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Disclaimer

The Authors do not have any kind of financial investments, direct or indirect business associations or financial stakes of any sort in MSD or any of the companies or businesses owned, run or promoted by him. This work does not promote or endorse any particular individual, company or industry OEM & its products over others in any manner whatsoever. 

The opinions expressed throughout are purely authors’ personal and the views & judgments presented are neither directed or targeted at anyone nor meant as pontification of any sort and are solely based on objective assessment of the subject matter. The names of products, systems and/or brand names mentioned wherever through the work are intellectual property of their respective owners and their mention has been done only & purely for information & creative purposes and it does not indicate or reflect and should not be construed as any kind of endorsement or promotion of any kind. The authors do not have any direct business association with any of the mentioned leadership theorists, authors & other domain specialists of past or present and do not have any commercial stakes involved in any of their works or publications. 

The work intends to provide a structural analysis of the leadership strategies, practices developed, cultivated & pursued by MSD on the field. The contents are not intended at chronicling his life, career events or glorification of achievements etc. in any broad or specific ways from a fan-boy’s perspective. The intent has been to provide objective analysis based on facts from the perspective of leadership against the light of some of the existing, most prominent leadership theories by some of the pre-eminent domain scholars while firmly toeing the thin line of objectivity right in the middle without getting awed by the fanfare or swayed by the criticism. The leadership context presented here has tactical leadership as the core pivot with focus on small, specialized & high performance teams. 

All the information, data & facts presented herein have been derived from reliable secondary sources, reasonably verified & have been presented for informational purposes only All effort & due diligence has been done to ensure the accuracy of the same, however, the same can’t be guaranteed. The views & opinions expressed throughout have been presented in light of the supporting facts & evidences by duly citing the sources alongside. Feel free to write in case of any concerns. The relevant jurisdiction in case of any judicial intervention would solely be New Delhi.

The presented content contains generic information only and is not suitable for addressing specific or particular circumstances of any specific case or scenario. The content, thus, is not intended to be used as a basis for taking decisions of commercial or any other nature. The authors and the publisher disclaim all liabilities originating from the outcomes of the application of the contents in real-life scenarios without duly conducting thorough due diligence and without seeking professional advice & opinion from relevant subject matter experts. 
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It was August 15, 2020 with the first ever lockdown in the 21st century (owing to pandemic) having already forced everyone to be truly home bound and jaded. A message appeared on the Instagram and the news it contained suddenly spread like wildfire on the social media which was abuzz with activity as well as news channels across the length & breadth of the country. It was from the nation’s heartthrob MS Dhoni who had announced his retirement from international cricket with a cryptic message, “From this day on consider me retired”, leaving millions of his fans across the globe incapacitated, in disarray and almost petrified with shock. The message instantly dashed the hopes of millions to see their hero back donning the Team India’s blue jersey after almost a year of him having not played international cricket, since the semi-final of the ODI World Cup of 2019 held in England, wherein, his unfortunate run out against New Zealand had actually led to India’s exit from the tournament while also heralding the beginning of the end of a long & illustrated career of a highly decorated legend of Indian cricket. 

Everyone wanted a great farewell for their beloved MSD from international cricket; everyone wanted him to leave at a good note after the heartbreak of WC 2019 which had still been paining a year later. We all wanted to do something for him but alas we were helpless and could do nothing. The writing was there on the wall that it was time for him to finally hang his boots & the gloves. Amid those turbulent & tumultuous moments marked by an unstoppable emotional roller coaster of sorts, a duo of his ardent fans decided to write a book on MSD and about the most impactful aspect of his on-field presence, which could also easily be termed as his ultimate legacy, and that’s his leadership. The endeavor was intended as a fitting tribute to the man who came, homed-in and conquered everyone’s heart & every conceivable trophy & award in the cricketing world becoming the only soul on the planet to have won the triple crown of cricket, namely, the ICC’s 2007 T20 WC, the 2011’s ODI WC and the 2013’s Champions Trophy.  

He also developed a comprehensive system & process geared towards winning, pivoted around complete situational awareness & contextual ownership, transformational leadership of the team with his unique leadership style (with camaraderie & patented coolness on & off the field as hallmarks), transparency,  inclusivity & engagement apart from a hawkish game control on the field marked by decisive as well as precise, critical calls. All of these collectively have duly earned him the sobriquet of ‘Captain Cool’ and the well deserved respect of his teammates, praise of authorities & media, envy of his competitors and deification with an almost god-like fan-following which has stayed intact even after his formal retirement from international cricket. This is besides a collection of hard to beat statistics & records for the record book as captain & with the bat which are likely to stay in the annals of Indian cricket for a very long time to come. 

Our intent here has been not to write a eulogy of any kind for glorification or appeasement from a typical fan’s perspective or for a ‘fan boy’ or ‘fan girl’ moment but rather to actually study & decrypt his leadership process & the method to the mega successful madness of the cricketing genius which has had a tremendous impact & influence on the way the sport is played in our country. 

Being from the Learning & Development (L&D) and Research domains respectively apart from being hardcore cricket & MSD fans for decades, we were uniquely qualified and in a perfect position to approach the subject from a distinctive professional as well as personal perspective. The approach undertaken was to decrypt MSD’s on-field approaches, methodologies and operating concepts, as exhibited on-field since taking over the reins of the Indian Cricket team in September 2007, in the light of existing domain literature and leadership theories as the guiding beacon to derive insights and actual, actionable learning principles which could be applied directly by existing as well as budding leaders and anyone to inspire and drive their teams to peak performance while realizing their true potential. 

The approach undertaken has been to structure each chapter around the following 5 pillars:-

1. A unique, core underlying leadership concept as well as its theoretical underpinnings 

2. The working or functional methodology of the concept answering ‘Why & how it works’   

3. Application of the same by MSD & others on the cricket field with actual quoted examples 

4. Concept’s application in other sports apart from business world & military leadership as caselets

5. Deriving the ultimate learning principle as a distilled outcome of the entire iterative learning process
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Here is that work in its final, ultimate form having undergone a series of mutations, ageing and maturation over the years coming as a gift from two ardent MSD fans to MSD himself and to his millions of true fans across the globe as his true & lasting legacy... 

Hope it proves to be useful and achieves its intended objectives...
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It was a pleasant spring day on April 05, 2005 in Visakhapatnam with the venue being the Dr. Y.S. Rajasekhara Reddy ACA-VDCA Cricket Stadium where a cricket match was being played between the traditional arch-rivals, India and Pakistan. The ODI was the second match of the six match ODI series with Pakistan touring India. The Indian skipper, Sourav Ganguly, won the toss and elected to bat first with India’s opening pair of Sachin Tendulkar and Virender Sehwag taking on the Pakistan fast bowlers. The fourth over of India’s innings turned out to be eventful for Pakistan with Sachin Tendulkar getting run out on a throw from Yousuf Youhana at a personal score of just 2 runs off the 8 balls he played. 

It was a big blow for India with Sachin having been dismissed cheaply. However, everyone was surprised to see the player who walked out of the dressing room to play at number 3. He was a wearing the number 7 jersey with long, flowing hair and an unmistakable, flamboyant appearance. The jersey read the name as M.S. Dhoni, which many had not come to recognize by then. However, their lack of recognition was going to be ephemeral with the same going to last just a single day as a new star was going to be born in Visakhapatnam that day. 

Dada’s (Sourav Ganguly) decision to send a rookie Dhoni at number 3 was highly unusual given the star studded nature of the Indian batting line-up. However, the radical call was borne more out of Dada’s calculative mind with him wanting India to take-off right at the outset of the innings to be able to make the most of the pitch conditions. Further, he wanted Dhoni to have more time to play out there in the field as he had batted lower down the batting order in his four previous innings in international cricket without any real impact, especially, in India’s tour of Bangladesh of 2004. For Dhoni, coming out first down was his preferred batting position given that he had been batting at number 3 only in first class cricket. Dhoni took the guard and got off the mark with a boundary coming of an elegant off-drive. 

In a subsequent double whammy for Pakistan bowlers, the power hitting duo of Virender Sehwag & MS Dhoni smacked them real hard to all corners of the ground with a partnership of 96-run forming between them in just over 10 overs. Sehwag, however, unfortunately lost out on his century by getting out at the score of 74. 

His dismissal brought Dravid on to the field and ‘The Wall’ provided Dhoni, the man on a demolition mission, enough stability at the other end to continue his decimation of a beleaguered bowling attack muscling fours and sixes in quick succession. In an impressive & outstanding display of belligerence, skilled stroke-play and firepower; Dhoni made his maiden century and finished his innings with a big hundred, making 148 runs, which came off just 123 balls. This included 15 fours & 4 huge sixes, of which, two of them were clobbered savagely over long-off. 

India ultimately made 356 runs in their assigned 50 overs that day, thereby, setting a daunting target for the visitors to chase & win which they just couldn’t manage to do. India won the match by 58 runs with Dhoni named as the player of the match.

Dhoni, thus, had arrived and announced his arrival in style with an awesome display of fireworks in a traditional, high-stakes arch-rivalry in front of a cheering home crowd. In the post-match presentation, Dada said, “When I looked at the wicket in the morning it looked like it would crumble quite quickly, and might not even be good for batting for the first 50 overs. So the toss was absolutely crucial, and once we won it, it was important that we made as many runs as possible in the first 15 overs. That's why we made the decision to send Dhoni in and he played fantastically well."1

Dhoni provided a quick glimpse of his precocious talent and the shape of things to come in his statement made in the post match presentation. He said, “After I got to a hundred I felt it was important to push the scoring as much as possible so that we could make about 350. The ball was not doing anything off the pitch and I knew that even a score of 350 might not be enough."1

An article appearing in media the same day was headlined “A man possessed”2 with the first paragraph of the article reading out as, “When Mahendra Singh Dhoni left the field today after having lashed 148 in only his fifth innings in international cricket, he had imprinted such an array of astounding strokes on the memory of those watching that a dozen knowledgeable observers could have each picked a personal favourite and no two choices need have been the same”2. It further had a piece of advice meant for the selectors in a caption, which read, “Mahendra Singh Dhoni’s stunning 148 should finally settle the debate over India’s wicketkeeper-batsman in ODIs”2. And yes, the debate & the quest both were settled & the position was sealed with a crackerjack of a performance.

Marking one’s arrival with a debut or a rocking performance against Pakistan surely has been a dream come true for some other cricketers as well prior to Dhoni with the pack led by none other than the master blaster, Sachin Tendulkar, himself. Sachin made his test debut against Pakistan in November 1989 at the tender age of 16 while facing the pace battery of Imran Khan and Wasim Akram with the match played at Karachi. His ODI debut also was against Pakistan, a month later in December 1989, with the venue being Sharjah for the shorter format of the game. The key difference, however, was that Sachin got to his maiden century in his 79th game and after a span of almost of 5 years in 1994 against Australia in Colombo. However, it took him only 8 test matches to get to his first test century coming against England in 1990 at the age of 17 while batting in tricky English conditions.  

Indian opener Navjot Singh Sidhu also made his maiden ODI century against Pakistan at the Champions Trophy played at Sharjah in October 1989. Sidhu made 108 of 121 balls, however, India ended up being on the losing side despite having put a score of 273 on the board while batting first. Sidhu’s maiden century came after 2 years of having made his ODI debut against Australia in October 1987. 

Virender Sehwag, another explosive Indian batsman, too, made his ODI debut vs. Pakistan in April 1999. However, he also took a span of over 2 years to reach his maiden ODI century made against New Zealand of just 69 balls in August 2001. 

However, against this backdrop, Dhoni’s maiden century coming in just his fifth ODI inning spoke volumes about and almost proved to be a harbinger of what destiny had in store for him and what he had in store for India and the nation’s beloved game... 

Fast forward to now in IPL 2023, exactly 19 years later with MSD being a living legend of the game, nothing much has changed except the fact that every stadium across the country has become MSD’ home ground with chants of ‘Dhoni’, ‘Dhoni’ and the crescendo of spectators’ cheering when he comes out for the toss or to bat having become many times louder.

The Star Sports commentator Danny Morrison asked a much older version of M.S. Dhoni at the outset of an IPL fixture about his retirement saying that he believed it was his last IPL tournament to which a cheeky & evasive MSD replied that it’s his (Danny) decision & judgment on his IPL career rather than being his own to which Danny announced much to the delight of the crowd that MSD will be playing next year’s IPL as well to which the ecstatic crowd erupted in a loud roar of rapture. Such scenes have been very common in the IPL 2023 with the crowds thronging stadiums across the nation for every CSK match donning yellow jerseys just to capture a mere glimpse of MSD and to cheer for every four & six hit by him. Further, CSK’s game against KKR at the Eden Gardens virtually looked like it was taking place in CSK’s home ground with the spectator stands looking like the yellow sea with almost everyone donning the yellow jersey and MSD quipping in the post match presentation, “They all have come in yellow to bid farewell to me as I am in the last phase of my career, however, long I may play.” The feeling was felt once again following the lap of honour taken by Dhoni and the entire CSK team & support staff in Chennai following CSK’s last home game for IPL 2023 at Chepauk was overwhelming & almost unforgettable with tennis balls and jerseys being distributed to fans by Dhoni with a heartfelt thanks and the legend of the game Mr. Sunil Gavaskar suddenly appearing in front of the camera covering MSD to take Dhoni’s autograph on his shirt and then giving Dhoni a real warm hug. That’s the magic of MSD which simply refuses to fade away... 

The cricket commentator and former cricketer Mr. Aakash Chopra has rightly & aptly put it, “MSD is not just a player or name but rather an emotion and a sentiment” and it will always remain so...
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