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Doing Things 
Differently

tinue to operate at the low end of the risk 
spectrum in the trading business and “will 
continue this risk-off mode”; Harsh Goen-
ka of RPG Group plans to pivot to remote 
sales calls and augmented reality; ITC’s 
Sanjiv Puri proposes to build on engage-
ment with agriculture to support nearly 
3,000 farmer producer organisations with 
more than a million farmers across 24 crop 
value chain clusters in 21 states; HDFC’s 
Keki Mistry’s cross-functional team — Di-
gi-Future — is creating a road map for the 
future as risk and crisis management takes 
precedence; T. Krishnakumar is asking Co-
ca-Cola India to bring execution closer to 
consumers; WNS’ Keshav Murugesh pro-
poses to champion education as the foun-
dation for shared development of people 
and industry; and Amitabh Chaudhry of 
Axis Bank says a robust Business Continu-
ity Plan is non-negotiable given the ongo-
ing uncertainty and volatile business envi-
ronment. 

They share their invaluable learnings 
and lessons from the pandemic in the fol-
lowing pages. 

New Year 2021 could be the catalyst for 
far-reaching change across India Inc. How 
these businesses, and those in their sec-
tors, adapt to the change will decide our 
collective future. 

I believe you will find substantial man-
agerial and strategic takeaways from their 
acumen. I look forward to your feedback, 
as always.

Business Today enters its 30th year, the world has 
just lived past an unprecedented health crisis. 
It so happens that Business Today was launched 
about four months after the much-heralded 1991 
reforms of Manmohan Singh which transformed 
the Indian economy. The reforms dismantled the 
licence raj and laid the foundation of an economy 
that has grown 35.3 times since then to become 
the fifth largest globally, although the reforms 

didn’t go far enough. This, however, demonstrated what Indian private 
enterprises could do when unleashed from bureaucratic controls. Sad-
ly, the lesson has been lost on the ‘powers that be’ since then. Although 
India has grown at a reasonable rate for the past three decades com-
pared to some other countries, it is not what it could have been. India’s 
reforms have been sporadic and not audacious enough to realise its 
full potential. I have always maintained that one of our greatest assets 
is our entrepreneurial spirit right from the roadside tea seller to the ty-
coon. India is an over-regulated state with an overbearing bureaucracy. 
The entrepreneurs of India must be admired and recognised for their 
achievements in this stifling environment. Their achievements are de-
spite the government, not because of it.   

In 2020, across India Inc., CEOs had to recalibrate age-old strate-
gies, business processes and established systems to stay on top of the 
crisis. Be it finance, automobile, retail or consumer durables, every 
business had to respond to its unique challenges. In this trial by fire, 
some CEOs made drastic changes in their strategies while others 
smartly tweaked their business models. But not one was unaffected by 
the sheer scale and scope of the pandemic. 

Each business leader’s experiences through the crisis have thrown 
up learnings that have made them wiser about running their enter-
prises. Business Today’s 29th Anniversary Issue theme — “How I Will 
do Things Differently” — was designed to hear these from the horse’s 
mouth. To chronicle their learnings and capture their outlook. 

Business Today invited 17 of India’s finest CEOs — across indus-
tries — to ask how they will do things differently from here on. Their 
insights on converting a crisis into an opportunity are something to 
consider not just for fellow CEOs and strategists but also policymak-
ers and regulators. 

Panasonic India’s Manish Sharma says the Japanese electronics 
major has sworn to build its component manufacturing ecosystem 
within the country, in sync with the government’s Atma Nirbhar 
Bharat plan; For McDonald’s Amit Jatia, future-proofing the busi-
ness is top priority; Cargill’s Marcel Smits says the firm will con- Aroon Purie

F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R - I N - C H I E F

As

Wishing you a Very Happy 
and Safe New Year.





February 7, 2021
Volume 30, Number 3

Cover by  
NILANJAN DAS

DIFFERENTLY
TOP CEOs ON 
INNOVATIONS IN 

MANAGEMENT, STRATEGY, 
MARKETING, CUSTOMER 

ENGAGEMENT AND 
INVESTMENTS IN 2021

HOW WE 
WILL DO 
THINGS





12 Business Today  7 February 2021

1 Puneet Chhatwal, 
MD & CEO, Indian 
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Director, Sequoia 
India
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10 Vibha Padalkar  
CEO & MD,  

HDFC Life
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Asia-Pacific and Head 
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The Point

A Forgettable
Year Ìn spite of partial year-end recovery, the 

year gone by was marked by deterioration 
on most economic parameters

By SHIVANI SHARMA 
Graphics by TANMOY CHAKRABORTY

Joblessness 
Remained 
High For Most 
Months Of  
The Year

Revenue 
Receipts 
Shrink 
After Years 
of Growth
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Manufacturing 
Index Growth  -ve 
in Five Out of 12 
Months

Industrial Growth 
Remained Under 
Pressure

But Nifty Gives 
Decent Returns 
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The Point

 A total of 254 
investment projects, 
worth `80,100 crore, 
were announced 
in quarter ended 
December 2020

 Value of 
government 
projects has been 
falling steeply for 
several quarters. It 
announced projects 
worth `11,400 crore, 
way lower than even 
in the lockdown-hit 
June quarter (`35,100 
crore)

 In comparison, 
private sector 
investments have 
risen a bit, from 
`63,800 crore in 
September quarter 
to `68,700 crore in 
December quarter

 India’s 
current 
account surplus 
narrowed from 
3.8 per cent 
of GDP in first 
quarter of FY21 
to 2.4 per cent 
in the second 
quarter of FY21

 Capital account 
saw net positive 
inflows of $15.4 billion 
compared to $1 billion 
in first quarter, led by 
robust foreign direct 
investment inflows. 
Thanks to capital inflows, 
balance of payments 
(BoP) recorded a surplus

Curre
nt 

Account

($bn)

CAD/
GDP (%) Capital Account(US$bn)

Overall 

Balance

(US$bn)

 Robust 
BoP is why 
the rupee 
strengthened 
from 76 to a 
dollar in April 
to 73.5 in 
December

2nd Quarter 
Sees $31.6bn 
BoP Surplus

Source: RBI
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The Point

 Gross Non-Performing 
Assets (NPAs) of scheduled 
commercial banks (SCBs) 
fell to 7.70 per cent in 
second quarter compared 
with 9.30 per cent in same 
quarter of previous year

 Among public sector 
banks, State Bank of India 
reported the sharpest 
improvement, from 7.2 per 
cent in September 2019 
quarter to 5.3 per cent in 
September 2020 quarter

 Demand for power rose 8 per cent 
in December with average daily peak 
demand of 165 GW compared to 152.8 
GW in December 2019;  this signals 
early winter onset in several parts 
of the country as well as revival of 
industrial demand

 Power demand had dipped a 
sharp 24 per cent in April due to the 
lockdown. The growth had remained 
negative between March and August

Sharp Rise 
in Power 
Demand in 
December

BANK NPAs FALL DUE 
TO MORATORIUM

GROSS NON-PERFORMING ASSETS RATIO
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The Point

 Non-life insurance 
premium collections 
rose 2.7 per cent in 
November to `14,981 
crore compared to 
`14,585.9 crore in 
November 2019, 
driven primarily by 
health insurance

 Gross direct 
premiums – total 
insurance spending 
– rose 1.4 per cent 
to `1,27,743.2 
crore in April- 
November FY21 from 
`1,26,036.6 crore 
in April-November 
FY20

 Domestic natural gas production fell 11.8 per cent in first eight months of FY21 compared with 2.6 per 
cent fall in first eight months of FY20. The reason was lowering of selling prices by the government

 In comparison, consumption fell 5.6 per cent year-on-year; imports of LNG rose 0.6 per cent

PRODUCTION
(MMSCM)

Change (Y-o-Y)

IMPORTS
(MMSCM)

Change (Y-o-Y)

CONSUMPTION
(MMSCM)

Change (Y-o-Y)

Natural Gas Production Falls 11.8%

For April-November; 
Source: Care Ratings
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The Point

 Adoption of digital sales channels among 
micro and small enterprises (MSEs) has increased 
significantly since the pandemic, reveals a CRISIL 
survey

 About 29 per cent MSEs surveyed used digital 
sales channels — online aggregators or market 
places, social media and mobile marketing — before 
the pandemic. Thus number shot up to 53 per cent 
among small enterprises and 47 per cent among 
micro enterprises as of November.

 About 60 per cent of respondents said adopting 
digital selling helped them weather the pandemic-
induced stress, while the rest said it boosted sales

 In 2020, 
India was a 
preferred 
destination 
for foreign 
institutional 
investors (FIIs)

 The country 
received FII 
inflows of 
`1,38,116 crore 
compared 
with `1,01,122 
crore in 2019

Pandemic 
Pushes Digital 
Adoption 
Among MSEs

FII INFLOWS AT 
ALL TIME HIGH
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With serendipity of discoveries, 
it's a bigger challenge for 

organisations to prevent falling 
back into old ways  

BY RAJEEV DUBEY
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

‘Times 
They’re a 
Changin’

S
ay it the musical Bob Dylan way, 
‘The times they’re a changin’ or the 
poetic Alfred Tennyson way, ‘The 
old order changeth yielding place to 
new…’, India Inc’s trial by fire in the 
pandemic restrictions has delivered 
some startling revelations and pleas-
ant surprises. Of running businesses 
remotely, in new, unbelievably simple 
and cost-effective ways; of engaging 
with clients, customers and employ-
ees online; of new logistics and supply 
chain and new ways of co-opetition. 

When Covid-19 hit India, first there 
was shock and disbelief at businesses 
grinding to a halt, sales falling to zero 

and mounting losses. Then there was 
panic about the future and survival of 
businesses. As CEOs and organisa-
tions gathered their wits and put new 
strategies in place to restart or contin-
ue operations, the screen of ambiguity 
began to clear. And then —magically — 
things started falling in place. 

With the serendipity of discover-
ies, it’s a bigger challenge for most 
organisations now to prevent falling 
back into old ways of doing things. 
Rather, the question is: how to work 
differently to build on the gains. 

One of India’s biggest infrastruc-
ture builders found that during Covid 
restrictions, focused, nimble teams 
took vital decisions not just faster, 
but better. Empowerment had seeped 
down the bureaucratic organisation 
unintentionally. Retaining this quality 
is now vital to avoid departmental tug-
of-wars when the company gets back 
into the full-blown mode. 

One of India’s biggest lenders 
wows never to ignore the perils of 
over-leveraging — to manage and 
keep costs in check, irrespective of 
business cycles, and more important-
ly, to avoid asset-liability mismatch 
under any circumstances. 

One of India’s largest beverage 
firms will balance its over-reliance on 
urban and semi-urban business by pen-
etrating deeper into rural heartland by 
listing products on Grameen e-plat-
forms for last-mile reach. New operat-
ing units are being created focusing en-
tirely on regional and local execution. 

Scratch the surface and corporate In-
dia is full of lessons from the pandemic 
that are shaping future strategies, often 
vastly different from the past.  

It is these learnings — and so many 
more —that form the basis of how CEOs 
believe they will do things differently. 
In the following pages, some of India’s 
most successful CEOs outline their new 
outlook towards management, strategy, 
marketing, customer engagement, busi-
ness continuity and investments.   

@rajeevdubey

H O W  I  W I L L  D O  T H I N G S  D I F F E R E N T L Y
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SANJIV PURI,
Chairman and MD, ITC
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Need to raise rural incomes 
and multiply opportunities for 

enhancing livelihoods
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

H O W  I  W I L L  D O  T H I N G S  D I F F E R E N T L Y

To Lend New 
Wings To 

Agriculture

T
he pandemic of 2020 will be remembered as a momen-
tous turning point in history. The events that unfolded over 
the last nine months snowballed into a global health crisis, 
which led to a major economic setback. Almost two million 
lives were lost, devastating homes across continents. As 
economic activity stalled and world GDP contracted, job 
losses mounted, impacting livelihoods globally.  

Amidst these dark clouds was the silver lining of hope 
brought about by the inspirational efforts of many, par-
ticularly healthcare professionals who bravely and tire-
lessly strived to save lives, and communities that rallied 
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together to demonstrate selfless compassion. It was heart-warming 
to witness how people responded with resilience to get back on 
their feet, how new partnerships were forged and how enterprises 
fast-tracked innovation to deliver breakthrough solutions. The 
government played an admirable role in dealing with the crisis by 
extending timely relief to the vulnerable.  

As the world adapted to the new normal, multi-dimensional chal-
lenges vied for urgent attention. At ITC, the foremost task was to en-
sure extreme safety of our employees, partners and associates. Finan-
cial support was extended to our supply chain partners for obtaining 
insurance cover for their associates, covering hospitalisation and di-
agnostic expenses. A Covid Contingency Fund of `215 crore was set 
up to bring relief to thousands in distress. In collaboration with local 
authorities, a combination of cooked meals, food and hygiene prod-
ucts were distributed across 25 states and Union Territories.  

A comprehensive three-pronged ap-
proach — ‘Survive, Revive and Reimagine’ 
— was put in place to deal with the evolving 
volatility. It was clear that significant dis-
ruptions would occur, be it shortages, sup-
ply chain disturbances, restrictive mobility 
or in production. Emerging trends would 
need hawk-eyed monitoring and agile re-
sponse. To manage this complex and dy-
namic situation and enable agile decision-
making, we pivoted the organisational 
structure with dedicated teams focussing 
on people safety and work-from-home 
(WFH) issues, crisis management, supply 
chain realignment, agile product develop-

Emerging 
trends need 

hawk-eyed 
monitoring 

and agile 
response 

Immunity 
strengthening 
products and 
services, personal 
hygiene will remain 
in focus even  
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digitisation 
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Ecological 
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to be reversed
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to innovate in 
every aspect 
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tomorrow
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From The 
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ment and innovation, among oth-
ers. Within 10 days of the lockdown, 
over 180 factories, 85 per cent of the 
company’s wholesale distributors 
(WDs) and associated warehouses 
as well as agri-sourcing hubs were 
made fully operational. Foreseeing 
the exponential surge in demand 
for hygiene products, the perfume 
manufacturing facility at Manpura, 
Himachal Pradesh was repurposed 
on a war footing. ITC’s hotels busi-
ness spearheaded the ‘WeAssure’ 
programme to deliver heightened 
safety protocols. They also added 
innovative offerings such as the 
‘Gourmet Couch’ for takeaway and 
home delivery of iconic cuisines. 

As we move to the close of 
the year, it is heartening to see 
new hopes being rekindled as the 
economy gradually revives with 
high-frequency indicators show-
ing momentum, including freight, 
mobility, railways and air passen-
ger traffic. The possibility of a vac-
cine has also fuelled optimism for a 
better tomorrow. It is time now to 
build back better as we move from 
the new normal to the next. 

 
Building Back Better  
Black swan events such as Covid-19 
provide fresh opportunities for or-
ganisations to reimagine the future 
— to rewire thought, strategy and 
action and build a path to a safer, 
healthier and secure tomorrow. As 
we build back with renewed vigour, 
the next normal will demand con-
certed endeavours in several areas. 
Topmost will be the need to create 
gainful livelihoods. There will be 
increasing consciousness to pro-
tect the planet and reverse the eco-
logical damage. The need to ensure 
the wellbeing of the society, be it in 
immunity strengthening products 
and services, or in enabling height-
ened personal hygiene, will remain 
paramount. The galloping trend 
towards digitisation will continue 
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apace. And above all, sharpening the capacity to innovate in every 
aspect will define the resilient enterprises of tomorrow.  

 
Purposeful, Agile Innovation  
Innovation is the elixir of growth and will remain centre-stage as we 
traverse from the new normal to the next. The future will certainly 
belong to purposeful enterprises that constantly build competitive-
ness with agility and innovation to swiftly respond to shocks, evolv-
ing trends and opportunities. Going forward, as the crisis ebbs, 
some trends that got pronounced during the lockdown will moder-
ate as mobility increases, some pre-crisis trends that got accelerat-
ed will remain at elevated levels, some segments will recover, while 
new opportunities and industry dynamics will get constantly rede-
fined. It will be the superior innovative capacity of enterprises to 

reimagine new solutions that will enable it to be ahead of the curve 
in such a dynamic situation. 

At ITC, the advanced scientific platforms of ITC Life Sciences 
and Technology Centre provide us the cutting-edge to respond to 
evolving consumer demand with first-to-market innovative prod-
ucts and services. Let me illustrate with some examples. The pan-
demic, as we are aware, led to increasing consumer demand for 
products and services focusing on wellness, safety and hygiene. 
ITC’s Savlon brand fast-tracked innovation with emerging con-
sumer needs, rapidly scaled up capacity and swiftly positioned new 
innovations in the market. The first need of consumers was person-
al protection — manufacturing of Savlon sanitisers were ramped up 
and a new advanced range of ‘Hexa’ bodywash and soaps were also 
launched. Addressing the concern over contaminated surfaces, in-
novation speedily brought out Savlon disinfectant sprays and other 
multipurpose disinfectants. Consumers confined at home were 
deeply worried about the hygiene of fresh fruits and vegetables — 
to address this, the 100 per cent natural, neem-based ‘Nimwash’ 

was launched as a first-to-market product. 
ITC’s ‘Farmfresh’ brands also launched a 
variety of hygienic, frozen vegetables. As 
lockdown eased and mobility resumed, 
Savlon launched on-the-go germ protec-
tion wipes and masks. ITC Master Chef 
frozen foods also launched several vari-
eties to cater to in-home consumption. 
And to reach millions at home, innova-
tive partnerships were forged with last-
mile delivery partners such as Dominos, 
Swiggy, Zomato, Dunzo and Amway. The 
ITC e-Store was strengthened to meet the 
surging e-commerce trend. In the first half 

of the year, the company launched over 70 
new products. 

ITC’s innovative capacity is also being 
leveraged to strengthen agricultural pro-
ductivity and resilience as well as solve 
societal challenges such as waste manage-
ment. For example, ITC’s paperboards & 
packaging division has introduced several 
innovative, sustainable packaging solu-
tions to substitute single-use plastics and 
contribute to a circular economy. 

 
Digital Transformation 
If there was one defining trend that got 
significantly entrenched during the pan-
demic, it was the pace of digital adoption. 
Digitisation of the economy that would 
have earlier taken decades, took place in 
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Digital will be the backbone 
going forward, be it in engaging 
consumers, transforming 
agriculture, robotic and other 
automation, or its use in 
democratising access to services



a matter of months and weeks. The 
exponential surge in e-commerce, 
digital entertainment, WFH, tel-
emedicine and education got mil-
lions to experiment and adopt 
digital at scale.  India now has 700 
million-plus Internet subscrib-
ers, and skipped an entire fintech 
generation with one of the world’s 
largest adoption of digital financial 
transactions. Experts expect the 
future to be smart and connected 
in a ‘bionic’ world — where human 
and machine interfaces get inten-
sified with data and analytics driv-
ing core business performance. 
Digital will be the backbone going 
forward, be it in engaging con-
sumers, transforming agriculture, 
robotic and other automation, or 
its use in democratising access to 
services, enabling remote working 
and learning as well as catalysing 
gender diversity. 

ITC has been an early adapter 
with significant investments in lev-
eraging digital technology. While 
this facilitated thousands to work 
seamlessly across all functions dur-
ing the pandemic, extensive use of 
Industry 4.0, Artificial Intelligence, 
Big Data, industrial Internet of 
Things (IoT) and Machine Learn-
ing were prevalent even pre-crisis. 
However, what was most inspiring 
was the innovation in leveraging 
digital technology and internet-
based messaging to train and build 
capacity of farmers remotely and at 
scale during the pandemic. Farmer-
scientists webinars were conducted 
through virtual meeting rooms, Fa-
cebook live, etc. Over 2,400 govern-
ment officials across 27 aspirational 
districts under ITC’s public-private 
partnership (PPP) with NITI Aayog 
reached out to 4,700 village-level 
groups covering 3.7 lakh farmers 
through digital platforms.  

The power of digital transfor-
mation is leading us to reimagine 
its integration with a fresh perspec-
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tive to drive efficiency and innovation.  
Apart from strengthening our digital and 
e-commerce backbones, we will also lev-
erage digital engagement through ITC’s 
Marketing Command Centre, Sixth 
Sense, to drive product development 
rapidly and engage with consumers. In 
agriculture, ITC e-Choupal 4.0 will bring 
digital technology like remote sensing, 
drone-based irrigation, quality assaying 
etc to empower farmers with next-gen-
eration agriculture aimed at raising rural 
incomes even further.  

 
Sustainability 2.0 
One of the most reassuring moments in 
these difficult times was the brief rejuve-
nation of Mother Nature, as the world ex-
perienced a cleaner, greener and fresher 
environment. It is time that we now craft 
Sustainability 2.0 — to build back better, 
and act collectively to bequeath future 
generations a better tomorrow. 

Heightened focus is called for to craft 
inclusive strategies that can generate 
millions of livelihoods. Sustainability 2.0 
necessitates that all sections of the soci-
ety work towards carbon and water neu-
trality by adopting a low-carbon growth 
strategy.  Newer ways need to be found 
to combat, mitigate and adapt to climate 
change. Sustainability 2.0 will also have 
to effectively create a circular economy 
that reduces, reuses and recycles waste 
to optimise resource use. Biodiversity 
to ensure we create the right ecological 
balance for a sustainable future will also 
need to be enhanced. Sustainability 2.0 
will also be about forging meaningful 
public-private-people partnerships. 

ITC business models embed sustainability at the core of its 
corporate strategy. ITC has been water, carbon and solid waste re-
cycling positive for over a decade and has supported sustainable 
livelihoods for over 6 million people. ITC will meet 50 per cent 
of its total energy requirements from renewable sources by 2030 
against the current 41 per cent. Our goal is to achieve a 50 per cent 
reduction in specific GHG emissions. Through our large-scale af-
forestation programme, which has already greened over 8,25,000 
acres and generated over 150 million-person days of employment, 
we aim to progressively sequester over four times the CO2 emis-
sions from our operations. We plan to create rainwater harvesting 
potential equivalent to over five times our net water consump-

tion from operations by 2030. We aim to 
ensure that 100 per cent of our packaging 
is reusable, recyclable or compostable in 
the next decade. Our sustainable business 
models will also strive to support 10 mil-
lion livelihoods by 2030. 

 
Revitalising Agriculture 
The greatest challenge before us today 
is the creation of large-scale livelihoods. 
Nearly 50 per cent of India’s workforce is 
engaged in the agricultural sector. Promo-

Sustainability 2.0 necessitates 
that all sections of the society 
work towards carbon and water 
neutrality by adopting a low-
carbon growth strategy. Newer 
ways need to be found to combat 
climate change
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tion of food processing, agri-food 
and wood value chains can create 
significant livelihoods. It would 
be important to lend new wings to 
agriculture to be able to raise rural 
incomes and multiply opportuni-
ties for enhancing livelihoods. The 
potential for growth in India’s ag-
ricultural sector is enormous.  Yet, 
endemic challenges of low produc-
tivity, depleting water resources 
and effective market linkages im-
pede growth, leading to a low 2.5 
per cent share in world trade, while 
food processing still remains far 
below global levels. 

The recent policy announce-
ments made by the government, 
including the PLI scheme focussed 
on outcomes, have the potential to 
bring in a new horizon of growth for 
the agricultural sector.  

In response to the policy impe-
tus, ITC proposes to build on its 
century-old engagement with ag-
riculture to support nearly 3,000 
FPOs with more than a million 
farmers across 24 crop value chain 
clusters in 21 states. 

ITC’s interventions in medici-
nal and aromatic plants, organic 
mango and food-safe spices will be 
further strengthened.  The Climate 
Smart Villages Programme will be 
expanded to cover over 3 million 
acres by 2030. 

 
In Conclusion 
It is abundantly clear that agility 
and ‘responsible competitiveness’ 
— extreme competitiveness but 
with environmental replenishment 
and livelihood generation — will be 
the new mantra. Agility from idea-
tion to delivery, agility to repurpose 
supply chains and manufacturing, 
ability to forge swift collaborations, 
nurturing inspired people with pur-
pose, technological capability and 
adaptability will be at the core of 
organisational vitality as we reim-
agine the future. 
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In the coming future, 
managements will have to be 
prepared for all eventualities 

and uncertainties
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Autonomy To Be 
Established For Quick 

Decision-making 

HARSH GOENKA,
Chairman, RPG Group 
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In the first 15 years since its debut in 1995, the Internet 
managed to reach only a meagre 7.5 per cent of India’s 
population. However, a decade more thereafter, the story is 
remarkably different. Driven by a surge in smartphone us-
age, nearly 50 per cent of the country’s population is now 
connected to the World Wide Web, and it is estimated that 
by 2025, close to a billion would be networked. It has also 
spurred the country’s digital transformation though there 
is still a long way to go to reach its true potential.  

While India has leapfrogged to the digital realm in the 
last few years, Covid-19 has amplified this pace multifold. 
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The crisis, which hit us all unexpectedly, demonstrated just how big 
a role digitalisation plays in information flow. To begin with, one of 
the critical pillars of a nation’s progress — the education sector, has 
adapted digitalisation to its core during the pandemic. Digital de-
vices once considered a distraction from studies, have now trans-
formed into essential learning tools.  

For businesses, the impact has been transformative. It is a new 
way of life for businesses to create a framework that allows for quick 
response to constantly changing situations. Not surprisingly, digi-
tal strategy and transformation now find a priority place in corpo-
rate boardroom discussions.  

The pandemic was a turning point in how people work. It has 
completely changed our approach to work, mobility, and flexible 
working models. Most of these new models would be aided by digi-
tal platforms in the future. From our own experience it is evident 

that companies that embraced digital 
transformation more aggressively have 
performed better during the pandemic and 
are reviving faster.  

While digitalisation was indispensa-
ble to the development of all economic 
sectors, including agriculture, the biggest 
beneficiaries of it were services and manu-
facturing. Businesses from both these sec-
tors have capitalised on this opportunity 
to innovate their services, products and 
manufacturing processes continually. They 
have synergised mechanisation and digi-
tal to create the modern digital enterprise 
scaling over several hurdles of traditional 
businesses. For example, Machine Learning 
algorithms enable predictive maintenance 
of machines, eliminating downtime and 
ensuring that factory output doesn’t suffer 
due to breakdowns. Similarly, in services, 
chatbot-based customer support has not 
only ensured a reduction in the BPO head-
count, but has also enabled companies to 
setup an efficient 24x7 interface with their 
customers. This and other transformations 
are undoubtedly going to help catapult rev-
enues, profitability, services offered, and 
enhance consumer connect and experience. 

It is fundamental also to assess how 
companies engage with customers and 
the evolving customer requirements and 
trends. Brands will have to invest continu-
ally in tools that allow them to segment 
customers using data analytics and under-
stand their needs, implement precise cus-
tomer engagement strategies and deploy 
personalised engagement. Face-to-face 
video communication and real-time mes-
saging will outpace most forms of engage-
ment. It is heartening to see that several 
brands have been quick to pivot to remote 
sales calls, digital-only customer journeys 
and the use of augmented reality. The time 
to act is now, and instead of deploying busi-
ness-as-usual pre-pandemic approaches, 
companies must switch to the new man-
date to think and operate differently.   

However, with increasing opportuni-
ties, the digital shift has also brought many 
challenges for organisations. One of the 
biggest is being future-ready. The signifi-
cant difference between the past and the 
present has been the pace of change. The 
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Lessons From 
The Pandemic
Put people first; show 
more empathy as everyone 
is in the same boat 

Embrace flexible working, 
effective job sharing and 

work from home

Focus on adaptability 
while planning; always 
keep a plan B ready

Anticipate risks and act 
quickly on issues
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beginning of this change was with the advent of mobile telephony, 
and over time the introduction of ATMs, credit and debit cards, 
payment gateways and a whole host of apps that catered to search, 
review, shopping, travel, entertainment, social connect and much 
more. When one scratches the surface and delves deep, the one 
thing that has truly changed has been the concept of time — what 
took a few hours earlier, takes a few minutes or seconds now. The 
world is closer, faster, and time has shrunk.  

Today in a world of intense competition, the customer is spoilt 
for choices. Some organisations went into shock, faced with a se-
vere loss in their businesses and resorted to jobs and salary cuts, 
while many smaller ones shut shop. Agility and adaptability became 
the differentiator between the archaic and those who were inher-
ently agile. I also believe that organisations that had people-first 
policies were ahead of the pack because eventually, people build 
organisations, processes and culture.  

We spend a lot of our time in RPG to focus on our people-ori-
ented policies. With a focus on diversity, we hire and keep the best 
talent across the organisation. We have observed when people have 
bright minds, they like to take up bigger challenges, focus on goals, 
and lookout for new ways to increase efficiency that has a cascad-
ing effect on the larger workforce. Our early adoption of technol-
ogy across the spectrum of business, be it in machine digitisation, 
drones for various applications, remote working and widespread 
use of apps have helped us transition to a total online work-life 
much faster than we anticipated. 

In the coming future, managements will have to be prepared 
for all such eventualities and uncertainties. The management 
structure will have to be more dynamic in the digital era. The in-
terdependency on the hierarchical chain will have to reduce and 
autonomy will need to be established to ensure quicker decision-

making. Managers will also have to be 
future-ready for new-age problems. With 
businesses and processes going digital, 
emerging threats such as cybersecurity, 
third-party risks and data thefts will be 
significant hazards in the new ecosystem. 
Hence, hands-on knowledge of emerging 
technologies and its adversities will be im-
portant aspects of one’s job role. New tal-
ents and skills involving tech-savviness, 
fast learning, understanding interactive 
technology, digital business analysis, 
digital marketing, and data analytics will 
hold a weightage in future hiring. Like-
wise, constant training and development 
programmes for managers and the larger 
workforce will be an essential practice. 

A country that was known as a ‘land of 
snake charmers’, now ranks amongst the 
top 15 nations in indicators, including ICT 
(Information & Communication Technol-
ogy), online government services, gradu-
ates in science and technology and R&D. 
India has witnessed a paradigm shift in the 
digital space; however, there is a long way 
to go. The ongoing pandemic has brought 
to fore our capabilities, preparedness as 
well as our limitations to go completely 
digital. With the right infrastructure in 
place, I am confident that India will live up 
to its vision of a Digital India.  
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The management structure will 
have to be more dynamic in the 
digital era. The interdependency 
on the hierarchical chain will have 
to reduce; managers will have to be 
future-ready for new-age problems
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Being prudent, adhering to 
strong governance practices 
and focusing on long-term 
growth are critical

     & Crisis Management

ILLUSTRATION BY SIDDHANT JUMDE

are living in an interconnected world with an interdependency 
which is going to get stronger in the coming years. 

Leaps in technology, rising influence of social media, access to 
information at click of a button, progress in transport infrastructure 
and investors searching for profits beyond their territorial bounda-
ries are some of the factors that have led to the majority of the econo-
mies converging into a synergetic marketplace. 

However, recent history has shown that with these strong finan-
cial and economic linkages, we have to be prepared for the unexpect-
ed. Over the past 12-13 years, the world has seen several crisis situa-
tions that have shaken the foundation of long-held beliefs. 

India has in recent years endured several crisis situations such as 
the global financial crisis of 2008-09, the US Fed’s Taper Tantrum 
in 2013 and the IL&FS default in late 2018. The frequency at which 
these crisis situations have occurred has thrown forth its own set 
of unique challenges. Making predictions is proving to be impossi-
ble. Mathematical and statistical models have their own limitations. 

KEKI MISTRY, 
Vice-Chairman & CEO, HDFC

We
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The common theme in past global economic instabilities was lure  
of greed and blatant disregard for ethical behaviour and good  
governance. 

I personally never imagined in my wildest dreams that a health 
crisis, and not a financial crisis, would be the cause of such an eco-
nomic catastrophe. Moreover, the sheer scale and speed of the 
unfolding human tragedy was overwhelming. The pandemic has 
affected the global economy by causing both aggregate supply and 
demand shocks. It reminds me of the term, ‘butterfly effect’, where 
a small change can affect the entire ecosystem. 

The rumblings of the pandemic began in December 2019 or that 
is when we first heard about it. But like other epidemics in recent 
memory, it was thought that the spread would be limited, and a cure 
would be found sooner. Epidemics such as SARS and H5N1 avian in-
fluenza that occurred in early 2000s each impacted global economy 
by 0.1 per cent of its annual gross domestic product. The total fa-
talities from both these global epidemics are estimated to be just 
over 1,000. Covid-19 was different; the transmission is faster and it  
appears that it transmits through carriers who don’t show any 
symptoms. 

At HDFC, when we realised the magnitude of the crisis, we had 
to act immediately and with sound decisions. It was important for 
all of us to act calmly amidst the initial chaos. For instance, an area 
where we started to focus on intently due to Covid-19 is digitisation. 
In fact, in the housing finance space, we were the first ones to lay 
emphasis on online processing during the lockdown. 

More specifically, we focused on an online digital platform for 

Lessons From The Pandemic

Numerous 
organisations 
have fallen 
off the cliff 
in relentless 
pursuit of 
market share in 
disregard  
of risks
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There is no substitute 
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Growth by sacrificing 
margins or lending 
norms will not lead 
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long-term success
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perils of over-
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a need to manage 

debt and keep 
costs under control, 

irrespective of 
business cycles

Risk management 
is an extremely 

important function. 
Risks can be  

both on and off 
balance sheet

There is a severe 
cost to pay for 

running an asset-
liability mismatch. 

Both assets and 
liabilities need to 
match in terms  
of interest rates  

and costs 
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loans and retail deposits, initiated ‘HDFC 
Customer Connect’ for all customer re-
quests and launched virtual offices for 
customer services. 

Further, HDFC’s website is now avail-
able in seven languages keeping in mind 
customers’ comfort. To ensure smooth 
operations, we conducted a series of train-
ing workshops for our deposit agents so 
that they could seamlessly use the digital  
platform. 

We also created a special team to bring 
in new perspectives and strategies related 
to IT and digitisation. 

We established a cross-functional 
team, ‘HDFC Digi-Future’, to brainstorm 
and create a roadmap that focuses not 
just on future business processes but also 
on wider aspects pertaining to HDFC. We 
believe that this investment will bring in 
long-term benefits, including cost efficien-
cies, and marks an exciting journey as we 
prepare for the future. 

Senior management was in constant 
touch with the board regarding the steps 
we were taking to handle the Covid-19 cri-
sis and how we were managing our current 

and long-term risks. Of course, attaining operational 
efficiencies in the new working style environment and 
health & safety of employees remained a priority. 

We have a business continuity management plan 
(BCP) which is designed with the objective of ensuring 
that there is an implementable, resilient business con-
tinuity strategy and framework to ensure continuation 
of business and minimal disruption of critical opera-
tions during a disaster.

The BCP entails continuous sensitisation among 
key identified emergency response teams and  function 
response teams, along with other relevant stakehold-
ers. This includes periodic BCP drills, tests and exer-
cises, especially in the context of the disaster recovery 
site’s capability in managing technology disaster at 
the primary data site. Other efforts include awareness 
drives, training and reviews for improvements. 

A combination of faster-than-expected economic 
recovery, our thrust on digital initiatives and inherent 
demand for housing began to bear fruit as lockdown 
measures began to ease. We more than made a full re-
covery on individual housing loan disbursements from 
September itself. Our individual loan disbursements 
during the July-September quarter of the current year 
were 95 per cent of what they were in the July-Septem-
ber quarter of 2019. 

In fact, in September and October, we saw a  
very strong recovery. In October 2020, we recorded 58 per cent 
growth in approvals and 35 per cent growth in disbursements over 
October 2019. 

The crisis reiterated our belief and conviction that being pru-
dent, adhering to strong governance practices and focusing on 
long-term growth are critical for any organisation to sustain. Nu-
merous organisations have fallen off the cliff in relentless pursuit of 
market share with blatant disregard of the inherent risks. 

Black swan events will happen but that does not mean we must 
not be prepared for unanticipated events. The crisis came as a real-
ity check for many organisations across the world. One must never 
lose sight of risk and crisis management; and it must remain a prior-
ity for every organisation. 

Here, I would like to mention that there cannot be any com-
prises on integrity. By taking the clean path, an organisation is often 
tested in its resolve to stand by its ‘moral fortitude’. Good ethics are 
easy when fortune smiles. But character is tested when pressure 
mounts and uncertainty prevails. However, it should always be re-
membered that an ethical approach will always bring in long-term 
and sustained rewards. 

Investors today rate companies on ethical practices and govern-
ance standards. Hence, the only way to prosper in the long term is to 
have zero tolerance for corruption. 

2020 has been a difficult year with great hardships for many. 
When this is all over, we will look back and not be able to believe 
that such a scenario happened. I do hope and pray that 2021 is a year 
of opportunities, good health and growth.   

The structural demand 
for housing in India 

will always be strong. 
Demand for housing 

has proved to be 
relatively inelastic to 

interest rate cycles or 
temporary slowdown in 

the economy

Corporates need 
to smartly invest 
in technologies, 

including 
being adept in 
responding to 
cyber security 

threats
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Companies that emerge 
from this crisis with solid 
finances, a resilient supply 
chain, skilled workers and 
the capacity to analyse 
data will be well-placed to 
seize new opportunities
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

No Business As 
Usual; The Game 
Has Changed 

S.N. SUBRAHMANYAN,
CEO & MD, L&T 
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 mong the few books that are inter-
esting and inspirational, Alfred Sloan’s 

My Years with General Motors lays out 
his brilliant managerial practices and 

provides insights into the new consumer 
economy that he and General Motors created 

over half a century ago.  An entire era has gone 
by since, and we find ourselves in a situation 

that is uncannily similar to all great crises. And his 
words uttered in 1941 hold so true even today — “It 

is astonishing what you can do when you have a lot of 
energy, ambition and plenty of ignorance.”  

The lasting value of Sloan’s book is not really his 
dream, but the ambition, detail, and scale with which 

he built GM as a consummate organisation. One of the 
tenets he believed in and which truly forms the backbone 

of L&T as well is the power of creativity. The greatest thrill 
that life offers is to create, to construct, to develop something 

useful. Too often we fail to recognise and pay tribute to the crea-
tive spirit. It is that spirit that creates jobs and adds value to life. 

This has also been the mantra that has been guiding this diversi-
fied, multi-disciplined engineering and construction giant that L&T 

has become today.   
Engineering and construction (E&C) companies are used to cy-

clical downturns. It is an extraordinarily difficult time, and calls for 
swift and thoughtful action to manage immediate crisis, stabilise sup-
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ply chains and reinforce companies’ 
financial position to emerge from the 
crisis with a more solid foundation. 
We simply cannot afford a lack of clar-
ity in any detail of the projects, the 
supply chains and the wider economy 
if one has to maintain cost-efficiency. 
These require the most accurate data 
available, typically detailed at a pro-
ject level due to the bespoke nature 
of and contractual arrangements for 
each project.  

Many E&C companies that haven’t 
already started using advanced Data 
Analytics will discover what a magic 
wand it can be. These technological 
tools have proven well their worth in 
helping navigate this crisis and will 
continue to create value long after the 
pandemic and economic blues end. 
There is no substitute to decision-
making than being better-informed. 

In the months to come, we have 
taken a decision to speedily pro-
ceed on the strategic path set out for 
L&T's non-core businesses. To help 
us achieve the next orbit of growth 
has been our renewed focus on digital 
technology offerings, building a green 
technology portfolio and developing 
public-facing platforms that are help-
ing us achieve a growth-oriented, sus-
tainable and environmentally com-
mitted company. Businesses that do 
not fit into our strategy of core busi-
nesses need to be divested. Electrical 
and automation business has already been strategically divested. 
Getting out of businesses such as Nabha Power Ltd, L&T-Infra-
structure Development Projects Ltd, Hyderabad Metro Rail Ltd 
etc will release huge value to our balance sheet. By selling the entire 
stake of IDPL and Nabha Power and transferring the stake of Hy-
derabad Metro to an Infrastructure Investment Trust (InvIT), L&T 
will be able to reduce `30,000 crore of debt. Further, we will be able 
to focus more on new businesses such as L&T GeoStructure, Smart 
World and Communication, Mindtree, L&T NxT and New Plat-
forms. These businesses are expected to contribute substantially to 
L&T’s revenue by FY26. 

And that is why the services business is our new focus. After 15 years 
in IT and technology services, it is time now to grab the next orbit. 
We have already made several tuck-in acquisitions for quick access to 
some of the cutting-edge technologies, solutions and skills, thereby 
enhancing the presence in improving revenues in fields of Big Data, 
analytics, Machine Learning and Artificial Intelligence (AI). L&T has 
spent `10,000 crore to acquire Mindtree, a company with expertise in 

delivering digital transformation and tech-
nology services from ideation to execution. 
The acquisition has provided us with a slew 
of capabilities and offerings that has made 
the L&T group companies a force to reckon 
with across many industry verticals. 

L&T-NxT is our portfolio of digital solu-
tions in select industry verticals, including 
AI, IoT, virtual reality, augmented reality, 
geospatial technologies and cyber security. 
L&T-NxT has helped our teams have real-
time visibility into machine operations, 
with more than 11,000 construction equip-
ment being connected. Geospatial tech-
nologies such as drones, LiDAR, 3D scan-
ning and Photogrammetry enable quicker 
and more accurate collation of geographic 
information. L&T GeoStructure focuses on 
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ground engineering segment that includes a range of activities, from 
cutting-edge engineering solutions to foundation testing and geo-
technical investigation. 

An increasing need for a safer and smarter world made us launch the 
Smart World and Communication business equipped to address op-
portunities in areas of city surveillance, traffic management, secured 
communication and smart infrastructure. We are also developing 
public-facing platforms to grow a digital marketplace in procurement 
and logistics, financing and IT solutions. Plans are also afoot to launch 
a digital edutech programme to enable employability assessment, re-
cruitment, reinforced learning, reskilling and vocational skills training 
for professionals as well as students.  

We are also growing our portfolio of green businesses at a rapid 
pace. L&T has developed over 25 million sq. ft. of certified green build-
ings, several of which are Platinum and Gold rated by the Indian Green 
Building Congress. Additionally, after having proven our mettle at es-
tablishing solar parks generating 2 gigawatts of power, we have also 
ventured into battery-based sustainable energy. Having already com-
missioned India’s first large-scale solar PV-cum-plant and 16 MW/U 
MWh Battery Energy Storage System (BESS) in the Andamans, we are 
now exploring EV (electric vehicles) charging infrastructure, which is 
bound to invade India, sooner than later. The focus is on large (MW) 
scale rollout of EV charging infrastructure, which requires a signifi-
cant scope of electrical and civil infrastructure.  

Desalination as the future source of water, with indigenous 
technology combined with high-caliber engineering resources is 
our next focus. The 100 MLD (million litres per day) sea water re-
verse osmosis desalination plant order bagged by L&T-Tecton JV 
from the Gujarat Industrial Development Corp uses the Split Par-
tial Method for the reverse osmosis process, first-of-its-kind to be 
implemented in India. We have partnered with national players to 
build CO2-to-methanol conversion demo plant. Also, we have part-
nered with multinational companies for technologies in Selective 
Catalytic Reduction (SCR) technology and Flue Gas Desulphuri-
zation technology for achieving reduction in emissions from coal-
fired Power plants.  

A new world heralds most engineering and construction compa-
nies. The marketplace itself is bound to go through a sea change, as 
governments get eager to invest in infrastructure to jump-start their 
recovery. Portfolios will also change, with both public- and private-
sector project owners emphasising on sustainability and resilience.  

Companies that emerge from this crisis with solid finances, a re-
silient supply chain, skilled workers and the capacity to gather and 
analyse the data that decision-makers need, will be well-placed to 
pivot and seize new opportunities. Those organisations will be mar-
ket leaders of the future. 

What we have learnt recently is how focused, nimble teams as-
sembled quickly to deal with the Covid-19 emergency made impor-
tant decisions faster and better. Such lessons will be paramount to 
navigate the post-Covid environment. Business as usual will not be 
nearly enough: the game has changed too much. But by reimagining 
how we recover, operate, organise and use technology, companies 
can set the foundations for enduring success in the engineering, con-
struction, infrastructure, manufacturing and technology spaces.  
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The pandemic has brought a 
realisation that we need greater 

public health infrastructure  
so that we are ready for any  

calamity of this order in the future
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

A Greater Sense 
of Urgency  

for Reforms

T he government has been pushing big reforms even 
before the pandemic. The crisis has brought a greater 
sense of urgency for such measures. 

 The objective will clearly remain the same, that is, 
Ease of Doing Business and Ease of Living. These are the 
two principal components of the government’s agenda so 
that economic growth accelerates, investments improve 
and lives of people, especially those at the bottom of the 
pyramid, become better. 

Because of the damage Covid-19 has done, we want to 

RAJIV KUMAR,
Vice Chairman, Niti Aayog 
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ensure that when the economy starts 
reviving, growth remains high on a 
sustainable basis. This is what the 
prime minister meant when he said 
that the crisis needs to be turned into 
an opportunity. 

We want to now put in place 
enough changes quickly so that when 
2021-22 arrives, investors find greater 
certainty, predictability and transpar-
ency, and have to deal with a lighter 
and much more rational regulatory 
burden than in the past. 

Covid has also brought forth the 
importance of private sector invest-
ments to take the economy forward. 

Focus on Health Sector  
The pandemic has brought a reali-
sation that we need greater public 
health infrastructure so that we are 
ready for any calamity of this order in 
the future. 

We launched the Pradhan Man-
tri Jan Arogya Yojana (Ayushman 
Bharat), which covers half the popula-
tion, almost 500 million people, giv-
ing them access to hospitalisation and 
health cover up to `5 lakh so that they 
don’t slip back into poverty (when 
a medical emergency strikes them). 
This is a very big social security net. 
We also started mainstreaming tradi-
tional medicine. The role of Ayush has 
come out in a big way.  

In the past few years, the health 
budget has been ramped up signifi-
cantly. Besides, there are other chang-
es in the health sector that the govern-
ment has undertaken. The process 
of replacing the Medical Council of 
India by the National Medical Council 
has started. This is a big step towards 
improving medical education and re-
search in the country. 

Public health, public hygiene, im-
munity and nourishment of children 
and women should be our priority if 
we want to meet our Sustainable De-
velopment Goal targets. The govern-
ment has been committed to these 
but the pandemic has reiterated the 
need for greater focus on these goals.
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Social Security 
What the pandemic has also done is help us realise the impor-
tance of a larger social security net. And while schemes such as the 
Ayushman Bharat provide a part of that, the government has put in 
place a labour code, which tries to increase the number of people 
who join the EPFO (Employee Provident Fund Organisation) and 
become part of the formal sector. The government wants a larger 
number of workers to join EPFO and ESIC, and is making this 
possible under the new labour code that has been just passed by  
Parliament.  

People often talk about implementing Universal Basic Income 
(UBI) as part of a social security measure, but I am not a supporter 
of UBI. We don’t have the resources, and I am not sure if that pro-
vides the right motivation for our young population to achieve their 
aspirations.  I think a lot more will be achieved if we spend the same 
amount of money on better skilling and getting people into hybrid 
courses that combine on-the-job training (with apprenticeships) 

and classroom or online instructions. 
 

For Future 
The pandemic has also brought back focus 
on a couple of reforms that the govern-
ment is already pursuing. 

One very important step for the future 
— something the government is very seri-
ous about, the prime minister has talked 
about, and the finance minister mentioned 
in her Budget speech last year — is encour-
aging chemical-free farming. This is not 
organic farming but a method which Sub-
ash Palekar made popular where you can 
have farming with zero chemicals, which 
is based on traditional methods using lo-
cal inputs but in a manner that triggers  
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Quicker implementation of 
reforms: The pandemic has 
reiterated that we have to 
implement reform measures 
as soon as possible so that 
we have the required systems 
in place

Government alone not 
responsible for fighting 
the crisis: Covid-19 has 
brought home the fact that 
we have to get over this crisis 
together (private and public 
sector) and it is not just the 
government’s responsibility 
to fight a crisis

Importance of private 
sector: The pandemic has 
made us recognise much 
more deeply the role of 
private investments and 
players in carrying the 
economy forward. You have 
to build trust between private 
and public sector 

Lessons From The Pandemic
Need for better 
public health 
infrastructure: 
We need to have 
greater public health 
infrastructure so 
that we are ready for 
any calamity of this 
order in the future

Focus on public hygiene, 
immunity: The pandemic 
brought back the focus 
on public hygiene, 
nourishment of children and 
women. All these should 
be our priority if we want 
to meet our Sustainable 
Development Goal targets
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rejuvenation of soil, enhances microbial 
activity and releases micronutrients from  
the soil. 

Such farming can ensure that productiv-
ity does not decline and water usage comes 
down to a quarter. In short, it is a step to-
wards introducing agro-ecology, so that the 
country can emerge as a producer of high 
quality natural agricultural products which 
are being demanded increasingly through-
out the world as fallout of the pandemic. 

The second big one is to improve the 
water situation. We can see something 
happening there in the coming year. Avail-
ability of potable drinking water to every 
household will be a big step forward. There 
will also be reforms of anganwadis and take 
home rations — everything focused on  
improvement of nourishment of children 
and women. 

There are several other proposals in 

the pipeline. They touch the lives of people directly, and therefore, 
the citizens will need to be engaged. The three ways to handle the 
(resistance to) reforms are communication, communication and 
communication. 

We are a vibrant democracy and our people are very rational and 
reasonable. The nature of the changes and their possible impact and 
benefits will have to be explained to people and that is our responsi-
bility — responsibility of government, fourth estate and all people, 
political parties concerned, etc. That is why the prime minister says 
that constant in-depth dialogue has to continue because the days of 
doing reforms by stealth are gone. 

One positive of the pandemic has been a much deeper recogni-
tion of the role of private investments and players in carrying the 
economy forward. For this reason, the Productivity Linked Incen-
tive Scheme has been launched in 13 sectors where the government 
is inviting investors to build global scale plants.

This recognition of the importance of the private sector and the 
recognition that you have to build trust between private and public 
sector is the biggest gain of this crisis. It has brought home the fact 
that we have to get over this crisis together and it is not just the gov-
ernment’s responsibility. 
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Creating Operating Units For 
Regional, Local Execution 

T. KRISHNAKUMAR
President, Coca-Cola, India and 
South West Asia 
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The shift to becoming more 
available on e-commerce 
platforms while revising 
pricing strategies will be 
an exciting challenge
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

H
O

W
 I

 W
I

L
L

 D
O

 T
H

I
N

G
S

 D
I

F
F

E
R

E
N

T
L

Y

C
ovid-19 has changed the world as we 
know it — our daily lives look nothing like 
what they were in the beginning of 2020. 
During these tough times the key is to digest 
the crisis in total and think of not only man-
aging it, but also preparing for the post-cri-
sis tone. For India Inc, it perhaps translates 
into ‘Innovation’ and ‘Adaptability’ and 
these words seemed to have echoed through 
their halls, as it has been truly inspiring to 
see how businesses across industries are 
revisiting their models and pivoting their 
offerings to suit the new normal.  

One particular organisational learning 
was remarkably quick, quicker to most of us, 
than some of the more arduous teachings of 
this difficult time. We learnt that adaptabil-
ity is the only way to move forward.  

At Coca-Cola India we took a phased ap-
proach towards evolving ourselves to rise 
up to the situation at hand: 

Phase 1: Ensure the safety of people and 
community; lead by action.  The company 
pledged `100 crore to support communities 
during the pandemic.  

Phase 2:  Inspire people. Our campaign fo-
cused on local heroes who were making a dif-
ference to communities around them. Maana 
mushkil ki gadi hai par umeed usse bhi badi hai.  

Phase 3: As things opened up, we slowly but 
steadily lived up to the idea of being a total 
beverage company. During these times, all 
brands have a role to play in consumers’ lives. 
From pure indulgence to functional, we saw 
a pick-up in all benefits sought by consumers 
and we were there with them, all the way. 

Ultimately, consumers are the essence 
of any business, and they were evolving 
and adapting to the changing external en-
vironment much faster. Occasions began 
blurring. Due to physical distancing, out-
of-home occasions have transitioned to at-
home moments. Consumers are turning to 
brands they trust, products that make them 
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feel good and bring back some state 
of familiarity and “normalcy” in their 
lives. The time spent with one’s fam-
ily has also increased dramatically. All 
these point to a need for rapid adapta-
tion. Let’s deep dive into why.  

Human beings are social creatures, 
and hence driven by a certain set of 
values garnered from both society and 
self. When it comes to values, consum-
ers have always wanted to relate to a 
brand and see them as an extension of 
life choices. These values shape emo-
tions and emotions drive behaviour. 
Currently when it comes to behaviour, 
every consumer’s path to purchase has 
altered significantly as their core driv-
ers for choosing a product have become 
safety, hygiene and trust. Consumers 
have become more conscious of what 
they are purchasing and consuming. 
Shopping is a deliberate exercise of 
choice, especially for categories that im-
pact the family and its long-term health. 
Emphasising the immuno-boosting 
benefits of products and the fortifica-
tion of micronutrients is gaining in-
creased acceptance in a situation where 
consumers’ main worry is falling ill. 

As consumers’ focus for choosing 
a product shifts to healthy, Covid-safe 
items, organisations must continue 
evolving and adapting to the new, 
changing market dynamics. Those that 
thrive quickly read the signals of change 
and pivot successfully. Innovation com-
bined with agile adoption of new tech-
nologies and greater transparency will determine market leadership.  

It was a trend we had anticipated and had already begun expand-
ing. The Minute Maid as a platform for wellness launched two im-
muno-boosting variants Minute Maid Vita Punch and Minute Maid 
Nutriforce in August this year, offering consumers the benefits of 
mental agility and immunity. Vita Punch contains 100 per cent of the 
body’s daily need for Vitamin C, while Nutriforce contains iron, zinc 
and vitamin complexes in an exceptional blend of apple juice. The 
products that have been designed to provide vital nutrients, aid me-
tabolism and enhance cognition.  

The accelerated digital transformation forced by the pandemic 
has been one of the biggest changes when it comes to consumer pref-
erence. With people spending more time on their digital devices, this 
trend is likely to stay even once we have settled into a post-pandemic 
world. What we’ve seen in our business is that among urban consum-
ers, there is a strong movement towards newer platforms for purchase 
like e-commerce. The shift to becoming more available on e-commerce 

platforms, while revising pricing, pro-
motion and packaging strategies can be 
a massive, exciting challenge. Organisa-
tions that experiment quickly, often and 
economically — with products, pro-
cesses, business models and strategies 
— will ultimately win. 

At Coca-Cola India we’re presently 
building on digital, for it to be a growth 
engine for the future, and have already 
established a sizeable presence on all 
leading e-commerce platforms and 
have also built associations with major 
food aggregators. Through our tie-up 
with Common Services Center, we have 
tried to ensure rural last-mile delivery 
by listing all our popular products on 
their Grameen e-store platforms.  

Globally, Coca-Cola is taking stra-
tegic steps to reorganise and better 
enable the system to pursue its Bever-
ages for Life strategy, with a portfolio 
of drinks that are positioned to capture 
growth in a fast-changing marketplace. 

The company is building a net-
worked global organisation, combining 
the power of scale with the deep knowl-
edge required to win locally. Changes 
in our operating model will shift our 
marketing to drive more growth and put 
execution closer to consumers while 
prioritising a portfolio of strong brands 
and a disciplined innovation frame-
work. The company is creating new op-
erating units focused on regional and lo-
cal execution that will work closely with 
marketing category leadership teams 

that span the globe to rapidly scale ideas. This 
structure will be supported by the company’s 
newly created Platform Services Organisa-
tion, which will provide global services and 
enhanced expertise across a range of critical 
capabilities. During the pandemic we have 
had to ensure that every moving part across 
the large Coca-Cola system was interlinked 
and benefiting from the changes being made.  

It’s always necessary that we prepare 
for whatever’s next and do so with nimble-
ness and determination. But it’s comfort-
ing to realise that no matter what happens, 
all of us are rallying for a better world, and 
building an improved, shared future to-
gether. And at the end of the day, that’s all 
that matters. 
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Lessons From 
The Pandemic

Adapting to changing 
behaviours towards the ‘new 

normal’ and focusing on 
evolving consumer needs  

Setting goals for progress, 
which may seem formidable 

initially 

Identifying innovation for 
progress 

Standing together in times 
of need and ensuring 
business continuity





62 Business Today  7 February 2021

Lower dependence on imports will lead 
to greater demand for Make-in-India 

electronics products and boost employment 

Moving From 
Assembly 

To Manufacturing 
Base

ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

you were to ask me, what is the one thing 
that’s critical to drive the Atma Nirbhar 
Bharat agenda for the electronics indus-
try, component manufacturing ecosys-
tem will sit right on top. To drive the key 
tenets of Atma Nirbhar Bharat, from the 
Appliances, Consumer Electronics (ACE) 
or the electronics industry’s perspective, 
component manufacturing becomes the 
bedrock of the ecosystem. The market size 
of India’s ACE industry was `76,400 crore 
($10.93 billion) in 2019. It is expected to 
double to reach `1.48 lakh crore ($21.18 bil-
lion) by 2025. Component manufacturing 
not only gives the necessary impetus to the 
industry, but also provides a major boost 

MANISH SHARMA 
President & CEO, Panasonic India, and Chairperson, FICCI 
Electronics & White Goods Manufacturing Committee
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to the economy at large. Reduced dependencies on import lead to 
greater demand for Make-in-India and employment generation, in-
cluding training and skilling India. 

 
Opportunities And Challenges
Looking at the current manufacturing economies in Asia, it has taken 
decades for the industry and the government to reach the current lev-
els. From establishing a supply chain to achieving economies of scale 
in manufacturing, it has been a journey of discovery for China and 
other South East Asian countries. If I have to take Panasonic’s exam-
ple, we have been running manufacturing operations in Thailand and 
Malaysia for several decades and are exporting air conditioners from 
there to more than 50 countries.

India’s demography, manufacturing, and trade landscapes differ 
significantly compared to other countries and hence, opportunities 
and challenges go hand-in-hand. The sector does have challenges re-
lated to domestic supply chain, high cost of finance and limited design 
capabilities. Also, our journey to building India as a manufacturing 
hub is new compared to the rest.

But I believe the time is ripe and we are seeing an explosion of de-
mand and with new-age technology, we can traverse this road faster 
and catch up with our competitors. With IoT-based systems and the 
phygital economy, this is India’s moment to position itself for many 
decades to come.

 
A Self Reliant India
We know our challenges and understand the opportunity. We also 
know which levers to press to bridge our disabilities. I have a clear 
three-step strategy to catapult India into a manufacturing economy 
and all the three steps need to be undertaken simultaneously.

-
proach considering the phased manufacturing programme. 
We have already made significant strides in terms of building 
demand-and-supply pipelines. To encourage local manufactur-
ing and assembly, policy changes have been announced in every 
Budget in the last few years. From duty on components and fin-
ished goods to reduction in GST for smaller-size TVs to fuelling 
local demand in smaller towns, all these steps encourage Make 
in India. While this is a step in the right direction, it is not enough 
as it drives only local assembly, which will not lead to 100 per cent 
manufacturing in India. And this brings me to my next step.

manufacturing relies on backward integration of supply chains 
and expanding their capabilities. Based on my experience for close 
to three decades with several industry positions, I do believe that 
we can increase the potential of the electronics sector multi-fold 
by 2025, with backward integration and localisation because of 
the success of PCBAs, PCBs, and ATMPs. For the uninitiated PCB 
or, Printed Circuit Board, which is used across IT electronics, con-
sumer electronics, auto, industrial electronics, auto, LED lighting, 
medical electronics, and mobile phones, is a $47-billion opportu-

billion). ATMPs (Assembly, Testing, Marking, and Packaging) of 
the electronic components itself is a $10-billion opportunity. With 

the rise in demand for electronic devices, 
there will be increased demand for com-
ponents as well. To sum up, Indian elec-
tronic manufacturing companies can 
propel towards greater success with a few 
fundamental tweaks in the industry. It 
has the potential to increase local output 
since it targets efficiency and should gen-
erate more demand by keeping a check on 

Lessons From The 
Pandemic

Need to hold on to core 
business philosophies in 

challenging times

Need to accept, unlearn 
and relearn in order to get 

accustomed to evolving times

The massive role of technology 
as an enabler

People are the greatest 
resource. Cooperation and 

team spirit can help us achieve 
greater milestones

Need to practice mindfulness, 
bond with families, and focus 

on overall well-being
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the price. A benchmark example of why 
backward integration in manufacturing 
works is that of the automotive industry 
in India.

explore new geographies for expanding 
the demand base through export. Here 
we need to concentrate on categories 
where we have inherent strength. To 
succeed here, we need to explore unique 
business models, which may not only fo-
cus on the export of finished goods.
 If you look at the opportunity, a num-

ber of western geographies, which are go-
ing to be upcoming economies in 15-20 
years, can be potential markets for us. We 
can explore a hub-and-spoke model where 
India becomes a hub and creates many 
spokes to cater to assembly requirements 
and finally service the economy there. 

is well positioned and checks most boxes. 
India can look at supplying components to 
them and also service various parts of Eu-
rope and Africa from Egypt. 

The Manufacturing Story 
If we look at the electronics industry, we cur-
rently have TVs that are fully assembled in 
the country. Similarly, for air conditioners, 
nearly 80 per cent are manufactured or as-
sembled in India. And the recent prohibition 
of importing air conditioner with refriger-
ants has encouraged local assembly of the 
balance 20-25 per cent, which were import-

ed till recently. This summer we will witness 100 per cent of ACs as-
sembled in India.

Technically, we are assembling most of the consumer durables in 
India itself. Now the next big step is about speeding up backward in-
tegration. Let's take the example of the AC industry here. It is around 
`17,000-18,000 crore, and we have taken a target to take it to `1 lakh 

from exports. We are minuscule today in terms of exports. With back-
ward integration, we can build components such as motors, compres-
sors, PCBAs, PCB components, aluminum and copper. The possibil-
ity of localisation here is in excess of `75,000 crore. Also, it is a high 

entire product life cycle with sales, servicing, installation, etc.
 

Government Measures 
The government is proactively taking steps to address disabilities, 
build an efficient infrastructure, and promote ease of doing business. 
Policy reforms and notable improvements in the business regulatory 
framework have had a tremendous impact on the development of In-
dia’s ability to attract FDI and trade in the manufacturing sector. For 
instance, the reduction of corporate tax and the introduction of a pro-
duction-linked incentive (PLI) scheme are the right measures where 
the country is looking to collaborate with enterprises across levels. 

The government introduced the PLI scheme to strengthen domes-
tic manufacturing, increase self-reliance, and reduce import bills. PLI 

offers incentives to companies on incre-
mental sales from domestically manu-
factured products. Further, it aims at 
inviting foreign entities to establish 
their base in India and encourages local 
companies to set up or expand existing 
units. Companies can bring globally 
integrated manufacturing capabilities 
for high-value output, thereby, provid-
ing higher returns to upstream produc-
ers besides employment opportunities. 
It strategically drives India into key 
segments of global value chains and 
makes India self-reliant. 

 
Good Days For Manufacturing
India has all the potential to emerge as 
the next global manufacturing hub. In 
times of deep economic crisis, such as 
the recent Covid-19 pandemic, swift 

government intervention through strong fiscal response and injec-
tion of capital into the economy is necessary. 

While the economy as a whole needs significant support, the gov-
ernment and the industry must convert this adversity into an oppor-
tunity to strategically invest in high technologies for priority sectors 
such as energy, electronics, and electrical equipment, including com-
puters, telecommunication, and space. It should inject aggressive eco-
nomic incentives and review the current business practices to bring in 
more trade and investments into advanced manufacturing sectors.  

We are assembling most 
consumer durables in India 
itself. The next big step is 
about speeding up  
backward integration
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Need to build on ‘flexibility’ and ‘agility’ as strategic 
advantages, while being bolder and less risk-averse

ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Winning Requires Superior 
Business Crisis Planning 
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lmost four decades in the consumer products indus-
try, with the most recent seven years running India’s 
leading beverage alcohol company through the turbu-
lence of the ‘Highway Ban’, demonetisation and GST, I 
have had my fair share of excitement and a few battle 
scars — but none has presented the unparalleled test of 
leading through a crisis, as in the year just gone by.  

Business As Usual 
When the news of Covid-19 in China started percolat-
ing in early 2020, we were already faced with the head-
winds of a slowing economy and soft category growth. 
But, in an industry where dealing with issues is an eve-
ryday way of life, adopting a ‘business as usual’ mind-
set came naturally to us, and so we continued to run 
our business without being overly concerned. It was 
when the lockdown came into effect in March, that 
the reality of the impending crisis hit us — and how!  

Starting March 24, unlike any other FMCG, our 
industry faced a complete shutdown that eventu-
ally lasted for six weeks. During this period, all liq-
uor stores were closed, restaurants and bars brought 
down their shutters and all manufacturing opera-
tions were halted. For the first time in the company’s 
history — and in my long career — topline vanished 
overnight and stayed at zero, day after day. The initial 
sense was one of disbelief, shock and mounting con-
cern. For a company of our size and fixed costs, not 
having any sales meant a deep red profit & loss (P&L) 

A
ANAND KRIPALU,
MD and CEO, Diageo India, and Member, Diageo Global Executive
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and having to draw on cash reserves and bank credit. Public health 
concerns and societal views on alcohol created huge uncertainty 
about when our industry would be allowed to re-open.    

But within days, our initial anxieties gave way to steely resolve. 
This was our leadership moment, and we would lead with clarity, 
determination — and on the front foot.  

A Rallying Cry 
Through all the debate on V, U and L-shaped recoveries, and a re-
view of our own modelling tools, trackers and forecasts, we realised 
that at best these would throw up alternate scenarios, including a 
steep decline of our industry. However, the unpredictable econom-
ic impact of the pandemic with on-going restrictions meant that no 
forecast could be even broadly accurate.  

We concluded that there was little point in dwelling on how our 
category would be impacted. We decided to focus only on two areas 
that fell within our ‘circle of control’ — outperforming competition 

(irrespective of category performance) and doing what was right for 
our people, customers, suppliers, and communities. Together, the two 
would make us stronger whenever we came out on the other side of the 
crisis. And so, ‘emerge stronger’ became our rallying cry and the organi-
sational purpose that would visibly direct and drive all our efforts. 

 
Win Every Day 
In a year that was not going to be predictable or easy to plan, we set 
our goal to win in the marketplace, such that our people could feel it 
was within reach, in near-time. We articulated our goal as ‘winning 
in the market, every day and every week’. We also defined how we 
would win — through consumer-led superior insights, sharp focus 
within our large brand portfolio, disciplined trade investment and 
strong cash conversion.  

 
Invest To Grow  
We recognised that consumer behaviour during the pandemic would 
turn towards established and trusted brands, and that it was highly 

likely that premium brands would stay re-
silient. Despite the challenges on category 
growth, we remained unwavering in our 
strategic action to strengthen our two flag-
ship brands in the mass premium category 
— McDowell No. 1 Whisky and Royal Chal-
lenge Whisky — by relaunching these na-
tionally with new packaging and marketing 
campaigns. At the top-end, we continued to 
invest in our Scotch portfolio and make it 
more accessible and contemporary through 
our new cool ‘hipster’ format. 

Flexibility & Agility  
We realised early that in an environment 
characterised by continuously changing 
local restrictions, varying waves of the 

virus across states and cities, and with 
labour supply and logistics uncertainties, 
winning in the market would require not 
just sales and marketing to outperform 
competition, but also supply would need 
to outperform through superior Business 
Crisis Planning. Hence, we built ‘flexibil-
ity’ and ‘agility’ as strategic advantages — 
extending these to include fungibility of 
investments between brands and states, 
speed of decision-making and execution, 
while being bolder and less risk averse.  

True Business Partner  
Staying closely connected with our part-
ners and supporting them as their busi-
nesses went through turmoil, has been 
an integral part of how we have run our 
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business during the pandemic. During the 
worst phase of our industry, when many 
parts of the trade were under lockdown, 
our senior leaders and salesforce made 
conscious efforts to connect virtually or 
on phone, one-on-one with key customers 
and suppliers, to understand their busi-
ness impact and how we could support 
them. As CEO, I personally made scores of 
calls to our partners during the lockdown.  

Shaped by these conversations, our 
support to customers included continu-
ing certain elements of financial trade 
support, extending strategic customer 
agreements, and engaging with large-for-
mat retailers and luxury hotel chains who 
were well positioned to deliver business 

under social distancing. Additionally, we 
bolstered bartender community training 
through digital content in multiple lo-
cal languages, while sales teams worked 
closely with customers on the ground to 
jointly innovate solutions in preparation 
for recovery.  

As early as April, we took a call to cush-
ion the lockdown impact on our supplier 
community by being prompt with pay-
ments despite the squeeze on our rev-
enues. We identified vendors who were 
impacted significantly by the lockdown 
and even made additional supplementary 
payments. This helped them stay afloat 
and hopeful. They, too, reciprocated with 
prioritised materials and service when the 
unlocks were set in motion.  

Margin Boost 
Our focus and agility resulted in a decisive early lead on competi-
tion. When the lockdown was lifted, our salesforce and supply chain 
were the first to be humming again. We were off the race first and 
kept building on the initial momentum as the weeks rolled on.  

Cognizant that there would be immense pressure on revenue, 
we redoubled efforts on productivity across all cost lines, extract-
ing efficiencies in advertising and promotional spending, saving in 
non-staff overheads, reducing interest costs, finding logistical effi-
ciencies and practising overall fiscal discipline. We focussed on re-
ceivables and managing credit, trimmed inventory across the value 
chain and improved the quality and efficiency of payables. We exer-
cised judiciousness into capex projects based on business criticality 
and return on investment.  

Citizenship During Crisis 
Early in March, when the country was staring at a huge shortage of 

sanitisers, we were amongst the first companies to publicly commit 
a donation of 3,00,000 litres of bulk hand sanitisers and 150,000 
masks to frontline workers across public health departments, po-
lice and the army. The small hitch? We had never produced hand 
sanitisers before, neither did we know how to make them! But 
thanks to round-the-clock effort of a cross-functional team of 50 
people, within less than a week, the first batch of bulk sanitisers had 
rolled out of our factory gate in Goa — the first of 15 such manufac-
turing units across the country. Adding to the company’s efforts, 
our employees voluntarily contributed `40 lakh to the PM CARES 
Fund from their salaries. We also contributed medical equipment 
and infrastructure to states.   

The restaurant industry, the third largest in the services sector in 
India, contributing 2 per cent to the country’s GDP, is severely im-
pacted by the pandemic. Within the larger industry, pubs and bars 
sit at the heart of our business. In June, we committed `75 crore to 
‘Raising the Bar,’ an initiative that will run over two years to support 
bars, pubs and restaurants serving alcohol.  This programme pro-

Winning in 
the market 
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vides strong on-ground support to qualifying outlets, with physical 
equipment and ‘hygiene kits’, and helps to establish partnerships 
with online reservations and cashless systems.  

Caring For Employees  
Supporting and connecting with our people as they worked through 
a difficult year has been central to our way of managing the crisis. 
We announced work from home (WFH) for all our office employ-
ees a week before the announcement of the lockdown. Apart from 
giving them the wherewithal for a seamless transition to WFH ar-
rangements, we announced a host of benefits early April, includ-
ing counselling for employees and their families, leave to care for 
family members impacted by Covid, and insurance benefits paid by 
the company to the named beneficiaries of our employees, should 
they succumb to this virus. We continued our focus on learning and 
development with ‘My Learning Hub’ serving as a distance-learning 
platform. We introduced ‘We Care’, a multi-pronged comprehen-
sive programme for physical, mental, financial and social wellbeing.  

Frequent and transparent communication with our employees 
has been central to not only sustaining, but actually building engage-
ment. These include 15-minute Townhalls, ‘Coffee Connects’ with 
our leaders, employee thematic campaigns on the intranet, group 
discussions on specific topics and virtual social events with family. 

There can be many ways to respond to a crisis. Think of this as a 
sharp curve on an auto racetrack — the best place to pass competi-
tors but requiring more skill than straight roads. For Diageo India, 
a combination of focus and agility, partnering our larger ecosystem 
and keeping our employees engaged, helped us forge ahead in a 
competitive race under testing conditions.  

I remain bullish about the long-term growth prospects of 
the alco-bev category in India.  The country’s structural growth 

drivers remain intact, amplified by the 
added momentum during this crisis, of 
in-house consumption and premiumi-
sation. As drinking has moved in-home 
during the pandemic, there is a silent 
withering of the traditional taboos on 
drinking at home. As consumers discover 
that drinking at home is safer and lighter 
on the wallet, there is a further impe-
tus on premiumisation, with consum-
ers upgrading their alcohol choices and 
drinking better. With restricted overseas 
travel, shifts have also happened from 
duty-free to duty-paid purchases in up-
scale off-trade retail formats. 

New routes to reach out to consumers 
such as home delivery are opening. We an-
ticipate states adopting e-governance to 
facilitate ease of doing business. These de-
velopments will give a significant boost to 
business and shape it for the better in the 
long-term, helping the industry and adding 
revenues to state coffers. 

Finally, as we come out of this crisis, we 
are even more acutely aware of the deep and 
elemental need for human connection. This 
in turn will reinforce a changing narrative 
for the role of alcohol in the society, placing 
it in the heart of socialising and celebration.  

Indeed, the best for our industry lies 
ahead.  

With restricted overseas 
travel, shifts have happened 

from duty-free to duty-
paid purchases in upscale 
off-trade retail formats... 
New routes such as home 
delivery are also opening 
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The priority in the 
new normal will be 

to create businesses 
that can withstand 

unanticipated stress
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Future-proofing Business 
Critical Than Ever

the words of singer Jimmy Dean, “I can't change 
the direction of wind, but I can adjust my sails 
to reach my destination.” I cannot agree more 
with this as my experiences have taught me that 
there is no alternative to staying the course dur-
ing challenging times. This means having faith in 
yourself and backing your people to sail through 
tough times. 

Just like Rome, a business isn’t built in a day. 
While its success depends on managing your ex-
isting resources and making the right decisions 
at the right time, it also means embracing the 
unknown and navigating the unchartered waters 
through agility and constant cost restructuring 
— simply, being open to evolution. The 25-year-

In
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long journey of building McDonald’s in India has been exciting and 
rewarding. But it has also taught us the value of struggles, the sig-
nificance of a crisis, and how it compels us to assess efficiency in an 
organisation.  

And yet, despite all the preparations, some situations leave you 
stumped. Nothing could have prepared us for an unanticipated 
black swan event like the coronavirus pandemic and its economic 
fallout. But as they say, a good crisis is a terrible thing to waste. And 
at Westlife, we made sure that we turned it into an opportunity — 
an opportunity to make our business even more robust, empower 
our people and build new strengths. 

We hope the worst is behind us. We have entered the New Year 
with new rigour, new zest, but not without key learnings from this 

unprecedented crisis that has paved the 
way for a completely new world. I think it’s 
fair to say that 2020 has rendered the tra-
ditional ways of working, conducting busi-
ness and building strategies redundant to 
a large extent. Here is how I aim to weave 
in my pandemic learnings into a new para-
digm at Westlife.  
1.  Double down on agility — 2020 has 

brought forth the volatility of the world 
we live in like never before. In these ex-
ceptionally trying times, our agility be-
came our biggest strength. The fact that 
we could create a robust framework of 
survival and revival within a week gave 
us a strong headstart. Once we had a 
strategic direction, we were able to ex-
ecute complex and high-stake projects 
such as negotiating rents and deploy-
ing contactless operations, in a matter 
of weeks. We also activated our omni-
channel strategy that ensured business 
continuity even in the most challenging 
times. This played a pivotal role in in-
sulating our business from the shocks 
of the pandemic. Organisational agility 
will be a key competitive advantage for 
companies going forward, one that will 
set the course for existence and growth. 

2.  Accelerate digital transformation jour-
ney — The pandemic has ushered in an 
unprecedented change in customer 
habits, preferences and behaviours. 
In India, eating out used to be a social 
occasion, which has now transformed 
completely, and will continue to evolve 
in the new normal.  It will therefore 
become extremely critical for compa-
nies to have a single view of the cus-
tomer and the way to enable this is 
to invest in cutting-edge technology. 
It has become increasingly apparent 
that an omni-channel strategy will be 
paramount for any business to thrive 
in this new world. So, we will comple-
ment our strong retail presence with 
an equally robust digital presence. 
This will ensure that our customers 
are able to access our brand whenever, 
wherever and however, with an experi-
ence that is seamless and consistent 
across platforms. We will also invest 
in technologies that help us anticipate 
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customer trends, study behaviours and 
customise offerings accordingly. 

3.  Make future-proofing the business a 
priority — The fact that we live in a vola-
tile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous 
world has never been as apparent as it is 
now. This means that future-proofing 
the business is more critical than ever. 
We were fortunate that even before the 
crisis hit us, we were working towards 
strengthening our balance sheet and 
creating stronger cost frameworks. The 
fact that over years we had invested in 
creating a brand that people trusted 
also helped us immensely. So, when the 
lockdown led to complete closure of 
all our restaurants, our robust balance 
sheet and strong brand equity enabled 
us to take bold decisions and quickly 
pivot to launch new and innovative 
business channels, while being able to 
tailor the existing ones to the new nor-
mal. This not only helped us survive the 
crisis, but also provided a springboard 
for a quick recovery. In the new nor-
mal, our priority will be creating a busi-
ness that can withstand unanticipated 
stress and strength test. We will invest 
in deploying marketing programmes fo-
cused on strengthening brand trust. We 

will also make strategic acquisitions and focus on increasing our 
cash reserves, while maintaining cost leadership.  

4.  Adopt new ways of working — Who would have ever thought 
that there will come a time when we will not be able to go to of-
fice and will have to collaborate remotely for many months? And 
yet, when it came, we adapted to the new normal and enabled 
work from home, not just for our corporate office employees, 
but also for our restaurant employees. As we inch towards a 
post-pandemic world, the old ways of working may be rendered 
redundant and organisations will have a reimagine a new work-
ing paradigm. At Westlife, we are already working on creating 
a hybrid framework of working aimed at promoting organisa-
tional agility, flexibility and productivity.  The aim is to deploy a 
‘work from anywhere’ model that is smartly complemented with 
processes that ensure regular social cohesion. So, while people 
may not have to come to office every day, they will huddle peri-
odically for strategic discussions and ideations. This we believe 
will help promote a culture of trust, empowerment and height-
ened accountability. 
In a world of survival of the fittest, we have to be adaptable and 

flexible to make the most of every situation. We started building 
drive-thrus when drive-n-dine was not even a concept in India. 
Through this pandemic it emerged as one of the strongest trends 
and gave us a unique competitive advantage. So, I believe it is ex-
tremely important to have a long-term vision and invest with con-
viction, and there is a high probability it will pay off.  

While good times are necessary as cooling-off periods for enter-
prises, challenging times give birth to greater rationality and inno-
vative ideas. In both life and business, it is imperative to remember 
that the greatest view comes after the hardest climb.  

We will invest in deploying 
marketing programmes 
focused on strengthening 
brand trust. We will also 
make strategic acquisitions 
and focus on increasing cash 
reserves
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Banks provide the lifeblood to the financial  
well-being of different segments. In a crisis, we 
have to do everything to safeguard their interests

Robust Biz Continuity 
Plan Is Non-negotiable
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

hy would a virus outbreak in one city in China throw the world into 
disarray? The answer lies in a mathematical theory proposed almost 
half a century ago. In a 1972 meeting of the American Association of Ad-
vancement of Science, mathematician Edward Lorenz gave a talk titled, 
‘Does the Flap of a Butterfly’s Wings in Brazil Set off a Tornado in Texas?’ 

Lorenz was talking about the science behind complex systems, 
what we now know as the Chaos Theory. It tells us that the more com-
plex a system gets, the more fragile it becomes. These systems are very 
sensitive to their starting conditions, so a tiny difference in the initial 
‘push’ you give them causes a big difference in where they end up. This 
is also known as the ‘Butterfly Effect’. 

The most complex of human-made systems is globalisation, with 
supply chains spanning continents. In 2014, Ian Goldin, professor at 

AMITABH CHAUDHRY, 
CEO, Axis Bank
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Oxford University, wrote a prescient book 
titled Butterfly Defect (an obvious pun on 
the Butterfly Effect) and warned of risks to 
the global economy arising from six vectors. 
Amongst them, one was ‘pandemics’. 

Unfortunately, Professor Goldin’s warn-
ing was ignored, and when Covid-19 struck, 
the world was utterly unprepared. Given to-
day’s hyper-connected world, the virus out-
break in China quickly affected almost every 
country. We have all seen the result — hun-
dreds of thousands of deaths, millions infect-
ed, trillions wiped out from the global GDP. 

India is no exception to this economic impact. From the fastest-
growing economy in the world, the Reserve Bank of India is now fore-
casting a de-growth of 7.5 per cent in FY21. Millions of MSMEs, as well 
as individuals, have been severely impacted. For the first time in the 
country, we can see stress on retail loans building up.  

As a part of the Indian banking ecosystem, Axis Bank was also af-
fected. Thanks to the tireless efforts of our workforce, we were able to 
take several actions that not only helped the bank navigate these turbu-
lent times, but will also stand as massive learnings for the future. 

Now the key is to understand how the future will unfold. Where 
do we all go from here? Will we go back to the ‘normal’ of 2019? To be 
honest, no one knows. But a few, very broad, predictions can be drawn, 
based on current trends.  
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The first is the unfortunate fact that pandemics of various kinds 
are here to stay, powered by global warming and a hyper-connected 
world. We will have to learn to deal with them. The good thing is that 
human ingenuity and ability to innovate will also increase and allow us 
the ability to combat such pandemics faster. Who could have imagined 
that just nine months into Covid-19, we could have multiple vaccines 
ready to fight the virus? Second, the world around us has changed, per-
haps irrevocably. While coronavirus vaccines will immunise human-
ity in 2021, the threat of future pandemics (or even the Covid-19 virus 
mutating) means that behavioural changes such as wearing masks and 
social distancing will persist. Third, is that the future is digital. AI/ML 
will decide how enterprises work, make decisions, and face the future. 
Those organisations that can do this will thrive, while others will falter. 

 
Going Digital 
Even before the pandemic struck, digital technologies were starting to 
play an increasing role in both parts of a bank’s business — assets and 
liabilities. In banking jargon, assets refer to loans — ranging from un-

secured loans like credit card spends to large corporate lending — and 
liabilities refer to bank accounts and deposits. 

The pandemic has vastly accelerated the move to digital. Take bank 
accounts, for example. Over 75 per cent of our savings accounts and 
FDs today are sourced online. During Q2 of FY20, we opened 70 lakh 
new savings accounts, the bulk of them digitally. Banks have rolled out 
several services, unheard of before the pandemic, including virtual re-
lationship managers, FD renewals through voice-bots, card-less cash 
withdrawals through ATMs, and WhatsApp banking, among others. 

On the assets side, today, 58 per cent of our personal loan disbur-
sals are end-to-end digital. At Axis Bank, we have built the capability to 
underwrite and disburse loans in four clicks and under seven minutes. 

When it comes to loans, there are three other critical areas where 
technology plays a crucial role — underwriting, monitoring and col-
lections. Even before the pandemic, banks had started using Artificial 
Intelligence and Machine Learning (AI/ML) to analyse large amounts 

of data for these functions. The pandemic 
has dramatically accelerated this process, in-
creasing efficiency across the board. 

For example, at Axis Bank, data analytics 
has taught us which channel to use to remind 
which set of customers about upcoming pay-
ments. We realised, reminding digital-first 
customers using digital channels leads to 12 
per cent more (and often full) payments; if 
we used traditional methods of communica-
tions for customers who prefer that option, it 
led to 17 per cent higher collections. 

 
People Power 
‘People’ are an organisation’s biggest asset. 
Ultimately, they determine the success or 
failure of important initiatives, projects and 
the long-time prospects of any organisa-

tion. The pandemic saw a huge shift in how 
people work. It led to remote working as the 
only logical solution for most businesses — 
commonly referred to as work from home 
(WFH). Benign as it may sound, it can create 
its own stress levels.  

This stress can come from a range of fac-
tors. First, for example, is the issue of not hav-
ing enough isolated space for WFH. Alterna-
tively, it could also be because both spouses 
are WFH while still trying to take care of the 
kids who are also confined at home because 
schools have been shut. The other issue has 
been that as human beings, we are social 
animals. The lack of ‘coffee machine interac-
tions’ can have a negative impact on morale. 
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However, the learning from this phase of 
WFH is that employees can be more empow-
ered, self-driven and there’s no need to have a 
single control centre. 

One thing remote working did is that it 
brought us closer. Let me explain. Though 
there used to be a lot of light-hearted ban-

ter between juniors and seniors even be-
fore the pandemic, these interactions were 
still taking place in an ‘office environment’. 
Remote working has allowed us a glimpse 
into people’s personal lives. You could have 
a colleague’s child walking into a video-
conference or a dog jumping around. This 
pandemic-enforced WFH has given all of us 
better visibility and understanding of our col-
leagues. It helps us better appreciate that we 
all have a sensitive side and our families are a 
part of it. This sense of intimacy is far more 
potent than any team-bonding exercise. 

 
Business Continuity 
The pandemic took all of us by surprise and 
hit us hard. Many businesses got a jolt and it 
took them months to find their feet on the 
ground. Some could not manage the transi-
tion and even perished. The reason for this 
is lack of planning. Every organisation needs 
to have a robust Business Continuity Plan to 
survive. This is non-negotiable given the cur-
rent uncertainty and the volatile business en-
vironment that is likely to persist. 

Business Continuity Plans for a full-
service bank are far more complicated than 

other organisations. This is because you straddle the entire value chain 
— Business to Business (B2B), Business to Business to Customers 
(B2B2C) and Business to Customers (B2C). The needs of each of these 
segments are different, and you must ensure that whatever the disrup-
tion, you continue to add value. 

The first element is capital, which is even more critical in an eco-
nomic crisis as it allows you to deal with it robustly. As the pandemic-

induced headwinds got stronger, many 
banks raised capital. We raised `10,000 
crore via QIP in August. This resulted 
in our capital adequacy ratio increas-
ing from 15.84 per cent in March 2019 to 
17.53 per cent in March 2020 to 19.4 per 
cent in September 2020. 

We also reacted to the pandemic by 
keeping a proactive buffer/additional 
provision and shoring up the provision 
coverage, maintaining enough surplus 
liquidity, conserving capital and pru-
dently managing credit and operations 
risk. Our coverage ratio rose from 76 per 
cent to 124 per cent year-on-year. We 
hold over `34,000 crore of excess SLR. 

The second element is customer 
service. Again, when it comes to bank-
ing, this goes far beyond just a jargon in 
management books. Millions of retail 

customers have entrusted us with their savings. Similarly, thousands 
of MSME and corporate customers are dependent on us for our ser-
vices. Banks, in a sense, are providing the lifeblood to the financial 
well-being of these customers. At any time, and especially in a time of 
economic crisis, we had to do everything to safeguard their interests.  

In Axis Bank, we did two things. Our Central Emergency Response 
Team (CERT) ensured that we could seamlessly move to a WFH en-
vironment for a majority of our 75,000-plus workforce by enabling IT 
systems and critical infrastructure. Additionally, we strengthened our 
digital channels, including our mobile app, internet banking portal, 
Axis Pay (our UPI app), chatbot and our website. It ensured that our 
customers received uninterrupted access to over 250 products and ser-
vices seamlessly. Ninety nine per cent of our branches and 96 per cent 
of our ATMs, back offices and call centres were functional during the 
lockdown.  

 
So, What Happens Next? 
We do have a few learnings on our side, with which to gauge the fu-
ture. But, as they say, change is the only constant and situations will 
keep evolving. I may sound bleak, but if you think about it, it is an ex-
tension of what humanity has been battling since we diverged from 
the apes — just the tools and rules are changing. If starting from the 
Rift Valley in Africa, we as Homo Sapiens were able to conquer and 
colonise every habitat and ecosystem, it was because of our problem-
solving ability. With far more advanced technologies at our com-
mand than our ancestors, there is absolutely no reason why we can’t 
improve on our success! 

As the pandemic headwinds 
got stronger, many banks 
raised capital. We raised 
`10,000 crore via QIP 
in August
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New culinary experiences and dining 
options, staycations and gourmet 
food delivery offer exclusivity  

ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Reinventing 
Products, 
Offerings To 
Cater To Changing 
Preferences 

2 020 will leave its mark in history — as a year that altered 
lives and businesses, and reshaped the travel and hospitality 
landscape forever. The pandemic posed an unprecedented 
challenge and created a new, altered reality. Of all industries, 
travel was the worst hit. The first quarter of FY21 was a wash-
out, as travel for both work and leisure came to a complete 
halt. With technology enabling remote working and several 
companies actively fostering work-from-home ethos, things 
were looking quite bleak for the hospitality industry.  

As one of the fastest growing sectors in the Indian econ-
omy, tourism contributes 9.2 per cent of the country’s GDP, 
and generates 43 million jobs, which constitutes 8 per cent of 
India’s overall employment. Tourism, therefore, is a very pow-
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erful instrument of income and employment 
generation with a multiplier effect that 
accelerates sustainable human devel-
opment. It is integral to a nation’s 
prosperity and development.  

It was, therefore, crucial 
for the travel and tourism in-
dustry to adapt to the ‘new 
normal’ and keep moving 
forward. A few patterns 
started emerging rap-
idly. Big brands like ours 
were going to be looked at 
through a lens of amplified 
trust for safety standards. 
Domestic and regional travel 
revived faster. Road travel was 
preferred over train and air travel in 
the initial period. Staycations at hotels 
and resorts in large cities worked well. And 
hoteliers began to explore alternative and new 
sources of revenues such as cloud kitchens, home deliveries, 
food apps and laundry services, to name a few. 

 
Cashing In 
Before Covid-19 upended the globe, we, at IHCL, had quite a buoyant 
plan for the upcoming year. Having delivered nine quarters of margin 
expansion and profitability, we were looking to further expand and 
strengthen IHCL’s hospitality ecosystem. The crisis disrupted the mo-
mentum and forced us to reinvent and reimagine our business. Inno-
vation took lead, and we explored new avenues of revenue growth. As 
they say, every cloud has a silver lining, and every crisis is an opportu-
nity for unexpected growth and fresh learning. 

Displaying agility and rapid thinking, we tapped into changing 
customer requirements by developing new products and offerings —
gourmet food delivery, staycations, workcations, driving holidays and 
alfresco dining experiences, albeit with all-new travel expectations 
such as digital check-ins and menus, private villas, and curated pack-
ages that offered exclusivity and safety. With renewed focus on overall 
health and wellbeing, we also launched wellness retreats to harness the 
growing demand for digital detox and holistic health.   

Innovation coupled with synergies within the Tata Group also saw 
the launch of Qmin — a repertoire of culinary experiences and gour-
met food delivery with its own Qmin App — a first in the industry by an 
Indian hospitality brand, across 13 cities. Qmin has now expanded to 
the offline segment with the launch of the first gourmet Qmin Shop in 
Mumbai, with many more in the pipeline. During times of hardship and 
enforced curtailment and confinement, the specially curated menus 
offer reasonably-priced fine dining options. 

Given the demand for exclusive and longer-duration stays, we ac-
celerated the expansion of our homestay brand, amã Stays & Trails. We 
now have 25 bungalows in some very interesting locations such as Goa, 

Coorg, Lonavala, Kodaikanal and Trivan-
drum, to name a few.  

With intimate social gatherings following 
due safety regulations slowly beginning to 
take shape again, we have recently launched 
a new and exclusive proposition called Ren-
dezvous by Chambers, our much-coveted 
business club. These are a series of curated 
events involving entertainment, engaging 
speakers and epicurean events.  

All of the above were developed on the 
basis of insights and in-depth analysis of how 
consumption patterns have evolved and are 
continuing to change. 

 
Building Consumer Confidence 
While brand trust and loyalty have always 
been a priority for us at IHCL, it gained new-
found importance in these unprecedented 
times, especially for the travel and hospital-
ity industry. With healthy and safety being 
key factors, we left no stone unturned in our 
commitment to provide our guests with the 
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Lessons From 
The Pandemic
Stragility — a 
combination of 
strategy and agility —
can help weather the 
strongest storms 

Tourism and the desire 
to travel will never go 
out of fashion 

Need to make safety a 
paramount protocol in 
service offerings 

Perseverance 
and resilience are 
key strategies in 
challenging times
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highest standards of safety and hygiene. New 
SOPs and their stringent implementation 
among our own staff played a vital role in our 
ability to carry this across to our guests. 

In addition to this and as industry leaders, 
and also South Asia’s largest hospitality com-
pany, IHCL launched initiative #TravelFor-
India on World Tourism Day. The campaign 
was rolled out through social media to initi-
ate a dialogue on the significance of tourism. 

 
Technological Advancements 
At IHCL, we were on a path to digital trans-
formation when the pandemic hit. As it pro-
gressed, our digital strategy, too, evolved, 
with a sharp focus on social distancing 
norms. At our hotels, we implemented 
ZEST: IHCL’s Zero-Touch Service Trans-
formation, a suite of digital solutions. From 
contactless check-ins and check-outs, digi-
tal invoicing, online payment options and 
QR codes to digital menus in restaurants, 
the customer journey was made as seamless 
as possible, without taking away the one sin-
gular quality that we as a group have always 
prided ourselves in, namely “Tajness”. 

Resilience Factor 
The foundation of an organisation is not only built on its successes, but 
also on its story of resilience. Embedded in IHCL’s DNA is a strong cul-
ture of resilience. The pandemic has again brought to fore once again 
IHCL’s resilient spirit. From being the first to offer our assistance to 
frontline workers and migrant workers with the delivery of around 3 
million meals or hosting over 70,000 nights for the medical fraternity, 
the team always prioritised the community and our guests first. 

We also ensured we stayed on track towards our commitment of 
pioneering new destinations and expanding our portfolio of hotels 
to cover the length and breadth of India. Despite challenges pre-
sented by the pandemic, IHCL has signed 14 hotels this fiscal year 
and opened seven new hotels and five amã bungalows across the 
country. The Connaught, New Delhi — IHCL SeleQtions, an iconic 
hotel, was re-opened in November after extensive renovations, in 
addition to opening new hotels in Darjeeling and Ahmedabad. This 
growth extended to our F&B expertise as well, as we re-launched 
the renovated Machan restaurant in Delhi and opened its first out-
post in Bengaluru. We also opened India’s first on-site brewpub at 
our hotel in Bengaluru.  

Moving on to the current time and with the recently concluded fes-
tive season, we have seen very encouraging occupancy trends across 
our hotels with business growing month by month. Our leisure hotel 
portfolio has performed well across destinations such as Goa, Rishi-
kesh, Coorg, Shimla, Bekal, Jaipur, Udaipur, and Jodhpur among oth-
ers, which were in great demand during the Christmas and New Year’s 
period as well as for destination intimate weddings.  

We believe this is a clear indication of two things — people are com-
ing to terms with the situation and looking to venture out for pleasure 
and make the most of their holidays; and that the hospitality industry 
can offer a strong enough sense of safety for people to do so. What is 
more, these months have shown us the value and worth of domestic 
tourism. With in-bound tourism trickling down over the months, it is 
the Indian tourist who has emerged as the Big Spender. 

 
Lessons For The Road  
The current demand indicators signal a recovery, and the last few 
months of 2020 have reinforced our belief that tourism and the de-
sire to travel is not going to go out of fashion; and if we can make 
safety a paramount protocol in our service offerings, more and 
more people will book that ticket and travel, be it for business or 
leisure. It has also reinforced the significance of innovation and 
technology. The key learning for us has been that with stragility – a 
balanced combination of strategy and agility – one can weather the 
strongest storms.  

As the hope for a vaccination closer home grows, not only will it 
make travelling safer, but will lead to the rise of travel. With this, the 
hospitality industry will get fresh wind under its sails. 

This pandemic is a stepping stone towards reinventing ourselves 
and continuing to evolve with the times. At the end, I would like to con-
clude by saying that in challenging times, hope is not a strategy – perse-
verance and resilience are.   

The last few months 
of 2020 have 
reinforced our 
belief that tourism 
is not going to go 
out of fashion. But 
we need to make 
safety a paramount 
protocol
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The ideal mix 
of remote 
and in-office 
work will lead 
to significant 
gains in terms 
of cost benefits 
that can be 
passed on to 
clients
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA
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It
was the Great Recession of 2007. The very survival 
of Ford Motor Company’s legacy was at stake. Bill 
Ford Jr., the Executive Chairman, approached family 
members (who held close to 40 per cent shares) to 
allow him to pledge their blue Ford oval as collateral 
for a revival package. The ‘do-or-die’ crisis caused the 
family to put aside their in-fighting and focus on mak-
ing bold changes with willingness to take risks that 
changed their fortunes.

In the histories of businesses and nations, crises 
have led to quite a few path-breaking changes. This was 
possible only because leaders dared to look beyond the 
extreme challenge to envision opportunities and ex-
ecute them to fruition. I believe that we stand at a mo-
mentous inflection point of transforming the Covid-19 
crisis into a game-changing opportunity to author a 
new and holistic chapter in business.

When I think about how my organisation is rein-
venting itself (and can further do so) in a new world of 
possibilities, I see three major areas of reach – our cli-
ents, our employees and the community in which we 
live.

Focus on Client’s Future
Client-centricity is embedded in our DNA. The pan-
demic has presented us with unprecedented opportu-
nities to go beyond known paradigms to: 

in outcomes despite business variability. New com-
mercial constructs are being created to ensure 
greater skin-in-the-game, a move away from mini-
mum volume or FTE (full time equivalent) com-
mitments (FTE allows part-time workers’ working 
hours to be standardised against those working full-
time). 

-
demic continuity planning for a world where any-
thing can happen. In short, a fully compliant model 
with defined real-time operation systems even in 
force majeure events.

will allow businesses to dare to dream big. This will 
re-define industry standards on InfoSec that will be 
operating model- and location-agnostic

We have focused on enabling our clients to build 
new and disruptive digital business models with speed 
and scale. Our offerings span omni-channel customer 
service, multi-tenancy platform services, edge analyt-
ics and robotic process automation. One of the most 
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exciting creations is a “co-creation lab” where clients can co-create 
leading-edge digital solutions, transition models, processes and even 
define leadership and project teams they will be working with.

Human-centered People Management
Work from home was an unprecedented experiment that shifted 
mindsets forever. For us, it has been a launchpad for re-imagined work 
models and people management strategies. Our organisational culture 
has always been people-centered, and yet, we realised that these ex-
traordinary times called for even more extraordinary measures.

From a location perspective, our future state envisages a hybrid work 
model that we have called the ‘Hub, Spoke and Edge’. This is a blend of 
work that can and must be done in the office (Hub), in home (Edge) and 
satellite offices where employees can meet to discuss key agenda/bond 
with colleagues and keep the organisational fabric alive (Spoke).

We have also set our sights on, and introduced, a hybrid people 
model with full time, temporary contract and gig workers. From work 
allocation to productivity management, quality management, learn-
ing and development, and employee empowerment, our engagement 

models have been transformed to align with 
the new digital imperatives and be future-
proofed for evolving trends. We have lev-
eraged technology to great effect with our 
in-house systems and offerings to engage 
and motivate our employees. To this end, 
we will continue to look at intelligent and 
technology-driven tools, including an AI-
based HR chatbot, an automated and end-to-
end recruitment platform, a digital learning 
platform, virtual recognition campaigns and 
virtual health consultations. These have the 
power to create an immense sense of belong-
ing and pride.

A different approach and mindset to 
workforce operations will be called for in 
the unfolding future – a flatter and more em-
powered hierarchy. We are pushing decision-
making down and creating synergy for in-
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Learn to make faster decisions amidst uncertainty 

Have a clear and purposeful journey to migrate 
to digital technologies 

Place talent and people at the heart of 
organisational success.

Rethink the pace of work in the 
future to lead employees out of 
the pandemic fatigue – create a 
more manageable environment for 
employees that lets them focus on the 
work that matters 

Create, communicate and care with 
empathy - actively observe and listen for 

signs of stress in your people 

Inspire through pragmatic and compassionate 
optimism – remember, everyone has 

experienced loss in some form or the other

Lessons From 
The Pandemic
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creased collaboration across functions.
Performance indicators are being recali-

brated to create greater transparency and 
trust for success of remote working. Success 
factors have been reset for traits such as agil-
ity, ownership, learnability and taking initia-
tive to challenge the status quo. Continuous 
coaching and feedback, leveraging data and 
analytics, have been introduced to fuel peo-
ple’s motivation.

‘Business for Good’
As an industry, we have been talking about 
transformation for years. But what we have 
experienced in the last nine months is a 
‘humanitarian’ transformation at unprec-
edented speed and scale. One profound 
lesson Covid-19 has taught us is the critical 
importance of purpose. Performing well is 

important. However, doing good is even more so. It has reinforced our 
interconnectedness and responsibilities to the larger community. We 
take this responsibility and ownership very seriously. We will scale up 
this commitment even more into the future.

We will be adding more dimensions to champion education as the 
foundation for shared development of people and industry. Our cor-
porate social responsibility arm will accelerate and expand its mission 
to educate, empower and enrich the lives of lesser-privileged children 
and youth across the globe. Computer-aided literacy, digital learning 
centres, community knowledge hubs, youth exchange programmes, 
self-defence and physical literacy programmes will be our key initia-
tives. We will make it more relevant to the future by keeping cyber-
security as a pivotal element of our digital literacy programme and  
ecosystem.

We will also bring environmental, social, and governance issues to 
the fore in a stronger manner and increase our accountability to soci-
ety and community. I am optimistic that the world will jointly emerge 
from this crisis, and we want to raise our commitment to have a strong-
er and more meaningful handshake with all our stakeholders in the  
society.

A Chinese proverb aptly sums up our attitude to what we can do dif-
ferently in the future. “The best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago. 
The second-best time is now.” This was prophetic then, and is equally 
relevant now. There is really no time like the present to win the future. 
So here are a few things we will be doing differently.

The first is that we are making virtual teamwork and collaboration a 
reality. We will continue to forge partnerships and co-create solutions 
for the future. The new remote work arrangements are here to stay. We 
are going all out to making the hybrid arrangement of remote and in-of-
fice work a success – and we are convinced that it will lead to significant 
gains in terms of cost benefits that can be passed on to clients.

The second is that we have committed ourselves to developing the 
distributed delivery model. We believe that this will be a great factor for 
national development and employment creation, especially through 
smaller centres in Tier-II and Tier-III cities, even as we will create 
nearshore delivery centres.

The third thing we will do is to accelerate our pace towards out-
come-driven goals, underpinned by intelligent automation, human 
augmentation and advanced analytics.

And finally, we will strengthen government-industry partnership 
that we believe is critical. This will make us better equipped to man-
age disruptions (however gigantic they may be), and seize emerging 
opportunities.

Individually, as a leader, I take ownership for nurturing a digital 
culture and aligning digital goals and strategy to business and client 
needs. In doing so, inclusive thinking and holistic digitisation will 
be the goal. Business value will always trump mere technology im-
plementation, as will skilling, reskilling and upskilling of talent as a 
continuous practice.

A unique window of opportunity has opened for a momentous reset. 
It will shape the future of global relations, national economies, needs 
and priorities of communities and the nature of business models. The 
time is now to build a new social contract that envelops the lives and 
livelihoods of all concerned. 

We will also bring 
environmental, 
social and 
governance  
issues to the  
fore in a  
stronger  
manner and 
increase our 
accountability to 
society  
and community
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A combination of remote monitoring & 
tele-consultation can foster a more holistic 

and effective approach to taking care of 
health issues

ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA
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To Find New Ways to Codify and 
Document  How to do Things 

MEENA GANESH,
CEO & MD, Portea Medical
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usiness as usual does not work. We 
are in a time when we have to re-
think a lot of basic ground rules and 
assumptions of our civilisations – 
Justin Trudeau 

If there is one fact that every 
leader heading a rapidly growing 
startup will tell you, it is that there 
is nothing usual in business. As Gau-
tam Buddha said, ‘we are reborn 
each day’, with our own unique chal-
lenges, achievements and moments 
in waiting. Sometimes, there are 
rewards, and on other occasions, 
challenges that threaten to disrupt 
everything you have gained. This is 
why embarking on a start-up jour-
ney is not for the faint of the heart. 
However, for those who do, it is an 
incredible exciting and fulfilling ex-
perience. 

As 2020 unfolded, things turned 
from challenging to daunting with 

the world having to battle a 100-year pandemic cycle in addition 
to all the existing challenges. There was nobody who predicted 
Covid-19 and none who had braced for its impact beforehand. The 
year was not about minor modifications or changes in businesses or 
organisations. While some companies got tailwinds, others had to 
shut shop. The pandemic has reiterated how as entrepreneurs we 
must be alert to black swan events and be ready. 

For instance, when I started Customer Asset in 2000, it ran well 
for some time. However, after one year, 9/11 occurred. All outsourc-
ing came to a standstill and business was hampered as the country 
went into a shell. However, that was just one country, and I could 
still look at other areas to compensate for that loss. But Covid-19 
has made the entire world go into a standstill mode and this is a 
huge learning. 

During Covid-19, the healthcare industry perhaps absorbed the 
maximum impact since conventional ways of healthcare opera-
tions and delivery had to be abandoned in a hurry. There was a need 
to rethink diagnosis, assistance and treatment. 

Unlike other sectors, healthcare is people centric. We could not 
suddenly stop providing services. The responsibilities and con-
cerns of healthcare providers are not limited to patients and their 
families but also extend to frontline healthcare workers. There was 
a need to ensure their safety even as organisations such as ours 
went about restructuring service delivery models and processes 
overnight. For Portea Medical, the fact that we already operated in 
the out-of-hospital healthcare services domain helped. There was 
a need to swiftly redirect processes and personnel to form associa-
tions with various stakeholders. 

At Portea, our business was driven by a heavily hands-on ap-
proach. Consequently, I, along with the entire leadership team trav-
elled regularly to the 22 cities that we operate in. By going out into 

the field, I was able to not only understand 
the peculiar challenges and operational 
conditions in each of the 22 cities, but also 
motivate the teams. However, this crisis 
meant that we needed to manage the en-
tire operation centrally, remotely, without 
reducing the care being provided to our 
customers. And while non-clinical teams 
had to work from home, frontline health-
care workers and clinicians had to contin-
ue visiting patients at their homes, while 
taking the most appropriate precautions. 
It was a learning experience for our senior 
team members on how to manage the team 
and motivate them to continue providing 
healthcare without being with them on the 
field. 

I have always believed in empowering 
people with access to top quality health-
care for themselves and their families 
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Lessons From 
The Pandemic

Managers need to start finding 
new ways to manage teams, 

including codifying and 
documenting how to do things

Employees show great ownership 
and desire and ability to stretch 

themselves when given the 
flexibility to do so. However, 
since each individual’s work 

environment is now different, it’s 
important to make allowances for 

personal situations and challenges

The pandemic has underscored 
the importance of studying the 

changing behaviour of customers/
partners and the regulatory 

framework to repurpose existing 
capabilities or introduce new ones
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ground. As is normal during any natural calamity, governments also 
came under a lot of scrutiny. They thus needed a lot of support from 
healthcare providers. Given this, we swiftly repurposed our techni-
cal expertise and created novel solutions such as Covid-19 chatbots 
to spread awareness and authentic information. We worked with 
multiple state governments in helping them manage home isolated 
Covid positive patients by monitoring them remotely with the help 
of technology and medical expertise. 

I see the need for us to get further embedded into the family 
and life of our patients, as their lifelong health partner. We worked 
closely with pharma companies and insurance firms to see how they 
could serve their customer base better. For the first time, insurance 
companies started to look at including home healthcare in their 
policies. We supported them in rolling this out. Around this time, 
there was also demand from various corporates for services around 
isolation and check-ups. We helped companies such as Capgemini 
provide digital monitoring of home-isolated Covid employees and 
families. We are also enabling them in bringing employees back in 
a safe and sound environment, screening them using new digital 
point of care solutions.

Today, there is a clear need to re-imagine our public healthcare 
apparatus. We are keen to explore how to create an effective health-
care channel. A system that integrates care using digital platform, 
home, community and in-hospital healthcare seamlessly should 
become the norm. The pandemic has shown how home-based care 
is destined to play a central role in healthcare system of future. It 
has given a new and urgent impetus to implement digital health 
solutions at scale to manage the disease burden. A key lesson that 
has emerged from this pandemic is that a combination of remote 
patient monitoring and tele-consultation can foster a more holis-
tic, longitudinal and ultimately effective approach to taking care of 
health and health issues. Covid-19 may have brought about losses, 
misery, challenges and suffering. But it just might be this churning 
that leads us to realise how we need to elevate our entire healthcare 
ecosystem to the 21st century level through both public-private 
partnerships and a long-term strategic plan that has technology at 
the centre of affairs.  

– which was one of the prime drivers be-
hind starting Portea. Over time, I have wit-
nessed a holistic change in the healthcare 
ecosystem which has impacted all the rel-
evant stakeholders. In the past, a patient 
would usually visit a doctor’s clinic or the 
nearest hospital. However, the pandemic 
forced out-patient departments in hospi-
tals to be shut and even visiting the local 
doctor’s clinic became risky. There was a 
need for patients to get familiarised with 
tele-consultation, remote monitoring and 
diagnostics through digital means. We 
leveraged our digital infrastructure to sup-
port this changing mindset and gave the 
necessary consultation and assistance. My 
focus going forward is on developing digi-
tal solutions which can be integrated seam-
lessly with the currently running physi-
cal services that Portea is providing on 

A system that integrates care 
using digital platform, home, 
community and in-hospital 
healthcare seamlessly should 
become the norm
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The next two to three years will 
be transformational for India’s 
start-up ecosystem as many 
companies will go public
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Understand the 
Importance of  
Over-communication  
in a Crisis 

H
umans learn the most in times of adversity. 
By that logic, 2020 will feel like a PhD when we 
look back a few years from now. After years of 
running from meeting to meeting, from city 
to city, the entire world was forced to ‘become 
still’, to adapt and reflect on what matters the 
most to each of us. 

We reflected. So did startups. After years 
of chasing growth at any cost, March 2020 
confronted the ecosystem with a tsunami of 
uncertainty. Existential questions faced us all. 
Investors wondered: Is the world headed into 
a multi-year recession?  Founders wondered: 
Will another round of funding be possible? Will 
customers return? How will they pay salaries if 
revenues go to zero? 

MOHIT BHATNAGAR, 
Managing Director, Sequoia India
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Sharp Focus
The first reaction in every company was 
“how do we survive?” Bear Grylls says: 
“I am not fearless. I get scared plenty. 
But I have also learned how to channel 
that emotion to sharpen me.”  

That’s exactly what startups did. 
Clarity and simplicity are the antidotes 
for complexity and uncertainty. Con-
sider Zomato, which went from losing 
money in food delivery to making it the 
most profitable line of business. Prod-
uct-led growth (sparked by introducing 
features like hygiene ratings and con-
tactless delivery), forced prioritisation 
(shutting down some international 
markets where they were not leaders) 
and giving back (via the Feeding Foun-
dation) have been the focus areas. 

We also sharpened our focus within 
the firm. Earlier, Sequoia Capital India 
had one fund structure. This year, Se-
quoia Capital India raised $1.35 billion 
and created three dedicated funds, 
Seed, Venture and Growth, each line 
of business with its own team. We 
took time during the downturn to hire 
moonshot talent within our firm. Our 
firm also launched Guild, a programme 
for growth stage founders, to com-
plement our early-stage programme, 
Surge. 

Come Together
Once there was clarity of purpose, it 
became important to rally the forces. In 
the face of adversity, there is nothing like an audacious goal to get the 
adrenaline pumping. The best leaders understand the importance of 
over-communication in a crisis. 

For example, Meesho’s business came to a grinding halt when they 
were tagged as ‘non-essential’. The team rallied to focus on the biggest 
challenges Meesho would face once the lockdown was lifted. Crea-
tion of geographically diversified and new suppliers (to replace those 
going bankrupt) was undertaken on a war footing. Frequent commu-
nication via live videos from warehouses was sent to the millions of 
women entrepreneurs to convince them that the packages were hy-
gienic and safe.

Our founders rallied their teams, and so did we. This year, Sequoia 
India launched fortnightly ‘All Hands calls’, access to counselling fa-
cilities and city-level ‘huddles’. During the lockdown, we added 25 
new folks, people who we still have not met in person. But despite the 
challenges, the pandemic has made us all feel closer together than ever 

before. There is something about being vul-
nerable and having a common enemy to bind 
a team together. 

 
Leveraging Tailwinds
Many companies used this downturn smart-
ly, building leaner businesses, better prod-
ucts and reaching out to new consumers 
in different ways. The rapid pace of digital 
adoption also created new tailwinds. 

The EdTech sector, for example, achieved 
the kind of growth that might have other-
wise taken three to five years. Almost every 
child and parent went online for course-
work, programming classes, new language 
skills and more. Educators and schools also 
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The companies of 
the future will have 
technology and 
innovative business 
models at their core 

Clarity and simplicity 
are the antidotes 
for complexity and 
uncertainty.

In the face of adversity, 
there is nothing like an 
audacious goal to jolt the 
organisation and get the 
adrenaline pumping.

The best leaders 
understand the 
importance of over-
communication in a crisis.

Lessons 
From The 
Pandemic
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had to accelerate adoption of technology 
to adapt and evolve. BYJU’s had 40 million 
downloads prior to Covid and over the last 
nine months saw 25 million new downloads, 
a staggering inflection. Likewise, companies 
like Unacademy and Doubtnut have seen 
unprecedented growth, especially from 
Tier-II & Tier-III Indian towns. 

The Dow Jones Global Tech index has 
gained 40 per cent this year (60 per cent up 
from April lows) on the back of spectacular 
IPOs like Airbnb, Zoom, Snowflake, rein-
forcing the message that the companies of 
the future will have technology and innova-
tive business models at their core. 

Innovative products, not large balance 
sheets, will prevail. That’s wonderful news 
for a young founder starting up.

Doing The Right Thing
In March, the level of uncertainty was so 
high that many startups were forced to opt 
for zero increments and even salary cuts for 

founders and several employees. Survival 
was at stake. 

Vikram Chopra at Cars24 says: “The 
most amazing thing was that during Covid, 
we didn’t do involuntary pay cuts. We kept 
it voluntary and led the way with 100 per 
cent cut for founders for six months. People 
could decide anonymously and we commu-
nicated there was no pressure, no one would 
be judged.” Amazingly, a number of employ-
ees stepped forward and volunteered for pay 
cuts. Founders and boards reciprocated with 
additional option grants to employees who 
exhibited this selfless behaviour. By Octo-
ber, the recovery was visible and it was heart-
ening to see companies like Cars24, Meesho 

and others offer ESOP buyback schemes for employees. 
Unfortunately, it's not all good news. Clearly many sectors like 

travel, hospitality and ride hailing have still not fully recovered, so 
challenges remain for many startups and their employees. Hang  
in there.

Giving Back
A personal highlight this year has been the creation of ACT Grants. 
Hundreds of volunteers across the venture capital and founder eco-
system came together to create a platform that gave grants to high 
impact initiatives to fight the virus. This is probably the first time in 
the world that an entire startup ecosystem came together to help the 
community deal with this crisis. Firms and startups that compete fe-
rociously put their differences aside to pool networks and resources 
to do the right thing. Our ecosystem will be more collaborative going 
forward. 

Prepare To Go Big
Many companies used 2020 as a transition year to prepare for bigger 
and greater things. Companies like Freshworks leveraged downtime 
in 2020 to build leadership team, launch new products (CRM) and 
strengthen their systems and processes. Many businesses lost a quar-
ter or more to Covid but strengthened their foundations so that they 

could accelerate. We at Sequoia India believe that the next two to three 
years will be transformational for India’s start-up ecosystem as many 
companies will go public in India and on global exchanges. These IPOs 
will be major milestones in India’s startup journey.

A Brighter Tomorrow
As we put 2020 to bed it's encouraging to see Pfizer, Moderna and As-
tra Zeneca vaccines being rolled out. The pharma industry has come 
through in its ‘crucible moment’ by delivering vaccines for the world 
in record time. There will still be a phased vaccination schedule across 
segments (starting with healthcare workers and the elderly) and re-
turn to normalcy will vary across countries. It is critical we stay cau-
tious and patient. Complete economic recovery will take longer than 
we like and there will still be third and fourth waves. Our resilience and 
patience will be tested but it's important to hold on to lessons learnt in 
2020 and keep the faith.

Many companies used this downturn smartly,  
building leaner businesses, better products and 
reaching out to new consumers in different ways 
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I expect my own industry, 
impact investing, to 

become significantly 
more mainstream globally

ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Increasing 
the Depth Of 
Engagement 

With 
Investees

ROOPA KUDVA ,
MD, Omidyar Network 
India Advisors 
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he end of one year and the beginning of 
another is a good time to take stock of the 
time gone by. But where does one begin in 
a year that has upended nearly every as-
pect of our lives? 2020 was at once a reality 
check and a time of reckoning. It confront-
ed us with problems we had never imag-
ined and taught us lessons to last a lifetime. 

Covid-19 laid bare the vulnerability of 
several sections of our population which 
were disproportionately affected on eco-
nomic and health fronts. Most of these 
people are from the bottom 60 per cent of 
India’s income distribution, the lower and 
lower middle-income segments, which we 
refer to as the ‘Next Half Billion.’

The pandemic tested the health of our 
public infrastructure – healthcare provision, 
ration distribution chains and digital plat-
forms for connecting to government servic-
es faced strains that were never experienced 
before. Most significantly, it brought our 
collective attention to critical areas which 
have the greatest bearing on our communi-
ties, and which are crucial building blocks of 
a meaningful life, such as health, education, 
livelihood, property rights and strong and 
responsive institutions. 

Yet, while disturbances were rife, the 
pandemic also brought to the surface some 
qualities of our society that filled me with 
hope. First and foremost, the visible in-
crease in public consciousness reinforced 
our fundamental belief at ON India that 
people are inherently good. Newspapers 
brought us stories of families providing 
free meals to the thousands of migrant 
workers on the move. Retail donations 
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raised for Covid relief on platforms such as GiveIndia, one of our 
investee organisations, supported nearly four million people dur-
ing the height of the pandemic. 

Secondly, the pandemic showcased the tremendous resilience 
of our entrepreneurial and non-profit ecosystems. Even as the first 
news of a nation-wide lockdown trickled in, many non-profits and 
social entrepreneurs were already at the frontline, rising to the oc-
casion to help the country in this time of need. When we launched 
our Rapid Response Funding Initiative to support organisations 
with scalable models that could support those most in need during 
Covid-19, we received an overwhelming response from the commu-
nity and were fortunate to partner with organisations working on a 
range of solutions, including contact tracing, ICU capacity augmen-
tation, telemedicine, community mobilisation, enhancing testing 
capabilities and telemedicine, among others.  

Empathy, Trust and Boldness 
The evolution of this global crisis forced us to keep reflecting on 
our organisation’s cultural attributes of ‘empathy’, ‘boldness’ and 
‘trust’ and appreciate these in a new light. Over the course of the 
year, we learnt some valuable lessons about these qualities which 
will undoubtedly inform our work in the years to come. 

 EMPATHY 
Organisations must put themselves in the shoes of the people they 
serve in order to be able to truly add value to their lives. And one 
of the most important aspects of being empathetic is ‘listening’. As 
an investor focused on social impact, we strive to have our ‘ear to 
the ground’. When the pandemic struck, we found that one of the 
reasons we were able to react quickly was timely feedback from our 
investees and the broader impact ecosystem. We are increasing the 
depth of engagement with our investees and the people they serve, 
and encouraging our investees to form more robust feedback col-
lection loops within their own organisations as well. 

TRUST 
Some of the most valuable lessons were on importance of build-
ing trust and working in partnership with the broader social impact 
ecosystem. At ON India, we are convinced that the ‘whole is greater 
than the sum of the parts’. In the same vein, I believe that building 
consensus and collaboration within our wider business ecosystems 
is an essential component of success. It requires businesses in the 
same industry to think of each other as companions, rather than just 
competitors. In our response to the pandemic, we engaged in a series 
of collaborative efforts initiated by the ecosystem of venture capital-
ists, philanthropies and impact investors. These ranged from partici-
pating in funding coalitions to supporting innovative collaboratives 
such as the Action Covid Team Grants and REVIVE Alliance. 

BOLDNESS 
Finally, one of the key learnings for us has been the importance of 
remaining bold and committed in the face of adversities. An impor-
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Lessons From  
The Pandemic
People are inherently good: The 
pandemic resulted in a visible 
increase in public consciousness 
as ordinary people stepped up 
to help their fellow citizens in 
whatever way they could 

Our entrepreneurial and non-
profit ecosystems are extremely 
resilient: Social entrepreneurs 
and non-profits rose to the 
occasion and were at the 
frontlines right from the initial 
stages of the pandemic  

Empathy is an essential 
component of success: 
Organisations must put 
themselves into shoes of 
people they serve to truly add 
value to their lives, especially 
during a crisis situation. It was 
important to increase the depth 
of engagement with our partners 
during the pandemic. 

A key aspect of being empathetic 
is listening: Organisations must 
have an ‘ear to the ground’. 
Forming robust feedback 
collection loops, both externally 
and internally, helped us respond 
quickly and meaningfully when 
the pandemic struck
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tant decision we took at the beginning of 
the pandemic was to be a decisive mover. 
As a first step, we moved quickly to focus 
on health, safety and well-being of our own 
team, and continuity of our operations. By 
prioritising this, we were able to signifi-
cantly step up our responsiveness to our 
investees – similar to securing one’s own 
‘oxygen mask’ before helping others. As a 
next step, we reached out to every inves-
tee to discuss the health and safety of their 
teams, revisit business plans where need-
ed, and worked with them to strengthen 
their financial health and governance. We 
also signalled flexibility on timelines and 
deliverables. In parallel, we took an ‘active’ 
stance and launched several new funding 
initiatives aimed at supporting Indians in 
the light of Covid. 

Looking Ahead 
Even as the news of potential vaccines 
provides an optimistic note for the year 
to end on, it is clear that the effects of the 
pandemic are far from over and we need 
to be prepared for a marathon with many 
continuing uncertainties. Some of these 
effects are in the form of permanent shifts 
in our business and social landscapes, 
while others are accelerations of various 
pre-pandemic trends. 

I expect my own industry, impact in-
vesting, to become significantly more 
mainstream globally. This is in some ways 
part of a growing trend among businesses, 
not just those professedly in the social 
impact sector but also traditional corpo-
rates, to think about their social footprint 
more consciously. While this trend has 
undoubtedly been accelerated by the pan-
demic, some of its fundamental drivers 
have been apparent for a while. These in-
clude the stark inequalities in most of the 
world, especially developing countries like 
India, various looming crises such as cli-
mate change and water wars, as well as the 
noticeable attitude shift among millenni-
als who care deeply about their impact on 
society and environment. 

Terms such as Environmental, Social 
and Corporate Governance and Socially 
Responsible investing have become more 

popular in recent years, although these are somewhat different 
from impact investing. From an impact investing perspective, it 
is encouraging to see many mainstream venture capital funds ex-
panding beyond upper- and upper middle-income segments and 
funding entrepreneurs who serve lower- and lower middle-income 
segments. Apart from merely the quantum of capital invested in 
these segments increasing, I also expect impact measurement to 
become much more sophisticated and deliberate. 

Finally, from the Indian perspective, the coming year, and indeed 
the next few years, have now assumed a new kind of significance. I 
consider this a critical period for our country, and specifically for 
the ‘Next Half Billion.’ It is one of both uncertainty and optimism. 
Several hard policy choices have to be made to get individuals and 
businesses back on their feet. A deep understanding of the digital 
journey of the ‘Next Half Billion’ is an important pre-requisite in 
our quest to meaningfully impact their lives. This section of the 
population is demanding better avenues of employment, access to 
aspirational services and individual agency; and for the first time, 
technology provides us a tool through which to substantially realise 
their aspirations.  

Over the next few years, I expect many new start-ups to come up 
to capitalise on the opportunity created by the ‘Next Half Billion’ 
coming online. The pandemic has made people more comfortable 
using technology – one of the potentially permanent behavioural 
shifts it has caused. Technology also has the potential to make it 
easier to secure many basic rights for our citizens such as access to 
justice, property rights and effective governance. As investors, our 
task is to support these myriad changemakers understand their au-
dience better and scale up innovative solutions, while also respon-
sibly addressing concerns of inclusion and privacy. The next few 
years promise to be a defining period in this quest.  

From an impact investing 
perspective, it is 
encouraging to see many 
mainstream venture capital 
funds expanding beyond 
upper- and upper  
middle-income segments
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Volatility from global issues is the new 
normal. Companies need to be more  
agile and focused than ever before

Operating On The 
Low End Of Risk 
Spectrum

ILLUSTRATION BY TANMOY CHAKRABORTY

and will continue to guide us in a post-Covid 
world. 

 
People-first Decisions 
Our core values — do the right thing, put peo-
ple first, and reach higher — serve as Cargill’s 
North Star as we navigate Covid-19. When 
we use these values to guide our decisions, 
it allows us to move quicker, with more agil-
ity and consistency around the world. Our 
experience in dealing with crises and issues, 
from world wars to hurricanes, typhoons and 
other natural disasters, has helped us effec-
tively address the impact of the coronavirus 
on our people, our customers, our suppliers 
and communities where we operate.  

MARCEL SMITS, 
Chairman, Cargill Asia-Pacific and Head of Corporate Strategy 

The pandemic has upended all aspects of 
our lives and spared no business; every sec-
tor has had to adapt to remain afloat. In this 
rapidly changing environment, business con-
tinuity has been critical and organisations 
have had to quickly build resilience to tackle 
distressed situations. No one was prepared 
for the all-permeating impacts of the coro-
navirus. What this pandemic has taught us 
is that organisations need to lead with their 
values, protect their people, be customer-
centric and focus on business continuity to 
overcome any significant crisis. As a business 
leader, my response to this pandemic is based 
on established culture and values, which 
have steered us through our 155-year history 
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For us, putting people ahead of profit is 
sine qua non and is deeply embedded in our 
culture. It is both empowering and enabling. 
When faced with the pandemic, there was 
little ambiguity that important decisions 
would need to be taken without worrying 
about budgets. Whatever was required for 
our people, got done. We closed facilities if 
we could not operate them safely.  

We moved fast, were early in getting tests 
and acquiring PPE kits to protect our people, 
which allowed us to manage the inevitable 
outbreaks. We took every precaution to keep 
our people safe at our production facilities 
and leaned on the counsel of medical experts 
in helping us prioritise health and well-being. 

Our presence in 70 countries enabled us to learn from countries hit 
early by the virus and allowed us to adopt best-operating practices as 
the world learned about dealing with the pandemic, including adding 
mental health support for employees. Our commitment to our em-
ployees is now stronger than ever. A people-first strategy and staying 
true to our corporate values helped Cargill navigate the crisis collec-
tively as an organisation, with 155,000 employees completing the es-
sential work of producing and moving food to family tables around the 
world during a global pandemic. 

Customer Centricity 
We learned to be more agile by putting our customers at the centre of 
our operations and decision-making. 

We adopted new ways of working to help our customers navigate 
and succeed in this new marketplace. We reaped dividend from (re)
organising our functions into global delivery organisations rather than 
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fragmented smaller organisation blocks. By being always on and main-
taining open lines of communication across our company and with our 
customers, we were able to quickly address supply chain interruptions. 
This was critical because our customers depended on the resilience 
and agility of Cargill’s diversified portfolio and the resilience of our 
employees, farmers, customers, and frontline workers.  

Any talk of the food system without talking about agriculture is in-
complete. We knew for our customers to successfully navigate a pan-
demic, we needed to maintain the whole system — from the farm level 
to the infrastructure that enables food — to move freely around the 
world. We assisted customers in finding alternative options when they 
faced supply restrictions. In China, for example, we helped the largest 
hog and yellow chicken producer identify transportation and sourcing 
options to get enough soybean meal to their herds. In The Philippines, 
a chocolate drink plant idled because of lack of access to cocoa powder. 
Cargill delivered the cocoa powder in special packaging to allow the 
business to reopen. We can only do this with the help of governments 
who keep borders open and allow food to move from where it is pro-
duced to where it is needed. By designating food as essential, govern-
ments across APAC enabled this agility and kept the food system viable 
for producers and consumers. 

 
Innovation To Unlock Growth   
APAC is an important region for Cargill because that is where the 
world’s largest populations live and where companies have the great-
est growth opportunities. Despite Covid-19, we understood that Asia’s 
food supply chain is resilient, allowing us to focus on innovation and 
growth in the region.  

As a food company, we are committed to creating healthy, nutri-
tious, and safe products for our customers and consumers. Through 
innovation and virtual engagements, we were able to launch new prod-
ucts during Covid-19. In April 2020, Cargill introduced a new plant-
based protein brand PlantEver™ with KFC for consumers in China to 

provide our customers new food options. We 
also helped our customers find e-commerce 
routes to wider markets, bringing products to 
Alibaba and through Facebook in The Philip-
pines and Thailand. Cargill’s PrimeWaters is 
now the top seafood brand on Amazon Mar-
ketplace, with 4x lift during Covid-19. These 
innovations had twin benefits: they helped 
many of our customers not only survive but 
grow, and allowed us to enter new markets in 
the Asia-Pacific.  

Focusing on our animal nutrition cus-
tomers, we brought innovation forward that 
focused on farm productivity and animal 
welfare. In The Philippines, we launched 
Cargill 360° Protection, a holistic approach 
to protect swine farms from African Swine 
Fever (ASF), as well as strengthen the im-
munity of the herd by focusing on farm bios-
ecurity. Over 286,000 farmers in the region 
joined live webcasts during the pandemic 
to learn about swine nutrition and biosecu-
rity practices. Through our supply chain and 
manufacturing process efficiency, and man-
aging commodity price risk, we are helping 
our customers pare costs, which is critical for 
their financial success during the pandemic. 

For an organisation as large and diverse 
as Cargill, this speed of innovation and go-to 
market was unprecedented. We have innova-
tion centres in China and Singapore and con-
tinue to invest in expanding our R&D efforts 
with another centre in India soon.  
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Lessons From 
The Pandemic

Live your values and put 
people—your employees 

and customers—first  

In volatile situations, 
make sure to take 

thoughtful and decisive 
action swiftly. Don’t wait 

for finer details

Adopt technologies, 
especially those which 
enable business activity, 
to continue with less 
human contact  

It is important to re-group, 
re-learn, re-purpose and 
re-direct plans to adapt to 
future scenarios

Step up engagement with 
governments to support 
joint priorities



and services. They are dismissing plastic, demanding transparency, 
and choosing vegan — all challenges that can be addressed by innova-
tion in the global agriculture and food sector.  

We continue to progress our science-based climate commitment 
with a new agriculture initiative to benefit long-term profitability and 
resiliency of farmers. We recently launched a sustainable hand cream 
without the use of hydroalcoholic lotions, for South Asia, France, and 
Chinese markets. We have advanced our work to reduce carbon emis-
sions across livestock supply chains, agricultural farming and ocean 
transportation. And we launched sustainable protein programmes 
with Burger King, McDonald’s, and Walmart — all during Covid-19.  

Volatility from global issues is the new normal. So, we need to be 
more agile and focused than ever before. The good news is that the 
food system remained viable during the pandemic and proved that 
farmers, agriculture and food production are resilient. Supply chain 
disruptions are now a much smaller risk. We have been operating on 
the low end of the risk spectrum in our trading business and will con-
tinue this risk-off mode.   

The pandemic will not last forever. It will eventually be tamed by 
vaccines — many are on the horizon. That is the silver lining for the 
world that has been ravaged by this virus. If there is one thing the recent 
events have shown, it is that status quo cannot be taken for granted. For 
the next 50 years at least, there will be people who know what it was 
like. And we will all be better prepared.   

 Leveraging Resources
India features significantly on Cargill’s 
growth map in Asia. We expanded the bio-
industrial business in India in July 2020 by 
setting up a plant that will locally produce by-
pass fats to serve dairy farmers. In June 2020 
we partnered with a local manufacturer to 
launch our first chocolate manufacturing op-
eration in Asia. The Cargill business services 
centres in India leveraged Cargill’s scale to 
create an efficient, modern way of providing 
high-quality shared services from finance to 
human resources to Cargill. With a focus on 
increasing operational efficiency, improving 
compliance and controls, and delivering in-
sights through planning and analytics, they 
helped drive competitive advantage. 

 
Prioritising Stability 
The spread of this pandemic magnified the 
intersection between environment sustain-
ability and human health. The seismic chang-
es brought on by Covid-19 have consumers 
everywhere rooting for sustainable products 
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Amplified Working ‘at Speed 
of The Customer’

VIBHA PADALKAR 
CEO & MD, HDFC Life
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We will continue to invest 
in data and analytics 
to model personalised 
experiences
ILLUSTRATION BY TANMOY CHAKRABORTY
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T
he year 2020 challenged deep-rooted be-
liefs and transformed the way we work. 
Beliefs such as sales can occur only in physi-
cal branches or physical documents are re-
quired to be presented in person to close a 
sale or we will always need branches to ser-
vice customers no longer hold true.

The pandemic also tested the resilience, 
adaptability and sustenance of individuals 
and organisations. Adapting to long-lasting 
shifts in consumer and distributor behav-
iour is now a necessity. Displacement of the 
‘usual’ and advent of the ‘new normal’ may 
be spoken of for generations to come. 

However, even in the context of this new 
operating environment, I believe that the 
fundamentals of running a business and 
leadership principles don’t get altered com-
pletely. Certain aspects of business may get 
amplified and certain aspects may become 
obsolete. However, the core of how you run 
a business remains the same. This crisis has 
taught me how to keep the core while adapt-
ing to an ever-changing environment.

Ways of Working
For leaders, the challenge during uncertain 
times is two-fold – making the right deci-
sions and setting a positive example for 
others. While leaders may have felt the urge 
to limit authority and tighten control, what 
was, in fact, needed was reassurance and 
decentralisation. Organisational resilience 
depends on acquiring wider perspectives 
across functional teams, being open to lis-
tening to different points of view and there-
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after taking quick decisions. At HDFC Life, at 
the start of the pandemic, we created zonal 
teams, led by an Executive Committee mem-
ber, to take quick decisions depending on 
the changing on-ground situation. Our BCP 
(Business Continuity Planning) team was 
empowered to not just monitor the situation 
but also think creatively, exercise agility and 
quickly adapt to make the most of opportu-
nities. Interestingly, as we look back, we feel 
that the outcomes that were delivered with 
lesser control were far better than when we 
had tight controls – people rose up to the 
challenge and delivered not like it was merely 
a job, but a higher calling!

It goes without saying that safety and 
well-being of all our stakeholders was of par-
amount importance. Hence, we took a bold 
step to shut down our offices and branches 
even prior to the official lockdown and start-
ed selling products and servicing customers 
via digital modes. While ensuring ‘business 
as usual’, it was also important to stand by 
employees and address their emotional well-
being through reworked wellness strategies. 
It was also imperative to upgrade, upskill, 
reskill and adapt. While employees needed 
to put in that extra effort, it was also the re-
sponsibility of the organisation to provide 
them the necessary infrastructure to do so. 
We have moved from a ‘one size fits all’ ap-
proach to technology-enabled personalised 
learning.

Product Innovation
Understanding changing customer needs 
and building products that address these 
needs is core to our DNA. We have been the 
pioneers of identifying whitespaces and 
launching innovative product propositions 
in the life insurance space – for example, 
recognising that certain customers are not 
willing to take riskier bets and, hence, may 
prefer guaranteed products; we were the 
trailblazers with our competitive Sanchay 
Plus product.

At the start of the pandemic, insurance 
was being reckoned as a ‘risk cover’ rather 
than a mere investment product, leading 
to increased preference for term plans. Ac-
cordingly, we bolstered our term offerings 
and topped it off with an innovative term 
product Group Poorna Suraksha. Although 
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Lessons From 
The Pandemic
Flexibility and resilience are key 
to driving business. This mantra 
has become stronger through 
this crisis. It is essential to think 
creatively, exercise agility and 
take advantage of opportunities. 

Importance of business 
continuity plan (BCP)/multi-
dimensional risk management 
has come to the forefront. 
The speed at which Covid-19 
changed business environment 
demonstrated criticality of a 
robust BCP. Risks (capital market 
risk, customer risk, technology 
risk, people and organisation 
risk) can emerge together and so 
need to be viewed in entirety 

During a time when we are all 
working remotely, being open to 
different points of view is critical. 
Inspiration and motivation in a 
challenging work environment, 
more often than not, come when 
employees know they are being 
heard and their opinion matters

The need to empower teams, 
democratise decision-making 
and trust them to get it right is 
the key to moving quickly. Every 
decision may not need deep 
analysis and every decision 
may not need to wait until all 
stakeholders are together

Role of communication came to 
the forefront. It is imperative to 
be more visible and transparent 
to all stakeholders
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our product strategy will keep evolving, our 
focus on innovation and maintaining a bal-
anced product mix will continue to remain a 
core pillar of our long-term strategy.

Digital Transformation
Organisations that have been early adop-
ters of technology were able to overcome 
challenges and capitalise on opportunities 
presented by the pandemic. It is all about 
foresight – being able to foresee and prepare 
for the future instead of waiting for things to 
unfold at their own pace. At HDFC Life, we 
have been sustaining focus on digital trans-

formation, starting way back in 2013. As a 
business, we have reimagined our operating 
model from being product centric to being 
customer centric; we have shifted from being 
a traditional ‘distributor and product play’ 
model to becoming an evolved matrix of 
platforms, digital channels, ecosystems and 
traditional avenues.

During the pandemic, our investments in 
technology paid off with higher adoption of 
digital assets across channels. While digital is 
an enabler in the current environment, it will 
be the core in a post-Covid world. I firmly 
believe that we should continue to keep the 
customer as the No. 1 reason for investing in 
digital initiatives that will enable organisa-
tions to attract, onboard, service and fulfil 
all commitments. HDFC Life has invested in 
making the buying and onboarding journey 
easy for customers and enabled online claim 
submission early to ensure that claimants 
need not step out of their homes. Our video 
life certificate launched last year ensured 

that senior citizens did not have to step out of their homes during the 
pandemic to submit a life certificate for their pension!

Customer Focus
While customers have been at the core of what we do, the importance 
of working ‘at the speed of the customer’ has been amplified through 
the pandemic. Such a mindset requires deep understanding of our cus-
tomers and their experiences. There is a need to analyse customer buy-
ing habits and model out long-term implications to adjust faster to the 
industry’s new normal. 

Customers are now comfortable with digital apps with a funda-
mental reset towards performing different activities online (witnessed 
through the surge seen in time spent on apps). To ride on this behav-
iour, we launched WISE, an industry-first video-based end-to-end 

sales enablement tool. Customers continue to prefer digital. While the 
digital way of selling and servicing continues to see increased adoption, 
a segment of India’s population who may have adopted digital out of 
compulsion during lockdown may still prefer the physical or phygital 
mode, especially for complex transactions. Hence, while we push the 
pedal on digital, we are calibrating our strategy to meet requirements 
of different customer segments.

Customers are also expecting ‘convenience & customisation’. We 
continue to make investments in data and analytics to model such per-
sonalised experiences .

Conclusion
The concept of life insurance is about foresight and preparation. It is 
about purchasing an umbrella when you don’t need it, so that you are 
prepared when it rains. This concept also applies to running a life in-
surance business, or for that matter, any business in today’s dynamic 
environment. The pandemic has only strengthened the need for fore-
sight, resilience, innovation, digital & customer centricity. 

While we adapted quickly to shifts in customer, partner and em-
ployee expectations, we continue to remain focussed on our long-term 
strategy of running a sustainable and profitable business backed by bal-
anced product mix, diversified distribution, continuous product inno-
vation and reimagining insurance.   

There is a need to analyse customer  
buying habits and model out  

long-term implications to adjust faster to the 
industry’s new normal 
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hat has been the 
highlight for the 
stock market in 2020? 
Record retail partici-
pation in direct equi-

ties tops the list, but attraction to US equi-
ties comes a close second. The trend started 
in 2019, but picked up pace in 2020, espe-
cially after markets started recovering from 
the March crash.  

Serial entrepreneur and veteran inves-
tor Pervez Hameed Sheikh was drawn to 

global stock investment for a variety of rea-
sons. His four-decade-long experience in 
the domestic market was beginning to hit 
the saturation point. “I wanted to explore 
something new. I invested good three-four 
months in researching about ways to invest 
in the US market. Eventually I started my 
US stock journey with Interactive Brokers 
in October 2019. The process was cumber-
some, but the brokerage guided me. When 
the market crash happened, I invested more 
money in US stocks.”  

W

Betting 
On Wall 

Street 
ACCESS TO US STOCKS HAS BECOME 
SIMPLER, BUT ONE MUST KEEP AN EYE 

ON THE COST ASPECT 
BY APRAJITA SHARMA  

ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Money Today – US Stocks
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HOW TO 
INVEST…  
Domestic brokerages 
such as ICICI 
Securities and HDFC 
Securities offer US 
stock investment 
options; one can 
also go through 
Investment advisory 
firms like Stockal and 
Vested Finance   

One can directly 
open an account with 
foreign brokerages 
such as Interactive 
Brokers and 
DriveWealth as well 

Once you open a 
US trading account, 
you need to transfer 
funds in dollars 
through banks 

ICICI Bank, HDFC 
Bank and IDFC Bank 
facilitate the same 
digitally  

Your bank account 
must be a year old for 
remitting funds to the 
US trading account   

COSTS 
INVOLVED…  
Banks’ processing 
fees for currency 
conversion could be 
in the range of  
`700-1,500 

Forex spread may 
amount to 2-3 
per cent of the 
transaction amount  

Charges are levied 
again when you 
transfer the money 
back to India  

Taking the offline 
route to remit funds 
abroad can give you 
a better deal
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Hameed is not alone. Just when 
first-time investors were entering the 
domestic equity market, some oth-
ers were moving abroad. The reasons 
vary. Some want better diversification, 
some others sought dollar exposure 
(to hedge their investments against 
rupee depreciation) to ensure foreign 
education for their children or buy real 
estate in the US. The rest want to play 
themes unavailable in India such as EV 
revolution, internet and e-commerce 
stocks or bitcoin-linked stocks.  

The ecosystem lapped up the in-
creasing demand. A number of domes-
tic brokerages such as ICICI Securities, 
HDFC Securities, Kotak Securities and 
5Paisa.com provide a platform to get 
into US stocks. One can open an ac-
count directly with US-based broker-
ages such as Interactive Brokers and 
DriveWealth and investment advisors 
like Vested Finance and Stockal. Win-
vesta, a UK-based global investment 
platform, is another option.  

 “The primary advantages for cli-
ents to use Interactive Brokers direct-
ly are low costs, access to 135 global 
markets in 33 countries, and advanced 
trading technology,” says Ankit Shah, 
Director, Interactive Brokers India.   

Apart from streamlining the in-
vestment process that involves seam-
less transfer of funds from India to the 
US, these firms also give you an op-
tion of fraction investing. In fraction 
investing one buys a fraction of the 
share of the company if price of even a 
single share is unaffordable. For exam-
ple, if a single share of a stock is worth 
$1000, you may invest just $10 to own 
1 per cent of the share. “One may in-
vest as low as $1 in US stocks; fraction 
of shares can be sold up to 8 decimal 
points,” says Viram Shah, Co-Founder 
and CEO, Vested Finance.

American Pie 
For Indian investors, global invest-
ment is restricted largely to the US 
markets. Apart from individual stocks, 
one can also invest in exchange-traded 
funds (ETFs) and corporate and gov-
ernment bonds. While the bouquet 
of products is large, the Indian retail 
money is largely going to FAANG (Fa-

Money Today – US Stocks

TAXES…  

Capital gains are only taxed 
in India 

STCG (selling shares within 
2 years) is taxed as per your 

income-tax bracket  

LTCG (selling shares after 2 years) 
is taxed at 20 per cent  

Dividend tax is levied both in the 
US and India 

25 per cent flat rate in the US; 
this is withheld before you 

receive dividends 

Tax paid on dividends in the US 
can be offset against tax liability 

in India 

BENEFITS… 
Global diversification gives your 

portfolio an edge if domestic 
stocks underperform  

Investments in dollar will help 
you plan goals such as foreign 

education without currency risks 

The Indian stock market lack 
hot themes like EV, Internet, 

e-commerce and Bitcoin  

RISKS…
Currency risk — your losses 
could be higher if the rupee 

appreciates against the dollar  

The cost will eat into your returns 
if the ticket size is too low  

Currently it’s all DIY investing; 
there is a lack of research 

content on US stocks  

Hedging your US portfolio is not 
possible as trading in derivatives 

is prohibited
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cebook, Apple , Amazon, Netflix and Google's parent firm 
Alphabet) stocks and the likes of Microsoft, Tesla and 
Netflix. Tesla has been the most preferred and the best-
performing stock in 2020. In rupee terms, it has gained 
701 per cent in the US in the last one year. “Apple, Tesla, 
Microsoft, Google and Amazon are the most bought 
stocks on our platform,” says Vijay Chandok, CEO, ICICI 
Securities.    

On Winvesta’s platform the investment 
ratio in FAANG versus other stocks stands at 
1:3. “About 25 per cent of investment in Win-
vesta’s platform is in FAANG stocks,” says 
Swastik Nigam, Founder and CEO, Winvesta. 
“Besides FAANG, other popular stocks are 
TSLA (Tesla), NIO, MSFT (Microsoft), BRK 
(Berkshire Hathaway) and  Advanced Micro 
Devices. Technology, electric mobility, and 
precious metals are the most popular sectors 
for investments. We are also seeing specific 
interest in Silver ETFs due to lack of domestic 
options for investing in the metal,” he adds.

DIY Investing   
These are early days for US stock invest-
ment. Industry players currently provide 

only a platform for accessing US stocks. They do not 
provide research or advice on which stocks to buy, sell or 
hold. There is hardly any research or data available on US 
stocks. Most investors mainly stick to known names, bar-
ring seasoned ones who having enough knowledge to hunt 
for quality opportunities.  

“I use proprietary data. I have some programming 
skills too. I also use charting platforms. So a combination 

of these and a few spreadsheet formulas 
help me scan the entire market and get the 
best deals. I don’t restrict myself to S&P-
500, Nasdaq or Dow Jones stocks. I evolve 
strategies in a way that if I spot a risk I get 
out at the first sight of it,” says Hameed.  

Talking about HNI investors, Pramod 
Kumar, CIO, IIFL-ONE and Senior Man-
aging Partner, IIFL Wealth, says very few 
clients want to build an international value 
portfolio or take a contrarian approach. 
“ETFs, MFs and stocks which are in the 
growth sectors and technology-based sec-
tors would be the significant component 
of flows along with investments in broad-
based indices such as the S&P 500.” 

Among IPOs last year, Snowflake, 
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Airbnb, Unity Software, Lemonade 
and Palantir attracted huge interest 
from Indian investors. Indian inves-
tors cannot directly invest in IPOs. 
They can buy the shares after the 
stocks are listed. An increased interest 
was seen in vaccine-producing com-
panies, Pfizer and Moderna, as well.  

According to ICICI Securities, 
800 types of US stocks and ETFs 
have been bought on its platform. 
“These include Virgin Galactic Hold-
ings, Nikola Corp, Slack Technolo-
gies - ClA, Domino's Pizza, Nasdaq, 
Lockheed Martin, KKR & Co, Drop-
box Inc-Class A, Twitter, Zoom Vid-
eo Communications, Mcdonald's, 
Starbucks and Uber Technologies. 
Interestingly, we also have investors 
who bought Infosys, ICICI Bank and 
Wipro ADRs!” says Chandok. 

 
Sky-high valuations  
With more and more investors flock-
ing to US stocks, sky-high valuations 
are being often ignored. The most 
preferred Tesla stock is trading at a 
premium. “Street analysts’ ratings 
keep Tesla 'cautious'. Only a third of 
analysts say it is a buy," says Nigam 
of Winvesta. FAANG stocks are also 
trading at steep valuations.  

Chandok says this is the time to be 
a long-term player in the US markets 
instead of sitting on the fence. “One 
must consider US stocks for diversi-
fication, but don’t take a short-term 
approach to it. Don’t believe that in 
two-three months you’ll earn returns. 
Be aware of where you are investing. 
Do your own research, and then make 
sound investment decisions,” he adds.  

Soon, Indian investors may get ac-
cess to research reports on US stocks with commentaries 
on company profile, management, business operations, 
valuations and target price etc.  

“Currently, we are not into research or advisory for 
US stocks. A lot of customers have approached us seeking 
research services. We are in discussion with Interactive 
Brokers for the same. We’ll soon start providing research 
content to investors,” says Chandok.  

If research is not possible, you can also take exposure 
in ETFs. Moreover, there are readymade portfolios by the 
likes of Vested Finance and Stockal. All you have to do 
is put a lumpsum amount in the chosen portfolio and a 
portfolio manager will take care of your investment. Of 

course, there will be extra charges over and above the 
brokerage commission.

Managing Costs  
The cost involved in US stock investment is an important 
factor. A couple of brokerages have made the process sim-
pler. “The process has been simplified. We don’t even ask 
for KYC, it’s integrated. If you have an account with us, 
then you get to invest in the US market. All you have to do 
is transfer funds to your US trading account. The process 
is completely online for those having a bank account with 
ICICI, HDFC and IDFC,” Kumar of IIFL Wealth.  

But all this comes at a cost. Remitting money abroad 

Money Today – US Stocks
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Tax Structure  
The capital gains that you earn on US stocks are only taxed 
in India. “If you sell US shares within a holding period of two 
years, you may realise short-term capital gains. These gains 
are added to your overall income and taxed according to your 
income tax bracket. If you sell US shares after holding them 
for two years or longer, you incur long-term capital gains. 
They are taxed at 20 per cent (plus applicable cess and sur-
charge),” says Archit Gupta, Founder and CEO, ClearTax. 

The trouble comes with the dividends you earn on your 
investments. Dividend income is taxed both in the US and 
India. In the US, it is taxed at a flat rate of 25 per cent. This 

tax is withheld before you receive 
your dividends. 

You also have to pay tax on 
these dividends in India, which is 
added to your taxable income and 
taxed according to your income 
tax slab in the financial year.  
"India and the US have a Double 
Taxation Avoidance Agreement 
(DTAA). You can offset the tax 
withheld in the US against your 
tax liability in India. For example, 
the 25 per cent tax you have paid 
on dividends in the US can be off-
set against income tax payable in 
India," says Gupta of Cleartax. 

US stock investment is still at 
a nascent stage. Undoubtedly, a 
global exposure gives an edge, but 
do not go ahead blindly. Under-

stand the cost structure well and do your stock research 
thoroughly before you take the plunge. “It is important 
to determine the size of investment before venturing 
into it. The cost of monitoring and transaction could be 
a constraint for small investors. The best way to invest is 
to partner with investors who have the requisite experi-
ence of overseas markets,” says S. Ravi, Former Chairman, 
Bombay Stock Exchange, and Founder of accountancy 
firm Ravi Rajan & Co.  

But even seasoned investors are facing a technical 
challenge investing in US stocks. Hameed says he earned 
decent returns on US stocks since 2019, but sold most of 
his holdings just ahead of the Presidential elections in 
November 2020 amid uncertainty around the political 
scenario. “Had it been India, I would have simply hedged 
my portfolio by taking positions in the derivatives market. 
But the government has prohibited trading in US deriva-
tives. Since I could not hedge my US stock portfolio, I had 
to sell my holdings because I couldn’t have taken a risk on 
higher valuations. The government should trust inves-
tors. It’ll be in our interest if we get to trade in US deriva-
tives,” he adds.  

@apri_sharma

has the following costs — bank processing fees and 
bank FX spread. “I had paid around `1,100. But the good 
part is whether you transfer `100 or `1,000, charges will 
be the same,” says Hameed.  

Interestingly, even though online makes life simpler, 
transacting offline may help you land a better deal on 
bank charges. “Generally, the processing fee is negotiable 
with the bank in the offline method of transferring funds 
abroad and there are some banks like DBS who charge no 
or very low processing fees and have very competitive FX 
spreads. The range of the fee and spread can be as little 
as `100/200 and 1-1.5 per cent, respectively, and as high 
as `1,000 and 2-2.5 per cent on FX 
conversion,” says Shah of Interac-
tive Brokers.  

Brokerage charge in case of US 
equities is high and a broker typi-
cally would charge you either a flat 
rate on per trade basis or a per-
centage on the total value traded. 
There could be one-time registra-
tion fee or periodic subscription 
charges. ICICI Securities has two 
subscription plans — `999 and 
`9,999 per annum. “Under `999, 
you pay a brokerage of $2.99 per 
order, and under `9,999, you pay 1 
cent per share. 

There are discount brokers 
such as 5paisa that do not charge 
you for delivery-based trades even 
in the US. With Winvesta, you 
have no account opening fee and a minimum monthly 
cost. “Once an investor signs up, we offer them 10 free 
transactions during the first month, and three free 
transactions each month, followed by a flat fee of $1,” 
says Nigam of Winvesta.  

“In order to boost return on US equities an individual 
should ideally choose a broker who chargers a low flat 
rate, so that the brokerage charge does not increase expo-
nentially depending on the trade size,” says Vineet Pata-
wari, Co-founder & CEO of Elearnmarkets & StockEdge.  

Further, a 5 per cent TCS (Tax Collected at Source) is 
levied on all remittances above `7 lakh under LRS. This 
is applicable only on amount above `7 lakh and not on 
the full amount.  For example, if you remit `9 lakh in a fi-
nancial year, TCS is applicable only on `2 lakh. This tax is 
withheld by the bank before the rest of the money moves 
overseas. If your tax liability is less than the TCS deduct-
ed, you can file income tax return and claim a refund. 

“Although you will get the refund, the government will 
give it at an interest rate of say 6 per cent. In terms of oppor-
tunity cost it is a clear-cut first loss if you are investing mon-
ey abroad. You lose out on the 10-15 per cent return that you 
may have otherwise earned on the reserved money,” says 
Ghanisht Nagpal, Convener, Delhi Investor's Association

Brokerage charge 
in case of US 

equities is high. 
A broker will 

charge you either 
a flat rate on per 
trade basis or a 

percentage on the 
total value traded
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hile equities went through a lot of 
volatility in 2020, debt products gave 
stable returns due to falling interest 
rates. Those who had invested in debt 
securities, directly or through MFs, 

reaped the benefit of higher yield. What about 2021? 
Debt product returns are driven by interest rate move-

ments. Falling interest rates increase yields and vice versa. 
Given the economic slump, the primary focus of the central 
bank will be on reviving growth and, hence, chances of any 
significant rise in interest rates are remote. This means the 
difference between returns from fixed rate products such as 
bank fixed deposits (FDs) and yields on debt securities will 
not be as huge as last year. 

So, how should you decide whether to invest in a debt 
fund or a fixed-rate instrument such as bank FD or small sav-
ings schemes? Experts say unless there is a 
significant change in interest rates, returns 
(yields) given by debt funds and fixed rate 
products will be similar. So, people who do 
not mind the long lock-in period of fixed rate 
products such as bank FDs can go for them. 
On the other hand, people who like higher 
liquidity may prefer open-ended debt funds. 

One segment with high dependence of 
debt products is senior citizens. “Conserva-
tive investors may invest in bank FDs and 
choose a monthly or quarterly interest pay-
out option to earn regular income. One may 
also choose the Post Office Monthly Income 
Scheme to get interest on a monthly basis. 
If you are a senior citizen, you may consider 
Senior Citizen Savings Scheme (SCSS) for 
quarterly interest payments,” says Archit 
Gupta, Founder and CEO, ClearTax. 

SCSS returns are the highest at 7.4 per 
cent while Post Office MIS is giving 6.6 per 
cent. When it comes to bank FDs, large 
banks are paying just 6 per cent or so. An-

other good option for regular income 
after retirement is Pradhan Mantri Vaya 
Vandana Yojana (PMVVY) which is giv-
ing 7.4 per cent. The investment cap in 
both SCSS and PMVVY is ̀ 15 lakh. If you 
have surplus funds or are not eligible for 
SCSS and PMVVY due to the age factor, 
one option is to buy the RBI Floating 
Rate Bond that is paying 7.15 per cent. It 
pays interest semi-annually; the rate is 
0.35 per cent above what is being offered 
on the National Savings Certificate. If 
you wish to generate a higher return 
and are willing to take some risk, try mu-
tual funds. “Invest in Monthly Income 
Plans. These debt funds mainly invest 
in fixed-income securities and intend to 
provide regular dividends,” says Gupta 
of ClearTax.  

   
@naveenkumar80
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Yields To 
Remain Stable 
INTEREST RATES UNLIKELY TO FALL 
FURTHER, SO DON'T EXPECT HUGE 
RETURNS FROM DEBT FUNDS

BY NAVEEN KUMAR
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Money Today – Debt Funds

What to 
expect in 2021 

What you 
should do   

Interest rates unlikely to move up 
significantly in 2021 

Debt funds unlikely to repeat their 
performance next year

Rather than waiting for rates to go 
up, lock in funds at current rates 

In case you want liquidity, stick to 
debt funds
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It was in his 40s that Anil Chawla, 
Co-founder, Clix Capital, who 
worked with American Express, AF 
Ferguson and GE Capital, began 
participating in marathons. He soon 
took to hiking and mountain climb-
ing as well. “Hiking caught my fancy 
as it has the element of added chal-
lenge and tests endurance — some-
thing different from regular sports” 
says Chawla. His firm unsuccessfully 
bid for private sector Lakshmi Vilas 
Bank last month. 

By the time Chawla was in his 
mid-50s, he had managed to tick off 
Everest base camp from his bucket 
list. “It takes time to plan and prepare 
for the ascent. The better you plan, 
the higher are the chances of having 
a successful and enjoyable ascent,” 
says Chawla. One should also look at 
important aspects such as investing in 
a good pair of rugged mountaineering 
boots and a quality kit. “Ensure you 
are carrying plenty of food and water. 
Food needs to be high in energy and 

lightweight,” he says.
So, what has been his biggest 

takeaway from climbing? “Overcom-
ing your fears helps you reach greater 
heights. Meanwhile, preparation is the 
key to success and you should learn 
to pace yourself. When it’s finally 
done, celebrate with companions,” 
he says. Any plans for the next trip? 
“Definitely, YES!” he says, adding, 
“Nearer to the summit in a couple of 
years when travelling resumes.” 
   – ANAND ADHIKARI

Chawla’s Camping Expeditions 
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Fascinated by Ruskin 
Bond in childhood, 
Shivank Agarwal, Co-
founder and CEO, Mi-
tron, would internalise 
the thought process of 
writers and how they 
weaved stories. “I loved 
the way authors would 
imagine the world and 
people. It triggered 
me to create my own 
version of the thought 
process around liter-
ary work.” Mitron is a 
short-form social video 
app that allows users 
to create, upload, view, 
and share entertaining 
short videos.

Initially, Agarwal 
would draw a combina-
tion of sketches and 
write picture stories. As 
he grew older, he start-
ed composing poems. 
He would participate 
in various events and 

competitions in schools 
and colleges. He was 
also the editor of liter-
ary magazine Kshitij in 
college. “Apart from 
reviewing the content, 
I would also file poems 
for the magazine.”

 “Work keeps me 
busy, but whenever I 
have spare time, and a 
thought in mind, words 
just flow in a minute as 
I sit down to write,” he 
says.

Did Agarwal's work 
ever get published? 
“My poems did get 
published in local news-
papers and a UK-based 
magazine. But now I 
don’t seek publication. 
As long as people who 
matter to me are read-
ing and appreciating 
my literary work, I am 
content,” he says.  
  – APRAJITA SHARMA

The World  
of Words 

DAS’ SPORTING FRENZY 
Gautam Das, Co-founder 
and CEO of Oorjan Clean-
tech, was into football, 
but he realised it’s difficult 
to play group sports in a 
corporate job. He switched 
to individual sports such as 
running and swimming. “I 
switched to running 13-14 
years ago. I started with 10 
kilometres, then moved to 
half-marathons, and later 
to full marathons across 
states and even overseas,” 
he says, adding, training 
for marathons requires a 
lot of discipline, which is 
crucial in the corporate 

world as well. Das, who is 
also a certified trainer of 
the American College of 
Sports Medicine (ACSM), is 
currently running a start-up 
that executes turnkey solar 
projects. He has partici-
pated in over 30 marathons 
so far, and in over 50 unof-
ficially. His next goal is to 
participate in the Ironman 
Triathlon, which includes 
3.86 km of swimming, 180 
km of cycling, and 42 km of 
running. “The plan was to 
do in 2021, but because of 
Covid, it got delayed,” he 
says.  – MANU KAUSHIK



148

C. VIJAYAKUMAR, CEO, HCL Technologies 

Q. What was the problem 
you were grappling with? 
A. At work and life, you face so 
many circumstances and situa-
tions that are challenging, wheth-
er it is clients, employees or what 
you can do for the social good. 
 
Q. Who did you approach? 
A. Shiv Nadar. It has been a tre-
mendous learning experience 
working with him. I think the 
most important thing is that as an 
entrepreneur he encourages risk-
taking and he really backs you 
up to ensure all the support and 
guidance is provided to enable 
us to deliver to the risks we have 
taken. 
 
 Q. What was the best 
advice you ever received? 
A. Leading with the heart is the 
advice that I have greatly valued 
from Shiv. He said lead with the 
heart and not just with the mind. 
That one advice helps in every 
scenario. 
 
Q. How effective was it in 
resolving your problem? 
A. Our great emphasis on people 
and employees stems from his 
philosophy of leading with the 
heart, which is about being empa-
thetic, compassionate, collab-
orative, and putting yourself in 
the other person’s shoes. I think 
these are some of the values that 
have been embedded within the 
organisation, and I have learnt a 
lot from these years of working 
with Shiv.      
 – RUKMINI RAO 
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“LEAD WITH THE HEART AND 
NOT JUST WITH THE MIND”




