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Abstract :

Stress is one of the most prevalent challenges in the corporate world today. Beyond the fear of job

loss, factors such as intense competition, the pressure to climb the social ladder, and a mismatch

between talent and required skills contribute significantly to workplace stress. Moreover, ineffective

leadership exacerbates the issue, as incompetent supervisors fail to harness the potential of their

teams. Regardless of the underlying causes, both positive stress (eustress) and negative stress

(distress) are common workplace experiences. The ancient wisdoms embedded in Sanskrit literature,

especially those texts in the form of subhasitas and stories meant as ethical guidelines for kings,

can be considered for modern leadership as well. This paper explores some of these snippets from

Sanskrit literature to provide different perspectives for a project manager to deal with workplace

dynamics and ethical leadership.

Introduction

The novel Kadambari by the renowned poet
Bana Bhatta features an interesting chapter on
the coronation of Prince Chandrapida. In this
chapter, the wise prime minister and royal guru,
Sukanasa, offers timeless counsel to the prince
as he ascends to the throne. He cautions against
the corrupting influence of power, even on the
most virtuous rulers, and imparts invaluable
guidance on the principles and qualities that
define a noble and just king. It provides
practical advice on identifying and removing

incompetent or malicious individuals from the
royal court while emphasizing the importance
of staying grounded in the needs and well-
being of the kingdom's citizens. There are
other books, such as Pancatanra, Hitopadesa,
which were mainly instructions for princes, in
the form of allegories and stories to help them
become capable kings. The hidden messages
in these stories were there to develop a moral
compass for the king. On similar lines, as
project managers wield certain power at work,
these guidelines can be appropriate for them
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as well. As they say, “with power comes
responsibility” and the subhashitanis meant
for kings/ princes are applicable to them as
well. As a disclaimer, this essay focuses only
on the underlying human aspects in project
management. The technical aspects from
work-break-down structures to scheduling,
earned value management are beyond the
scope of this document. Each section below
quotes verses depicting different situations
faced by a PM with examples.

Dilemma of a project manager (PM)

T TRl T foag, wE w9 He |
7fe wrifauf: wgeEs a1

na ganasyagrato gacchetsiddhe karye
samam phalam |

yadi karyavipattih syanmukharastatra
hanyate ||

“One should never lead a team simply
because success is shared equally among all,
while the leader alone bears the responsibility
for any failure.”

Many team members often question the
necessity of a project manager (PM), believing
that since they are the ones doing the actual
work, the PM merely acts as a messenger
between leadership and the team. However,
much of a PM’s role operates behind the
scenes—troubleshooting issues, coordinating
with stakeholders, aligning resources, and
making critical decisions with limited data.

The challenges don’t just come from the
team but also from the top. In 2006, Intel laid
off 10,500 employees, primarily mid-level
and project/program managers, as part of a

1 Sarngadharapaddhati

cost-cutting measure to boost profitability.
This highlights the precarious position of
PMs, who often find themselves sandwiched
between the aspirations of their team and the
expectations of upper management. Balancing
these demands while ensuring project success
is what truly defines the role of an effective
PM.

The importance of a PM

ARSI UG e Hafd Heaf=d |
Ao =9 1 e et w12

narajake janapade svakam bhavati kasyacit|

matsya 1va jana nityam bhaksayanti

parasparam| |

“In a country with no king, no one is
responsible for any one. Like fish eating fish,
people will eat each other.”

The necessity of a project management role
often comes into question, especially when
everything appears to be running smoothly.
However, it 1s precisely in such situations that
the impact of a PM becomes evident—working
behind the scenes to remove roadblocks,
streamline coordination, and enable the team
to perform effectively.

The verse previously mentioned, originally
intended for a king or ruler, applies equally to a
project manager. When multiple moving parts
must align, having someone oversee planning
and execution ensures that the engine keeps
running efficiently. A well - functioning
project often signals not the absence of
management, but rather the presence of
an effective, unobtrusive PM who ensures
seamless progress.

2 Ramayana - Ayodhya Kanda
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Having a 360° view

FAT: & YR & W H AET B AFANG: F A
T |
Torrcg gfe: wfamt 7 an forAfea TTREdre = i

kvarthah kva Sabdah kva rasah kva bhavah
kva vyangayabhedah kva ca vakyaritih|
kiyatsu drstih kavina na deya kimasti
rajiamiyatiha cinta ||

“A poet must carefully choose words,
considering their meanings,
underlying emotions, various forms of satire,
and the structure of sentences—even within
a single line. Does a king ever face such
complexities?”

expressions,

The above verse applies to both a poet and
a PM. A project manager must have a 360°
perspective on the entire project. Deciding
what to delegate, whom to delegate to, and how
to ensure each team member has the necessary
resources requires a deep understanding of the
work's complexity and the capabilities of each
team member in their respective roles.

Building emotional intelligence

FaIikarsd ayATY Terd TaE Arme gef fi |
ARt aftedl s wRigaameen fe gga: 114

udirito'rthah  pasunapi  grhyate hayasca
nagasca vahanti desitah |
anuktamapyiihati pandito janahparengita

jhanaphala hi buddhayah 11

It is easy to understand the spoken words,
but understanding the untold feelings is the
key to building emotional intelligence. This
comes with active listening, being genuinely
interested in people around you, not just
3 Sivalilarnavah

4  Hitopadesa

focusing on work outputs.

Reading between the lines

Ffims: yadwr @4 wa @ |
sfmaT R w@dee wfagy 11°

nimittebhyah pravartante sarva eva
svabhiitayel

abhiprayanurodho'pi svarthasyaiva prasiddha
ye Il

“For some reason or other all act for their
own benefit. If following a wish of others, it
is also to fulfill one’s own interest or to gain
popularity.”

As explained in the previous quote, a PM
needs to know the pulse of the team. A project
being a unique endeavour normally does not
have all the required data for decision making
in the beginning and hence depends on
various assumptions. It is equally important to
know about the assumptions made about team
members as well. So the above verse from
Vakyapadiyam (3.7.124) is applicable here,
which says, each has his/ her own motives at
work. It is easy to drive a project when the
PM knows what motivates the team. The
convergence of talent, aspiration and work
can lead to the best results, and understanding
one’s aspirations and the inherent capabilities,
one can reach this niche area in productivity.

Walking the talk

71 Tt quT A= gun areqEn fea)

Tt arfwr foraman = EngAHEETAT| |

yatha cittam tatha vaco yatha vacastatha
kriyal

citte vaci kriyayam ca sadhunamekartpatal

5 Vakyapadiyam
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“Thoughts should be reflected in speech,
and speech should be reflected in actions. A
person whose mind, words, and actions are in
harmony is a true sadhu.”

This principle applies to all leaders —they
earn respect when their words align with their
actions. Orders are followed when leaders
demonstrate integrity and instill confidence
that they genuinely support their team. The
same holds true at home; children are more
likely to listen to parents who practice what
they preach. For instance, if parents constantly
use mobile phones but restrict their children
from doing the same, their authority weakens,
making it a losing battle.

Proper mapping of the roles is the name
of the game

e AIed @d WA AT qe R R ?
ATt fage edu: fh wiefa) (o

yasya nasti svayam prajiia §astram tasya
karoti kim?

locanabhyam vihinasya darpanah kim
karisyati|

"A wealth of information is meaningless to
someone lacking the will to use it—just as a
mirror holds no value for a blind person."

If a project manager has a say in the team
composition, they have to pick the members
with the right attitudes. It is often simpler to
train individuals in technology than to alter
their attitude. Many companies prioritize
behavioral interviews during hiring, often
favoring candidates with a positive attitude over
those with higher exam scores. This is because

6  Hitopadesa

exam scores may not accurately represent critical
problem-solving abilities required in projects.

Building a team

FA=MER AfRq AIfEd AewieeH|
AT RN AT ArSTeheds gad: |7

“There is no letter that cannot be used
as a mantra; there is no root without some
medicinal value, and there is no person who
is absolutely useless. A yojaka i.e. a person
who can identify their utility and put them to
proper use, is, however, always rare.”

In an ideal world, a project would have
resources with skills perfectly aligned to the
defined work. However, teams often include
a mix of experienced professionals from
different domains and newcomers to the field.
It is the Project Manager's responsibility to
harness the strengths of each individual and
align them with the project's needs. Even
when a PM cannot assemble their ideal
team, effective mentoring, along with a
keen understanding of each team member's
strengths and weaknesses, enables them to
guide the team toward success.

Identifying talent

AT IOTET AT A JARATE |
Tl FerAisiy wammarsty qufa: |18

anabhijfio gunanam yonabhrtyairanugamyate|
dhanadhyo'pi kulino'pi kramayato'pi bhiipatih |

“If the qualities of a worker are not
understood, however qualified the king
(leader) 1is, rich or a descendant from a
powerful family, they will not get the required

7  Hitopadesa

8  Mahasubhasitasamgraha
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service.”

Resources are assigned to a project, and as
a Project Manager, one may not initially know
each team member well enough to understand
their individual strengths and weaknesses.
Moreover, people may exhibit different
behaviors depending on their roles and
circumstances. Situational leadership requires
a PM to actively engage with the team, gaining
insight into their strengths, weaknesses, and
aspirations. By doing so, the PM can adapt
their leadership style to bring out the best in
each team member and guide them effectively
toward project success.

Acknowledging others’ contributions is
not easy

Arpoft fer A it fory e
Toft = OREN 7 fore: aRAl S: 110

naguni guninam vetti guni gunisu matsari|
guni ca gunaragi ca virala: saralo jana:|

"A person without talent fails to recognize
a talented individual. A talented person feels
jealous of others with talent. Rare is the one
who is both talented and takes joy in the
success of fellow talented individuals. "

The from  Subhashitaratna
bhandagaram aptly captures common
workplace dynamics and this philosophy
resonates strongly in professional settings,
where managers must navigate the delicate
balance between reality and self-perception.
Each team member often believes their

VErse

contribution was the key driver of a project's
success.

9  Subhashitaratnabhandagaram

In sports, such as cricket, performance
metrics are clear—top run-scorers or wicket-
takers are recognized with the "Player of
the Match" award, even though victory is
a collective effort. In contrast, workplace
contributions are less quantifiable. While
managers may have a fair sense of individual
impact, convincing the entire team of this
assessment is a challenge.

To avoid conflicts, organizations discourage
employees from sharing appraisal results. Yet,
a common workplace phenomenon persists:
individuals tend to overestimate their own
contributions while undervaluing the efforts of
others. This disparity in perception can create
friction, making fair recognition a complex
task for any manager.

Self-appraisal conundrum

wWar: & wigsaf q@e srdiad |
T wifa Jad 9 @ war qereg g

stotarah ke bhavisyanti murkhasya jagatitalel
na stauti cetsvayam ca svam kada tasyastu
nirvrtih||

"There is no one to praise a foolish
person, so it is natural for fools to resort to
praising themselves. How else can they find
satisfaction?"

The above verse suggests that self-praise is a
mark of foolishness. However, in the corporate
world, speaking up for oneself is often
necessary. When clear-cut deliverables are
assigned and tracked, the work largely speaks
for itself. But in areas where contributions are
less quantifiable, dynamics shift—some work
diligently in the background, while others talk

10 Kalividambanam
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their way up the ladder without substantial
effort.

A Project Manager’s role extends beyond
just ensuring task completion. They must also
distinguish between genuine contributors and
those who seek the spotlight without adding
real value. Recognizing and rewarding true
effort while filtering out mere self-promotion
is key to fostering a fair and productive work
environment.

While working as a South Asia Customer
Solutions Manager at Intel Corporation,
a colleague from Japan once shared an
interesting cultural challenge during a meeting.
He found it difficult to get his team members
to share their accomplishments because, in
Japanese culture, speaking about one’s own
achievements is considered taboo. As a result,
he had to personally keep track of each team
member’s awards and recognitions.

At the time, we were exploring ways
to systematically track performance and
encourage team members to update internal
platforms with their accomplishments.
However, for his team, this approach was
ineffective. Instead, the Japanese manager
took on the responsibility of updating
their achievements himself, ensuring that
their contributions were recognized while
respecting cultural sensitivities.

Identifying spotlight chasers

e fomrq ¢ fo=rq Fafg TaReTm |

I T TERY AT TG wae| |

ghatam bhindyat patam chindyat kuryad
rasabharohanami|

11 Sarngadhara-Paddhati

yena kena prakarena manusyah prasiddho
bhavet|

"Whether by breaking a pot, tearing clothes,
or riding a horse, a person seeks fame by any
means."

The success of project managers depends
not only on their ability to understand their
team's capabilities but also on their own
subject matter expertise. Without this, they
may struggle to differentiate between genuine
contributors and those who merely seek
recognition without substantial effort.

A project manager should have a solid
grasp of the domain they oversee, enabling
them to separate substance from superficiality.
This knowledge allows them to recognize true
merit, ensure fair recognition, and maintain
the integrity of the project’s success.

Avoiding favouritism

M | @ T W g gy R

qa9 gl A9 7R groisfed wEA| |

tvam sa raksati yatnena mam sa dvesti
nirantaram |

tavaiva doso naivatra mama doso'sti kascanal|

“He saves you with effort and resents me
always. Maybe it is not your fault, but the
fault may be mine”.

Managers naturally tend to gravitate
toward high performers or those who maintain
a peaceful presence in the team. While high
rightfully deserve recognition,
excessive attention from the manager may
create a perception of favoritism among other
team members.

achievers
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A good manager, however, balances their
focus—not just on top performers but also on
those who need guidance. Providing support
to struggling team members can enhance
overall team performance, foster a sense of
inclusivity, and strengthen collaboration.
After all, true leadership lies in uplifting the
entire team, not just celebrating those who can
already deliver on their own.

No use lighting a lit room

g1 e TSy, AT JHE A |
g1 T gEdE, g day fearfu =112

vrtha  vrstih
bhojanam|
vrtha danam samarthasya, vrtha dipo divapi
call

samudresu, vrtha trptasya

“Rain on the seas, food to the satiated,
charity to the capables and a light during the
day, all are useless.”

Similar to the wisdom in the earlier verse,
a project manager should prioritize supporting
those who need guidance rather than focusing
solely on individuals who are already
delivering strong results. Excessive proximity
to high performers can create a perception of
favoritism, even if unintentional.

This perception can be detrimental-—not
only does it breed resentment among other
team members, but it also diminishes the
true contributions of the high performer.
Their success may be wrongly attributed to
managerial bias rather than their actual merit.
A balanced approach, where the manager
provides support where it is needed most while

12 Chanakyaniti

ensuring fair recognition, fosters a healthier
and more motivated team.

Familiarity breeds contempt

srfafaTeasn daammTeATed Wafd|
oy frgaest acAaeaBived Fud 1)1
atiparicayadavajiia samtatagamanadanadaro

bhavatil
malaye bhillapurandhri candanatarukasthamin
dhanam kurutel| |

“Excessive familiarity breeds contempt,
and frequent visits invite disrespect—much
like a Bhilla woman in Malaya (forest of
sandalwood trees) using precious sandalwood
as firewood.”

While driving on Indian roads, one often
sees signs on trucks saying, “Keep Distance.”
Similarly, a project manager must strike the
right balance in their relationship with the
team—neither too distant nor overly familiar.

Excessive closeness can erode authority
and objectivity, while being too aloof may
lead to disengagement and a lack of trust.
Just as familiarity can breed contempt, over-
involvement can blur professional boundaries
and shift focus away from work. A manager’s role
is to foster mutual respect, maintain objectivity,
and ensure both productivity and team cohesion.

Transparency and confidentiality

Ife A FEE Feaedgiedad|
TUSHTGTA Alehisd §[: STk aTea ||

yadinamasyakayasyayadantastadbahirbhavet|
dandamadaya sunah kakamsca

varayet| |

loko'yam

13 Subhagitaratnabhandagaram
14 Dhwanyaloka
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“If a human body was transparent, the
people had to use a stick to shoo away the dogs
and crows. Meaning, what is inside, should be
inside.”

While transparency is a cornerstone of a
healthy workplace, not all information can or
should be shared openly. Certain details, such
as trade secrets or strategic plans, must be
disclosed on a need-to-know basis.

Much like how parents selectively share
information to protect their children, a
project manager must balance openness with
discretion. Providing relevant details without
overwhelming the team ensures clarity while
avoiding unnecessary distractions.

Project managers often face the challenge
of deciding how much to share. Striking the
right balance fosters trust, maintains focus, and
safeguards sensitive information. Moreover,
understanding these nuances offers valuable
insights into team dynamics and individual
behaviors, ultimately contributing to a more
cohesive and efficient work environment.

Exercising judicious power

1 A ivee: ferE e g
1 B =g fafiqurar &1 gva Ad: |
&: 3 fafsafa: S s 6 o
fomn & gawvEmErHE T5a TR 111

vakyako labho gunisangamah kimasukham
prajiietaraih sangatih

ka hanih samayacyutirnipunata ka dharmata-
ttve ratih.

kah $tiro vijitendriyah priyatama kanuvrata
kim dhanam

15  Subhasitaratnabhandagaram

vidya kim sukhamapravasagamanam rajyam
kimajfiaphalam.

“What is the gain? The company of the wise!
What is the pain? The company of fools!
What is the harm? Wasting one’s time!

What is the skill? Immersing in ethics!

Who is brave? Conquer of one’s senses!
Who is the most beloved? A virtuous wife!
What is wealth? Knowledge!

What is happiness? Not having to travel for
sustenance!

What is power? Where the orders of the ruler
are obeyed!”

To conclude, a PM is successful when the
team listens to her/ him. Normally PMs do not
wield absolute power, as they are not functional
heads. The true test of a PM is the ability to
get work done without due stress. It is only
possible, when the PMs know their strengths
and weaknesses of the team members, their
skill-sets and their aspirations. Transforming
the project goal to individual team members’
goals is an art that a good PM develops over a
period of time.

Conclusion

Much like the world Ayn Rand envisioned in
The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged, an ideal
workplace would thrive if everyone performed
theirroles with honesty and integrity. However,
reality presents conflicting situations where
strong teams can still falter without effective
leadership. While Al has simplified aspects of
project management, such as data collection,
the human elements—strategic thinking,
leadership, and interpersonal skills—remain
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essential. A project manager must balance
technical expertise withemotional intelligence,
blending art and science to bring out the best
in their team. Since employees often leave
bad managers rather than organizations, a PM
with strong human skills is a valuable asset.
Ultimately, success in project management
lies in mastering both the technical and the
human aspects of leadership. This essay is
an attempt to provide some pointers towards
effective leadership.
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Life.

Listen to the Exhortation of the Dawn! Look
to this Day! For it is Life, the very Life of
In its brief course lie all the Verities
and Realities of your Existence. The Bliss
of Growth, Glory of Action, The Splendour
of Beauty, For Yesterday is but a Dream,
And To-morrow is only a Vision; But To-day
well lived makes Every Yesterday a Dream
of Happiness, And every Tomorrow a Vision
of Hope. Look well therefore to this Day!
Such is the Salutation of the Dawn!”
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