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Is the Management 
Guru Business Dying?

Are business icons eclipsing the halo of famous 
management gurus? Do the rising sales of 
business biographies, both print and digital, 

and plummeting sales of business books support the 
above hypothesis? 

Conferences addressed by business leaders are 
usually full while organizers are fi nding it very tough 
even to recover the cost on seminars led by many 
management gurus. Biographies and public lectures 
(even recorded)  by Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Mark 

Zuckerberg, Google founders, Richard Branson, Jack 
Ma, Narayana Murthy, Ratan Tata are clearly the rage 
today. Also, TED Talks and INK Talks in India are 
giving executives suffi  cient portions of intellectual 
salad to munch on.  

The Economist’s Schumpeter (‘Twilight of the Gurus’ 
April 25, 2015) has captured this trend very well. He 
appears to have created a fl utter in the management 
guru business. The Thinkers50, which thrives on its 
ranking of management gurus every two years, is 
fuming at the columnist for good reason.
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Thinkers50 founders Stuart Crainer and Des Dearlove rubbish The 
Economist’s views in their post: “We disagree. Business thinking is 
busier, bigger and better. Its infl uence is now much more profound — 
but can’t be measured by old fashioned yardsticks.” (‘The Dawn of the 
Next Generation’). They surmise that growing Twitter follower 
numbers of gurus proves their point. Yet, their counter appears feeble 
and unconvincing. 

Schumpeter points out how the Thinkers50 rankings have not changed 
much in the last two editions and there have not been any ground-
breaking books in recent years – Two of the most prominent business 
books of the past few months have been retreads rather than new 
publications with new ideas: the tenth-anniversary edition of Kim’s and 
Mauborgne’s ‘Blue Ocean Strategy’ and the 20th-anniversary edition of 
Don Tapscott’s ‘The Digital Economy.’

Even Vijay Govindarajan’s ‘Reverse Innovation’ (2012) and Michael 
Porter’s ‘Creating Shared Value’ (2012) are clearly a spin on C K 
Prahalad’s and Stuart Hart’s concept ‘The Fortune at the Bottom of 
the Pyramid’ published in 2002. Porter has not had the equivalent of 
a number-one hit since ‘The Competitive Advantage of Nations’ 
20 years ago. 

What’s more, the last two “Thinkers50” rankings of the world’s leading 
management pundits, published in 2011 and 2013, show no change at 
the top, with Clay Christensen of Harvard Business School and the duo 
of Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne of INSEAD ranking fi rst and second 
respectively. It won’t be a surprise if a majority of the top ten-guru 
ranking in the 2011 and 2013 may repeat in their 2015 edition as well. 

Clearly, a majority of the gurus who made it to recent ranking are 
those whose ideas made a big impact in the 1980 and 1990s. Today, 
many of their ideas have either become obsolete or are being 
re-packaged brazenly.  

So, is the guru business reaching the end of a 
long cycle of creativity and those who continue to 
hang on are simply in denial? Is the business of 
business thinking gone stale? 

Mini Gurus
It is easy to spot dozens of mini-gurus who are specialists in their areas 
and this number will only grow.  Is the era of gurus like Peter Drucker, 
Tom Peters, Michael Porter, C K Prahalad – who could see the inter-
connectedness of everything and off er theories and ideas that were 
relevant for all businesses, coming to an end? 

Schumpeter takes a hard dig at the mushrooming of the ‘the thought 
leadership’ culture which is breeding more followers than igniting new 



sparks for the dearth of new big ideas. “Whenever 
companies treat thinking as “content” and deploy 
their marketing and PR people to pump it out, the 
result is bound to be cliché or gobbledygook.”

Pay Pal founder Peter Thiel, who wrote 
‘Zero to One in 2014,’ could be the new 
kid in town. Although the book is written 
for start-up entrepreneurs, it has a lot 
of fresh and counter-intuitive insights 
on Economics, talent and technology 
management and, of course, fi nancial risk 
management. 

Clearly, trends such as the internet of things, 
smart phone, autonomous machines, networked 
organization, the responsible business movement, 
conscious capitalism have changed the way business 
is done today, something alien even fi ve years ago.  

But the world still needs big ideas to fi ght very tough 

But the world still needs big ideas 
to fi ght very tough challenges such 
as climate change, sustainability, 
terrorism, unemployment, global 
poverty, among others. They all 
have major impact on business 
outcomes. The guru industry, as 
Schumpeter suggests, does not need 
only disruption, it may have to make 
a new beginning

challenges such as climate change, sustainability, 
terrorism, unemployment, global poverty. They all 
have major impact on business outcomes in the future.

The guru industry, as Schumpeter suggests, does not 
need only disruption to revive, it may have to make a 
new beginning. 

Connecting Good Corporates & Good NGOs for CSR
Problem of plenty is as diffi cult to handle as problem of scarcity. The Indian 
government’s mandatory two percent spend on CSR projects has thrown up the 
problem of good companies chasing right projects to fund and the right NGO which 
can implement them. 

The NGO community is eager but is not able to market itself too well. 

SustainabilityNext is one of India’s better platforms that can connect the two 
effectively so that precious time and resources can be used optimally.

The e-magazine is sold on Magzter.com and Newshunt.com and read by more 
than 40,000 business leaders, NGOs, entrepreneurs and graduate students.

Companies can advertise here to attract the best of people and NGOs to 
maximize the impact of their funds and NGOs can advertise to showcase their 
projects and capabilities. 

Please write to Suchitra Jayaprabhu at Suchitra@managementnext.com 
or call 80-41126557. www.sustainabiitynext.in,  www.managementnext.com
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Jagdish Sheth’s Magic Mantra 
for $500b Indian IT by 2020 
Prof. Jagadish Sheth is optimistic of the 
Indian information technology sector 
reaching $500 billion revenue by 2020 only if 
organizations become more marketing and 
customer centric. In a chat with Benedict 
Paramanand, he suggests that CEOs could 
read his book ‘Customers for Life’ for some 
inspiration and insight. 

Prof. Sheth is Charles H. Kellstadt, Professor 
of Marketing at the Goizueta Business School 
of Emory University. Even at 77, and a recent 
heart surgery, he is back exciting Indian 
leaders of the immense opportunities if they 
transformed their behavior, strategy and training from process, technology 
centric to customer and marketing centric.    

You have spoken of Indian IT sector’s 
potential of reaching $500 billion 
turnover by 2020. How can they 
achieve this? 
The Indian IT services industry will have diffi  culty 
more on the marketing side, not so much on talent. In 
order to enhance their marketing capacity, they have 
to do three things:

a. Recruit talent which comes with marketing 
orientation – a good blend of engineering and 
marketing will be good.

b. The second model is to get a real expertise of 
marketing. It is important to know what does the 
CMO do and think. It’s not enough to know only 

what a CFO or a CIO thinks. CMOs today decide 
on 40 percent of the IT marketing spend and that 
percentage will only increase in the future. How 
can you make the CMO the hero?

c. This one is unique – we don’t do enough internal 
marketing. You need to put on the marketing 
hat when you do talent grooming. Getting 
people into a cultural immersion 
from a marketing perspective is very 
important. They have to move from ethno 
centric talent to global or cosmopolitan talent. 

Big investment is needed for grooming the talent for 
both technical and marketing training. If we start 
now, in one or two years we can have a totally 
new force.

GuruSpeak
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Should the Indian organizational DNA 
have to change to achieve this?
Change can come only from an outside perspective. 
For example, TCS understood this game long ago. 
It recruited someone from the Taj Hotel Group 
for its marketing, sales and customer relationship 
management. TCS understood this game that client 
centric means learning from some other industry, I’m 
told this was a key for its transformation. 

At Cognizant, key transformation was done by my 
colleague Andrew Sobel. He and I wrote a book 
called ‘Clients for Life: How Do You Become a 

Based on groundbreaking research, Clients for Life sets forth 
a comprehensive framework for how professionals from all 
fi elds can develop breakthrough relationships with their clients 
and enjoy enduring client and customer loyalty. Supported by 
over 100 case studies and examples drawn from consulting, 
fi nancial services, law, technology, and other fi elds, Clients for 
Life illustrates how you can evolve from an expert for hire–a 
tradable commodity–to an extraordinary advisor. Riveting 
portraits of both exceptional contemporary professionals 
and legendary advisors such as Aristotle, Thomas More, 
Niccolò Machiavelli, and J.P. Morgan reveal how great client 
relationships are achieved in practice.

Trusted Adviser’. The CEO of Cognizant discovered 
him through this book, believed in the book’s 
proposition and recruited him to do all the internal 
transformation of training and education. You can 
clearly see a correlation with how Cognizant took off . 

You have to have an outside immersion somehow to 
change the game. It is like grafting. I do agree with 
you that it requires a fundamental DNA change in 
Indian companies.

My recommendation is that IT companies 
should shift from IT centric to domain 
centric. It automatically gets you into 
customer-centric thinking.
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