
M
ANAGEMENT OF talent
has become the number
one priority for not just
HR managers, but also for
CEOs. Seamless mobility

of talent across the globe has, in a sense,
made talent availability better for corpora-
tions world-wide. In another sense the
very same mobility has made talent short-
age acutely felt. While securing talent is
getting more and more difficult, focus has
turned to the even more challenging task of
retaining the best talent. 

Competent and committed people con-
stitute the human capital for companies to-
day. The ability to attract, retain and engage
talent has become a very significant intan-
gible component for companies since it
adds significantly to their market value.

Talent segmentation is a concept HR has
borrowed from the field of marketing
where capturing market share through the
market segmentation approach is a well-
established practice. Segmentation ensures
focused attention on a particular segment.

In the same way, when we talk of talent
segmentation, we focus on people who
come under different segments. McKin-
sey’s prescription to win the war for talent
includes a serious advice to “differentiate and affirm”.
While differentiating people usually happens on the ba-
sis of their performance, the segmentation approach is
very necessary for retention-related initiatives as well.

Mentoring is a powerful tool to retain people when
applied to the top talent segment in an organisation.
Since mentoring is a relationship-based developmental
process, matching of mentors and the mentees becomes
crucial to the success of the procedure and its outcome.

Many companies have taken a rather casual ap-
proach to instituting the mentoring process and later
have complained that the experiment has not delivered.
The mentoring process is not another feel-good tactic
employed by the HR personnel. It may not serve the
purpose until and unless it is well thought out and im-
plemented.

Top employees may have nothing more in common
among themselves than being promising and being
good performers. If that be so, then the choice of the
right mentors for them should deserve serious consider-
ation in terms of the learning styles of the mentee and
the mentoring approach of the mentor. 

And the choice of mentors in terms of their ability,
willingness and coaching styles is a key to making this

relationship work. 
This author has come across organisations where

mentors were not selected carefully or trained in effec-
tive mentoring and consequently the process did not de-
liver the intended results. Worse still, in one large IT or-
ganisation, some of the top talent even started to leave
as their experience with the assigned mentors was noth-
ing short of disaster!

This brings us to understand that there are certain
fundamentals to be under-
stood before laying out the
mentoring process.
Mentors must be identified
on the basis of a set of criteria. They must be
mature and positive, have the right experience, be suc-
cessful at work, good listeners, understand the latent
talents of individuals and are conscious enough not to
impose their thought process on the mentees.

Mentors have a significant responsibility to con-
tribute to the mentee’s learning process without seeking
significant change in the learning styles and personality
attributes of the mentee. 

Good mentoring enhances and builds on the
strengths of the mentee rather than trashing any of

them and seeking a sea change as a prerequisite for
mentoring to succeed. Mentors see incremental growth
and learning and reinforce the confidence that mentees
have in themselves and their self-worth.

On the contrary, when mentors are not carefully se-
lected or arbitrarily assigned, the relationship does not
produce results. 

The key point to note is that if mentors are not chosen
carefully, it can become an exercise in futility and lead to

unintended consequences for the
mentee and the organisation. 

While the HR personnel
may design and deliver a mentor-

ing programme with guidelines and training, etc.,
the onus of making the plan  work depends entirely on
the leadership team of the company. When the leader-
ship pays attention, mentoring moves deliver maxi-
mum value.

C Mahalingam

(The author is executive vice-president and chief people
officer with Symphony Services Corporation)

Contributions to this column can be sent to
mitu.jayashankar @timesgroup.com
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F
OR THE text-savvy younger generation,
less is more. SMSes and instant messaging
have become default communication
tools. Using acronyms, spelling shortcuts,
mobile communique is drifting away from

full-length expressions. That’s the beauty of keeping
it short. In an instant age, you don’t have to be a
spelling bee star to crack text messages, nor will
queries be lost in translation. Alabot has a way out.

Picture this. If you have a query regarding your
air-ticket, hotel reservation or on where to go pub-
bing, all you need to do is type in the key words. The
Alabot immediately fishes out the relavant informa-
tion and displays it on the screen. This technology
can be accessed even on your computer, mobile
phone or any other platform.

Alabot is an interactive intelligent agent that can
decipher syntax-free discussions and process
queries in real-time using AI (artificial intelligence)
and NLP (natural language processing). The smart
agent or the bot interprets language that humans
use naturally to address queries. “Our vision is to
‘talk enable’ any application and progressively en-
hance the reach and usability of local search, enter-
prise application and user interface platforms. We
are creating software that will make it easy for any-
one to interact with any application/ machine/ pro-

gramme seamlessly,” says Akshat Shrivastava, CEO
of Alabot, a Pune-based start-up.

Natural Language Processing, a sub-field of artifi-
cial intelligence, will process queries regardless of
grammatical usage or spelling bloopers. To reach out
to a broad base of customers, Alabot is available to
any connected medium be it mobile, web or IM (in-
stant messaging) platforms. It doesn’t require extra
integration effort to be present across verticals. Al-
abot’s debut has an interesting background. It’s CTO
and co-founder Gaurav Prasad hit upon the idea of
translating his academic project into a viable busi-

ness proposition. His interest in cognitive learning
prompted him to build a practical system accessible
to users via any platform. Akshat and Gaurav carved
out a product roadmap and devised a go-to-market
strategy. Betting big on the accessibility and user-
friendly features, Alabot is here for a long stay.

Talking about the key product differentiator, Ak-
shat says technology should make life easier
and not add yet another layer of complexity,
“It is easy to use, interacts in your native
language and is a single point service dis-
covery. Alabot-enabled application in-
volves configuration and almost no cod-
ing effort. We support all connected
media available to common
users.”

Alabot has lined up three
products to expand its
footprints. AlaSense is an
advertising plaform for
the web, mobile and
IM space. AlaCom
Marketplace is an e-
commerce plat-
form for the local
market and Ala-
Connect is AI/NLP-
enabled social net-
working and pro-

gramme management product for enterprise.
Alabot has entered a partnership deal with mo-

bile-worx, a leading mobility solutions company, to
launch intelligent SMS search in India. Alabot en-
tered the Headstart hall of fame by finding a slot
among the top 5 innovations in India. Headstart
2008 recently held at IISc, Bangalore, is a forum to

showcase product innovation.Staying ahead
of the pack by simplifying technology, Al-
abot team is raring to go.
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Alabot, a smart platform, interprets cryptic questions
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THAT CAN DECIPHER SYNTAX-FREE

DISCUSSIONS & PROCESS

QUERIES IN REAL TIME USING

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND

NATURAL LANGUAGE PROCESSING

There must be a chart of “dos and don’ts”for mentors.They must

learn the styles of different individuals (reading, writing, listening,

reflecting,doing,watching others), reinforce the learning progress

at regular intervals and ensure that the independence of the

mentee is not reduced to dependence.

Abiding principles

Mentees are given the option to choose a mentor of their choice

from the list of trained mentors.

Freedom of choice

Mentees & mentors must have the freedom to snap mentoring

ties if they don’t find it adding value to the learning process.

Snapping ties

Expectations are defined and clarified for the mentoring contract.

Pre-decided contracts

MENTORS...

Inflicting/ projecting personal failures, disappointments or 

prejudices on the mentee.

Fomenting trouble

Tormentors suffer from “Captious Complex”— a behaviour 

characterised by excessive complaining or fault-finding.

Finding fault

Moving the focus away from the scope of mentoring.

In the wilderness

Having a personal agenda & using the mentee to impose this on.

Personal agenda

A mindset of ‘my way or the high way!’.

Blinkered outlook

...& TORMENTORS

TRACKTALENT
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HIP-DESIGNING is ascending
tougher scales of complexity.
With this, teams which work
on these designs find their
work getting tougher by the

day. Nagesh Tamarapalli, engineering
manager at AMD India Design centre,
speaks to Vanisha Joseph on some of the
challenges that he faces.
Can you give a brief overview of
your career? 
I began my career in 1990 as a software
engineer with the VLSI CAD division of
Indian Telephone Industries, Bangalore.
In 1992, I returned to pursue PhD in the
Design-for-Test (DFT) area at McGill
University, Montreal, Canada. In 1995, I
had the opportunity to work with some
of the industries’ best known researchers
via an internship at Mentor Graphics, an
Electronics Design Automation
company. The work performed as part of
this internship has not only been
beneficial for my PhD, but has also been
incorporated in a Mentor Graphics
product and has resulted in a job offer
with their DFT group. During my stint
with Mentor Graphics that lasted till July
2006, I had the opportunity to pursue
engineering and technical marketing
roles that put me in contact with world-
class customers engaged in leading edge
designs. Having been part of a tool
supplier for many years, I decided to join
a semiconductor company. In August
2006 I joined AMD India Design center
as an engineering manager. 
What kind of skills are needed to
succeed in this area? 
In terms of technical expertise we look
for knowledge in the area of VLSI
Design, Logic Synthesis, Logic
Simulation, Testability, and Hardware
Description Languages such as Verilog
and VHDL. However, technical skills by
themselves are not enough to carry
someone through. Given the dynamic
nature of the industry, it is essential to
enhance learning and problem-solving
skills. Given the multi-site nature, it is
necessary to have good communication
skills and be responsible in meeting
commitments and keeping teams
apprised of the status. 
Chip-designing has seen
tremendous growth recently. How
have you reached this position? 
The unrelenting pace of integration and
complexity of the designs pose several
challenges for testing them. Being a
technical marketing engineer in my
previous job has provided me the
opportunity to interact with several
leading edge customers and understand
the test issues faced by them. I have also
been fortunate to be part of a team that
assimilated inputs from customers and
made seminal contributions resulting in
the de facto industry standard tools
especially in the area of test compression

that enables high quality
test while maintaining
test costs. In addition to
delivering products, the
team was also
professionally active,
which has helped me in
publishing in technical
journals and magazines as
well in obtaining eight US
patents. The contacts I
established with
customers have been of
help when I was looking
for a change. 
What does your
current role entail? 
I am the manager of a
team engaged in DFT and
manufacturing test
development of next
generation
microprocessors. Our
charter is to contribute to
the quality of
microprocessors through
creation and validation of
high quality

manufacturing test patterns. We work
closely with the designers to explore
ways of enhancing the testability. We
also work with product engineers during
early silicon debug and test pattern
development stages. Apart from being
responsible for the deliverables, a
significant part of my role is to keep the
team motivated, focused and to enhance
the professional and personal skills of the
team. When you have individuals who
are truly passionate and enjoy the
learning and work being done,
delivering results will come naturally. 
What are the growth prospects in
this sector? 
Semiconductor industry is cyclical in
nature, so in the short term you will find
ups and downs. However, the long term
trend has been for the industry to grow
at a healthy pace estimated to be about
15%. There are many new, exciting
applications such as portable medical
diagnostics, accessible banking and
increased connectivity that continue to
push this sector. Indian companies and
design centres will continue to a play a
crucial part in this growth. 
Can you give some advice to aspiring
chip-designers? 
Try to understand the “why” rather than
just focusing on “what” and “how”. We
find candidates who can explain the flow
in detail but lack clear understanding of
the fundamentals. It is important to stay
curious, ask questions and go beyond
just the motions of pushing the buttons
to accomplish design goals. The best way
to understand something is to try to
explain it to someone else. This will not
only force you to distil the idea and
explore possible questions but also
enhance your communication skills. 
Is it difficult for you to cope with
work-life balance? 
Working for a multi-national with design
groups located in North America, Europe
and Asia does pose a challenge;
especially when executing projects with
shared responsibilities across these sites.
This is a double-edged sword in the sense
that progress can take place round the
clock. However, to accommodate people
from all the time zones, meetings
typically tend to begin in the evening
and extend last late through the night.
The key is to carefully choose which
meetings to attend and also to have
other members who can represent the
team’s interests participate in some of
them. The tele-commute and flexi-time
policies of my company allows me to
work from home and an immensely
supportive family goes a long way to
improve my work-life balance. In
addition, as the Bangalore design centre
assumes bigger responsibilities, major
portions can be executed out of here
reducing the need for interaction across
multiple time zones.
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