of corporate life, fuelled by
irreversible globalisation and client
demands. Mr Morley describes the
Friday night call setting a Sunday
deadline: “Your weekend is going to be
trashed . . . you don’t have much say
about that, and it’s relentless.”

Another insecure overachiever,
Jeremy Newman, former head of BDO,
the accountancy firm, says: “We
couldn’t figure out a way you could
avoid that without losing all [our]
business.”

A third response is to insist
individuals should drop out, be pushed
out, or never be hired in the first place.
But how to identify these weaklings?
The evidence shows young recruits can
soak up stress for a few years, but
many ultimately have to resort to
extreme regimes, including
medication, to stay on top of their jobs.

Even assuming it could be done,
weeding out the “weak” would restrict
the diversity of thinking companies
need to survive and prosper. In any
case, if you try to deter insecure

overachievers by warning them how
stressful the job is, they will simply
take that as a new challenge. Stepping
down, by extension, comes to be seen
as failure — and so the trap tightens.

Prof Empson disputes that the
vicious circle is unbreakable. “It is not
an immutable fact,” she told me.
Growing awareness of the issue,
generational change, even, perhaps,
the use of artificial intelligence to
tackle drudgework, could accelerate
reform. Clients have a part to play.
Some now insist on knowing how
advisers treat junior staff before they
appoint them.

Prof Empson advises overachievers
to recognise what triggers their
insecurity, to define success in their
own terms — not just those of the
organisation — to trust the evidence of
their glittering record, and to enjoy the
thrills that excellence brings.

As veteran overachievers’
confessions suggest, there is no
separate strain of unshakeably secure
alpha-humans ready to lead the largest
organisations. Better, then, that the
system should recognise, adapt to, and
accommodate future leaders’
insecurities, for everyone’s benefit.
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W hen Gaurav Chopra set
up IndiaLends, his Del-
hi-based financial serv-
ices company, he was
determined to import

some of the relatively informal work
culture he had encountered during the
eightyearshespent intheUK.

Out went office cubicles and in came
open-plan seating arrangements. Out
went communicating with bosses only
via their assistants and in came regular
face-to-facemeetings.

That was three years ago. But no mat-
ter how hard he has tried to encourage
colleagues to adopt a more relaxed,
western-style of working, he has found
somehabits impossible tochange.

“When I first started at the London
School of Economics, I managed to
offend some of my professors by calling
them ‘Sir’,” he says. “It was a pleasant
surprise to me at that time, and so when
I started my company in India I asked
my employees to call me by my first
name.

But even now, some employees still
address Mr Chopra as “Sir”, no matter
howmuchhetries tostopthem.

The deferential culture he describes
is, in part, a legacy of colonial rule that
ended in 1947. For nearly 100 years, the
British imposed their hierarchical, Vic-
torian-era civil service on the Indian
systemofgovernment.

In the decades after independence,
that culture was copied by private com-
panies. Not only were there strict hier-
archies, but also those at the top were
allowed to arrive late, leave early and
take long lunch breaks — a habit that
still exists in many Indian public sector
organisations.

“Everyone knows that if a govern-
ment office says it will open at a certain
time, no one will be there by then,” says
Mr Chopra. “And if it is due to close at
5pm, you can be sure no one will be in
theofficeby5.01pm.”

Since the country started to open its
markets in the early 1990s, however,
corporate office life has changed sub-
stantially, with office-based service jobs
increasing particularly quickly. In 1991,
the year liberalisation started, services
accounted for just over 40 per cent of
the country’s gross domestic product.
Last year, that figure was about 55 per
cent.

The arrival of multinational compa-
nies such as Nestlé, Microsoft and Citi-
group, coupled with the sudden growth
in the IT services sector, brought a new
style of corporate workplace and a new
way of working. Gone are the late starts
and early finishes: a survey by Man-
power Group in 2016 found young Indi-
ans work harder than anyone else in the
world, clocking up an average of 52
hoursaweek.

“Hard work is generally measured by

the number of hours you put in at the
office,” says Prakash Rao, chief experi-
ence officer at PeopleStrong, a human
resources services company. “If you
leave on time, your colleagues start to
wonder whether you have enough work
todo.”

Amit Veer, vice-president of pay-
ments at Paytm, a financial technology
start-up, says he works from 9.30am to
8pm. “But given that my commute
takes one hour 15 minutes in the morn-
ing and two hours in the evening, it is a
very longday.”

Gone, too,areworkspacesstrictlyseg-
regated by seniority. India’s new breed
of start-ups have pioneered flatter hier-
archies and more informal ways of
working.

Paytm, for example, has mimicked
San Francisco’s culture by creating an
open-plan office where Vijay Shekhar
Sharma, the chief executive and billion-
aire company founder, sits among his
colleagues at a desk indistinguishable
fromtheirs.

The Indian corporate workplace has
now become so established it has been
given the ultimate mark of recognition:
its own spin-off of the BBC sitcom The
Office, the UK programme format that
became a hit in the US and eight other

countries. Instead of David Brent,
regional manager of Wernham Hogg,
Indian audiences will watch Jagdeep
Chaddha and his colleagues at Wilkins
Chawla, a company based in Faridabad,
atownoutsideNewDelhi.

Even in the face of rapid technological
and cultural change, however, certain
elements of the traditional Indian office
have remained. The lunch hour, for
example, is still an hour. Even in the

most dynamic start-ups, workers
decampenmasse for theirmeal.

“Lunchtime is the one unmovable
part of the day,” says one western
worker inaNewDelhioffice.“It iswhere
food, office gossip, and complaints
aboutthebossesareall shared.”

Another common feature of the
Indian workplace is that there is little, if
any, respect for the separation between
work and family life. Employees
describe being called up at any time of

the day and at weekends, and some are
forced to come into the office on a Satur-
day if theyarebehindondeadlines.

Mr Rao says: “In my previous job, cus-
tomers expected to be able to contact
me at any time of day or night. There
were times when I would get a call at two
o’clock in the morning and would be
expectedtotake it.”

Krishna Rathi, general manager of
Paytm’s entertainment business, says
he does not have a regular day off each
week. “Our busiest days are Friday and
Saturday, when most people go to the 
cinema, and I have to be on hand to
respond to customers’ problems
throughouttheweekend.”

Some see a link between such
demands and the habit of many senior
people in Indian organisations of
turning up very late for meetings or not
attending at all. “There is no sense of
respecting other people’s time,” Kishore
Jayaraman, president of Rolls-Royce in
India and south Asia, told the FT
thisyear.

Many Indian start-ups have tried to
do away with scheduled meetings alto-
gether. “It is quite an unstructured
office,” says Neha Agarwal, general
manager of investments at Paytm. “If
you want to work with someone, you
just walk up to their desk and ask them.
And if they are not there, our mobile
numbers are all printed above our
workstations.”

Butthechangesbroughtaboutbynew
companies are also causing their own
problems for those who are used to
moretraditionalwaysofdoingbusiness.

“One of the big problems we have is
recruiting senior people,” says Mr Cho-
pra. “It takes time for them to under-
stand the workplace we are trying to
create.” Candidates, he adds, are often
perplexed when they ask which office
they will be allocated, and he has to
explain“therearenone”.

A cultural revolution is changing
India, one open-plan office at a time

The business day used to
be a formal affair, with late
starts and early finishes
for senior staff. But no
longer, writes Kiran Stacey

In view: Paytm’s
chief executive
Vijay Shekhar
Sharma is
among the new
breed of
executives who
eschew personal
offices to sit
among workers
Udit Kulshrestha/FT

Many professionals working for
multinational companies in India would
not consider a sandwich worthy of lunch.
Dhruv Mathur, co-founder of Little Black
Book, an online lifestyle portal, employs
60 people in Delhi. As with other
companies, most of his team bring tiffin
boxes with home-cooked dals, spiced
vegetables and chappatis to a communal
table.

Tiffin, a term coined by the British in
the 18th century to describe a light
lunch, now embraces packed meals and
snacks eaten between breakfast and

dinner. In Mumbai, tiffin-wallahs still
deliver about 150,000 hot meals from
domestic kitchens to office desks every
day, holding strong, despite competition
from fast food outlets.

At Mr Mathur’s office, those who do
not have access to a stove make a
contribution via delivery apps, such as
Swiggy or Uber Eats. Even chains such
as Subway raise their game, with chilli-
flecked paneer and spiced chick pea
fillings in bread rolls. Nothing as bland as
a slice of cheese will cut the masala here.
Roopa Gulati, Indian food expert

The Indian
office lunch
tradition

Tiffin

‘If you leave on time,
your colleagues start to
wonder whether you
have enough work to do’

Office life. Modernisation

This week’s problem
I am surrounded by
younger colleagues at work,
and what started as banter
about my age has turned
into mockery and different
treatment. When I raised it
with HR they said I may be
let go if I cannot work with
the team. What can I do to
change my colleagues’
behaviour?
Male, early 50s

Jonathan writes
Changing the way others
behave is difficult, because
they are ultimately
responsible for their actions.
It can also be hard for you to
keep a balanced view of the
situation, because you may
be a biased observer given
that you have already
decided your colleagues are
mocking you. Take notes of
specific incidents. Not only
will you unburden yourself
at the time, you can also
review the event later and
with a cool head. You can
also use dated notes as
evidence when you
encourage your HR contact
to act, perhaps hinting at
the potential fines and
reputational damage if they
do not act.

Your colleagues’ ageist
comments appear to be a
form of bullying. If the
comments were racist or
sexist, they would clearly be
unacceptable. Still, some
colleagues may not be
aware of the effect their
behaviour is having on you,
while others may feel
uneasy but not know how to
intervene.

“Bystander” training is
increasingly used in colleges
and universities to reduce
and defuse episodes of, for
example, sexual, racial or
homophobic harassment as
it happens. Students are
trained to intervene by, say,
telling perpetrators they do
not feel comfortable with
that kind of language or
behaviour, or by simply not
laughing or making
distracting comments that
divert attention from the
inappropriate behaviour.

Consider talking to those
who you think may be
sympathetic bystanders and
ask them to intervene.
Suggest to HR that
bystander training may work
against all forms of bullying.

Whatever happens,
remember the law is on your
side. The Equality Act 2010
in the UK, and similar laws in
most countries, seek to end
discrimination at work, not
only by race and sex, but
also by age, gender
assignment, sexuality and

disability. Progressive
employers encourage
diversity and fairness. Your
company probably has a
statement about valuing a
diverse workforce, but good
intentions — and
compliance with the law —
take time to filter down and
change a culture.

If you are alone in a
workplace of young people,
you will probably have fewer
shared values, experiences
and styles of language.
Ultimately, you may be
happier in a different type of
organisation, where
diversity is welcomed and
valued.

FT readers respond
Banter back — that can
change the tone and nature
of interaction. Is ageism
even capable of being as
hurtful as something like
racism? Age is a universal
human condition and having
older people in your life
almost is as well. People
want to sometimes joke
about this universal aspect
of life — that isn’t
necessarily wrong. If you’re
genuinely finding this
hurtful or think it’s bullying
then HR should be your
recourse and if the HR team
are warning you off, then
they aren’t doing their job
properly. Richter

Mutual courtesy combined
with surprising them once a
while can break down the
barriers. Also, lavish interns
with praise. It makes young
GenXers realise they are just
as easily replaced by the
next generation. Nick Smith

Next problem
I am a political science and
philosophy undergraduate,
subjects I am passionate
about. But to reach my
financial goals I believe I
need to work in investment
banking or private equity,
and I am considering doing a
graduate degree in finance.
Is that a good idea? Are
there programmes that are
vocational in nature for
those who do not have a
finance background?
Female, early 20s

Jonathan Black is director
of the Careers Service at
the University of Oxford.
Every fortnight he answers
your questions on personal
and career development
and working life.
Do you have a question for
Jonathan? Email him at
dear.jonathan@ft.com. Add
your answers to readers’
problems at ft.com/work-
careers

Dear Jonathan
YOUR QUESTIONS ON WORKING LIFE TO OUR EXPERT
— AND READERS’ ADVICE

Help — my
colleagues
are ageist
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