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As Shiv Khera's best-seller 'You Can Win' turns 20, Lounge decodes its enduring success, and looks at
the current crop of writers and books changing the landscape of self-help publishing in India

e

Somak Ghoshal

hiv Khera's eyes light upas Tpull out a
well-thumbed copy of his first hook, You
Can Win, from my bag. It's late after-
noononableak February day and weare.
sittingin thebasementoflice ofhis mul-
ti-storey home in the south Delhi neighbourhood of
Vasant Vihar, waiting for coffee to be served.
“Ihad more hair then,” Khera, 56, says, looking at
the cover, which showsamuchyounger versionof
him beamingat the camera. Next to the photograph
s trademarked aphorism: “Winnersdon't do di
nt things. They do things differently.” In cas
youaren'tconvinced, there'sacatchline at the bot-
tom, in colourful, bold letters: “OVER TWO MIL-
LION COPIES SOLD INSIXTEEN LANGUAG
These numbers, though longoutofdate, shouldd
Khera's wiscl

pel

winning. The proofofthe pudding, as they say, isin
the cating.

In 1998, Khera introduced the self-help genre in
English o Indian readerswith You Can Win. 1 ey
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Tven now, in 2018, you can spot Khera's smiling
mugshotin thesell-help section ofany decentbook
storeor e-tailer.

You Can Win has what in marketing jargon is
called “brand recall”. Even the most jaded attendant
inanairport bookshop nodsvigorously ifyou ask for
it.Street vendors come bearing it to yourvehicle as
youwait for the traffic lights to change. It's ubiqui-

dally in Hindi (Jeet Aapki), at the Wheeler
s at railway stations (fittingly enough, Khera
wenton towrite anotherboolk called You Can Sell in
2010). “You Can Win is perhaps the only hook I
scenbeingread by thedoorman ofa hoteland CEOs
[lying bus ajiv Beri, managing
dircetor, Bloomsbury India, who acquired it when
he WS W orkingat Macmillan in the 1990s .

Mental floss

Self-help may be able to heal
emotional distress—especially if
healthcare isn't easily accessible

ouldself-help literature filla gap ina

society like India, where awareness of

mental health problemsis far from
evolved, and help isn’teasily available?
Shyam Bhat, a psychiatrist and an authorof a
book on how to overcome heartbreals, says,
“Theidea that we can turn to literature to
healisancient.” Ifour an

to-riches curve, fitsinto thisaspirational narrative
neatly. After moving to Canada in his early 20s to
seek his fortune, and later to the US (he isan Ameri-
cancitizen now), he sold vacuum cleancrs .mu nrc
insurance policies. Later,

nesses,went bust, had propertics nmmml ind

rece ksare
\mrlhy ofan mlk pcndun slurv)

Along theway, 3
in 2004 and unsuccessful attempts at contesting
parliamentary elections. In 2008, Kheralaunched
the Bharatiya Rashtravadi Samanata Party to fight
corruption, butit turnedout to beadud. Now, heis
notonly an inspiational spealer who is much in
\gwriter of s
butalso the fc ol Qud]ll'ml Learning System:
USA,abusiness consultancy. *A personwitha posi-
tiveattitudecannotbestopped. A personwithancg-

1o the scriptures in their hour of need, peo-
plenow turn to tracts by spiritual guruslike
Oshoand Sadhguru Jaggi Vasudev for sol-
ace. Beyond individual misfortunes, there
arelarger questions to reckon with (0o, the
most pressing being: “How do we live an
authentic life in India today?” Dr Bhat adds.
Ifthe Miss Malinis and Mr Bhagats pro-
vide comfort to the millennials and zillenni-
alsof this cra, the Chicken Soup For The Soul

series catered to the youth of the 1990s.
Curatedas personal narratives, these vol-
umes were targeted at specific readers:
Chicken Soup For The Adopted Soul, Chicken
Soup For The Bride’s Soul, Chicken Soup For
The Breast Cancer Survivor’s Soul, and so on.
“Tales of personal redemption were meant to
inspire cathartic thoughts in the reader. No
wonder Raksha Bharadia, co-editor of the 13
titles comprising Chicken Soup For The
Indian Soul (published from 2008-12),
started Bonobology, a web portal for people
to postabout relationships and love. With
50,000 page viewsand at least 10 queriesa
day” (according to Bharadia), itis essentially

ther in thesuccessstoryof this
King Knng among best-sellers. And it pertains to
Eheras track record: of having a CV riddled with
dramatic failures.

THEF-! WORD

scif-help 2.0.
Pop cul play amajorroleat the

intersection of self-help and mental health-
care, adds Lucy Bnreal'urd aLondon-] bdbed

annot be helped, when Task
him ifself-help books canreally change fortunes.

AFORATTITUDE
Presumably, the mantra works for, or convinces,
enough people tojustify Khera’s fandom. Kailash
Mota.a Kenya-based charteredaccountant, told me
on email thal reading You Can 1V 'n hcl])cd him
revivehisdwindiingbusines

motivations] speaker from Ranchi, tells journalist
Snigclha Poonamin her book Dreamers: How Young
Indians Are Changing Their World, published car-

lier this year. “Not something other motivational

writers from abroad will get. They lnkc spoken
confiden

with these things. In hisbook, thereare ll’m‘w hap-

terson confidence.”

Almosteveryone [ spolm to.whetherauthors or
publishers, said good self-help writing was about

icating simply. ina voice and vocabulary

thatthe targetreadercould quickly relate o, Ithelps

to have a framing narrative, usually via autobio-

gnphlcﬂl ancedoles, (o e it a hook A smartly

p book should ke th \f

an ln\ll\llllldl resonate with socicty’s collective
desires.

In 1998, the talent pool of such writers in India
was much smaller. As Khera burst on to the scene
that year, Spencer Johnson published Who Moved
My Cheese?, a path-breaker in the self-help seg-
ment, whichsold over 28 million copicsworl
Ayearlater, Robin Sharma’s “business fabl
Mol Who Sold His Ferrari (1999), broke records
too,selling12million copies—a third of these, says
Akash Shahof Jaico Publishing House, which pub-
lishes Sharma’s books in India, were sold in this
countryalone. Over the last twodecades, however,
with the proliferation of literary festivals and the

cultofthe author, owing
ular success of mass-market writers like Durjoy
Datta, Ravinder Singh, Sachin Garg or Precti
Shenoy, led by none other than Chetan Bhagat,
India thelook-

writer, apista
anemail, mentioning ey

vearslater, thebool
Tions (e s releasinga xquel, You Can Acticee More:
Live By Design, Not By Defaulr, this month). Khera
claims You Can Win hassold nearly four million cop-
esso far; Bloomsbury India, his current publisher,
adds that the English edition sells 100,000 copics
every year. There are over 20 editions in different

slmd) buzz of activity around his new book in his
. where, between greeting us, indulging his
dhlc pug Lilly and dictating his thoughts (his
preferred modeof “writing”) to hissecretary, Khera
isabusy, butcontent, man. Atleast for the moment.

Inthe busy landscape of Indian English publish-

langitages. The Hindi,
than the others, according (o Yogesh Sharma, v
president, salesand marketing, Bloomsbury Indi
“But the exactnumbers, factoring in the pirated cop-
s, must be close to halfa billion,” Kheraasserts, his
voicerisingbya few decibels.

‘The numbersaresomind-boggling that fora min-
ute we bothsit in silent contemplation. For trade
publishers in India,a book selling 10,000 copiesis
abest-seller—one that hits 50,000 iaj

ing, wh intheself-help

dagi,andactor Deepika Pacukone’s involve-
Josin iskey  mentin raisi fmental health
pillarof his success. There'sa—— problems.

ing India’s demographic dividend, its literacy in

English, and buying power, the figures doadd up to

tella fascinating story about the Indian Dream.
“I'wec and g

scamentevery year, andjustas many sinkinto obliv-

why

fonaftera few weeks, Kheraisa
non. Nowriter publishedin India has soldasmuch,
as consistently, and for as long a time (Robin
Sharma’s The Monk Who Sold His Ferrari, another
‘monsterseller, isimported from the US, and docsn't
originate here like Khera’s books).

Self-help hooks occupy about 5% of the market

outforlocal voices to write self-help foranew gen-
erationof readers. “It helps Lo have an existing pub-
file Lo become awriter in hi says
Milce Ashwarya, cditor-in-chicf, commercial and
business hooks, Penguin Random House India.
“However, we are neveraverse toa cracklingidea,
even fromanewbic.”

Prowling among the shelves of the non-fiction
section on the third floor of Bengaluru’s Blossom
Book House, I recently overheard two men, most
likely in their 20s, chuckling over Mark Manson’s

ouldwe oks?” says Suhel Seth, brand con-
sultantand author of Get To The Top: The Ten Rules
Social Success (2011), inanemail interview. “We
(l Lo undel l\l.md that India has more than just

\x 'S wllLr‘ le Subllz‘ Arl O/Nal Gil mneA FeR:A

Life."Td
r1thc| get thisone than um, one guy said to the
other, pointingat the engineering textbook he was.
holding. Isilently hoped the title would induce him

The dilemma of making choices—and at what

—isincreasingly becoming the tipping point for

1O} +ALtimesitis nauscating toacton thatimpulse.
what peor
Alot nl'\he time, ieve that not | cos

mentors.”

sharein Indian ays Ananth Padmanab-

Whenitco own
areusually not the most trustworthy sources. Indian
publishing isalso notoriously cagey about details.
Butmy edition of You Can Win, published by Mac-
millan Publishers in 2011, claims on the copyright
page that the hookwasreprinted 22

han, chicfexecy ofHarperCollins India,
quoting from Nielsen Bookscan, which ir

be their
Unlll\c the US, muahl) 50% of India’s 1.3 bll]lon
ionisbelow theage of 25, and 65% bel

iry trendisfor those in the business. Mostof thesc-
cessful titles areimported from abroad, with Paulo
Coclhoand Rhonda Byrne leading the segment.

1998-2002. From 2003-10, it went into 29 more
reprints, (w 09alone. My “special edition”,
which I picked up from a used bookshop on Kolk-
ata’s College Street, was reprinted twice in 2011,

http://epaper.livemint.com/epaper/viewer.aspx

T scemmuch. Areportin the
Forbesmagazinein 2015 estimated that theseli-help
indlustry in the US, including television showsand
motivational speaking, amounts to $11 billion
(around Rs71,139 crore now) per year. But consider-

Areport by the International Labour Organisai
predicts Indidsunemploymentrate o beat
2018. Much of this youthful demographic scems
hungry o figure out new ways o win, achieve
more—then perhaps sell their coveted Fer

sclf-help, both for readers and writers, in India.
Young India, poiscd to enter the big bad world,
struggling with one overwhelming question, says

Malini Agarwal, famous for her fashion and film
blog, Miss Malini, and the latest entrant (o the self-
help scene. Her first book, published in January.,

hingeson thatone question that’s giving millennials
and illennialssiecplessnights: “Tow do T know Lam

writeabook aboutit, andsink into thei lrtl«'!l'
capitalist drcams.
Khera'srise tostardom, followinga typical rags-

goodal

#ToTheMoon: How I Blogged My Way To Bolly-
wood looks backon Agarwal's trials asa newcomer
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(clockwise, from top) Shiv
Khera at his home in Delhi;
Malini Agarwal at Andaz
Hotel, Delhi; a still from the
movie ‘Dear Zindagi; and the
Title Waves book store in
Mumboi.

All self-help writing, whatever
the demographic or age
group itis addressed to,

begins with that most
fundamental of questions:
What do we want in life?

i

in Mumbai, with big dreams ofcelebrity. Whenshe
arrived in thecity two decadesago, she writes, she
had twosuitcases, one friend, and shared an apart-

mentwithsixother girlsand a pigeon. Her share of
therentwas Rs625, and Facebook was unheard of.

Inthe l]ll (L months her bookhast ithas
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writer 20 yearsago.

NTLIE
Isell-help writing, whatever the demographicor
age group its addressed o, begins with that most
:Whatdowewantinlife?

sold 15,000 copies, according to HarperCollins
India, her |n|hl|~h4'L In theself-help segment, the
writer needs (o be someone who really knows the
subject they areadvising readerson. Italso helpsif
they enjoy alarge following that may translate into
saysShreya Punj, Agarwal'seditor.
“Whobetter o tellyouaboutbloggingand internet
isruptor, he
ill the 2000s, life was all about waiting for
opportunitiesand working hard,” Agarwal says on
the phone, “but millennialsare now besieged with
optionsand workspaces, where almost everything
isdigital.” Her ook is more of a guide than strictly
selfhelp, sheadds. “Thad toloscall my fearand try
outatleast 15 jobs before I got her
Agarwal'sstory will resonate with today’syouth,
whospend hours frettingabout leading thelife that
Instagram celebrities seem to, and even more time
sssingabout looking adequately coolin public.
Yet Agarwal hasn't really moved oo far from the
premise that put Kheraon the path to becominga

self>”

http://epaper.livemint.com/epaper/viewer.aspx

Money, love, God are the usual answers.

Ifbooks onwellnessand memoirson spirituali

It

SHELF HELP

A rough and ready guide to books that have inspired Indian
readers over the last 20 years

hiv Khera
Don't miss: You Can
Win (Bloomsbury
India, first published
in1998,)

Get your fix: The
Dale Carnegie for
the Indian reader,
Khera's first book
was pitched as a
manual to boost the
confidence of youngsters entering the job
market, and also to inspire professionals
facing mid-career crises to take calculated
risks, instead of remaining stuck in a rut.

ROBIN
SHARMA
Don't miss: The MONK
Monk Who Sold His FERRARI
Ferrari (Jaico, first
published in1999)
Getyour fix: At the

age of 25, Sharma,
whois a Canadian
national, quit his
high-stress job as a lawyer and decided to
shift gears. His "business fable” has sold by
the millions since then.

\

Rashmi Bansal =~ ===
Don't miss: Stay ey
Hungry, Stay Foolish

(Westland, 2008)
Getyour fix: Founder  HUNGRY
of ayouth magazine,

bestselling witer, and
motivationalspeaker,  FOOLISH
Bansal made a mark

withher firstbook,  eashemi Bansal
which had stories of 25

MBASwho left ~H

lucrative jobs to pursue their dreams,

theselfstyled guruof Young India’s dreams, naidri
and chholri—joband romance. Like Khera, Bhagat,
whosetlove storieson the campusesof the II'Ts and
1M, speaks Lo the young reader who doesn'thave
the Englishskillsordisposable income toappreciate
titles imported from abroad. It won't be far off the
mark to think of Bhagat’s books, especially his col-
Muuun[mmmm\ulunumnuullnumlm Vhat
Young India Wants,assclf-h |1~punmlnlnlmnnr
pep talk. For the price ofacup of coffee, readersget
aglimpseoflife inside those hallowed temples—top
engineeringand managementinstitutes—as wellas
lessonsin findinglove. 1Cs the bestfinishingschool
youcan get fora few hundred bucks.

But (o find employment, or to becomean entre-
preneur, they have exams (o pass first—in the real
world—which isasell-help marketunto itselr.

Ina recent book titled Evam Warriors, drawn
from hismonthly radioaddress Mann Ki Baat, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi presentsa manual to help
young people combatacademicstress. The path to
redemption is mostly through yoga (the book
doesni'ttell you, though, what todo'incase ofa ques-
tion paper eak), butalso via practical adivice: Don't
cheat, don’tjudge yourselfby your classtoom per-
formance, don't forget to have fun and—once
again—don't forget your daily yoga. Hectoring,

eac st signalled by the
]\('rin(lh il The Presentis God's
Greatest Present,” orinstance),itis designedlikea
workbook, as many self-help guides arc.
For thevastmajority o icratc Indians the desper-
ms is as urgent as finding love
and Uttar Pradesh have thriving
cking compeitive cxams).
on India Reading Trends
Report 20177, the highest-selling book on the website:

m-.n orts say Bihar
cheating rackets f
According (o the “Ama

healthand fitness compriseabulk of the I s
help market (the Indian chapter of the US publisher
Hay House caters primarily to this mind-body-spirit
nent), the rest of it is filled with confiden
boosting manuals, tricks Lo setting up successful
businesses and climbing up the corporate ladder. A
handful of exceptions are able l() straddle two
extremes with ease: Devdutt Pattanaik’s Business

Tastyearwas M. Laxmikanty's Indian Polity.an 852-
page tome that is friend, philosopher and guide to
millionsofcivil serviceaspirants. Onits heels comes
Word Power Made Easy, a staple for anyone who
wants to crack interviews and exams. Additionally,
Niclsen BookScan found that 70% of the titles in the
Indian market are textbooks, including the ubiqui-

tous “guice books”, supplementary aids to the rote

Sutra: A Very Indian Approach To Manag
whichledtothree related books (The Talent Sutra:
An Indian Approach To Learning, The Leadership
Sutra: An Indian Approach To Power and The Success
Sutra: An Indian Approach To Wealth), de suseful
corporate lessons from mythology. Inasimilarvein,
Radhalkrishnan Pillai, popularly called Chanakya
Pillai,isknown for books based on the teachingsof
Chanakya, the economist of the Mauryan era.

For the second subset of readlers, the ideal self-
help package deal should include, to quote Bhagat,

lear India’svarioussc
AsChandan Deshmukh,authorof Five Lies My Teach-
ers Told Me: Success Tips For The New Generation,
putsit, theriseinliteracy rates does’tmean Indians
arebeing taught how o study forexams. 4)r rthat
matter, prepped (o fa [
uncertaintics thatawaits them in the, |nh|mu kel

UL cuRRY
Twenty yearsago, young Indians sually did their
parents”

Malini MALINI AGARWAL
/ \Q(n\,\' :\
Don'tmi
#ToTheMoon: Howl
Blogged My Way To
Bollywood
(HarperCollins
Indiia, 2018)
Get your fix: Aimed
atindias new-age
workforce of
millennials and the zilennials, whoare
entering workspaces dominated by digital
labourand its changing dynamics

Steps Senes
(Westland. The first
book appearedin

Get your fix: Best
known for
mythological fiction,
Sanghi co-wrote this series, along with
experts from different fields, as guides toa
good ife.

Pattana
Don't miss:
Business Sutra
(Aleph Book
Company, 2013)

Get your fix: Not
strictly self-help, this
isauniquetake on
management, based
on the wisdom
distilled in Indlia's mythologies by one of
the country’s most beloved writers.
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medicine, enginecringand thecivil services, which
would keep them solvent, ifnotset themon the path
tosuccess. With theopeningof the economy in 1991,
and globalization hitting Indian shores, the youth
archesicgedby choice. Best-selling writer Rashmi
Bansal, who founded and edited Just Another Maga-
ine(AM) foryoung readersin 1995, saysit's possi-
ble for today’s youth to aspire to—and achieve—
things that weren't imaginable for carlier gener.
tions. When Bansal started herown venturein I
after completingamaster'sin businessadministr:
tion (MBA)—amove thatleft her tradiitional business
family puzzled—she never envisioneda carcer asa
witer. “The key is to find what yowre good at and
love to do,” she'says on the phone. “Then have the
courage (o follow that path.”

Add to thatadvice dollops of patience and forti-
tude.“In the days [wassendingoutmy first manu-
scriptand receivi i
friend told me not to e morose,

>saidl."And the remaining 1% is bloody good
ek Theadvice came in handy when Sanghi con-
ceptualized the s, published by West-
land, which teaches readers tricks to find “bloody
good luck”, “bloody good wealth,
marks”,andsoon.

“bloody good

was uncharted terrain for
he decided to rope in “vertical domain expe
et thebest perspectives on the subjects he wanted
to cover.“I helped turn their hard knowledge intoa
compelling story,” he says. Those who scorn self-
help as purely instrumental writing forget that it
requiresaspecial sophistication tobeable o capture
theattention and imagination of readers whose rela-
tionship to buying and reacding a book is probably
alsoinstrumental. And the most successful booksin
thissegmentas isevident from the record, combine
an element of creative ingenuity with hitting the
right populist notes.

For Khera, with whom itall began in India, self-
helpwriting hasinvolved turning himselfinto the
heroof hisstory. “Isctagoal for myselfwhen Iwas
20, towriteaninternational best-sellerone day
says, taking us up (o the plush living room of his
Delhi mansion for a second round of photo shoot.
like magnets, they pull you to what you
The look on my face must have hetrayed
some lack of conviction, for he quickly throws ina
proviso: “Positive thinking without positive action
iswishful thinkin,

With that, Khera turnsaway to compose himself
for the camera.
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