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ENGINES 
OF CHANGE

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

invest in new technologies has risen drastically. 
Fierce economic nationalism is raising tariff 
walls around domestic economies, threatening 
the free flow of commerce and human capital. 
The idea of one-world, one-economy, therefore, 
has never been under greater threat than today.

All this has created unprecedented uncer-
tainties, with a direct bearing on jobs, work-
places, wages, emotional and mental well-be-
ing, even governments and regulators.

As part of its anniversary special, BT invited a 
galaxy of 19 business leaders – across industries 
and age groups – for their wisdom on how we will 
work in the future. Uday Kotak of Kotak Mahin-
dra Bank elaborates on ‘Phygital’ – the interplay 
of the physical and the digital; R.C. Bhargava of 
Maruti on working with robots; AZB Partner’s 
Zia Mody weighs in on privacy at the workplace; 
National Skills Development Corporation’s S. 
Ramadorai on the future of skills; Tech Mahin-
dra’s C.P. Gurnani on the changing people pyra-
mid; Clix Capital’s Pramod Bhasin on eight-hour 
workdays; PM-EAC’s Bibek Debroy on the future 
of governance; Diageo India’s Anand Kripalu 
on learning at work; Nestlé’s Suresh Narayanan 
on corporate purpose; Axis Bank’s Amitabh 
Chaudhry on building an organisation’s start-
up culture; Accenture India’s Rekha Menon on 
training; TeamLease’s Manish Sabharwal on the 
future of wages; Mpower’s Neerja Birla on men-
tal health at work; Azim Premji Foundation’s 
Anurag Behar on five skills you cannot do with-
out; and Sheroes’s Sairee Chahal on being a gig 
worker, among others.

Our gratitude to these experts for their time 
and effort. Indeed, their insight will provide fuel 
for thought to policy makers, regulators, compa-
nies and think-tanks for a better Future of Work.

This is a vital subject that impacts you as 
well as your family. I do hope you enjoy reading 
it and benefiting from it.

hen Business Today was launched 28 years 
ago, India was just beginning to discard its 
stifling ‘Licence Raj’ and was at the cusp of 
opening its economy to the world. With four 
decades of socialism, during which the com-
manding heights of the economy were na-

tionalised, the $278.4 billion-Indian economy, then the 16th largest, 
was a pygmy despite its size and population. The advent of globali-
sation and rapid technological advances changed all that forever. It 
now counts as the seventh largest economy in the world.

Nothing is more important in an economy than the question of 
jobs. It is employment and the income it generates for individuals 
that power an economy. That is why the biggest worry for any gov-
ernment is the state of employment in the country. In the high-tech 
world of today, the internet has impacted every aspect of our lives, 
from the social to the economic. Many industries have vanished or 
are in decline and new ones have cropped up. The Fortune 500 has 
five technology companies in the top 10 today compared to none ten 
years ago. This has had the maximum impact on the workplace, af-
fecting the kind of work we do and how we do it. 

Technological, demographic, social, geo-strategic, and even geo-
economic changes are influencing how work will be done in the near 
and far future. We can no longer limit ourselves to crystal ball-gazing 
over the impact of artificial intelligence on jobs; we have to worry if 
there will be jobs at all. It is not just about working with robots. That is 
a given. Or, about the need to upgrade skills. That’s the universal truth.

The future of work encompasses all these and more. Is the gig 
economy for real? What skills do we need for the future? Are eight-
hour workdays passé? Can open offices survive? What’s privacy at 
the workplace in the age of millennials? Will bite-sized learning take 
over? Is mental health the biggest risk at the workplace? How rele-
vant is it to come to office for work? Can one not work from home in 
this world of hyperconnectivity?

Technology aside, a host of other factors are driving disruption. 
The global economic slowdown and the stagnation of incomes in most 
of the past decade, especially in developed and developing economies, 
have raised income inequality and redefined how the workforce func-
tions and operates. Skill gaps have widened as labour markets have 
become polarised between high-skill and low-skill jobs. And constant 
migration of the workforce from low-paying areas to high-paying ge-
ographies has raised tensions between the natives and the migrants. 
All of these are unsettling the workforce and workplaces alike.

Meanwhile, the onset of the downturn has hurt the middle- and 
low-income households the most, overturning the notion that eco-
nomic progress guarantees that every generation enjoys higher wag-
es and higher standards of living than the previous one.

Employers’ profits stand squeezed, while the need for capital to 
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From the Editor

Messages to Give in Budget ’20

Six quarters of deceleration in the economy and slower than projected 
growth in direct tax and GST have left the Centre with little space for fis-
cal stimulus. But the Union Budget is as much about messaging as it is 
about the fiscal roadmap. Here are the top messages Finance Minister 

Nirmala Sitharaman should convey for the confidence in economy and lack of 
fiscal largesse:

Tax authorities will relent. Hounding of businesses – big and small – by 
tax authorities hasn’t gone down well. Government prides on it as an exercise 
against avoidance. Businesses see it as desperation due to low-tax collections. 
That tax authorities will relent can be the biggest message FM could convey. 
How about a one-year moratorium – until the economy recovers?

White-collar offences will not be criminal. Hefty penalty is the deterrant 
for some five dozen benign white-collar crimes, not imprisonment. For instance, 
violating CSR norms. Decriminalisation of Companies Act provisions would 
build confidence in the industry. We’re moving there, but not fast enough.

Public investment will accelerate. No global economy has emerged from a 
slowdown without relentless public investment – even at the cost of reasonable fis-
cal imprudence. But the Centre’s move to curb investment in Q4 will delay recov-
ery. Fiscal 2020/21 needs an assurance investment schedule will not slow down.

Bank NPAs will not spread. Just when write-offs of non-performing as-
sets by banks seemed in control, new fault lines threaten the vulnerable bank-
ing sector all over again. Another `30 lakh crore (almost one-third of total loan 
outstanding) is at risk in agri loans, Mudra loans, unsecured retail loans and 
telecom outstandings. Do we have a plan to contain any collateral damage?

Consumption will be aided. With the economy decelerating further de-
spite the government’s measures in real estate, exports, systemic liquidity and 
bank consolidation, it’s been clear that while the Centre has been working on 
supply side of the economy, the problem really lay in demand side – consump-
tion. Manufacturers, consumers, even retailers need a consumption boost to 
the economy, either through GST rate cuts or leaving more disposable income 
in the hands of individuals through direct tax cuts.

Full repo rate transmission. The cumulative effect of lower interest rates 
on consumers as well as businesses is vastly underestimated. Now that vege-
table prices have raised consumer inflation to 7.35 per cent, there’s least likeli-
hood of another RBI repo rate cut in February. FinMin and the RBI must prod 
banks – especially private banks – for full repo rate transmission since RBI 
began cutting rate in January 2014. A whopping 0.9 per cent has still not been 
transmitted to consumers/small businesses. 

Personal tax will be cut. With corporate tax slashed to as low as 17 per cent, 
personal tax rate as high as 43 per cent is untenable. With joblessness rising and 
average salaries practically stagnant for five years, the suit-boot ki sarkar jibe is not 
too far. The Centre will have to find resources to provide relief to the common 
man, the salaried class and the middle class with personal tax rate rationalisa-
tion. Not just to drive demand in the economy but also to boost confidence.

Budget 2020 comes in the wake of very low expectations. For most, busi-
nesses would be happier if Budget 2020 didn’t harm them any further after 
the DeMo and GST shocks. All the more reason, the messages should be driv-
en home with a bang. 
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RURAL INDIA 
BOTTOMING 
OUT 
There are enough signs that India’s rural 
sector is on the path to recovery. Food 
prices have been rising. Not just retail but 
wholesale too. The April-September 2019 WPI 
food inflation was the highest in six years.  
The other good news for farmers has been 
additional Central spending in rural areas  
and rise in farm output prices  

By Shivani Sharma
Graphics by Tanmoy Chakraborty

The Point

SHARP RISE IN 
WHOLESALE 
FOOD PRICES…

…EVEN AS INPUT  
COSTS DECLINE

Wholesale food prices increased 
in first eight months of 2019/20. 
Primary food prices rose  
11.1% y-o-y in November 

Prices of five farm inputs – high-speed 
diesel, electricity, fertilisers, pesticides 
and agricultural machinery and 
implements – fell 2.3% in November; 
output prices, on the other hand, rose
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RURAL 
SPENDING 
SEES A 
SPIKE

BUT RURAL WAGES FALL 
FOR 1ST TIME IN 13 YRS 

MORE AREA 
SOWN  
UNDER 
RABI CROPS

The Centre's rural 
spending grew 20.8% 
in the first seven 
months of 2019/20, an 
11-year high. The share 
of rural spending rose 
to an eight-year  
high of 13.3% 

The recovery is yet to reflect in rural 
wages. In the first half of 2019/20,  
the wages fell 1.5% y-o-y, the first decline 
in 13 years

Sown area under rabi 
rose about 5% from a 
year ago, the highest 
in seven years, after 
declining for two 
consecutive years. The 
area sown was 60 mn 
hectares (Jan 3, 2020) 

Water reservoir level in 2019, 
highest in almost 20 years. 

India's live storage capacity is 
about 258 billion cubic metres

83.8%

Rise in wholesale food 
prices in November 

2019. This is the highest 
increase in two years

11.08%
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PRIVATE  
BANKS  
BEAT PSBS 
HANDS DOWN
Private banks' loans and advances grew 25% 
in 2018/19. This was followed by foreign 
banks' 13% growth, while state-owned  
banks' loan book grew a measly 4%. In 
deposits, too, private sector banks led with 
25% growth

Source: RBI

China

France, 
UK

US Japan

Australia, 
Brazil

Canada, 
South 
Korea
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CHINA TAKES 
LEAD IN BANKING 
The country had 18 banks among the 
Top 100 by Tier-1 capital in 2018. It was 
followed by the US, Japan, Canada and 
South Korea. The five countries  
together accounted for more than  
half (51) the list 

18

5 4

14 7

6

Indian banks in the 
list – SBI, HDFC Bank 

and ICICI Bank 

3

Increase in assets  
of top 18 Chinese  

banks

5%

Source: RBI

% CHANGE 
(2017/18 to 2018/19)
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METRO

406709

29,734

25,930

SEMI-URBAN

46018

40,183

15,388

Source: RBI

(2018/19)The Great 
Indian 
ATM Divide

Private sector banks 
have installed the 
largest number of 
ATM machines in 
metro cities and 
urban areas while 
public sector banks 
have sharper focus 
on rural areas

NO. OF BANK ATMs

RURAL

27,683

5,339
37221

URBAN

482166

38,498

16,683

Public Sector Banks   
 Private Sector Banks     
 Foreign Banks   
 Small Finance Banks

The Forex Advantage
India’s forex reserves stood at an all-time high of $455 billion as 
on December 20, 2019, $43 billion more than at the beginning of 
this fiscal. Almost all — 93% — are in major currencies; only about 
6% are in the form of gold. 
Forex reserves have remained strong despite global economic 
uncertainty and weakness in domestic demand

*As of December 20, 2019
Source: RBI 

FOREX RESERVES
($ bn)

460

450

440

430

420

410

400
Mar 2019 Dec 2019*

Increase in India's 
forex reserves since 

December 2018

The country's reserve 
position with the 
IMF; 38% higher 
than a year ago

Value of the country's 
gold reserves, 

up $430 million from 
a year ago

16%

$3.64bn

$27bn

The Point
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HOUSING SALES 
DOWN, BUT 
PRICES UP
Sales in major Indian cities fell 15% 
from 47 million sq. ft. in  
October 2018 to 40 million  
sq. ft. in the same month of 2019 

  41  28 mn sq. ft

  398  346 mn sq. ft

  47  40 mn sq. ft

  465  467 mn sq. ft

  1,392  1,271 mn sq. ft

  1,392  1,271 mn sq. ft

-30%

-15%

NUMBER OF NEW EPF SUBSCRIBERS  
(Sept 2017 - Oct 2019)

-13%
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  `5,697  `5,880 /sq. ft

  `5,560  `5,752 /sq. ft

MONTHLY

YEARLY

 Oct 2018   Oct 2019 

 Oct 2017-Oct 18   Oct 2018-Oct 19 

Source: Kotak Real Estate Report

EPF 
EXPANDS 
ITS REACH

22-25 years
5,436,519

18-21 years
5,350,703

<18 years
244,022

26-28 years
2,543,304

29-35 years
3,603,953

>35 years
3,721,728

Around 29 million subscribers were added to 
the Employees' Provident Fund (EPF) during 
September 2017 to October 2019. A large 
chunk of new subscribers, 37%, was in the  
18-25 age group

Total  29 million

Increase in 
number of new EPF 
subscribers in the 
age group of 18-25 
years between 
September 2018 
and March 2019

New subscribers 
in the first seven 
months of 2019/20. 
In the previous full 
financial year, the 
total number was 
14 million  

2.6mn 7mn

Source: EPFO

Number of new subscribers is based on the  
Universal Account Number and accounts  
that have received non-zero subscription

30% 
Decline in new 

launches in 
October 2019

61% 
Sharpest sales 

dip, in the Mumbai 
Metropolitan 

Region
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WATER 
ACCESS 
STILL A 
STRESS 
POINT

While 87.6% rural 
households and 90.9% 
urban Indian households 
have sufficient drinking 
water throughout the 
year from the main 
source, only a little over 
a third have access to 
water in the household 
premises. Almost 
43% rural households 
use hand pump as the 
principal source of water

Within dwelling

Outside dwelling 
but within premises

Less than 0.2 km

SHARE OF 
HOUSEHOLDS 
GETTING 
SUFFICIENT 
DRINKING 
WATER FROM 
PRINCIPAL 
SOURCE 
THROUGHOUT 
THE YEAR

88%

91%

89%

RURAL

ALL

URBAN

Farm Product 
Prices on Fire 
Prices of major food commodities 
have been surging. CPI retail 
inflation for December 2019 saw 
a sharp spike to 7.35% from 5.54% 
in November. For vegetables, it was 
a massive 53.37% rise, from 36% 
a month ago. Crop damage has 
contributed to the rise in the past 
six months, especially for soyabean 
and mustard. While onion is an oft-
repeated story, potato and garlic 
prices have also risen sharply

Commodities 
(`/qtl)

Jun
2019

Dec
2019

Onion (store)* 1,400 7,000

Potato (store)* 1,550 2,800

Garlic 3,750 6,000

Crude palm oil * 500 755

Tomato hybrid 1,200 1,800

Soybean oil * 753 904

Mustard seed 4,083 4,823

Maize 2,086 2,408

Wheat 2,033 2,280

Chana 4,350 4,669

Arhar (tur) 5,450 5,025

* ` per 10 kg
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obs, workplace, wages, well-being, governments and regulators 
are all in the midst of a whirlpool of change as a host of internal and 
external factors drive how we will work in the future. In the follow-
ing pages, 19 experts and business leaders predict that gig workers 
will dominate workforce; robot-workers are the new norm; po-
larisation between high skill and low or unskilled is set to intensify; 
eight-hour workdays are dead; AI will kill more jobs than it will cre-
ate; corporate purpose will go beyond profits; privacy at work will 
require firewalls separating personal from the professional; byte-
sized learning will drive professional progression; mental and emo-
tional health of employees will be crucial to organisational well-be-
ing; and workplaces of the future will be spaces for use, rather than 
spaces to occupy with little or no corporate furniture or interiors. 
Over to the future…  

ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Leading experts on the radical 
changes in jobs, workplace, skills, 
privacy and employee well-being
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age of GDP. That is the reason behind banks 
acquiring digitally and servicing physically. 
At the same time, the reverse is also true – ac-
quiring physically and servicing digitally. On 
the lending side, the banking industry is ac-
quiring customers digitally – in credit cards, 
personal loans, business loans, and other 
segments. 

Similarly, banks are stitching partner-
ships with fintech firms to offer innovative 
solutions and adopting robotics process au-
tomation technology. In fact, we have com-
pleted over 2,00,000 transactions across 
multiple processes through robotic process 
automation.

As the adoption of analytics and Artificial 
Intelligence increases, new sets of jobs will 
be created. As part of that process, people 
with new skills will be added. Some part of 
digital is also changing the nature of jobs. 
But what shape and form it will take, only 
time will tell.  

In tandem with change in the nature of 
jobs, there will be new jobs in risk manage-
ment and compliance. Take, for instance, 
risk management. Today, it is one of the 
most sought after jobs in a bank. There will 
be huge job opportunities in these areas.  

Risk management can be automated, but 
one of the things about data is that you make 
assumptions for the future based on the past. 

The question  you have to ask is, what 
if those assumptions are wrong. This 
is because at the end of the day, you are 
lending money. Banks are leveraged in 
the ratio of 10:1. The key question one 
has to ask is, will I get my money back? 
And the answer to this is beyond any 
technology but within common sense. 

If I look at Banking 2030, I am con-
fident that it will exist as a business, 
but its shape might change. Banks are 
increasingly becoming technology-
oriented companies. In fact, most sec-
tors will have a much larger presence 
of technology embedded in the sector. 
So, you will also find things moving in 
a different trajectory in all spheres. 

(As told to Business Today) 

e are seeing a great interplay be-
tween digital and physical in the 
banking industry. And what is work-
ing is ‘phygital’, which is physical 
plus digital. For instance, we are in-

creasing our workforce by 10 per cent this year. This is the net addi-
tion to our workforce. So, on a base of 60,000 people, we are mak-
ing 6,000 net additions. As I have said on many occasions, we don’t 
need 10,000 branches, but we are still opening branches. That is 
because we are finding a very interesting mix of digital and physi-
cal play. 

The density of branches will come down in the future but not 
the requirement. In a fast changing digital world, banks will be-
come more efficient and effective 
through the combination of digital 
and physical presence.

Digital is actually a massive game 
changer in Indian banking. As a busi-
ness, banking is shifting to having more 
digital platforms and banks are acquir-
ing customers digitally. But even those 
customers are coming to branches 
for RTGS transactions, cash deposits, 
cash withdrawals, etc. Recently, we 
did a review of our branches, and I was 
amazed to see the amount of cash that 
is getting deposited and withdrawn. 
The currency in circulation is also 
growing despite the number of digi-
tal initiatives. The level of currency in 
circulation today is almost equal to the 
pre-demonetisation level as a percent-

ILLUSTRATION BY TANMOY CHAKRABORTY

Digital and physical mix is leading to 
a change in the nature of jobs and also 
bringing in new skill sets in banking 
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Currency in circulation 
is growing despite 
the number of digital 
initiatives. The level is 
almost equal to the pre-
demonetisation level as a 
percentage of GDP

At the same time, banks 
are acquiring customers 
digitally – credit cards, 
personal loans, business 
loans, and others
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Robots are used in shop floors not to reduce 
employment but to grow total employment 

by increasing competitiveness and sales 
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Use of high technology in 
manufacturing is not a job killer as 
we have believed for years. It can 
be an engine for all-round growth 
and prosperity

SAY HELLO
TO THE 
ROBO 
WORKER

ight from when I started working with the 
government in 1956, the approach has been 
that India must adopt labour intensive meth-
ods in manufacturing industries. The logic 
was that our large population and abundance 

of low-cost labour would help us manufacture goods at low cost. 
Quite predictably, labour unions opposed any form of automation 
or use of technology in factories that would lead to additional jobs 
not being created. 

Everyone is aware that manufacturing in India has stagnated 
at 15-16 per cent of GDP while some of the bigger countries in Asia 
with high economic development are at 35-40 per cent. The expec-
tation that labour intensive production would make products more 
saleable due to lower cost has not been fulfilled. Our manufac-
tured goods have not found export markets in quantities that can 
lead to higher growth of manufacturing. Domestic sales have also 
remained muted. The failure of the manufacturing industry to ex-
pand has led to high unemployment levels and is a cause of worry. 
The number of people dependent on agriculture has been increas-
ing and is a major cause of distress in rural areas. Unless many more 
jobs are created outside agriculture, it would be extremely difficult 

R
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to create a just and equitable society 
and increase incomes of those depen-
dant on agriculture.

At first sight, it seems logical that 
labour intensive technologies would 
maximise employment. But the fallacy 
in this lies in looking at job creation in 
separate silos of the economy. It is nec-
essary to consider this holistically. 

Creating More Jobs
It is easy to see that a large percentage 
of jobs in the services sector are de-
pendent on the manufacturing sector, 
and higher the level of manufacturing 
activity, the greater would be the job 
creation in services. The transporta-
tion of raw materials, components and 
finished products to markets increases 
as manufacturing rises. This requires 
drivers, loaders and unloaders. More 
use of trucks or railway creates activi-
ties for their production and mainte-
nance. The distribution chain needs 
warehouses, wholesalers and stockists. 
We need wholesalers, stockists and 
dealers for sale of goods. Retail activi-
ties expand as more and more goods 
have to be sold because manufactured 
and agricultural produce constitute 
the bulk of retailed products. Manu-
factured goods create employment for 
maintenance and repair, consumer & 
production financing, insurance, stor-
age, watch and ward, and so on. Thus, 
it will not be correct to make policies 
on the assumption that manufacturing 
creates jobs only in factories. The truth 
is that the bulk of the jobs created are 
outside the factories.

Manufacturing can grow either 
through higher domestic demand or 
exports. Exports create somewhat 
less employment than domestic con-
sumption but are necessary at the ini-
tial stages of development to gener-
ate economies of scale, technological 
expertise and incomes that lead to the 
ability to increase domestic consump-
tion. Exports become possible only if 
manufactured goods are globally com-
petitive in terms of quality and price. 
In addition, breaking into new foreign 
markets becomes far more feasible if 
products can use established channels 

for sale in those countries. That would 
usually require large direct foreign in-
vestment in manufacturing. In case of 
domestic consumption, growth rates 
are directly related to affordability. 
It should not be forgotten that pro-
duction for domestic consumption 
can increase only as fast as the rise 
in domestic demand. Clearly, lower 
costs of acquisition and better quality 
would give higher value to consumers 
and lead to higher sales.

Taxes and Affordability
Till liberalisation started in 1991, 
neither exports nor domestic con-
sumption of consumer goods was 
encouraged. Taxes on manufactured 
products were largely determined by 
the need to raise resources and on con-
sideration that products consumed 
by the poor should be taxed at lower 
rates than the products for the more 
well-off sections of society. There has 
been little change in these principles. 
A large proportion of manufactured 
goods are taxed at comparatively high 
rates. This has led to manufacturing 
growth remaining subdued over the 
years. It still continues to be low as 
domestic affordability limits increase 
in consumption. The GST rates are 
largely based on the tax rates prevail-
ing earlier. There has never been an 
attempt to consider an increase in af-
fordability of manufactured goods to 
a wider section of people by lowering 
tax rates, thereby increasing manu-
facturing growth with all its attendant 

HOW TO MAKE 
WORKERS 
ACCEPT 
ROBOTS
Explain to them that 
robots are used in shop 
floors not to reduce but 
to grow employment 
by increasing 
competitiveness and 
sales

Determine robot 
use after carefully 
considering issues of 
quality, convenience, 
safety and cost

Workers happily accept 
robots if they are 
explained the logic 
of their adoption and 
how their use will lead 
to higher sales and 
benefits to all, including 
them.

Ensure good 
communication with 
workers and policies 
that lead to workers 
benefitting from higher 
sales and profits

The use of robots has to 
be supplemented, to the 
extent possible, by low-
cost automation.
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lower competitiveness. Workers happily ac-
cept robots if they are explained the logic of 
their adoption and how their use will lead 
to higher sales and benefits to all, including 
them. Good communication with workers, 
and management policies that actually lead 
to workers benefitting from higher sales and 
profits, are required.

The use of robots has to be supplement-
ed, to the extent possible, by low-cost au-
tomation. Engineers and workers together 
have been able to develop many devices that 

give the same results as much 
higher cost automation. Com-
ponent manufacturers are using 
such devices to reduce the pos-
sibilities of human error. Another 
very necessary use of low-cost 
automation is increasing safety 
levels of operations, especially 
in small scale industry. The acci-
dent rates in these units are quite 
high and workers welcome these 
safety enhancing devices.

All companies have to make 
the best effort to reduce produc-
tion cost and improve quality. The 
use of robots without measures to 
increase competitiveness in other 

areas of operation would be meaningless. The 
leadership has to set an example by its own ac-
tions. This would include following all rules 
and practices required of other employees; 
maximising internal resource generation by 
following frugal practices and keeping their 
own emoluments and perquisites at reason-
able levels; and attempting to build a produc-
tive partnership with workers so that they 
trust top management rather than unions.

Indian manufacturing industry needs to 
substantially increase its competitiveness to 
create much larger employment opportuni-
ties in the country. Improvement of quality 
and higher levels of safety of employees are 
important objectives. Each manufacturing 
unit should develop its own strategy of using 
robots and automation keeping quality, cost 
and safety as essential objectives. Govern-
ment policies must encourage rapid adoption 
of these objectives in all manufacturing units 
irrespective of whether they are large, medi-
um, small or micro. 

benefits. There would undoubtedly be a time lag of maybe three 
years or so for benefits of manufacturing growth to reflect in reve-
nue growth and so means for filling the gap would have to be found. 
It should be possible to do so.

Growth in export of manufacturing products has remained low 
because of lack of competitiveness. The exports taking place are to a 
large extent to developing countries where standards of quality and 
design are not as high as in developed countries. Foreign manufactur-
ers have not found India to be a suitable base for manufacturing and 
exporting from here to the rest of the world. One of the exceptions is 
the automobile sector. About 7,50,000 cars are exported from India in 
a year, mostly to developed countries. This is because their quality is 
of a level acceptable in those coun-
tries. The automobile component 
industry has become competitive 
as a result with annual exports at 
$11 billion. There is considerable 
scope for growth because of low 
use of cars in the country. The in-
dustry has linkages to many other 
technologies and industries such 
as rubber, electrical, steel, elec-
tronics and fabrics would ben-
efit from growth in car production. 
The estimate is that nearly 30 jobs 
are created for every 100 cars sold.

Robots in Factory 
One of the reasons the car indus-
try has become competitive is use of robots and low-cost automation 
in both component manufacturing and car production. It is a high 
volume activity. The cost of any error is huge, especially if the error 
relates to safety, environment or customers’ perception of perfor-
mance. Human beings, however skilled they are, would always make 
more errors than the zero error that results from automation. The 
cars would not be acceptable in developed foreign markets unless 
the buyers there are convinced that the manufacturing processes in 
India lead to acceptable quality levels. In India, despite the taxes be-
ing two-three times the rates prevailing in developed countries, sales 
have been increasing because of high quality and value for money. 
Workers in Maruti Suzuki factories understand the importance of 
quality and reducing costs. They realise that robots not only lead to 
better quality but in some cases also do work that is extremely tiring 
and cumbersome, and at times even hazardous, for them. They re-
alise that higher sale volumes that flow from better quality is also in 
their interest.

Robots are used in shop floors not to reduce employment but 
to grow total employment by increasing competitiveness and 
sales. Robots are not mechanically used in all areas. Their use is 
determined after carefully considering issues of quality, conve-
nience, safety and cost. No manufacturer would like to use robots 
unnecessarily as that would almost certainly increase costs and 

The use of 
robots without 

measures 
to increase 

competitiveness 
in other areas 
of operation 

would be quite 
meaningless 
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n this day of smartphones and remote-working 
policies, many companies are going ‘asset-light’ 
and allowing personal devices (cell phones, lap-
tops, etc.) for official use. Use of self-owned cell 
phones to access work emails, WhatsApp for busi-

ness and work, Excel or PPT files, browsing Facebook or Instagram, 
Googling, Gmailing, Skyping, booking Uber rides, finding Airbnb 
hosts and ordering app-based food deliveries are now more the 
norm for millennials and their successors – the Gen Z.

This is raising interesting questions around individual privacy, 
implementation of system controls on, and access to, employees’ 
self-owned devices by employers, either for usage screening or 
regulatory purposes. For example, the Securities and Exchange 

ILLUSTRATION BY TANMOY CHAKRABORTY

New principles will govern workplace usage of personal 
devices. Safeguards will be critical to avoid blurring the divide
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Board of India (Sebi) has increasingly 
been asking for phone logs (call logs, 
emails, chats, etc.) from listed compa-
nies in cases involving insider trading 
or front running allegations – what if 
personal phones were involved (they 
often are).

The ease of, and preference for, us-
ing personal devices for office use is 
obvious, but can employers ask their 
employees, especially in a gig econo-
my, to hand over personal cell phones 
for data scrapping? Will the IT teams 
be within their right to obtain back-
end access to employees’ personal 
devices for routine bug monitoring, 
anti-malware protection, anti-hack-
ing checks and data encryption? What 
if cyber-incidents involving personal 
smart-phones and laptops affect of-
fice emails or WhatsApp chats used 
for work purposes? Is a consent ar-
chitecture adequate for employers to 
gain blanket access to personal devic-
es used for work, or will the new data 
privacy laws become a challenge?

The future will bring Internet of 
Things (IoT). With Siri and Alexa con-
trolling almost every aspect of life and 
‘things’ in future, risk of cyber threats 
is likely to trigger the need for greater 
employer access to personal devices 
used for official purposes.

 
Blurred Boundaries
Like most aspects of the new econo-
my, work-place privacy is an untested 
topic in India – albeit increasingly in 
focus, especially after the Supreme 
Court recognised the right to privacy 
as an intrinsic part of the right to life 
and personal liberty in the Puttas-
wamy case in 2017. However, data and 
privacy laws continue to be far behind 
the new workplace realities. With 
millennials increasingly preferring 
to work for start-ups (some of which 
like Flipkart, Paytm, Ola and Oyo are 
already ‘decacorns’ and valued higher 
than many old economy flag-bearers, 
workplace privacy is likely to get test-
ed before Indian courts in the next few 
years, especially with a new personal 

data protection law being imminent.
It might be premature to say what 

principles ought to govern workplace 
usage of personal devices and wheth-
er firewalls can be introduced to seg-
regate personal from professional 
streams on self-owned devices, but at 
a minimum, some safeguards become 
critical to avoid blurring the “person-
al-professional” divide.

First, employee handbooks and 
consent policies need a re-look – do 
employment agreements include con-
sent from employees for IT depart-
ments to get access to their personal 
devices in situations involving exter-
nal or internal investigations? This 
is not theoretical anymore – regula-
tors increasingly ask the employer 
to undertake its own investigation in 
cases of suspected market manipula-
tion (for instance, in violations of the 
Sebi Act) and submit its report. Most 
POSH investigations involve use of 
personal messages, chats and call logs 
of the employees involved. How will 
companies conduct investigations in 
situations involving lack of consent 
to access personal devices that might 
contain evidence of suspected wrong-
doing? What if employees concerned 
have left, either before or during an 
investigation?

P R I V A C Y  A T W O R K

CHANGING 
WORKPLACE 
GADGET 
POLICIES

Sebi has increasingly 
been asking for phone 
logs from listed 
companies in cases 
involving insider 
trading or front running 
allegations, if personal 
phones were involved
 

It might be premature to 
say what principles ought 
to govern workplace 
usage of personal 
devices, but some 
safeguards are critical to 
maintain the personal-
professional boundary
 

Employee handbooks and 
consent policies need 
a re-look. Employment 
agreements may need 
to include consent 
from employees for 
IT departments to get 
access to their personal 
devices
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Second, employment policies need a rethink on the use of so-
cial media for official work purposes. LinkedIn is an individual (i.e. 
personal) account, but used for official use, though not “owned” by 
the employer. Can internal company policies ask for social media 
take-downs? Employment “passing off” and incorrect work disclo-
sures are a real risk. Employers often informally or even formally 
nudge employees to get on LinkedIn, promote their projects and 
work accolades – how do employers legally control what’s posted 
on individual LinkedIn handles?

Third, cyber-incidents involving office servers, which fall with-
in an employer’s domain, can be handled, but what if a malware  
attack takes place on a chat app or personal email and compromis-
es work-related communication? Who would have an obligation  
to report to CERT-IN – the employer or the individual employee 
involved?

 
Legal Framework
Data laws world over were not framed for ‘digital workspace’, 
though they are getting tweaked, including in India, given the evo-
lution of the privacy regime. The Personal Data Protection Bill, 
2019, referred to the Joint Parliamentary Committee in December 
2019 for introduction during the upcoming Budget session of the 
Parliament, will be the most comprehensive law on data and pri-
vacy in India. 

All employers, especially in the new economy, will have to con-

sider the implications of the new consent ob-
ligations and purpose driven data-process-
ing requirements proposed under the Bill.

Consider this, anybody wanting to store 
‘cookies’ can only do so after providing clear 
notice at the time of collecting such infor-
mation, having obtained user consent and 
identifying the purpose for which such data 
would be processed. 

Data subjects will have a right to with-
draw consent. Consent might no longer be 
through a long list of clauses to which an 
employee agrees by clicking online as part of 
job induction (often without reading). The 
Personal Data Protection Bill requires free, 
informed, specific, and clear consent which 
has to be capable of being withdrawn.

How will the current IT policies deal with 
this? Will employers accessing employee 
data (even with consent) be classified as 
“data-fiduciaries” under the new data pri-
vacy law and be subject to the jurisdiction of 
the proposed Data Protection Authority? If 
eventually it turns out that critical or sensi-
tive personal data can only be stored in India 
under the new law, would all MNC servers 
have to be moved to India? 

Being mindful that penalty for violation 
of the new data protection law could be up 
to 4 per cent of the turnover, to mitigate this 
dilemma for employers who need to access 
(and store) employee data on personal de-
vises, would it be better to exempt employer-
employee relationships from the new data 
and privacy law?

To deal with the new world of data laws, 
globally, companies have introduced secure 
logs, audit trails, remote monitoring tools 
and virtual private networks to segregate and 
protect information on private networks and 
introduce firewalls while using personal de-
vices for official use.

This is India’s “GDPR moment”. To 
avoid the confusion and interpretations 
around General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR), which came into effect in May 2018, 
Indian corporates, especially in the new 
economy, would be better off examining the 
implications of the new data protection law, 
and taking steps to ensure preparedness, 
rather than be forced to go back to the “as-
set-heavy” days where access to office emails 
and communication could only be on office-
issued devices and private networks. 

To deal with the new world of data 
laws, companies have introduced 

secure logs, audit trails, remote 
monitoring tools and virtual 

private networks
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ften, when you have discussions on 
reforms, there is an impression that a 
lot of people work within the govern-
ment system, and there is a need to 
downscale. When someone talks like 
this, the person is unnecessarily fixat-
ed on the Union government as most 
of such discussions are on issues relat-
ed to central government jobs, lateral 
inductions in All India Services, etc. 
One should hence be clear about what 
do you mean by government as an em-
ployer before looking at the future of 
government as a workplace. 

The ‘government’ has three tiers. 
It has the Union government, state 
governments and PSUs, and the local 
government. In terms of public de-
livery of goods and services, the most 
important tier of government is ac-
tually local as most public goods and 
services are delivered at that level. 

Coming to the size of employment, 
if I include Union government, state 
governments and PSUs, I will have a 
back of the envelope figure of some-

ILLUSTRATION BY TANMOY CHAKRABORTY
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thing like 20 million jobs in the 
government sector. In an extended 
sense, including quasi government 
bodies like universities and all, this 
could rise to 45 million, roughly. 
This number, given the country's 
workforce of, say, 480 million, is 
not very significant. In fact, if you 
look at the number of people who 
work for the government in other 
countries, the percentage would be 
higher, except that people who work 
for the governments there do differ-
ent things. Hence, it is not the over-
all size of government employment, 
which will never be significant in a 
country like India, but the compo-
sition of jobs within that matters. 
Over a period of time, what should 
happen is that government jobs 
at the level of local bodies should 
expand. And if you expect the gov-
ernment to reinvent itself in that 
fashion, many Union and state level 
ministries and departments, PSUs 
and the jobs they offer today, will 
become irrelevant in future. 

Generational Mind-Shift
What is a PSU? A large number of 
PSUs are actually sick private sector 
entities that were nationalised in 
the 1960s and the 1970s. One tends 
to think that in government and 
PSUs, employment is linear; it is 
not. It has been bunching together 
of jobs. What that means is that we 
have a lot of people who are in the 
50-55 years age group and serving in 
government jobs today. 

Also, when we are talking about 
PSUs, we are talking about primar-
ily the urban sector. How many 
urban households do we have in 
India? About 80 million? And how 
many government jobs are we talk-
ing about? About 45 million? This 
means that a disproportionately 
large number of urban households 
actually earn their living from the 
government. And the employees 
are no longer young. They are used 
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to a world of job certainty. That is the 
reason why there is this resistance 
to change. Obviously, PSUs that are 
loss-making will have to be closed 
down. It is just a question of time. 
You cannot continuously bail them 
out with subsidies from the public 
exchequer, and why should you? We 
are in a world where there is greater 
uncertainty. You work for X today, for 
Y tomorrow. A large part of the inse-
curity that one witnesses is insecurity 
on the part of people who are not used 
to such uncertainties. Additionally, in 
this rapidly changing world, where 
technology is also changing, there will 
be need for newer and newer skills. 
So, one needs to constantly learn new 
skills. As in any reform process, there 
will be gainers and losers. The exist-
ing employees will probably lose, but 
posterity gains. 

All India Services
The All India Services, in the cur-
rent structure and system, may have 
served a historical purpose, but do 
not seem to be working in this rapidly 
changing world. One needs to devise 
a system where the All India Services 
are reformed in such a way that every-
one rises up to a certain age, say, 40 or 
45, and thereafter, if you are not suited 
for further rise, you exit.  

We also need to introduce better 
productivity and efficiency norms in-
stead of the current mechanical per-
formance appraisal systems. It will 
also help in deciding the emoluments. 
To understand how much you are worth, you need to have some 
idea of what your productivity is at an individual level. In the gov-
ernment system today, it is impossible to pin down responsibility 
and productivity at the individual level as it is valued collectively. 
The thought to make such changes has been there since the 5th Pay 
Commission. All Administrative Reforms Commission Reports 
talks about it, but the trouble is that nothing much has been done 
in terms of implementation. We are just talking about the Union 
government, though similar issues cut across every tier of the gov-
ernment. 

The general risk aversion, that almost every public servant has, is 
also a hindrance. Being averse to risk means lack of innovation; peo-
ple will not try to do new things. The historical reason for that was 
the Prevention of Corruption Act. Though this has changed a little 
bit, but risk aversion has automatically been built into the system. 

Need to Use Technology
The role of technology and digital interven-
tions should not be seen as a binary of yes or 
no. It is an incremental thing. Technology can 
be used to improve governance provided you 
have decided to improve governance. It is a fa-
cilitating tool, only if you choose to use it. 

Adoption of technology can also be dis-
ruptive, and I am not talking about just gov-
ernment, as it can lead to loss of some jobs in 
some sectors. At the same time, jobs would be 
created elsewhere. We must also remember 
that technology tends to be capital intensive 
and we are a labour abundant country. Any 
choice has to be determined on the basis of 
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the price of the capital and the price 
of labour. Capital will never be used 
in India the way it is used in a devel-
oped country. There will always be 
that difference. Sometimes it will be 
cheaper for us to use labour. 

Technology is already being used 
quite extensively, depending on 
what you mean by technology. Think 
of how mobile phones are being 
used, even for delivery of financial 
products. It is a different point to say 
that much more should happen. But 
technology is certainly a tool provid-
ed I want to use it. Take for example, 
the standard practice in government 
of everyone being in office by 9:30 am 
and be there till 5:30 or 6 pm. Earlier, 
one had to sign in; today, bio-metric 
cards are used. What difference does 
this make to productivity? Instead, 
technology should have been used 
to ensure that whether I am in office 
or not, I should be doing what I am 
supposed to do. For that to happen, 
we need a fundamental change in 
the way we look at governance. Until 
that happens, the use of technology 
will always be somewhat limited. 

One area where technology can 
be used much more, and we have 
seen the beginnings of it, is in col-
lection of data. In the government 
— and I am not talking just about 
macro data — much of the data is 
collected through old fashioned sys-
tems. We have to adopt better ways 
of collecting data and processing 
it; not just macro, but other things 
as well, such as health, education, 
etc. The trouble, of course, is that 
the moment the government uses 
data, it has to be equally good for all 
states and UTs and it has to be data 
that can be vetted and validated. Be-
cause the moment the government 
uses it, there is a certain stamp to 
it. That is, in fact, part of the prob-
lem with using data generated and 
produced by private entities. But 
the point remains that data is an 
area where there can be much use 
of technology in the coming days. 

   (As told to Business Today)
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he world has already entered an excit-
ing and unprecedented phase in technol-
ogy – with the pace of change and innovation 
continuing to accelerate. Predicting how 
the future will play out is difficult, but one 

can make some educated guesses. To get a sense of how technol-
ogy will change over the next decade, connecting the dots on how 
technology has evolved over the last decade could provide some 
cues. What is certain is that we are in a period of unprecedented 
convergence and inter-disciplinary cross-fertilisation of what we 
might think are disconnected fields.

India is predicted to be the second largest economy by 2050 and 
is expected to sustain the leadership position as the fastest grow-
ing economy in the world. Industry and services sectors are major 
growth sectors driving the economy. The demographic dividend is 
expected to transform India into the largest pool of global human 
capital. The strong policy push under the Skill India Mission and 
reforms in labour laws would gradually alter the untrained infor-
mal workforce into a trained formal workforce. A series of global 
megatrends such as rapid urbanisation, demographic shifts, 
changes in global economic power, political shifts and technology 
are influencing the way business is run.

India, too, is witnessing a fundamental transformation in how 
work is carried out. Two distinct advantages available are low 
labour cost and a rich talent pool, which augment the country’s 
global competitiveness as a knowledge-based economy. Educa-
tion and skill training are both strategic necessities that will de-
liver employment-enhancing capabilities, which will increase pro-
ductivity. India has been a front-runner in various avenues, and 
the government has established various measures to increase the 
employability of the youths. But the current skill ecosystem needs 
to be re-engineered to cater to the evolving growth story and de-
mands of Industry 4.0.

The Industry is focusing on new age technologies such as ar-

tificial intelligence, robotics, Internet of 
Things, and 3D printing. We as a society 
should have a clear view of what the future 
is and what our own actions will look like. In 
addition, we need to think about India’s piv-
otal role in pushing for educational reforms 
and bringing about a radical transformation 
in the mind-set of the youth through proac-
tive interventions, erasing any social stigma 
that may be attached to vocational training 
programmes.

Digital First
Digital technologies are defining business 
and are an active driver of competitive ad-
vantage, business models and even busi-
ness viability. We have seen disruptive new 
business models emerge, based purely on 
technology, owning no assets whatsoever 
and yet posing a serious challenge to long-
established incumbents. These fully vir-
tual entities have used digital technologies 
to set very high standards in terms of the 
customer experience using technology, and 
have fundamentally changed the equation 
between business and technology. Histori-
cally, technology was an enabler of busi-
ness and a source of efficiency. The next 
few decades will witness another similar 
technology revolution; this time, driven by 
advancements in the field of artificial intel-
ligence and machine learning. With a rapid 
increase in connected devices over the years 
— expected to reach one trillion by 2025 — 
technologies like IoT and Big Data analytics 
will be deployed to improve the quality and 
productivity of life, society and industries.

Due to proliferation of smartphones and 
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pervasive connectivity, provisioning 
public services through mobiles will 
empower citizens to access services 
through an ‘Anywhere Anytime Any-
how’ paradigm and tremendously in-
crease service outreach. Big Data cou-
pled with AI technologies will enable 
the government to derive deep and 
sharp insights from multiple sources 
of huge data and create specific inter-
ventions based on these insights.

New Skill Sets
Industries that are part of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution recognise the 
need to develop a holistic strategy. 
Organisations need to build a work-
force that understands the culture 
and dynamics of the company, the 
product as well as the industry. As 
the workforce embraces the change 
and focuses on acquiring relevant 
skills for the future, it will lead to an 
increase in both efficiency and pro-
ductivity. It is now clear that automa-
tion will result in a major disruption 
in the way work is getting done. Those 
workers who perform tasks that can-
not be automated will be highly val-
ued, and that means creativity, inno-
vation, imagination and design skills 
will figure high up on the employer’s 
recruitment agenda.

The global fulcrum of economic 
prosperity will undoubtedly shift to Asia. It is only in India that 
the working age population will grow; we will have more than 65 
per cent of population in the working age group by 2022. However, 
the growth story of India will have to be supported by sufficient 
innovation, increased use of technology, reforms in education and 
skill development sector and matching it with investments.

According to a recent Oxfam report titled ‘Reward Work, Not 
Wealth’, global inequality has reached “unacceptable levels”. In 
2017, around 73 per cent of India’s wealth belonged to 1 per cent of 
its 130 crore people. It increased from 58 per cent a year ago, indi-
cating that economic inequality has widened. Herein lies an op-
portunity for India to leverage its IT prowess to find solutions that 
democratise wealth flow, raise the living standards of the poorest 
of the poor and create a more equitable society.

One of the positive impacts on our workforce is the likely shift 
from an informal labour market to formal, structured organisa-
tions. This is going to fuel the need for acquiring formal skills 
and training. The pace of change is also pushing individual work-

ers towards continuous and 
lifelong learning. These trends 
have led to drastic revamping of 
the current skill development 
ecosystem to cater to the evolv-
ing growth story and demands 
of Industry 4.0. Advancements 
in the field of AI, robotics, 3D 
printing and IoT may promise 
future prosperity and create new 
jobs. This may also lead to chal-
lenges for a clear majority who 
would find their jobs becom-
ing redundant or changing so 
much that their skills become 
irrelevant. We agree that basic 
Science, Technology, Engineer-
ing and Mathematics (STEM) 
skills would become imperative 
for most jobs in various spheres. 
Along with STEM skills, ana-
lytical thinking and innovation, 
learning ability, leadership skills, 
critical thinking, creativity, rela-
tionship building and collabora-
tion, and cognitive abilities will 
be required for the future work-
force to thrive and sustain in the 
competitive market.

As data becomes the new fuel 
driving the economy, the ability 
to acquire, manage and analyse 
data would become a key skill 
in the future. Policymakers, 

regulators and industries must thus collec-
tively invest in the development of new agile 
learners by improving education and train-
ing systems, as well as updating the labour 
policies to match the realities of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution.

We need to design a new framework for 
the skills of the future taking into account 
the cognitive skills such as critical thinking, 
emotional intelligence and empathy, man-
agement and leadership, relationship build-
ing and collaboration, cognitive flexibility 
and creativity. These skills will be central 
across all industries and will be over and 
above the skills related to emerging tech-
nologies and different vocations. These new 
skill sets will not replace the existing skill 
demand; rather, they will be required in ad-

India’s working age population 
will grow, but this will have to 
be supported with sufficient 
innovation, increased use 
of technology, reforms 
in education and skill 
development with matching 
investments

 
It is important to gauge the 
impact of new technologies 
on the ‘labour intensive’ Indian 
economy
 
 
While technical skills will 
remain the indispensable 
foundation for a strong career, 
to ensure career progression 
and longevity, a supplement 
of generic life skills will also be 
needed

Big Data and AI will enable the 
government to derive deep and 
sharp insights from multiple 
sources of huge data and 
create specific interventions 
based on these insights

BEING READY FOR 
THE FUTURE

S K I L L S  A T  W O R K





54 Business Today  9 February 2020

dition to the existing ones, often augmenting the acquired voca-
tional skills.

Labour Solutions
While the new technologies are already revolutionising the Indian 
economy and the workplace, it is important to gauge their impact 
on the ‘labour intensive’ Indian economy. With rising unemploy-
ment having become not just a national but also a global concern, 
it becomes imperative to ensure timely corrective measures based 
on the skill requirements to face changes brought in by industry 
4.0. These measures are critical to equip the workforce, particu-
larly the youth, with the skills of the future. Further, skills tailored 
to the needs of industry-specific emerging technologies will be of 
utmost importance, since technology advancements are expected 
to have different effects on different industries.

Considering the fast-paced and evolving economy, as well as 
the changing nature of work due to technological breakthroughs, 
it is critical for India to capitalise on its demographic dividend 
where nearly 65 per cent of the population is in the age group of 15-
59 years, and equip them with employable skills, thus stimulating 
a sustainable development process. The above challenges are uni-
form across the length and breadth of the country, except in a few 
isolated pockets where best prac-
tices by industry and training 
providers have resulted in signifi-
cant strides in quality training. 
It is therefore important for the 
stakeholders to come together 
and resolve the challenges of the 
skill ecosystem to achieve the 
aim of the Skill India Mission — 
namely skilling with speed, scale 
and quality and making the work-
force ready for future technolo-
gies. However, as compared to 
60-90 per cent of the workforce 
in developed economies, only 
10.8 per cent of the total Indian 
workforce has undergone any kind of skill training (2.2 per cent 
with formal training and 8.6 per cent with informal training). 

With the advent of Industry 4.0, the tasks to be carried out 
are becoming more demanding, in both technological and organ-
isational terms. Interdisciplinary competencies are growing in 
importance. While technical skills will remain the indispensable 
foundation for a strong career, to ensure career progression and 
longevity, these technical capabilities will need to be supplement-
ed by generic life skills. This combination will enable an individual 
to work in different occupation settings and conditions and will go 
a long way in sustaining the employability of the Indian youth.

The current wave of MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) 
brought in by Coursera, Edx, Khan Academy, etc. has brought edu-
cation and skills into the homes of people. It delivers simplified 
training for the masses and can morph into personalised modules 

which can take cognizance of the under-
standing and learning capability of the stu-
dent and deliver modules accordingly. The 
trend has already begun. AI tutors by Carne-
gie will use this for personalised tutoring of 
students requiring remedial learning, there-
by reducing the cost of collegiate education. 
AI-based methods for automatic grading of 
students are gaining popularity. On similar 
lines, MOOCs can also be leveraged for vo-
cational education by adding a curated set of 
content, catalogued and organised to teach 
vocational skills on an open platform. This 
can help provide the required impetus to 
the Skill India Mission, thereby helping the 
country realise the true potential of its de-
mographic dividend at a rapid pace.

Technology is driving us at a never be-
fore velocity.  The pace of change is indeed 
astonishing and not entirely foreseen even 
by industry stakeholders. The technological 
revolution, like all other revolutions before, 

reflects man’s indomitable quest 
to explore what lies beyond, to 
invent new things, to search for 
new knowledge. Our lives and 
the lives of our future genera-
tions rest on our collective wis-
dom to use these technologies 
wisely, for development of all 
rather than for a few, for peace 
rather than destruction, for 
preservation of the planet rather 
than extinction. The skills for 
the future will need to impart 
training in critical thinking, re-
lationship building and collabo-
ration, enhancing emotional 

intelligence and empathy, management and 
leadership, and cognitive flexibility and cre-
ativity, over and above the vocational skills 
needed to perform a job. Skill augmentation 
would thus be relevant across industries. 
Further, it is worthwhile to focus on STEM 
education as well, to help students make the 
leap from users of technology to innovators. 

While the generic/soft skills will enable 
the existing workforce and new entrants to 
brave the onslaught of technology disrup-
tions, STEM education at the school level 
will drive innovation and spur creativity, 
which will go a long way in building a strong 
foundation for the future workforce.  
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ith continuous change at its core, 
the IT industry itself has morphed 
into a digital transformation indus-
try, which is nothing short of a tec-
tonic shift in the very DNA of the 

ecosystem. Unlike the industrial revolution, which created fixed 
structures in an organisation, the structures in the IT industry – or 
what is now the evolving digital industry – are dynamic amidst a con-
stantly changing market landscape. 

The traditional organisation structures in the IT industry have 
been bottom-heavy, and lean at the top. But with digitisation, the 
people pyramid within the IT sector is undergoing a transition. The 
change in an organisational structure or an individual’s career is 
commensurate to the value they can add to any business or task, but 
most importantly the outcome and connected experience it delivers 
to the users. The ability of the organisation to spot these ‘power per-
formance mines’ enables it to transform such resources into valu-
able business assets.

With increased pressure on companies to improve margins, the 
people pyramid in the IT industry is witnessing a huge churn, and I 
must say that the overhaul, which does have its set of challenges, is 
an opportunity to reshape, reinvent and disrupt for a digital, sustain-
able future. 

The Human Face
The future is ‘more human’ than we think. As technologies like Ar-
tificial Intelligence (AI), machine learning and automation become 
mainstream, we are witnessing the rise of bots that are transforming 
future workplaces and taking over mundane tasks from humans. The 
division of labour between humans, machine and AI is shifting quick-

ly and according to the Future of Jobs report by 
World Economic Forum (WEF), by 2025, it is 
expected to shift to 48 per cent human, and 
52 per cent machine or algorithm. Yet, the 
experiences of tomorrow will be powered by 
a blend of robotic efficiency and human em-
pathy. Yes, machines are indeed coming and 
companies that succeed in the future will be 
the ones that treat them as an ally and not an 
enemy.

Amidst this interesting co-existence be-
tween humans and cobots, the IT industry has 
witnessed a spike in demand for people with 
niche skillsets – soft skills, creativity, imagi-
nation and analytical capabilities. There has 
been a shift from STEM (Science, Technol-
ogy, Engineering and Math) to STEAM skills 
(Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and 
Math), to Liberal Arts and to lateral or design 
human thinking for problem solving. A new 
wave of ‘superjobs’ have in fact emerged that 
require high cognitive intelligence and prob-
lem-solving skills. 

This underscores the point that there 
will be new opportunities. The question is 
whether our ecosystem is ready to adapt to 
the changing demand environment. This is 
where all stakeholders – industry, academia 
and policymakers – have a critical role to play 
in collaboration and building a sustainable, 
inclusive workforce. 

A ‘Future-ready’ Workforce
To succeed in a globalised world and create a 
niche in a highly competitive landscape, busi-
nesses require speed, scale, innovation, and 
talent. This has resulted in a strong and col-
lective focus in the industry to revamp people 
strategies to support future business growth 
objectives. This perhaps explains the intense 
race for qualitative talent acquisition. 

According to Nasscom, by 2022, about 54 
per cent of employees will need significant 
re-skilling and upskilling, which is why more 
and more organisations are willing to nurture 
in-house talent and make them ready for fu-
ture roles. While organisations are looking at 
traditional ways of hiring fresh talent from 
universities, niche training programmes and 
recruitment consultants, they are also taking 
initiatives to bridge the talent gap. By offering 
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a mix of onsite, online, on-the-job, and on-campus learning opportu-
nities, organisations are investing in personalised models of learning 
that focus on integrating learning with work.

Rise of the Gig Economy 
An interesting trait among people working in a gig economy is that 
they are very ‘purpose-driven’ and are seeking meaningful work op-
portunities that allow them to best leverage their skills.  

Organisations are also willing to experiment with flexi hiring 
models to meet various short-term requirements without actually 
increasing the headcount. According to the Indian Staffing Federa-
tion (ISF), the IT sector reported nearly 
500,000 flexi staff at the end of Decem-
ber 2018. That is expected to increase 44 
per cent by 2021, driven by increasing 
demand for digital technology skills, a 
waning bench, and cost-efficiency man-
date. With traditional skills becoming 
obsolete in the digital age, flexi-hiring is 
a great tool for companies to hire people 
with niche skills.

The workforce in a gig economy 
is also open to exploring ‘work-from-
home’ opportunities while seeking new 
jobs as per their calibre, thus pushing the 
case for ‘remote working’ and ‘seamless 
offices’, riding the power of technolo-
gies like 5G and the networks of the fu-
ture. Recent technology innovations are 
further facilitating seamless informa-
tion exchange between workers based out of remote locations.

While the gig economy seems like an organic phenomenon, it will 
need the attention of policy makers to ensure an enabling framework 
and labour laws that allow it to thrive. Also, companies will have to 
re-evaluate their current practices to accommodate gig workers. For 
example, non-compete and non-solicit agreements will have to be 
reassessed for applicability. 

Diversity and Inclusion
Low attrition levels, better productivity and high motivation among 
candidates from different cultural backgrounds and abilities, has en-
abled new-age companies to hire candidates of diverse backgrounds. 
They are also adept at handling difficult situations and make for 
wonderful resourced assets. It will be interesting to mention here 
how one of our young autistic intern at Tech Mahindra’s research 
and development arm,  Makers’ Lab, was able to create a game in four 
weeks when most gaming professionals took months to create it. 

It is in the interest of business growth to be diverse and inclusive, 
and technology enables us to be more culturally aware and connected 
to tap into the diverse talent reservoirs across the breadth and depth 
of humanity. Future businesses will have people from different gen-
erations, backgrounds, cultures, and styles working alongside each 

other. Developing a strong understanding 
of the behaviours of this multi-generational 
workforce will be essential to build an effi-
cient and inclusive workplace. 

There is a desirable shift in focus from a 
Waterfall model to a DevOps model; simply 
put, creating a single view and tapping into 
the collective energy of all stakeholders, while 
doing away with the linear sequential model 
of accomplishing tasks. 

A pyramid denotes age, experience-led hi-
erarchy, timed progression and thus a degree 
of inertia and an age-led journey to the top. 
We need to challenge that to ensure that ‘com-
mand and control based structures’ are re-
placed with ‘collaboration based structures’. 
People’s pyramid is dynamic. The sooner an 
organisation accepts this and works to chan-
nelise its power, the better it will be. It will not 
only survive but also grow faster. The industry 
needs to spot talent that can deal with the cur-

rent challenges and demonstrate the ability to 
spot opportunities with new models to serve 
them. The idea is not to make anyone in the 
pyramid redundant, but to energise all ele-
ments to achieve better and sustainable busi-
ness outcomes. 

Eventually, the process will accelerate 
with the growing competition that is fight-
ing in an economy, offering thin margins, but 
huge volumes of business. The success will 
depend on the ability of the IT industry to col-
laborate with stakeholders to improve life on 
earth and space. 

The world economy is at an interesting 
crossroad. The IT industry just cannot afford 
to sit on the models and disruptions it once 
created. Regardless of the disruption that a 
change in people pyramid brings in, it is a fact 
that this change will eventually determine the 
‘sustainable profit’ a company can generate in 
challenging economic scenarios, while shap-
ing the new digital world order.  

T A L E N T  A T  W O R K
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here is no debate that technology has pro-
foundly changed what we do, what we need to 
do to survive, and the very nature of the work 
we will do. Surprisingly, the nature of the way 
we work has not changed as much as it could 

and as much as it should.
 Is the eight-hour working day outdated? It certainly is. And it 

should be. The reason it began was because of the command and 
control structures with which we worked. It was driven by the need 
for supervision, time checks, payment by the hour, and the need for 
work to be done at specific locations with specific purposes. It was 
factories, assembly lines, offices, and centres of operations. There 
are millions of people still employed in major companies, banks 
and government offices, where the perceived need is for people to 
show up and be seen.

And yet, we are all connected and online most of the time, which 
mocks the very notion of the eight-hour workday. I know that if I 
send out a mail on a weekend to my work colleagues, it is likely to 
get an immediate response even if we emphasise that’s not neces-
sary. In addition, the nature of work has changed dramatically. As 
I was building Genpact, it became clear in the initial days that so 
much of what we did was correcting errors, or just resolving issues 
that computers could not, automatically. Most of that has already 
been eliminated and new work has migrated to higher levels quick-
ly requiring a different type of work and capability. The way our 

ILLUSTRATION BY SIDDHANT JUMDE

Millennials are used to a sense of freedom, flexibility and control 
over their lives. By simply voting with their feet they will drive this 
behaviour. And office architecture is rapidly changing, to provide 
greater collaboration, openness, less hierarchy, driven by this 
need for informality and ideation

THE EIGHT-HOUR 
WORKDAY IS DEAD

S C H E D U L E  A T  W O R K

By Pramod Bhasin

Founder, Genpact and 
Chairman, Clix Capital

T
There is a 
profound 

desire not to 
be bound by 

hours and 
timings and 

desks and 
chairs



639 February 2020 Business Today



64 Business Today  9 February 2020

offices function has also changed. At Clix Capital, we have carried 
out an exercise with great success. There are no time clocks, reg-
isters or security guards, or even a reception desk at the entrance. 
You just don’t need one. It’s the same philosophy of not having 
manuals for every gizmo that’s sold. You don’t need it and people 
will figure it out. Visitors walk into our office, meet any employee 
and get directed to whoever they 
want to see. Genpact has thousands 
of employees working from home, 
every day. These are different ways 
of working that are far more effec-
tive than working as clockwork ma-
chines. And as companies experi-
ment with new techniques and ways 
of working, we will become increas-
ingly flexible and trusting in our ap-
proaches.

Technology and the current gen-
eration of employees have changed 

the old fashioned ways of working. 
In an increasingly sophisticated 
world, our expectations for the peo-
ple we work with, have also changed 
dramatically. There was a perceived 
security that came from working 
with big companies in highly struc-
tured environments. That false 
sense of security has given way to the recognition and ability to take 
greater risks and be masters and mistresses of our own destinies. 
It is a sense of freedom and independence that is invigorating and 
addictive. And there is a profound desire not be bound by hours and 
timings and desks and chairs.

 There is a giant myth being propagated, that artificial intel-
ligence or AI and new technologies will take away jobs. There will 
be some disruption for sure. But all through history, new technolo-
gies have created more jobs in virtually every area. Think about the 

computer, which was meant to destroy mil-
lions of jobs and instead created new indus-
tries and made all of us more productive. So 
will the current technology. For every robot 
that is created, we will need technicians, re-
pairmen and spare parts to keep them alive. 

One of the best quotes I have heard 
about AI and machine learning is: 
“AI will bring humanity back into 
jobs.” AI will really help replace the 
most mundane, dull, repetitive jobs 
there are on our planet. 

I briefly did the audit of Kolkata 
Tramways Corporation, checking 
ticket stubs against registers for ac-
curacy. Is there a more mind numb-
ing, repetitive task, for training or 
otherwise? Why should anyone ever 
have to do these tasks? They will 
be eliminated forever. And for ev-
ery one of these tasks, there will be 
new jobs and products and services 
created that will take over. Let’s re-
member, Uber created millions of 
new jobs; it didn’t destroy them al-
though it was disruptive. 

This vast technological change 
means the future of human work 
has changed. Our work can now 
be dominated by imagination, cre-
ativity, emotional intelligence, and 
curiosity. The attributes we need 
will be defined as wisdom, fairness,  
and higher levels of EQ, instead of 
the past attributes of processes and 
disciplines.

 Therefore, the next question 
is, where are these attributes best 
exercised and deployed? Is it desk 
bound, sitting in an office, staring at 
your computer and wondering when 
you get to go home? Why shouldn’t 
people work at their own optimum 

times of effectiveness? Think about the im-
plications of this. That we all work at those 
times when we have maximum flexibility. 
And at locations that are the most condu-
cive. For some that will mean the middle of 
the night at a quiet desk at home, for others it 
could mean watching a sunset or after having 
spent quality time with the children instead 
of rushing around madly each morning. And 
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everyone can work for as long as they like during different times of 
the week or the year. 

Rewards for employers who provide the greatest flexibility will 
be enormous. It can also bring into the working arena so many peo-
ple who could otherwise not do the daily commute or the working 
hour schedule of our companies, with an accompanying impact on 
the so-called “rush hour”, pressure on transportation, energy, ser-
vices, and buildings. 

New Set of Rules
There is also an increasing trend of contingent and offline work. 
This generation is destroying the 
notion of having to work with a 
fixed employer, to earn a living. 
Being self-employed again drives 
the same agendas of indepen-
dence and freedom and libera-
tion. The best brains and talent 
will reside all over the world. 
There are networks of experts 
and communities that do not re-
side in our own offices, and never 
will. They may live and work in 
their own homes or offices or 
thousands of miles away in other 
countries. The true globalisa-
tion of the workforce will hap-
pen once we learn how to lever-
age these talents anywhere and 
on-demand. And they will define 
their own ways and hours and 
places of working; not what em-
ployers choose to define.

 It has always been foolish for 
us as employers to ask our people 
to be as imaginative and creative 
as possible while putting them 
in rows of chairs and desks that 
are made for robots. Our environment has a huge impact on how 
we think and how creative we can be. That defies the very notion 
of an eight-hour day, with fixed timings in a fixed location. And to-
day’s millennials will demand this. They are used to this sense of 
freedom and flexibility and control over their own lives. By simply 
voting with their feet they will drive this behaviour. We can see  
office architecture changing rapidly as well, to provide greater col-
laboration, openness, and less hierarchy, driven by this need for in-
formality and ideation. 

I know that my best and most creative ideas always come when 
I am sitting in a bar or a bedroom or a living room, often with a 
drink in my hand, letting my thoughts assimilate and expand sub-
consciously. And I also know, as do most of us that this is unlikely 

to happen in offices or board rooms when 
you’re being badgered by everyone. Most 
great works of art or books or architecture or 
engineering were not conceived sitting in an 
office for a set number of hours. That would 
be an oxymoron. 

Working outside of a set structure has 
other impacts, too. There is a strong social 
network benefit of people being together in 
an office. A significant number of marriages 
happen between fellow employees given the 

workplace is where you spend 
so many hours each day. Apart 
from these, there is a strong need 
to build a collective culture and 
presence. Over time, we will have 
to solve the issue of lack of these 
bonds and take steps to cure the 
sense of isolation that remote 
workers face. Building trust and 
partnerships is harder to do when 
people are in separate zones. But 
these are solvable issues.

The eight-hour workday is 
dead. Or it should be. And busi-
nesses that are ready to take the 
plunge and abolish this stag-
geringly extinct notion, will see 
benefits in terms of happier em-
ployees and higher productiv-
ity. We work to live, and not the 
other way around. At some point 
in time in the future, we will  
make movies about the draco-
nian offices where people had to 
clock in and sit in rows of desks 
and chairs for set time periods 
almost as punishment, just as we 

currently laugh at and make fun of those ro-
botic assembly lines of manufacturing from 
earlier centuries.

 Most of all we need to banish this con-
cept for ourselves and regain our sense of in-
dependence and flexibility to live life on our 
terms and not as defined by employers. And 
yet deliver far more productively and cre-
ativity as a result. We will be amazed by what 
this can achieve. And perhaps, many years 
later, the office building can also be relegated 
to the rubbish heap of archaeological history, 
as a completely unnecessary structure.  
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Skilling programmes need to be rapid, flexible and highly personalised. 
Organisations need to instill a culture of continuous learning
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e are in the post-digital age,
where technologies like artificial 
intelligence (AI) and extended 
reality are catalysing change, cre-

ating extraordinary new capabilities. And yet, even as these tech-
nologies grow in relevance, people remain the most important 
source of competitive advantage, and at the core of any transforma-
tion strategy.

For India and for its businesses, workforce transformation is 
the script for success in the digital economy, with skill building be-
ing the foundation. Bringing about a skills transformation at a na-
tional scale, however, requires cohesive multi-stakeholder effort, 
and businesses have a huge role to play in this. At the front lines of 
economic activity, they are in the hot seat – not only because they 
are better placed to create immediate impact, but also because they 
have a lot at stake.

Skill building is crucial for unleashing the trillion-dollar eco-
nomic opportunity presented by intelligent technologies like AI. 
Our research also shows that a mismatch between the rate of skill 
building and technological progress could set the economy back by 
nearly $2 trillion by 2028. But that’s only one of the problems. In a 
labour dependent economy like India, unemployment and intensi-
fied income inequality are real threats that could have far reaching 
consequences for everyone involved.

Organisations recognise the importance of building the future 
workforce, but the catch is that skills transformation is as com-
plex as it is critical. It requires a rethink of existing principles and 
a recast of processes at various levels, constant calibration to align 
with evolving needs, and speed and agility which are critical for 
navigating the digital economy. Organisations need a systematic 
approach for reskilling, because that’s the only way to achieve both 
relevance and scale.

W

BEST FOOT FORWARD

Work forces are becoming “Human+” 
with individuals empowered by their skill 
sets and knowledge plus a new, constantly 
growing set of capabilities made possible 
through technology. To get onto the right 
path, organisations need to set the skilling 
agenda by reimagining the very nature of 
work and how it’s done, recognising that the 
most significant impact of intelligent tech-
nologies on the future of work is their effect 
on role definitions and distribution. 

As my colleagues Paul Daugherty and H. 
James Wilson assert in their book, Human + 
Machine: Reimagining Work in the Age of AI, the 
greatest benefit of AI is the augmentation of 
human capabilities, freeing up time for peo-
ple to do higher-value work. For example, 
people in operational roles can graduate to 
insight driven roles, those in mono-skilled 
roles can move to multi-skilled ones, and 
those in technical roles can engage in more 
creative work. Entirely new jobs are also cre-
ated, especially in an area we call the ‘miss-
ing middle,’ a category where machines and 
humans work as partners, allowing humans 
to do their job in superhuman ways.

With responsibilities appropriately di-
vided between humans and machines, both 
parties require training for the tasks they 
are meant to do – humans need to learn to 
work with intelligent machines and to hone 
the human skills that will be most important, 

A mismatch between the 
rate of skill building and 
technological progress could 
set the Indian economy back 
by nearly $2 trillion by 2028

The greatest benefit of AI is 
the augmentation of human 
capabilities, freeing up time for 
people to do higher-value work

Businesses need to pay 
attention to addressing 
skills gap at source. In 
2016, 2.6 million students 
graduated with degrees 
in STEM disciplines. Yet, 
research shows that 
practical proficiency 
levels limit employability 
of graduates

T R A I N I N G  A T  W O R K





74 Business Today 9 February 2020

and intelligent machines need to learn to do their jobs responsibly. 
Delivering the learning itself is probably the toughest part. The 

days when university credentials determined career prospects for 
life, are long gone. In these times of unparalleled disruption and 
high-velocity change, continuous learning or “learn, work, repeat”, 
is the only path forward. Any “new skilling” programmes, there-
fore, need to be rapid, flexible and highly personalised. 

Organisations need to identify and prioritise new skills require-
ments on an ongoing basis and build these through customised 
training that matches each employee’s skill and motivation levels. 
Advanced digital technologies 
need to be harnessed to identify 
needs, engage people, and deliver 
skilling at scale. Businesses also 
need to instil a culture of con-
tinuous learning, where the intel-
lectual curiosity of people leads 
their personal development, and 
where organisations constantly 
push the limits of learning. For 
example, businesses need to stay 
on a constant lookout for new 
ideas in skill building – such as 
developments in neuroscience.

Switching Gears
We realised early on that our de-
sire to become the leading pro-
vider of end-to-end digital-relat-
ed services, had to be anchored in 
a massive talent transformation, 
led by “new skilling.” We are driv-
ing specialisation at scale to en-
sure our people remain relevant 
and at the forefront of technology 
and industry.

As we developed our learning 
framework, we adopted a learn-
ing journey-based approach, 
mapping every stage of the individual learning journeys to identify 
potential roadblocks or barriers to learning, and identifying how 
intelligent technologies could overcome those challenges. 

We also developed a “new skilling” framework which guides our 
ambition based on a progression of skills and put in place a learn-
ing approach, which replaced a “one size fits all” curriculum with 
a highly customised micro learning approach. We used advanced 
technologies to democratise learning, enabling real-time, on-de-
mand content, and used the latest neuroscience research to enable 
deep learning at massive scale. 

Over the last three years, our people across the globe have com-
pleted over 70 million self-directed learning activities – and adopt-
ing digital technologies has also helped us achieve more with less 

– increasing the time spent by people on 
training by 40 per cent, while lowering train-
ing costs per hour by 25 per cent.

Reskilling talent is a crucial step to 
achieving transformation-led growth, but it 
only works if supported with the mindset, 
acumen, speed and flexibility required to 
seize transformational opportunities. It begs 
a redesign of organisational processes, and a 
leadership that champions the new culture.

Businesses need to pay 
equal attention to addressing 
the skills gap at the source. 
On paper, India has a solid 
pipeline of high skilled work-
ers – in 2016, 2.6 million stu-
dents graduated with degrees 
in STEM disciplines. Yet, re-
search shows that practical 
proficiency levels limit em-
ployability of graduates, and 
many students join the work-
force with skills that quickly 
become irrelevant.

Companies must step up 
their engagement with the 
education system and govern-
ment agencies to drive chang-
es in the academic agenda at 
source, and not just in engi-
neering programmes. 

Industry-wide collabora-
tion is also needed – busi-
nesses must work together to 
define common skill require-
ments and work with the edu-
cation ecosystem to evolve the 
curriculum, supporting the 
execution too as much as they 

can. Directing corporate citizenship efforts 
in this area is a step that can help.

To take the digital transformation jour-
ney to the next level, it is imperative for 
businesses to apply new technologies, invest 
in the talent and organisation to build post-
digital skillsets, and strengthen trust-based 
relationships. To be clear – workforce skill-
ing is a necessity driven by business success 
and it is fundamental to any growth strategy. 
In a highly disrupted environment, it is also a 
company’s responsibility to its people and to 
the community at large.

Organisations 
recognise the 

importance of 
building the future 

workforce, but skills 
transformation 

requires rethinking 
existing principles
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Companies’ outlook will expand to ensuring that business stays 
committed to community, consumer and the planet

PURPOSE BEYOND 
PROFIT
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he modern workplace is undergo-
ing fundamental changes. These are 
not just structural changes, where 
walls are demolished, but spaces that 
encourage collaboration, engage-

ment, and most importantly, a space where dignity, respect 
and equal opportunity prevails anchored on the pillars of 
purpose and values. A company that is able to stay on the 
path of its purpose will be able to retain talent and remain 
the most resilient.

By 2020, millennials will comprise 50 per cent of the 
workforce. According to the Pew Research Centre, anyone 
born between 1981 and 1996 is a millennial. They bring with 
them a generational personality, shaped by social, eco-
nomic and political factors of the time that prevails. For 
this generation, valuing trust and transparency and priori-
tising societal impact are important, preceding anything 
else. Emboldened by the socio-economic climate, millen-
nials will speak up for ‘values’ and would like to remain in-
vested in greater good.

Purpose at the Core
For any company or organisation, purpose will no longer 
be an option; instead, it will be built into every aspect of 
the business. Purpose is not an add-on or an occasional 
adoption of the cause du jour to make headlines and win 
awards. It speaks of a higher cause of trust and responsibil-
ity. I strongly believe that it goes far beyond the role that 
we play as managers and executives. People are looking for 
companies they can believe in, a company that has a social 
impact, which can change lives. The future will demand 
increased commitment from companies, making sure that 
business stays committed to the community, consumer 
and the planet.

Companies have to be rooted in values, while keenly 
adapting to changes around us. Every company has a role 

T

For millennial employees, 
valuing trust and 
transparency and 

prioritising societal impact 
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to play in helping not only em-
ployees, but also their families in 
meeting their aspirations of living 
a better life. When private sector 
investment is done right, it can 
find solutions to societal challeng-
es. Business can and should always 
be a force for good.

When these values are impart-
ed thoughtfully, they transcend 
into the society and touch the lives 
of thousands. We employ close 
to 7,500 people directly and over 
half a million indirectly, including 
employees who have been part of 
the organisation for two or three 
decades. We have generations of 
families, suppliers and trade part-
ners who have been associated 
with us. That is a clear demonstra-
tion of value of relationships. 

 
Diversity and Inclusion
Diversity, inclusion and commit-
ment to equal opportunity will be 
an important pillar for companies. 
A diversified team with contrar-
ian views managed by a leader 
who encourages diversification in 
thought and actions that can ar-
rive together at a unified decision 
for implementing a project, has a 
massive positive influence on the 
success of companies.

India is a diverse country 
where every 100 kilometres, peo-
ple experience a different ‘India’ and diverse behaviour. People 
from different cultural backgrounds bring unique experiences and 
perceptions that can strengthen people’s productivity and the or-
ganisation’s responsiveness to dynamic circumstances.

Companies must be keen to embrace diversity as a culture. 
Workplaces should have an inclusive environment, leveraging the 
diverse skills, cultures, ways of thinking, knowledge and experi-
ence of their people to fuel innovation.

It is important for companies to realise that half of mankind 
can bring a lot of value and growth to organisations and the coun-
try. Therefore, companies must focus on eradicating biases at the 
workplace. In order to support women employees, the manage-
ment should specifically take care of infrastructure that protects 
women from workplace harassment and comply with workspace 
hygiene standards as well. Every company must commit to em-

powering women by encouraging 
education and inculcating en-
trepreneurial skills. There is also 
a need for women to move into 
manufacturing and sales related 
job profiles and the mandatory 
infrastructure must be in place to 
support them.

We recognise and celebrate 
the role of women as a significant 
force not only in our talent pool, 
but also in the supply chain and in 
the community. We strongly be-
lieve that women empowerment 
enables competitiveness, growth 
and above all, a better society for 
all of us. Our capacity building pro-
grammes on good dairy practices, 
milk hygiene and milk quality has 
enhanced the skills of dairy farm-
ers and led to a more sustainable 
supply of fresh milk.

 
Stability Amidst Change
The ability and readiness to adapt 
to change is the key to stability. 
This is because change will be con-
stant. Every change brings ambi-
guity and I feel that is what mo-
tivates and excites employees to 
work. Companies look out for peo-
ple who can perform to the best of 
their abilities in such an environ-
ment.  For this, they must be open 
to change. The company anchors 
them to bring in higher organisa-

tional stability by connecting them and mak-
ing them believe and live by the company’s 
purpose. This is what binds employees to-
gether in a rather dynamic environment. 

Therefore, companies will focus on in-
cluding employees who are constantly on 
the lookout for newer challenges as they are 
consistently bringing in changes to the way 
of working and patterns of behaviour to keep 
themselves ahead of the curve. The need will 
also be for people who are looking for wide 
experience, as companies provide dynamic 
experiences across different set-ups like 
manufacturing, sales branches and working 
at the corporate office among others.  

People are looking for compa-
nies they can believe in, a com-
pany that has a social impact, 
which can change lives

 
Purpose will no longer be an 
option; instead it will have to 
be built into every aspect of 
the business
 
 
When private sector invest-
ment is done right, it can find 
solutions to societal challeng-
es. Business can and should 
always be a force for good

Companies will continue to 
look out for people who can 
perform in a constantly chang-
ing environment. But for this 
to happen, companies too will 
have to be open to change
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hen I started working in the early 
1980s, offices clattered with type-
writers and papers were physically 
moved from one table to another. 
It was the pre-digital era. Desktops 

with floppy drives were just arriving. In fact, millennials would find 
offices that their parents worked in a weird place, where bosses dic-
tated letters to secretaries and a copy meant a “carbon copy”!

Why is technology making such a big impact? Because it works 
as a multiplier. Efficiency, productivity, growth, profit – they all 
grow many times over on the back of technology. In the 1980s and 
90s, salespersons booked orders in a notebook and reporting en-
tailed manual collation of data. Today, in Diageo India, salesforce 
automation prompts what and how much to sell right down to the 
store level. Digital analysis of photographs determines brand pres-
ence, including share of shelf. With this, time is spent analysing 
data for insights and actions rather than just putting it together. 
And technology is only getting better. Recently, Sundar Pichai, 
CEO, Google, demonstrated the future role of automation at work 
beautifully – an AI assistant bot made an appointment with a hair 
salon over the phone. The salon did not even realise that a bot
 was making the call! 

Smart tech is also changing the face of manufacturing. While the 
third industrial revolution was about mass production, the fourth – 
referred to as Industry 4.0 (that we are in the midst of ) – is focused 
on mass customisation and efficiency. Industry 4.0 is seeing further 
and faster integration of automation into everyday work through 
IoT (Internet of Things), AI (Artificial Intelligence) and machine 
learning. What’s more, many experts say we are already staring at 
Industry 5.0, with mass personalisation or customisation, driven 
by close collaboration between human intelligence and cognitive 
computing. Fashion and apparel are examples of sectors that will 
see a sea change with Industry 5.0. Everything that a customer 

wears will be to his or her exact specification 
– even before production commences.

Anticipate Tomorrow’s Skill Sets
Let’s face it: roles are evolving, business pro-
cesses and designs are changing and hence 
“how we operate” must evolve. Clearly, 
smart technology is changing businesses and 
the way we work, and this pace of change is 
rapidly accelerating. But how many of us 
are keeping pace with the new skills that will 
be required?

Not many, as a recent Deloitte report re-
veals. “Despite the opportunity presented 
by intelligent automation to increase pro-
ductivity, 44 per cent organisations have not 
yet calculated how their workforce’s roles 
and tasks, and the way tasks are performed, 
will change. Also, 38 per cent organisations 
are not yet retraining employees whose 
roles have changed.” Their 2019 Global Hu-
man Capital Trends report goes on to state 
that every job will change. Jobs will be more 
digital, multidisciplinary and data/informa-
tion-driven.

To address this, companies will have to 
adopt a dual approach. One, to manage the 
transition for those employees whose jobs 
will change, or for those who will step into 
new roles, some of which did not even ex-
ist before. The second, to actively look for, 
adopt and customise technologies that help 
business. This means sharply focusing on 
“Learning” as a strategic tool to build the 
right skills required for tomorrow, today. 

Learning an Investment, 
Not Expense
Successful companies will be those who an-
ticipate tech-led trends and are able to skil-
fully weave it into training and reskilling 
within. Managements will have to (re)train 
and invest in new skill development. Com-
panies that don’t help employees re-learn, 
run the risk of losing out to the ones who do. 

Routine and repetitive jobs will be auto-
mated. New jobs will be created for which 
people do not have the skills. Companies will 
have to hire new talent at higher cost, or help 
existing staff build proficiency in new skills.

Learning is today receiving more atten-
tion in boardrooms than ever before. Why is 

ILLUSTRATION BY TANMOY CHAKRABORTY

In an era of lifelong training and re-skilling 
to keep abreast of opportunities and 
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that? Because new skills are not developed overnight, nor are they 
easy to find. In my discussions with other CEOs, many are con-
cerned about the rising skill-gap and for several this is the one thing 
that keeps them up at night – the lack of expertise required to ef-
fectively harness smart tech-led changes.

Companies will need a fighting-fit army deployable for jobs of 
the future. Timely investment in learning and development will en-
sure that this becomes a reality.

 
Byte-sized Learning
Learning is no longer seen as a periodic intervention where one at-
tends a classroom session over a few days. Today’s employees want 
learning to be relevant, collaborative, integrated within work, and 
a click away. Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari reflects on this. 
“The last thing a teacher needs to give her pupils is more informa-
tion. They already have far too much of it. Instead, people need the 
ability to make sense of information, to tell the difference between 
what is important and what is unimportant, and above all, to com-
bine many bits of information into a broad picture of the world.” 

Interestingly, according to a 2019 Harvard Business Review sur-
vey, 70 per cent of employees report that they don’t have the mas-
tery of skills needed to do their jobs. 

The answer is Byte-sized learning. These are information nug-
gets divided into many bite-sized chunks. Essentially, these are 
on-demand, snackable learning pro-
grammes powered by AI that offer 
ongoing and customised modules in 
as little as 5-10 minutes. Training is 
delivered through simple tutorials 
with multiple device and language 
access. These modules are tailored 
to employees’ needs and preference. 
Interactive dashboards and real-time 
reports help measure the impact. 

Consider how Google’s Bolo, a 
learning app, is teaching children 
how to read English, in short crisp 
modules. Unilever has launched an 
“online talent marketplace” that 
helps employees acquire skills for the future. Employees build a 
profile of their current skills and the programme matches oppor-
tunities in the company that require specific additional skills. My 
Learning Hub, Diageo’s AI-powered platform, offers Byte sized 
learning across internal and external knowledge sources, coupled 
with cross-geographical employee collaboration. In this way, con-
tent is easily retained and used in daily work with enhanced engage-
ment and continuous learning, enabling employees to keep pace 
with evolving business needs.

Another key aspect of Byte learning incorporates Virtual Reality 
(VR)-augmented training, especially for activities that entail some 
form of physical risk. Airline pilots undergo haptically (touch-
based) enabled VR-based simulator training and certification that 
keep us all safe. Imagine if they had to do this in real planes. Mixed 
Reality (MR) immersive systems – a collaboration of the real and 
virtual world – is expected to move e-learning to s-learning (simu-

lation-based learning), which will be interac-
tive and experiential.

Truly, Byte tech is getting integrated more 
than ever and will transform learning in ways 
we probably cannot even begin to imagine.

 
Education to Employability
The workplace of tomorrow will require a 
talent pool with new-age skill sets. Quality 
education that ensures a continuous flow of 
“employable” talent; one that is future-ready 
for the new skills that industry will demand. 
It is especially critical in a country like India 
which aims to become a $5-trillion economy 
with a young population who require jobs. 

According to the World Economic Fo-
rum, 65 per cent of children entering primary 
schools today will end up in jobs that do not 
exist yet. Imparting “future-ready” skills to 
India’s youth should hence be a top priority 
for policymakers and corporates alike.

A radical overhaul of India’s educational 
system is needed, where we move from the-
ory- based “rote” learning to one that incor-

porates Byte learning. Industry 
can partner by collaborating with 
academia around curriculum (re)
design like IIT Madras’ Research 
Park that facilitates institute and 
corporate partnerships. 

Integrating Byte learning into 
the curriculum helps build syn-
ergies that offer practical real-
world knowledge to students, 
thereby making them employable 
in the workplace of tomorrow.

We have entered an era that 
necessitates lifelong training 
and re-skilling in order to keep 

abreast of opportunities and threats, cata-
lysed by technology. For businesses as well as 
employees, the only way to survive and flour-
ish in this new world is to enable continuous 
‘Byte’ learning. 

While the march of technology is driving 
these changes, it is important that humans 
continue to do what they do best – connect 
at a personal and emotional level. That re-
quires physical contact which will not hap-
pen with successive generations spend-
ing more and more of their time in front of 
screens. As Ginni Rometty, CEO, IBM said: 
“Ultimately, our challenge as a society is not 
about AI replacing jobs – it is about people 
and skills.” 

65 per cent 
of children 

entering 
primary schools 

today will end 
up in jobs that 

do not exist yet
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raditionally, the banking and financial ser-
vices industry has been a highly process-ori-
ented and structured one. This was, in a way, 
necessary because banks deal with people’s 
money. Hence, a staid and stable approach 
that typically inspires confidence was per-
ceived as desirable. But in the past few years, 
banks have started embracing qualities such 
as agility, fast decision-making and experi-
mentation – which are usually associated 
with start-ups and fintech companies. How-
ever, this needs some added acceleration in 
order to build a new-age culture. 

Banks have always been at the forefront 
of innovation. This was partly because of 
the regulatory nudge, and partly because 
of customer demand for better service. For 
instance, the 1980s saw the introduction 
of MICR cheques that enabled electronic 
transmission. The 1990s saw computerisa-
tion of branches and adoption of core bank-
ing technology, which enabled anywhere 
banking. The introduction of ATMs made 

cash transactions a breeze. In the first decade of the 2000s, with in-
ternet becoming all-pervasive, banks were able to offer electronic 
payment systems like NEFT, RTGS, and IMPS. In this decade, we 
have seen app-based banking taking off. However, the customer-
first approach and openness to experiment that is the hallmark of 
start-ups, needs a completely different approach and a new way 
of thinking. The assumption that working incrementally with the 
luxury of time like we had in the past will enable us to compete with 
start-ups, has its own pitfalls.

Today, when tech companies are getting onto the payments 
wagon, it has become essential for banks to weave in technology in 
their operations. This has also made it essential for banks to imbibe 
the start-up culture in the way they function. Learn as you go is the 
way forward. But this should continue to be in tandem with gover-
nance and compliance, which is the bedrock of banking.

Changing Tech
Practices like eKYC, paperless loan processing and faster disbursal 
of funds, instant account opening, reaching customers through 
social media, analysing social scores for customer evaluation, us-
ing artificial intelligence and machine learning for improving cus-
tomer service, etc., are now being followed across financial institu-
tions. Some of these changes were introduced by start-ups.

ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Agility, fast decision-making 
and willingness to experiment will 

help staid and process-oriented 
sectors such as banking transform 
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With tech companies also getting 
onto the payments wagon, it has 

become essential for banks to weave 
in technology in their operations
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Being nimble: Start-ups are nimble and quick to respond. Banks 
are gradually catching up. Banks aim to offer completely digital 
products through multiple channels. Technology has made it pos-
sible to reach out to customers instead of waiting for customers to 
come to us. We are embracing this to improve customer proposi-
tion. Customisation and personalisation will go a long way in cus-
tomer satisfaction and retention. Undoubtedly, there is still a lot of 
work to be done in this regard.

Banks must follow attributes of these new age companies such 
as adapting rapidly, experimenting and building scale. With this 
also comes the willingness to make mistakes and learn from them. 
The use of technology allows this. If customers are not happy with 
a product we can identify this quickly and redesign with better fea-
tures. The new culture of a quick turnaround is something banks 
have gained from. The mind-set required today is that you are only 

as good as your last performance. 
Customer centricity: Today, enabled by 
technology, service-providers are address-
ing customer needs faster than ever before. 
Besides, it is also possible to offer products 
to customers based on their specific prefer-
ences. Yet, despite the widening of banks’ 
digital reach, the role of branches and physi-
cal touch points for customers has not di-
minished. A multi-pronged approach to any 
customer service requirement is another 
start-up characteristic that banks have wel-
comed. Embedding oneself in the custom-
er’s journey is a way to ensure mindshare. 
It is imperative to reach out to customers, 
so far not serviced, by leveraging technol-
ogy. Recognising this trend, banks have been 
quick to partner with start-ups.
New skill sets: The focus has shifted from 
solely distribution and service-driven skills. 
Candidates are now hired from niche areas 
like analytics, design, risk, compliance, and 
cyber security, who can add value to the 
bank’s digital transformation. Along with 
this, a continuous re-skilling of the existing 
workforce to enhance competencies will be 
another focus area. Digital inclusion is an 
area where a lot is being done. Analytics has 
emerged as a tool for customer-centricity, 
improving product offering and overall ser-
vice quality. This will continue to be a key fo-
cus area in the future too. 
Micro-entrepreneurship: We need to en-
courage employees to think and act like 
entrepreneurs. The message to employees 
should be to take ownership of their func-
tions and deliver as a business owner would. 
This will help improve employee engage-
ment with the organisation, too. There is a 
need for personalisation in employee expe-
rience as well. Just as life spans of compa-
nies are getting shorter, projects within an 
organisation will get more dynamic. Teams 
will increasingly work in partnerships with 
one another and share resources in a more 
organic way. Cross-functioning is the need 
of the hour. 

The technology and innovation-led jour-
ney in the financial services segment has 
thrown up lot of opportunities for new and 
old players alike. This will benefit all stake-
holders — the customer, the organisation 
and the employees.  

Banks aim to offer completely digital products 
through multiple channels. They have to adapt 
rapidly, experiment and build scale. Mistakes 
will be made, but technology allows banks to 
identify them quickly and redesign, as well as 

offer customised products. This, however, does 
not mean that the role of branches and physical 

touch points will diminish. A multi-pronged 
approach is a start-up characteristic that banks 

are welcoming

IN ALL 
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Focus will be on protecting a company’s most precious asset 
— the emotional well-being of employees 
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WORKPLACES
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rom the nature of our work and the way we 
work to the tools that help us work – everything 
has changed, rather, evolved. The connectivity 
tools at our disposal such as automation and 
even the rise of AI allows us greater flexibility 

in when and where we work. At the same time, it blurs the line be-
tween work and personal time. Increased global competition and 
a difficult economy mean that businesses have to work harder and 
continuously innovate ways to stay profitable and relevant. The 
question we should be asking now is not whether these changes 
are good or bad but how they affect us – our minds, our lifestyles 
and the bottom lines of our businesses. The future of the work-
place depends on how well we adapt to these changes and how well 
we learn to deal with these challenges in an effective manner and 
balance the pros and the cons.

A Wall Street Journal report in 2016 showed that millennial 
Indians are spending over 52 hours a week at work on an average, 
much more than their counterparts in 25 other countries. Perfor-
mance pressures, office politics, complex interpersonal relations, 
family priorities, financial worries – we’re regularly exposed to 
stressors without having the training, tools or support system to 
mitigate its effects. So, it’s not surprising that four out of 10 profes-
sionals in India suffer from either anxiety disorders or depression. 
In the private sector alone, these mental health concerns affect 
42.5 per cent of employees, according to various studies and sur-
veys (Assocham, Optum and others). Stress, anxiety, depression, 
substance abuse disorders, personality problems and psychiatric 
problems are some of the commonly cited mental health issues 
among working professionals.

What starts out as increasing underperformance often esca-
lates into absenteeism and lowered productivity due to frequent 
sick days. As things worsen, companies will have to deal with the 
rising cost of hiring and developing talent only to lose them to 
burnout and mental health concerns. Eventually, they will have 
trouble attracting the brightest and best talent, which is invalu-
able when it comes to continued success and sustainability.

Heavy Price to Pay
The cost of mental illness is starting to add up; WHO estimates 
that it currently costs the global economy $1 trillion annually in 
lost productivity alone. This does not include the cost of treating 
poor mental health, wasted talent development resources, and 
the cost of co-morbidity that occurs when mental illness affects 
or exacerbates physical health concerns. The only silver lining in 
this cloud is that thanks to the alarming rise in the prevalence of 
mental health concerns, companies are waking up to the fact that 
mental wellness could impact everything from the bottom line to 
work culture and the sustainability of the business itself. However, 
culturally, we’re still in a place where the topic of mental health is 
surrounded by denial and stigma.

While companies make a token effort to broach the topic in 

The cost of mental illness 
is starting to add up; WHO 
estimates that it currently 
costs the global economy 
$1 trillion annually in lost 
productivity alone

A Wall Street Journal report in 
2016 showed that millennial 
Indians are spending over 
52 hours a week at work on 
an average, much more than 
their counterparts in 25 other 
countries

Four out of 10 professionals in 
India suffer from either anxiety 
disorder or depression. In the 
private sector alone, these 
mental health concerns affect 
42.5% of employees, according 
to various studies and surveys

Due to the alarming rise in 
the prevalence of mental 
health concerns, companies 
are waking up to the fact that 
mental wellness could impact 
everything from the bottom 
line to work culture and the 
sustainability of the business 
itself
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employee wellness initiatives, mental health is still the elephant 
in the boardroom and office corridors. Of the country’s 1.1 mil-
lion active registered companies, only 1,000 are estimated to have 
a structured employee assistance programme (EAP) for mental 
health, according to a survey by Optum.

Our workplaces are not just ill-equipped to handle the mental 
health needs of the present but are also woefully underprepared 
to tackle the mental health challenges of the future workplace. 
Workplace dynamics and job security are only going to get more 
stressful and employees will find that they need to keep develop-
ing transferable skills and be adaptive to fast changes.

Taking Care of Human Resources
The human mind is perhaps the most valuable resource that a 
company has. Apart from productivity, companies depend on em-
ployees to deliver their mission 
and drive sustainable success. 
Safeguarding and futureproof-
ing this resource seems to be 
the obvious way ahead, but what 
does that look like?

You’re having a tough time at 
work, and your manager comes 
in. “Are you okay?” he or she asks. 
Imagine a workplace where that 
happens and where you can hon-
estly reply to that without fear 
of reproach and discrimination. 
That’s what I envision for a mind-
positive workplace of the future.

Imagine a workplace where you have high-performance goals 
and a hectic schedule, but also a work culture that lets you create 
synergy between your work and personal lives. Even though there 
may be late nights and tight deadlines, your organisation also fa-
cilitates and encourages you to disconnect and de-stress. No mat-
ter how different you are, you still feel like you belong, and that 
you’re doing something meaningful with your life. When you need 
help, you have access to mental healthcare and sick days as part of 
your health benefits. Any signs of distress in the form of fatigue, 
lowered performance or behaviour changes are handled with em-
pathy by management that understands and has in place a support 
system to help you.  

So how do we move towards mind-positive workplaces? For 
companies that are just starting out on this journey, I’d advise a 
multi-pronged approach that includes:
• Having workshops to increase awareness about mental health 

as well as training in the aspects of self-care, stress manage-
ment, and resilience

• Encouraging dialogue and ensure participation across all lev-
els of employees  

• Focusing on including mental health skills in leadership train-
ing programmes

• Having a dedicated employee assistance programme, either in 

collaboration with a mental wellness or-
ganisation or by developing an assistance 
programme internally

• Incorporating mental health into em-
ployee wellness benefits

• Most importantly, ensuring that em-
ployees have the time and support they 
need to actually avail of mental health 
resources put in place for them. (This is 
one of the most common feedback we get 
from employees in our programmes.)

Globally, we’re seeing companies start 
to invest in initiatives to tackle the mental 
health issue. For example, EY has a pro-

gramme called We Care, and as 
a part of it, senior leaders fre-
quently share their struggles 
with anxiety, depression, and 
other mental health issues, lead-
ing by example that it’s okay to 
talk about these issues, and that 
it won’t hurt your career. Since 
launch, the company has seen 
a 32 per cent increase in calls to 
their programme, proving that 
employees feel more comfort-
able to engage in help-seeking 
behaviour. Canada’s Bell Tele-
com partners with a digital 

wellness platform to provide 24x7 access 
to mental health resources. Over a two- to 
three-year period, Bell saw 20 per cent re-
duction in short-term disability related to 
mental health and an Return on Investment 
(RoI) of CA$2.18 on their investment in em-
ployee mental health.

Effecting change in work culture and 
practices is a slow process, but you will no-
tice that the benefits and RoI increase with 
time. The challenge is to grow from run-
ning one-off mental health campaigns in 
the workplace to having a structured SOP 
for prevention and treatment programmes, 
consistent efforts to make mental wellness 
part of work culture and to have long-term 
strategies.

The future of our workplaces is filled 
with challenges and uncertainty, but with 
a robust mental wellness framework, busi-
nesses can rest assured that their best peo-
ple are in the best of health to tackle them 
head-on. 

H E A L T H  A T W O R K
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economies, the bottom 87 per cent workers are earning wages that 
are the same or lower than they were in 2007. However, if we look 
back at the last two fiscals in India, wages grew by a minimum of 10 
per cent and a maximum of 15.37 per cent in nine sectors in 2017/18 
and a minimum of 10.02 per cent and a maximum of 11.11 per cent 
in eight sectors. The median wage growth was 11.46 per cent in 2018 
and 10.95 per cent in 2019.

The analytics-based approach to determine pay actions has only 
got more pervasive – employers are doubling down on rewarding 
sought-after skills and hot jobs. The job market has tightened its 
belt on mediocrity and is putting its money on the jobs and skills of 
tomorrow. We expect wage growth to moderate around the trend 
followed in the last two fiscals for 2020. A couple of global reports 
are projecting wage growth of 9-10 per cent for India which, we 
believe, is in line with the trends we have seen in the last couple of 
fiscals.

Blue-collar/vocational jobs in the last three years have seen 
wage growth in the range of 12-25 per cent for vocations like elec-
trician, network technician and visual merchandiser. The widening 
vocational demand-supply gap and poor employability after higher 
education are skewing wages in favour of vocational jobs. The cur-
rent labour deficit in the vocational job market is expected to bal-
loon between 41.4 and 61.4 million over next five years, implying 
that the trend of rising wages will continue unabated. While wages 
for popular vocational jobs (sought-after job profiles) have been 

ILLUSTRATION BY TANMOY CHAKRABORTY

The widening vocational demand-supply gap and poor employability 
after higher education will skew wages in favour of vocational work
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W
hy is the GDP of 1.3 billion Indians less than 
that of 126 million Japanese, 83 million Ger-
mans and 40 million people in California? 
Why is India’s GDP 20 per cent of China’s, 
when they were equal in 1991? Why did the 
world’s largest democracy – created on the 
infertile soil of the world’s most hierarchical 
society – not create the world’s largest econ-
omy? Only because of the low productivity of 
our government, cities, sectors, firms, which 
translates into our people. And all of it mani-
fests in our low wages (US is No. 1 democracy 
with per capita GDP of $55,100, India is No. 
2 democracy with per capita GDP of $1,886). 
At TeamLease, we have had a real-time view 
of dramatic wage transformation over the 
past 15 years fuelled by growing formalisa-
tion, urbanisation, financialisaton, industri-
alisation and human capital. And when we 
look ahead towards 2020, we would like to 
focus on the three forces that will drive the 
future of wages.

Skills vs Wages
Globally, there seems to be a phenomenon 
called wage stagnation. In many developed 

The job market has tightened its belt 
on mediocrity and is putting its money 

on the jobs and skills of tomorrow 
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steadily trending up for last three years, wages for “hot vocational 
jobs” now have a formidable lead over engineering and MBA jobs 
for aspirants from “long-tail” institutions.

 
On-demand Economy
Worldwide, on-demand economy will play a large role in the future 
of work and wages, though not to the extent that is often speculated. 
Many different reports give a variety of statistics about how the gig 
economy is growing – there are as many projections about the fu-
ture of freelancers as there are studies and reports – but most vastly 
overestimate the size of this economy and its prospects. However, 
there is still a possibility that in the future we could all be freelanc-
ers or independent contractors, especially as the makeup of com-
panies and entrepreneurship changes. The number of freelancers 
is growing (52 per cent growth in last two years), but it still doesn’t 
pose a threat to traditional jobs. If anything, it could provide a bump 
to wage fluidity. In India, we have 
seen how the mini-resurgence of the 
on-demand economy (employing 
a minimum of 1.5 million) has im-
pacted wages where we have seen a 
surge in monthly earnings of an un-
dergraduate, with graduates hitting 
almost `40,000-50,000 working for 
on-demand cab aggregators or food-
tech companies. While a large part 
has been driven by investor eupho-
ria in the sector and growth has been 
bought by throwing wages, 2020 will 
continue to witness unprecedented wages and benefits for those in 
the on-demand economy, in spite of rationality kicking in. Whether 
that comes at the expense of the security and predictability of full-
time jobs is a matter of a different debate.

Robots & Automation
Another major factor in the future of wages is the growth of robots 
and automation. There seems to be fear creeping across most in-
dustries that machines will take away jobs from humans, leaving 
many people unemployed. Through various studies, experts have 
been pointing to the past as a way to understand the future: tech-
nological change like robots and machine learning hasn’t affected 
jobs and wages in the last 15 years, and despite some reports, our 
rate of technological change now is the same as it has ever been. 
New technology isn’t implemented to take away jobs but most 
often occurs only if it leads to cost optimisation. As automation 
helps organisations optimise, they can likely transition employees 
to new positions that come from advanced technology through 
upskilling and development. Changing practices and technology 
will have a big impact on our jobs and wages and we must avoid get-
ting caught up in flashy arguments and instead focus on pay for the 
jobs we currently have and what we will get paid for similar jobs in 
the future. In India, while we are seeing at one of the spectrum the 
wage premium associated with skilled vocational job roles, at the 

other end, we expect to witness the growing 
wage premium associated with roles getting 
rapidly created on account of fast adoption 
of technology and automation. While auto-
mation will accelerate the shift in required 
workforce skills we have seen over the past 
15 years, McKinsey research finds that the 
strongest growth in demand will be for tech-
nological skills, the smallest category today, 
which will rise by 55 per cent and by 2030 
will represent 17 per cent of hours worked, 
up from 11 per cent in 2016. This surge will 
affect demand for basic digital skills as well 
as advanced technological skills such as pro-
gramming. Demand for social and emotional 
skills such as leadership and managing oth-

ers will rise by 24 per cent to 22 per 
cent of hours worked. Demand for 
higher cognitive skills will grow 
moderately overall, but will rise 
sharply for some of these skills, 
especially creativity. The impact 
on wages for different job profiles 
could be greater polarisation even 
than today, with people who carry 
out non-repetitive, digital work 
seeing above average wages, while 
pay for repetitive, non-digital jobs 
might be below average.

Thinking about the future of work and 
wages needs being mindful of presentism 
and context. Presentism is a belief that to-
day’s circumstances are so unique, differ-
ent and special that no generation has ever 
faced them before. This is almost never true. 
Context is important; actions to prevent 
people from falling into poverty are com-
pletely different from actions needed to pull 
people out of poverty. Ten thousand dollars 
is a lot of money depending on which side 
you are coming at it from. India’s economic 
challenges of today are real, but it may be 
unfair to believe that we are heading to the 
ICU; this short-term pain will lead to long-
term gain. Cultural explanations for India’s 
poverty were always the soft bigotry of low 
expectations at best and racism at worst. In-
dia’s economic tragedy since 1947 has been 
that our capital was handicapped without la-
bour and our labour was handicapped with-
out capital. This is changing. The future of 
work and wages in India is now brighter than 
it has ever been. 

W A G E S  A T  W O R K
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Social, emotional and ethical capacities may turn out to be more 
important than the intellectual capacities   
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or many years, I was 
responsible for a high-
precision manufacturing 
business. Soon after I 
moved to that role, I felt 

that either our Japanese competitor was 
cheating or had some secret source of com-
petitiveness that blew away everything else, 
including our much lower labour costs.  

We soon figured out what we should have 
known — competitiveness springs from 
outthinking others continually, not out-
sourcing thinking, or fleeting things like 
labour cost. This ‘outthinking’ was pres-
ent not only in formulating strategy but at 
all levels, in every visible and hidden detail. 
Also, it was not about one day of good think-
ing, it was a culture of thinking. Such a cul-
ture of thinking demands that everyone — 
from the designer to the machine operator 
— think deeply and continually. This was 
what our Japanese competitor was good at.

Let’s take an example. Our welders were no less skilled than the 
Japanese. The issue went beyond skill. Did they understand geom-
etry and use it? Could they figure out how metal parts would ex-
pand differentially and why?  Could they use different mix of gases 
for heating? Could they observe and try to improve with creativity, 
continually. All this was not related to their skill as a welder but 
was a matter of their knowledge, of thinking critically, of synthe-
sising and problem solving consistently.

The skill of welding was important, but even more important 
were the more fundamental intellectual capacities, including 
knowledge in related areas. This distinction is critical when we 
consider the matter of education and preparing people for a life 
of work. The word ‘skill’, we know intuitively, refers to something 
that becomes almost autonomic. Something relatively more su-
perficial, not involving reflection, consideration and thoughtful 
judgement. Whereas the word ‘capacity’ goes deeper and broader. 

Let us take another example. Ask school children in Grade V to 
multiply or divide two three-digit numbers. Many of them will be 
able to do this. Then you ask them to explain what is actually going 
on when you multiply or divide. Few will be able to demonstrate 
a conceptual grasp of multiplication and division. The school has 
developed their procedural skills of arithmetic but has not devel-
oped their capacity to think mathematically.

The word ‘skill’ has been overused and overextended. It is both 
a reflection and cause of the narrowing of our imagination about 
what is required for good work. This has resulted in stunting of 
imagination on education’s role in preparing people to become ec-
onomically productive and independent for work and livelihoods. 
To ensure that we are accounting for the full and real role of educa-
tion in preparing us for the future of work – let us talk of ‘capaci-
ties’, and not ‘skills’, that education must develop. This is the first 
key point on this matter.

The example of welding is a very last century example. Most 
welding is now getting automated. In the current reality, the weld-
ers who had fundamental intellectual capacities can learn some 

The word ‘skill’ has been 
overused. Let us talk of 
‘capacities’, and not ‘skills’, 
that education must develop

But equally important, if  
not more, are the other  
kinds of capacities that  
make us human. These  
are our social, emotional  
and ethical capacities 

Like ‘skill’, let us not 
overextend ‘capacities’. 
There are things that 
‘capacities’ do not adequately 
capture – such as empathy, 
compassion, courage, 
tenacity, integrity

All this will require equitable 
high-quality public  
education for all
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useful, but it must be on  
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ment of fundamental 
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other skill, and are likelier to find another job. But those welders 
who were merely ‘skilled’ welders, however good they were, are go-
ing to find it much harder to find another occupation.

Such a requirement, to change occupations or kinds of jobs, is 
not an exception anymore. It is the norm. We know that the nature 
of work and economic opportunities is changing rapidly, and this 
may only accelerate in the future. This phenomenon is driven by 
technology, by global restructuring of the economy, by changing 
nature of demands, and socio-political forces, including unprec-
edented things such as climate change.  

In this world and future of bewildering change, the fundamen-
tal human capacities are even 
more important than skills. I 
have till now referred to only 
the intellectual capacities, but 
equally important, if not more, 
are the other kinds of capacities 
that make us human. These are 
our social, emotional and ethical 
capacities. This is the second key 
point on this matter. We must 
also note that these fundamental 
human capacities are not neatly 
separable – they are intertwined 
and integrated. 

Social capacities are about 
how we relate to people, how we 
live and work with them, how we 
communicate and engage, how 
we become more together. Emo-
tional capacities are about our 
own understanding of our emo-
tions, of their harnessing, and 
equally that of our being respon-
sive to emotions of others. Ethi-
cal capacities are about judging 
right from wrong and good from 
bad, and then acting on that ba-
sis. These social, emotional and ethical capacities may turn out to 
be more important than the intellectual capacities. In a distant fu-
ture, where artificial intelligence may suffuse our lives, it may re-
place many of the human intellectual capacities, but it is not going 
to replace these. Even today, it is these capacities that are often the 
underlying difference in the range between success and failure, of 
any collective venture.

Like ‘skill’, let us not overextend ‘capacities’. There are things 
that ‘capacities’ does not adequately capture. Empathy, compas-
sion, courage, tenacity and integrity are better called traits and 
dispositions. The fundamental human capacities cannot operate 
effectively in a sustained manner without these related traits and 
dispositions. This is the third key point on this matter.

Education must aim to develop these fundamental human 
capacities along with associated dispositions and traits for our 

young to be prepared for the future, includ-
ing the future of work.

We are very distant from such an educa-
tion system. But unless we have clarity on 
what we must have,  we will not get there. 
Let us list some of the things that are often 
talked about as solutions or paths to im-
prove our education, which certainly will 
not get us there, in fact may derail us alto-
gether. A focus on basic literacy and numer-
acy is essential but completely insufficient. 

Vocational education is useful, 
but it must be on the foundation 
of development of fundamen-
tal human capacities and traits. 
Use of technology in education, 
market-based solutions and de-
pendence on private investment 
will only dig a deeper hole for 
education.

So, what kind of education 
can get us there? The draft Na-
tional Education Policy 2019 
(NEP) has an excellent road map 
for this. In its essence, it calls for 
vibrant liberal education from 
school to university which will 
develop the fundamental capaci-
ties and traits of each student. 
It details the multiple fronts 
of actions that are required to 
make this happen. For example, 
empowerment of teachers and 
transformation of teacher edu-
cation, curricular restructuring 
of schools, changes in exami-
nations, autonomy of institu-
tions and transformation of the  

regulatory regime. It is unequivocal that 
all this will require equitable high-quality  
public education for all – requiring expa-  
nsion and improvement of the public educa-
tion |system.   

None of this easy. There are no short cuts 
or silver bullets. But then, is it not inevitable, 
when we are talking about the future of work 
and of humanity? It may sound rhetorical, 
but the best way of dealing with the future 
and the future of work is to try and develop 
good human beings – ‘good’ on all dimen-
sions, particularly those that make us the 
relatively unique sentient social species that 
we are.   

A focus on basic 
literacy and 
numeracy is 
essential but 

completely 
insufficient if 

taken in isolation

E D U C A T I O N  A T W O R K
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More people are going 
to be engaged in work 
outside the formal 
workforce than inside it
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idhya Anupkumar has an MBA de-
gree and is a Six Sigma certified pro-
fessional who used to work with GE in 
Bengaluru. These days she lives in Bha-
ruch (Gujarat) and works remotely as a 
program manager for a company based 
in Delhi. She puts in about 9-10 hours a 
day of work with some flexibility built 
in. She is a gig worker. 

Seema is an engineer, lives in Shim-
la and runs a crochet store online. She 
is also a part-time coder and splits time 
between her education and passion.  



Asha is a commerce graduate. She owns a blogging and travel 
start-up, which she runs with another friend. This two-person set-up 
employs other bloggers across the country and the two spend their 
time travelling, blogging and building the business. 

 Aditi is an engineering graduate. She is a defence wife and her 
husband is often away. She takes care of her two kids and works as  a 
quality assurance (QA) analyst from home. Aditi often picks up the 
night or early morning shifts to work.   

Nitin moved to Goa a couple of years ago. He is an internet con-
tent professional and runs a website owned by his employer, who is 
based in Mumbai. He works 6-7 hours a day, producing content, edit-
ing videos and co-ordinating with his colleagues. 

 Shona is a doctor, who logs in to a website twice a day to offer con-
sultations to patients via video calls. She lives in Trichy (Tamil Nadu) 
and her employer is based in Delhi. She works based on a roster and is 
able to do a few other projects on the side.  

Lata is a housewife and lives in Meerut. She sources sarees and 
jewellery from an online wholesaler and sells them among her 
friends. She works for about four hours a day split between sessions. 
She has never worked before this and is earning her own money for 
the first time.   

Seema, Asha, Aditi, Nitin, Shona and Lata are all gig workers.
Did you use that food delivery app and chat with that customer 

support person behind the chat window? There is a fair chance that 
he or she is a gig worker. Ever booked a home facial appointment or 
hired a driver for a day? You have probably taken Uber and Ola rides 
too. There is an ecosystem out there which sits on the shoulders of 
people who are connected to these organisations somewhere be-
tween an employee and an entrepreneur. That is the growing tribe of 
gig workers that we all meet and are supported by every day. 

No other decade has brought in as much change in how we live, 
work and engage with the world as the one that is getting over. More 
people are going to be engaged in work outside the formal workforce 
than inside it. The predictability on business cycles is decreasing and 
the degree of uncertainty is increasing. Technology is changing fast-
er than people are building it or using it and that is reflected in how 
work will take shape in the decade to come.

More and more forms of employment look like gigs – short pre-
defined stints or work set-ups in entrepreneur-led environments. 
Employment formats now look like an aisle of a mall with something 
for everyone. Almost all businesses are now Result Only Work Envi-
ronment (ROWE) and that determines deep modularisation of work 
units but not so much of skills, since flat, generalist skill-sets topped 
with deep specialisations seem to be the winners.

In today’s economy, all of us are 
micro-entrepreneurs, negotiating 
new, constantly evolving contexts 
and business variables much like 

in any business
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Micro-entrepreneur: From work 
being a pre-defined pre-managed en-
tity, it has come to be a unit of entre-
preneurship for everyone. In today’s 
economy, all of us are micro-entre-
preneurs, negotiating new, constant-
ly evolving contexts and business 
variables much like in any business. 
The resources are limited and com-
petition to gain them is high. In this 
environment, winners are those who 
have drive, ingenuity, resourceful-
ness and consistent performance. 

Staying connected: We cannot 
live without food, water, shelter and 
the internet. Being disconnected is a 
form of exclusion in the age of digi-
tal work, payments, marketplaces 
and online identities. Remote work, 
off-location work, on-demand work, 
skill marketplaces – all these forms 
of work means one is constantly con-
nected and able to work via the in-
ternet or a platform to connect with 
work peers or stakeholders. 

Learning mode on: These pro-
fessionals are constantly pushing 
themselves to stay aligned and up-
dated with their fields and often 
with the upcoming fields of their 
choice or even dictated by the mar-
ket. Learning is the new level-play-
ing field, with newer technologies 
and platforms making it a welcome 
field for newcomers. 

Specialist inside generalist: As a 
gig worker, a generally high level of 
competence, credibility, trust and 
capability is assumed. It is assumed 
that you will bring a sense of com-
mitment, along with above-average 
skills, ability to time and manage stakeholders and not get bogged 
down by complex evolving situations. And on top of that, if there is 
a super skill you own, that puts you among the top one percentile of 
gig workers. 

Remote as default: While a lot of gig work is locational, remote 
and on-device connectivity along with system access and other 
workflow automation tools make it as remote as it possibly can be. 
Even a plumber or a makeup professional is connected via an app or 

device to be able to connect to work 
or customers on demand.

Diverse: As the surface area of the 
gig economy grows, more and more 
workers from the margins of ge-
ography, society and polity find a 
way into the income opportunities 
around them and into the economic 
mainstream eventually. Gig work 
by design is built for all, though it is 
still not as open for women in some 
areas as it can be. Women stand to 
benefit from gig work in a big way in 
an increasingly marketplace-led, en-
trepreneurial economy.

Lead with empathy: Being a gig 
worker is lonely and community is 
often missing. Being able to offer a 
community and a safety net to this 
growing tribe will be a decisive fac-
tor in making gigs valuable socially 
too. Most gig workers do not get ben-
efits or health insurance or pensions. 
Companies need to think through 
these gaps with empathy and long-
term goals of their businesses.

Retention of gig workers and 
their engagement is an equally im-
portant metric to track when a large 
number of workers are gig work-
ers. Smart financial incentives and 
fair wages are the bare minimum a 
company looking to benefit from 
gig work would do.

Safety nets and benefits: Gig 
workers stand a chance to be margin-
alised in the mainstream workforce 
since their presence is emerging and 
less weighty. Organisations need to 
offer space to their gig partners and 
workers to grow their skills, financial 

well-being, find support via mentoring and 
similar initiatives. Gig workers are precious 
since their bottom-line impact is immense 
and ever-growing. Companies need to realise, 
out of sight is not out of mind.

If we have to make gigs core to the eco-
nomic mainstream, certain elements need to 
be kept in mind as more and more people en-
ter the gig workforce.  

G I G  E C O N O M Y  A T  W O R K

Women stand to benefit from 
gig work in a big way in an 
increasingly marketplace-led, 
entrepreneurial economy

Most gig workers do not get 
benefits or health insurance or 
pensions. Companies need to 
think through these gaps with 
empathy and long-term goals 
of their businesses

Retention of gig workers 
and their engagement is an 
equally important metric to 
track when a large number of 
workers are gig workers

Smart financial incentives 
and fair wages are the bare 
minimum a company looking 
to benefit from gig work  
would do

Organisations need to offer 
space to their gig partners and 
workers to grow their skills, 
financial well-being and find 
support via mentoring

GETTING 
READY FOR 
THE FUTURE
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Technology will help support a wide 
range of work styles, especially flexible 

working or co-working
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t is 2020, the dawn of not just a new year but also 
a new decade that will continue its relentless evo-
lution from a commodity-based to a community-
based society. And at the core of this evolution is the 
change to the very concept of the workplace – mark-

ing a shift that has been increasingly community-centric, mir-
rored in the mainstreaming of flexible workspaces.

The three elements that have acted as catalysts to this change 
and metamorphosed the once invisible office worker are – the rise 
of the millennial workforce, continued shifts (and disruption) in 
technology and communications, and finally, evolving and var-
ied consumption trends for products and services. New and con-
tinued changes in the ways of working are mirroring not just the 
shifts in the collective professional evolution but also the transi-
tional evolution of the workspace over the past 100 years.

The history of the workspace is as much a sociological phe-
nomenon as it is an economic-industrial one. The evolution has 
been interestingly chronicled in a book titled Cubed: A Secret His-
tory of the Workplace by Nikil Saval. He offers a glimpse into how 
the modern workplace evolved, beginning sometime in the early 
to mid-nineteenth century when the “first office workers” joined 
clerical firms or counting houses. These early offices were small, 
one-room affairs with two to three clerks, a partner, and a book-
keeper sitting there.

The advent of the industrial age, leading to the dawn of man-
ufacturing, brought about an irrevocable change and led to the 
emergence of blue-collared workers (primarily factory work-
ers) which further resulted in the emergence of a formal middle 
class, followed by the emergence of a white-collared workforce by  
the 1920s.

By this time, offices, at least in the US, 
had become mainstream. The emergence of 
skyscrapers forever altered the urban and 
architectural psyche and redefined the way 
people worked. The continued development 
of railroads, expressways, aviation and tele-
communications, leading to the availability 
of goods and services across the globe, fur-
ther accelerated the workspace evolution.

Creation of Modern Office
The first modern office was the Larkin Ad-
ministration Building in New York, created 
by American architect and interior designer 
Frank Lloyd Wright. The building came 
up in 1906 and was modelled around the 
concept of the factory work-floor with effi-
ciency and oversight as the central premise. 
The offices were large and spacious with 
row upon row of identical workstations and 
undivided work floors. The concept spread 
rapidly and by the 1920s, it had become the 
go-to design for the corporate world.

Wright’s concept lasted well into the late 
1930s, but the World War II changed the of-
fice dynamics and businesses had no choice 
but to adapt to survive. Open spaces were in 
short supply as the military started looking 
for additional space so existing offices were 
clubbed together to create more space. 

The arrival of tech titans 
such as Apple, Google, eBay, 
Facebook and Amazon meant 
business was much more 
than just business – the focus 
was on creative disruption 
and radical free-flow of ideas 
that changed the way we live 
and work

With more millennials 
joining the workforce, 
companies now look at 
creating workspaces that help 
employees evolve, network 
and grow

The community of employees 
is no longer homogenous, it is 
heterogeneous

The distinction between 
workplace and home has 
blurred and this mirrors in 
the development of offices 
with game rooms, sleeping 
pods and recreational 
centres

Flexible workspaces, though 
not an entirely new concept, 
celebrates an individual 
more. It takes the office to 
where you are and not the 
other way around

Expect to see more co-
working spaces around the 
world resulting in much 
wider community-based 
collaboration

REDEFINING 
THE 

CULTURE OF 
WORKSPACES

I
W O R K P L A C E  A T W O R K
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Underground, windowless offices emerged and became a nec-
essary requirement due to the added focus on safety.

Post-war Building Boom
It was during the economic crisis of the 1960s that ‘Bürolandschaft’ 
(German for office landscaping), with its focus on ergonomics, 
disrupted the regimentation that the old offices sported. By 1960s, 
the ergonomic concept was finding favour worldwide. The intro-
duction of plastic furniture did away with the old and heavy steel 
and wooden furniture and made redesigning offices both cheaper 
and easier. This led to even greater innovation in office design 
and companies were once again keen on building spaces that mir-
rored organisational and socio-cultural ideology. Notably, this pe-
riod mirrored a post-war economic boom that lasted well into the 
1970s. US payrolls alone increased by 32 per cent during the 1960s, 
fuelling the highest growth in jobs by far of any decade during the 
post-war period.

While there was a lot going on in the US and Europe, things 
were a little different in India. This period mirrored the post-
independence period and a time when India was extremely poor 
and spending, whether government or private, was frugal with a 
focus on enabling core necessities. The government was focused 
on investing in huge infrastruc-
ture projects, which were called 
‘temples of modern India’. The 
number of workspaces grew in 
key metros but remained basic 
and pragmatic in nature.

Dawn of Computers
The 1970s and the 1980s saw the 
introduction of computers in 
workspaces and this once again 
led to an ergonomic shift in of-
fice layout and construction. In-
terior designers had to now make 
a distinction between computers 
and the human workforce, and 
this was reflected in the layout as ease of communication took 
centerstage. Keeping in mind the idea that productivity would in-
crease if people had their work spread in front of them, designer 
Robert Propst introduced the idea of a private cubicle. 

The cubicle was initially designed to be a large, private space 
with adjustable walls along with a phone connection and comput-
er space. This idea flopped then as it was considered too expensive 
to be adopted by most workspaces. However, smaller, cheaper and 
sometimes even moveable cubicles became the norm.

Emergence of Creative Spaces
The arrival of tech titans such as Apple, Google, eBay, Facebook 
and Amazon meant business was much more than just business –
the focus was on creative disruption and radical free-flow of ideas 
that changed the way we live and work. The workplace now needed 

to celebrate the individual and collective 
innovation, free-thinking and sustained 
bursts of creative flair, all this needed to be 
mirrored in the office design as well. The of-
fice had to stimulate, excite and engage. The 
distinction between workplace and home 
had to blur and this was mirrored in the 
development of offices with game rooms, 
sleeping pods and recreational centres. The 
focus on the ‘self’ was now complete.

Beyond 2020: Flexible Working
With more millennials joining the work-
force, companies now look at creating work-
spaces that help employees evolve, network 
and grow. This has inspired companies to 
start using more technology to support a 
wide range of work styles, especially flexible 
working or co-working. Put simply, it is now 
increasingly easy for a person to plug in and 
work from anywhere.

Flexible workspaces, though not an en-
tirely new concept, celebrate an 
individual more than any previ-
ous concept did. It pays heed to 
the creative and the innovative, 
but it also makes a fundamental 
and radical departure from pre-
vious concepts – it takes the of-
fice to where you are and not the 
other way around. The commu-
nity is no longer homogenous, 
it is now heterogeneous, inspir-
ing a revolution in office design 
characterised by the design of 
new systems.

Offices are now designed to 
create environments that foster 

productivity and collaboration. Instead of 
a space to occupy, they are the spaces to be 
used. More workplaces are embracing new-
age office designs to include little or no cor-
porate furniture or other interior features, 
comfortable seating, fast broadband, inter-
esting and engaging people to work along-
side, private work areas, good music, and 
decent coffee.

In times to come, we can expect to see 
more co-working spaces around the world, 
resulting in a much wider community-
based collaboration that the new generation 
of millennial workers is finding comfort, 
meaning and joy in.  

Offices are 
now designed 

to create 
environments 

that foster 
productivity 

and 
collaboration

W O R K P L A C E  A T W O R K
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New technologies create 
completely new markets 

that could not have 
existed before
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you look at the history of technology, 
almost every major technology, when it 
entered the market, was accompanied by a 
concern that it was killing jobs, but it cre-
ated way more jobs than it destroyed. This 

certainly is true for industrialisation. When the industrial revolu-
tion came about, a lot of workers were replaced by machines that 
could help at manufacturing plants.

But a look at the history of technology shows that it created 
more jobs than it killed. So that is the context against which we 
have to answer whether artificial intelligence (AI) will kill or cre-
ate jobs. The easy answer would have been that every technology 
has created jobs and so this too will. But the real reason one has 
to pause for thought is that AI is unlike any other technology we 
have ever had in terms of its sheer ability to replicate a lot of hu-
man skills and cognitive processes and so on.

If you look at what AI can do, we are talking about a system that 
can replace human mechanical as well as cognitive functions re-
ally well. And, therefore, its ability to kill jobs is unprecedented.

It is not as simple as automation on the factory floor. We are 
not talking about simple mechanical blue-collar jobs but about 
white-collar jobs as well. That is what makes one pause. Now, 
within that, we have to ask where AI stands today as if you are talk-
ing of five years from now. However, this application programme 
also has myriad limitations.

AI currently can do very rote, mechanical and manual kinds of 
tasks. It cannot write a narrative fiction piece but it can write about 
a sports event that just happened or an earnings report of a compa-
ny. This is not highly creative but reporting of facts in a certain style 
that is programmatic and thus easy for algorithms to replicate.

AI only gets to do certain kinds of tasks and it will no doubt be 
a threat to routine mechanical jobs and even beyond, for example, 
call centres. Can you have a system where AI can address 80 per 
cent of the queries people have when they dial a call centre? When 
that happens, do you really need these call centres anywhere? And 
then, those jobs go away.

Another area where AI is going to be really impactful is cab ag-
gregators. The only way for cab services to be profitable is to get 
rid of drivers. The drivers are a means to an end and that end is a 
driverless world. There is a historical precedent of tech-enabled 
jobs, but we can’t go by that antecedent here.

When I weigh the pros and cons, I would say unless there is a 
policy intervention, AI will likely kill more jobs than it creates in 

There aren’t many trained data 
scientists and machine learning 
professionals in India as against 

those in China and the US 

A I  A T W O R K

If
JOBS  
VIS-À-VIS 
HUMAN SKILLS

AI only gets to do certain 
kinds of tasks and it will no 
doubt be a threat to routine 
mechanical jobs and even 
beyond, for example, call 
centres 

Should AI address 80 per 
cent of the queries people 
have when they dial a call 
centre, will there be a 
need of these call centres 
anywhere? And then, those 
jobs could go away

Another area where AI is 
going to be really impactful 
is cab aggregators

Job creation by AI will be in 
the field of data science  
on the technical engineering 
front

AI will create a new 
market for itself and other 
technologies. These don't 
even exist at present

India is not a global hub 
of manufacturing but is 
an important one for the 
services sector. AI will have 
an impact on this, but not 
overnight
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the long run. And that policy intervention will essentially have to 
be about providing some kind of job protection. One example of 
policy intervention is labour unions.

AI’s ability is vastly exaggerated today. There are a lot of chal-
lenges ahead with it. While none of that will happen now, it can 
occur in the next 15 or 50 years. Meanwhile, in the immediate fu-
ture, we will see job losses in the next five years because of AI but 
we will also see job creation because of it. On a net basis, however, 
it will be a loss. Job creation by AI will be in the field of data sci-
ence on the technical engineering front.

The reason why there is a lot of interest in data science is partly 
its ability to extract knowledge and insights from data and partly 
because it is traditional analytics where people analyse data. But 
it is essentially going to be enabling 
jobs around creating machine learning 
algorithms. Again, how many people 
are going to write the algorithms for 
driverless cars versus how many driv-
ers will disappear? 

You can’t even compare the two. It 
will be thousands of jobs created ver-
sus millions of jobs lost. That’s one 
area of AI’s application.

Another area where it could create 
jobs in is opening new markets for AI 
or any other technology. New technol-
ogy creates completely new markets 
that could not have existed before, for 
instance, automation created the air-
line and the transportation industry. 

Where it gets interesting is that 
AI can create a massive new industry 
which will not happen in five years 
from now but in the next 50 years.

AI offers tremendous opportunities 
for automation and digital transforma-
tion in several fields, for instance, in drug discovery, transformation 
of the healthcare sector, if it can create completely new things in 
these spaces. Around 100 or 200 years back, nobody predicted that 
the airline industry will staff so many people.

In terms of using AI, India lags far behind China and the US. There 
are interesting differences. Where India is a country that is more so-
cial and less algorithm and device-driven, the US is efficiency and 
productivity-driven and not as much interaction-driven. 

In the US, you can make a sale through video conferencing be-
cause it saves your time (productivity-driven approach) but in In-
dia, you have to be physically present to close a sale (socially-driv-
en approach). Thus, I don’t think India will be the first adopter of 
AI and its innovations. AI is not a market where India will leapfrog 
and jump ahead as a consumer. Rather it will be a late adopter of 
this application programme. 

However, there are a lot of areas where India is leapfrogging, 

wireless being one such space. Although 
India lags other countries when it comes 
to adopting AI skills, it still holds great po-
tential. There aren’t many trained data sci-
entists and machine learning professionals 
in India as against those in China and the 
US. But the promise certainly exists. Given 
the way India created software engineers at 
a large scale, it could do the same with data 
scientists as well. 

Why I think it hasn’t happened so far 
is because the educational institutions 
haven’t updated their curriculum and have 

been stuck with the old syllabi, not 
moving fast enough. This is the big-
gest factor behind India’s inability to 
create data scientists and machine 
learning professionals. 

Even two years back the industry 
was not looking to hire data scien-
tists. However, it will be industry that 
will be the first adopter of AI, and 
not consumers. Data scientists will 
be required in the manufacturing or 
services sector, especially in the cus-

tomer support department. 
India is not a global hub of manufactur-

ing but is an important one for the services 
sector. That’s where AI will have an impact. 
It will not happen overnight but over a pe-
riod of time.

At present, many companies are not 
growing their customer support systems 
and are using AI selectively for some of 
their newer needs. But it (AI) will start eat-
ing into what the human customer support 
centre is doing, leading to its size being 
pruned in the future. And Indian companies 
will adopt this application programme be-
fore long.  

 (As told to Business Today)

Policy intervention is needed 
essentially to provide some kind of job 
protection as AI will likely kill more 
jobs than it creates in the long run

A I  A T W O R K
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HERE ARE SOME TIPS FOR SMART 
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ou work hard to earn every penny. 
So, it makes perfect sense to do some 
smart tax planning to prevent any 
leakage. Income-tax laws allow many 
exemptions and deductions on ex-
penses and investments that can help 
you save a substantial chunk of this 
outflow. As we move closer to the end 
of financial year 2019/20, most taxpay-
ers are busy doing their bit to maxi-
mise tax savings. Here are some of the 
most significant options to save tax. 

Expenses
House Rent Allowance: If you live in 
a rented accommodation, you can save 
a good amount of tax through HRA ex-
emption. If you receive HRA as part of 
the salary, you can claim this exemp-

tion under Section 10 (13A). If you live 
in a metro city, the maximum exemp-
tion is 50 per cent of basic salary and 
dearness allowance; else, it is 40 per 
cent. The HRA exemption that you can 
claim is the least of the HRA received 
or rent paid or excess rent paid over 
and above the 10 per cent basic salary 
and dearness allowance. In case you 
do not receive HRA from your employ-
er or are self-employed, you can claim 
deduction up to `60,000 in a financial 
year under Section 80GG.
Home Loan Interest and
Principal: If you have taken a home 
loan for buying or constructing a 
house, you can claim deduction on 
both interest and principal payments. 
The maximum interest that you can 
claim as deduction in a given financial 
year is ̀ 2 lakh under Section 24b. How-
ever, this comes down to `30,000 an-
nually if the property is not construct-
ed within five years. This deduction is 
available even if the property is let-out. 
If you bought the property between 
April 1, 2016 and March 31, 2017, you 

Y
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current block is 2018 to 2021. If one 
does not claim the exemption in this 
block, it can be claimed for a journey 
undertaken during the first year of the 
next block. This is in addition to the two 
journeys that may be undertaken in the 
next block of four years,” says Kuldip 
Kumar, Partner and Leader, Personal 
Tax, PwC India.
Life Insurance Policy: You can 
claim deduction up to `1.5 lakh under 
Section 80C on premium paid for a 
life insurance policy. However, the 
maximum deduction allowed is only 
10 per cent sum assured. This means 
if the sum assured is `5 lakh, the limit 
is `50,000. So, if you pay an annual 
premium of `60,000, the maximum 
deduction allowed is only `50,000. 
However, if you purchased the policy 
before March 31, 2012, you are al-
lowed a deduction of up to 20 per cent 
of the sum assured.
Health Insurance Policy: You can 
save significant tax if you have health 
insurance policy for your family and 
parents. If you are below 60 years and 
pay premium for a policy for self, spouse 
and children, the deduction allowed 
is `25,000. If you are above 60, the de-
duction limit is `50,000. If you pay pre-
mium for your senior citizen parents as 
well, you can claim additional deduc-
tion of `50,000.

If the premium is lesser than the 
maximum deduction, you can claim 
up to `5,000 deduction for expenses 
on preventive healthcare. Very senior 
citizens, who are 80 or above, can 
claim a deduction of up to `50,000 
on actual expenses incurred on their 
healthcare.
Specific Medical Expenses: Under 
Section 80DDB, you can claim deduc-
tion on expenditure for treatment of 
specified diseases of self or spouse, 
children, parents and brothers and 
sisters dependent on you. This de-
duction is allowed only for specified 
diseases. These include neurological 
diseases where disability level is cer-
tified as 40 per cent and above (de-
mentia, dystonia musculorum defor-
mans, motor neuron disease, ataxia, 
chorea, hemiballismus, aphasia etc.), 
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LAKH 
The maximum inter-
est one can claim as 
deduction in a year 

on home loan

`2

Expenses That Give you Deduction  
or Exemption Benefit

Mode of 
expense

Section Limit Condition

House Rent 
Allowance

Section 10 
(13A) No Limit

HRA should be part of salary, 
deduction linked to city of 
residence and actuals

House Rent 
Allowance Section 80GG `60,000 For self-employed and salaried 

people who do not get HRA

Home Loan 
Interest Section 24b `2 lakh Property must be self-occupied 

or let-out 

Home Loan 
Principal Section 80C `1.5 lakh Only for self-occupied property

Leave 
Travel 
Allowance

Section 10(5) No Limit Linked to basic salary and 
actuals

Life 
Insurance 
Policy

Section 80C `1.5 lakh
Maximum deduction on 
premium up to 10 per cent  
of sum assured

Health 
Insurance 
Policy

Section 80D `1 lakh Can claim both for own family 
and parents

Medical 
Expense

Section 
80(DDB) `1.25 lakh Depends upon age and  

extent of disability

Education 
Loan 
Interest

Section 80E No Limit
Deduction available for  
eight years once the  
repayment begins

Education 
Fee Section 80C `1.5 lakh Only tuition fee part is 

admissible for deduction

can be claimed to the extent of actual 
expenditure incurred on journey per-
formed in India by the employee and 
his family. The exemption is allowed for 
a maximum of two journeys in a block 
of four calendar years,” says Naveen 
Wadhwa, DGM, Taxmann. However, 
if you have missed claiming it in the 
last block, you still have an option. “The 

can claim an additional deduction on 
interest payment up to `50,000 a year. 
However, to claim this deduction, 
the home loan amount should not be 
more than `35 lakh and property price 
should not be more than `50 lakh.

You can also claim deduction on 
the principal payment. This comes 
under Section 80C, so the maximum 
amount remains `1.5 lakh in a given 
financial year.
Leave Travel Allowance: This is one 
of the favourite expense against which 
you can claim exemption under Section 
10(5) of the Income-tax Act, 1961. It is 
available to only those who receive this 
allowance from their employers. The 
deduction is lower of the LTA amount 
or actual expenses. “This exemption 
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malignant cancer, full- blown AIDS, 
chronic renal failure and hemato-
logical disorders. “You need to get a 
prescription from a neurologist, on-
cologist, urologist, hematologist, im-
munologist or any other prescribed 
specialist. Such prescription should 
have details like name and age of the 
patient, name of the disease or ail-
ment, name, address, registration 
number and qualification of the spe-
cialist issuing the prescription and 
name and address of the government 
hospital (if treatment is in such a hos-
pital),” says Kumar of PwC India.

The deduction is restricted to the 
lower of the actual amount spent or 
`40,000 per annum. The limit goes 
up to `1,00,000 per annum if treat-
ment is for a senior citizen. Deduction 
is reduced by the amount received 
from your insurer/employer for the 
same treatment.
Education Fee: You can claim de-
duction on expenses incurred on 
children’s education. However, not 
all expenses are covered under this. 
“Section 80C(2)(xvii) of the Income-
tax Act provides that an individual is 
eligible to claim deduction in respect 
of tuition fees paid during the year 
to any university, college, school or 
other educational institution situated 
in India for the purpose of full-time 
education of any two children. How-
ever, no deduction shall be available 
in respect of development fees or do-
nation or payment of similar nature,” 
says Wadhwa of Taxmann.
Education Loan: If you have taken 
an education loan for self or spouse or 
children, you can claim deduction on 
interest paid under Section 80E. This 
deduction has no limit. The loan has 
to be from a financial institution or an 
approved charitable institution. “The 
deduction is allowed in respect of in-
terest on loan availed by the individual 
for himself or his relative. Relative for 
the purpose of Section 80E refers to 
spouse and children of the individual 
or the student for whom the individual 
is the legal guardian,” says Homi Mis-
try, Partner, Deloitte India. However, 
there is restriction on the number of 
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Product Section Limit Condition

Tax-saver FD  
(five years) Section 80C `1.5 Lakh

Minimum five years  
lock-in, available in banks 
and post office

National 
Savings 
Certificate

Section 80C `1.5 Lakh
Minimum five years  
lock-in, available in banks 
and post office

Public 
Provident Fund Section 80C `1.5 Lakh Long-term product with  

15-year tenure

Senior Citizens 
Savings 
Scheme

Section 80C `1.5 Lakh
Minimum five years  
lock-in, available in banks 
and post office

Sukanya 
Samriddhi 
Account 
Scheme

Section 80C `1.5 Lakh
21 years tenure, for girl  
child below 10 years; buy 
from bank and post office

National 
Pension System

Section 
80CCD(1) & 
80CCD(1B)

`2 Lakh For regular income after 
retirement

Atal Pension 
Yojana

Section 
80CCD(1) `1.5 Lakh

For regular income after 
retirement, entry for  
people below 40 years

Equity-Linked 
Savings 
Scheme

Section 80C `1.5 Lakh Option to invest in equities, 
three years lock-in

Unit-linked 
Insurance Plan Section 80C `1.5 Lakh

Option to invest in equities, 
deduction benefit on 
premium and tax-free 
maturity amount

Pension Plan Section 80CCC `1.5 Lakh For regular income after 
retirement

Mode of expense Limit

a. 50% of annual basic salary plus DA if living in metro `3 lakh

Actual HRA paid by employer `3.6 lakh

b. Actual rent paid `3 lakh

10% of your basic salary plus DA `60,000

c. 10% of basic salary plus DA deducted from the actual 
rent paid `2.4 lakh

Exempted HRA (lowest of a,b & c) `2.4 lakh

Taxable HRA `1.2 lakh

Investments That Give You Deduction Benefit

How to Calculate HRA Exemption
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to ELSS. It is a passively managed fund 
with low expense ratio. Just like ELSS, 
it entitles an investor to `1.5 lakh de-
duction in a given financial year under 
Section 80C. The lock-in period is three 
years. It basically invests in 10 blue-chip 
Maharatna, Navratna and Miniratna 
companies. It tracks the CPSE index, 
which has some top public sector firms. 
“It is a good investment option as con-
tributions to this scheme are invested 
in a varied range of government compa-
nies operating in different core sectors 
of the economy. These companies, such 
as in electricity, power, etc., enjoy mo-
nopoly. However, they are sometimes 
bound by restrictions with the govern-
ment not allowing them on a par with 
its private contemporaries with the 
motive of wealth maximisation,” says 
Gaurav Mohan, CEO, AMRG & Associ-
ates. However, many experts do not see 
it as a better option. “The majority of 
companies which are part of the CPSE 
ETF are from the energy and allied sec-
tor. This means concentration risk. The 
companies that are part of the CPSE 
ETF are government-run. So, ELSS is 
better for diversification as they hold a 
number of stocks across sectors,” says 
Sudheer of IndianMoney.com
ULIP: Unit-Linked Insurance Plans 
(Ulips) are offered by insurance com-
panies. They offer a combination of 
investment and life insurance. Par-
tial withdrawal or surrender is not 
allowed before completion of five 
years. “Comparing the returns that 
the two schemes offer, a ULIP has fea-
tures of both investment and insur-
ance and, hence, is more suitable for 
people looking for dual benefits from 
a single contribution. But returns are 
not as high as compared to ELSS as a 
part of the investment amount goes 
into buying the insurance cover,” says 
Gaurav Mohan, CEO, AMRG & As-
sociates. “The risk exposure in case 
of ULIPs can be customised in accor-
dance with the risk appetite of the in-
vestor. As ELSS is primarily an equity 
investment scheme, it involves higher 
fluctuation,” he adds. However, the 
entire maturity amount is tax-free 
under Section 10 (10D), and you can 
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How to Claim `2 lakh Deduction in NPS

How Deductions for Health  
Insurance Premium Work

Section Maximum deduction

If you are an 
employee 80CCD(1)

10% of the salary (Basic + Dearness 
Allowance) and  
maximum up to `1.5 lakh

For any other 
individual 80CCD(1) 20% of gross total income  

and maximum up to `1.5 lakh

Either employee 
or any other 
individual

80CCD(1B) `50,000

Age of the 
eldest member

Maximum 
deduction allowed

For yourself, spouse and children Below 60 yrs `25,000

For yourself, spouse and children 60 yrs or above `50,000

For your parents Below 60 yrs `25,000

For your parents 60 yrs or above `50,000

Source: Deloitte India

years for which you can claim this de-
duction. “The deduction is allowed 
for a period of eight years or until the 
interest is paid by the individual in full, 
whichever is earlier. Considering that 
the deduction commences from the 
year the individual starts repaying the 
loan, no deduction can be claimed dur-
ing the moratorium period,” says Mis-
try of Deloitte India.

Investments: Equities
ELSS: To promote equity investment, 
the government allows deduction for 
investment in equity-linked savings 
schemes (ELSS) of mutual funds. “Eq-
uity funds have the potential to earn 
higher returns over a long period, mak-
ing them a suitable product to earn re-
turns that can beat inflation. One can 
invest in tax-saving mutual funds and 
claim a deduction of up to `1.5 lakh in a 
financial year via Section 80C. Though 
the lock-in period is three years, one 

can remain invested and earn higher re-
turns,” says Archit Gupta, Founder and 
CEO, Cleartax. Though they offer high-
er returns and tax benefit, the returns 
are taxable. “ELSS has the potential 
of offering double-digit returns. ELSS 
profits are treated as long-term capital 
gains and taxed at 10 per cent for gains 
above `1 lakh,” says C.S. Sudheer, CEO 
and Founder, IndianMoney.com.
CPSE ETF: Central Public Sector En-
terprises’ (CPSE’s) exchange-traded 
funds (ETFs) were introduced in Bud-
get 2019 as a tax-saving option similar 

LAKH 
The amount one can 
claim as deduction 
by investing in tax-

saving mutual funds  

`1.5





134 Business Today  9 February 2020

Retirement Products
NPS: The National Pension System is 
run by the government of India and is 
open to general public. The NPS has as-
sumed greater significance among tax-
saving investment products as it allows 
investment up to `2 lakh in a financial 
year. It allows you take equity exposure 
to boost returns of retirement savings. 
It also offers a higher income deduc-
tion benefit. “Deduction under Section 
80CCD(1) falls within the maximum 
deduction limit of `1.5 lakh available to 
an individual (as per Section 80CCE). 
On the other hand, deduction up to 
`50,000 under Section 80CCD(1B) is 
over and above the limit of `1.5 lakh,” 
says Mistry of Deloitte India. 

Not only this, if your employer 
is also contributing to your NPS ac-
count, you may get an additional de-
duction. “An individual can claim 
deduction for contribution made by 
his employer as well which is added as 
part of his salary. Such deduction, not 
exceeding 10 per cent of salary (14 per 
cent for central government employ-
ees), can be claimed under Section 
80CCD(2). This is over and above the 
limit of Rs 1.5 lakh and `50,000,” says 
Mistry of Deloitte India.
APY: The Atal Pension Yojana is a reg-
ular income scheme which people can 
join before the age of 40 and to which 
they can contribute up to the age of 60, 
after which they start receiving regular 
monthly income which they have opt-
ed for. This scheme has regular income 
option ranging from `1,000 to `5,000. 
The contribution amount depends up- 
on the age at which the person joins the 
scheme. So, you can get deduction ben-
efit on the contribution that you make 
in the APY in any given financial year.
Pension Plans: Both life insurance 
companies and mutual fund houses 
give the option of investing in retire-
ment plans that offer either deferred 
or immediate annuity income af-
ter retirement. Any contribution to 
such plans will make you eligible to 
claim deduction of up to `1.5 lakh in a  
financial year.  

@naveenkumar80
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switch to different funds many times 
in a year internally, without any cost.

Fixed Income Products
PPF: The Public Provident Fund 
(PPF) Scheme is a popular long-term 
tax-saving investment option backed 
by the government. It offers a reason-
able interest rate and tax-free returns. 
The lock-in period is 15 years. “It falls 
under the EEE category. This means 
the investor does not have to pay tax at 
any stage of the investment. Taxpayers 
can contribute up to ̀ 1.5 lakh a year and 
build a significant corpus. Investments 
in PPF are eligible for tax deduction 
under Section 80C of up to `1.5 lakh,” 
says Gupta of Cleartax. PPF pays a good 
rate; the current rate is 7.9 per cent.
SCSS: Senior citizens prefer to keep 
money safe and get income on a regu-
lar basis. “Senior citizens may look at 
investing in Senior Citizen Savings 
Scheme (SCSS), which is designed 
specifically for Indian citizens above 
60 years with a few exceptions. An in-
dividual can invest up to `15 lakh or the 
amount received as retirement benefit, 
whichever is lower. “They should invest 
in SCSS as it is very safe, reliable, offers 
good returns, and is tax deductible. The 
process to invest is simple and easy,” 
says Sameer Mittal, Managing Partner, 
Sameer Mittal & Associates.

The interest rate is one of the best 
among small savings schemes. It is 8.6 
per cent at present. “Interest accrued/
received on the SCSS account is fully 
taxable in hands of the investor sub-
ject to the basic exemption limit. Also, 
investments up to `1,50,000 made by 
citizens are allowed as deduction from 
taxable income under Section 80C,” 
says Surana of RSM India. 
SSA: The government has made it easy 
to save for the girl child through the 
Sukanya Samriddhi Account. This is a 
long-term product with a tenure of 21 
years. You have to deposit money for the 
first 14 years and wait for another seven 
years for maturity. The account can be 
opened for any girl who is less than 10 
years old. The minimum annual con-
tribution is `250, while the maximum 
is limited to the 80C limit of `1.5 lakh in 

a given financial year. The current rate 
of interest is 8.4 per cent, just second 
to the SCSS. You can open this account 
for two girls. The SSA allows partial 
withdrawal for higher studies after the 
child turns 18. In case of marriage, the 
full amount can be withdrawn.
NSC: The National Savings Certificate 
has been one the most preferred last-
minute income-tax saving option for 
many. It comes with five-year lock-in 
period and is currently offering a rate 
of 7.9 per cent. While you can claim de-
duction on the investment amount, the 
interest earned is taxable. If you invest 
`1 lakh, you will get `1.46 lakh on matu-
rity after five years.
Tax-saver FD: You can also enjoy 
Section 80C deduction benefit on tax 
saving fixed deposits which come with 

a five-year lock-in period. You can in-
vest through a bank or a post office. 
The current rate of interest offered by 
post office is 7.7 per cent. Any interest 
that you earn is taxable. “One should 
also ponder over the taxation angle 
as the effective rate of return will  
be higher for a person falling under 
the lower income tax slab, thereby 
resulting in tax savings. However,  
for the person falling in the higher  
tax slab, the effective rate of return 
cannot match even the inflation  
rate,” says Mittal of Sameer Mittal  
& Associates.  

PER CENT 
The current rate of 
interest offered by 
banks and post of-

fice on tax-saver FDs

7.7

PER CENT
The current rate of 

interest offered  
by banks and post 

office on NSC

7.9
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LIFE INSURANCE
Sanjeev Saxena
I had bought a term plan about 
four years ago with `60 lakh 
cover with a tenure of 25 years 
when I was 32 years old. Now I 
wish to increase the plan's ten-
ure to 40 years. Is there a way to 
do that with the old policy or will I 
have to buy a new policy?

Aalok Bhan, Director and Chief 
Marketing Officer, Max Life Insurance 
You may not be able to increase the 
tenure of your existing policy. Before 

MANAGING YOUR MONEY CAN BE 
TRICKY. SEND YOUR QUERIES, AND 
PERSONAL FINANCE EXPERTS WILL 
HELP YOU RESOLVE ANY ISSUE

taking a decision on a new policy, 
please check your life insurance cover 
requirement using a human life value 
calculator. There are new policies 
available in the market that offer new 
features like return of premium and 
critical illness cover, which you may 
like to consider as well.  

HEALTH INSURANCE
Rajesh Saini
I have a corporate health insur-
ance plan of `3 lakh that my com-
pany has given. I wish to take a 
super top-up plan of `10 lakh. 

However, I have heard that these 
super top-up plans come with 
more exclusions than the base 
plan. If that is indeed the case, 
should I opt for a super top-up 
plan at all?

Ashish Mehrotra, MD and CEO, 
Max Bupa Health Insurance 
It is always recommended that a per-
son has a comprehensive health insur-
ance plan along with a corporate plan. 
A super top-up plan will come handy 
when your hospitalisation claim bill 
crosses the sum insured under the cor-
porate plan. Further, your base cover 
and super top-up policy can work along 
with one another, which means, if you 
have a mediclaim you can also pur-
chase a super top-up policy to enhance 
your overall coverage. 

The higher your sum insured for 
super top-up plan, the better it is for 
you. You can go for sum insured of `5 
lakh, `10 lakh and `15 lakh. However, it 
is advisable that you select `15 lakh as 
sum insured to maximise your overall 
coverage over and above your base pol-
icy. There are no specific exclusions for 
top-up plans. The exclusions are more 
or less aligned with the other indemni-
ty-based health insurance products. 

Please send your queries to  
moneytoday@intoday.com

Money 
Matters

Money Today – Q & A

MUTUAL FUNDS
Aman Behl
I am just eight years away from my daughter’s marriage. I have been a 
regular SIP investor for last four years but my overall returns are 4.5 per 
cent. To get higher returns, I put half of my regular investment towards 
mid- and small-cap funds. However, these funds have been the worst 
performers. Should I change my allocation and move all my funds to 
large cap funds?

Arun Kumar - Head of Research, FundsIndia.com
The  mid- and small-cap segment has seen a sharp correction compared to 
large caps since the start of 2018. Given that you still have eight years and 
the valuations have started to become reasonable across this segment, we 
recommend you continue the SIPs as you get to buy more units at lower NAVs. 
Usually, the recoveries in this segment are very sharp and extremely difficult to 
time. As and when the recovery happens over the next few years, your returns 
will improve. Over the last 3-4 years to your goal, you can gradually move out of 
equities to conservative debt funds.
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GAINS ABOVE `1 LAKH ON SHARES ARE TAXED. HERE IS 
HOW YOU CAN CHURN THE PORTFOLIO TO PAY LESS

BY NAVEEN KUMAR
ILLUSTRATION BY RAJ VERMA

Save LTCG 
Tax on Stocks
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penny saved is a penny earned. This old adage 
will sound truer than ever to Indian investors who have 
had to work extra hard to earn even half-decent returns 
from equities over the past one year. Since every penny 
matters, one way for stock investors to earn a little ex-
tra is saving the 10 per cent tax on equity gains above `1 
lakh a year (if the shares are held for one year or more) 
that was imposed in the 2018 Union Budget. Till 2018, 
long-term capital gains (LTCG) 
on shares sold after a year were 
exempted from tax, but there was 
a short-term capital gains tax of 15 
per cent (on equity investments 
held for less than a year).

Effective April 1, 2018, if you 
sell shares after holding them for a 
year or more, you are liable to pay 
LTCG tax if your profits are more 
than `1 lakh. “Section 112A lev-
ies tax at a flat rate of 10 per cent 
on long-term gains from sale of 
shares listed on stock exchanges. 
However, tax under this section 
shall be levied only on gains that 
exceed `1 lakh,” says Naveen Wad-
hwa, DGM, Taxmann. No index-
ation benefit is available on trans-
fer of shares. Indexation adjusts 
the purchase price for inflation 
and lowers the gains and, hence, 
the tax liability.

Here are some ways to reduce 
this outgo.

Hold for Very Long 
There are many people who had huge capital gains be-
fore the decision to levy LTCG tax was taken. They 
have been given respite to a great extent. “When any 
new clause or provision is added, certain persons usu-
ally enjoy some relief from complying with the provi-
sions or clauses, which is known as grandfathering. 
‘Grandfathered’ persons enjoy such relief owing to the 
fact that they made the decisions under the old clause/
provisions. In this case, investments made on or before 
January 31, 2018, are eligible for grandfathering,”  says 
Gaurav Mohan, CEO, AMRG & Associates.

The rule exempts gains till January 31, 2018. “The 
concept of grandfathering under this provision speci-
fies the method for determination of cost of acquisition, 
which is deemed to be higher of the (1) The actual cost of 
acquisition of such investments or (2) Lower of fair mar-
ket value (highest price quoted on the stock exchange as 
on January 31, 2018) or sale price,” says Mohan of AMRG 
& Associates. What this means is that you will have to 
pay no tax on gains made till January 31, 2018, which will 
be considered as the date of acquisition of the shares; the 
gains made will be calculated from this date onwards.

Set Off Losses
Earlier, when there was no LTCG tax, investors were not 
allowed to set off their gains against losses, which are 

quite common in stock investing. 
Setting off reduces gains by the 
amount of losses incurred and 
lowers the tax outgo. “Until Bud-
get 2018, any loss arising out of 
transfer of equity shares or units 
of equity funds was a dead loss 
as long-term capital gains arising 
out of such transfer were exempt 
from tax. Now, the benefit of set 
off and carry forward of losses can 
be availed in accordance with the 
existing provisions of the Income 
Tax Act, that is, the loss can be 
set off against long-term capital 
gains and unabsorbed losses can 
be carried forward for up to eight 
years,” says Mohan. What this 
means is that if you have incurred 
a long-term capital loss by selling 
shares, you will have to pay LTCG 
tax only if your gains in subse-
quent eight years exceed this loss. 
And this loss can be used to set off 
profits for as many as eight years.

1. Tax on LTCG gains up to `1 lakh 
on shares held for more than a 
year is Nil

2. In case of gain up to `2 lakh, 
split withdrawal in two financial 
years to keep the gains below `1 
lakh in both years

3. In case of bigger gains, keep 
churning the portfolio by selling 
when gains reach closer to `1 
lakh and then buying back to 
raise the acquisition cost and, 
hence, reduce the LTCG tax

4. You can also invest the 
proceeds to buy a residential 
property to save the LTCG tax

Four Tips

Money Today – TAX
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Stagger Gains
If gain is ̀ 1-2 lakh: If your profit is above ̀ 1 lakh but not 
more than `2 lakh, you can save tax by timing your with-
drawal. “If the end of the financial year is near and one 
is expecting LTCG of up to `2 lakh from listed shares, it 
is advisable to split the sale transactions in two different 
financial years,” says Wadhwa of Taxmann. You can sell 
one lot of shares with `1 lakh gains before March 31 and 
the remaining after April 1, when the new financial year 
begins. The two sales will be in two different financial 
years and gains in one year will not go beyond `1 lakh.

When gain is above `2 lakh: However, if the gains 
are much higher than `2 lakh, you cannot save tax by 
splitting the sale as the third transaction may come 
after a gap of one year. This can be risky as market 
conditions can change drastically in a year. Worry not. 
If your anticipated gain is way higher than `2 lakh, 
you can follow the strategy of churning the portfolio 
at regular intervals. “For investors, who deal with a 
sizeable portfolio and whose gains are taxable even 
after the `1 lakh exemption, it is advisable to churn the 
portfolio on a regular basis even if they intend to hold 
the shares for the long term,” says Mohan. This means 
they can sell the shares whenever the capital gain ap-
proaches `1 lakh and then repurchase them. Though 
this will involve some transaction cost, it will be quite 
low compared to the LTCG tax. This way they can keep 
holding the shares for the long term while using the `1 
lakh exemption window for each financial year.

Buy Residential Property
Another way to save LTCG tax is investing the proceeds 
to buy a residential property. “Section 54F of the Income-
Tax Act, 1961, provides for exemption from capital gains 
from transfer of such long-term capital asset (any asset 
other than a residential house). The provision provides 
that long-term capital gains shall not be chargeable to 
tax if the net sales consideration is invested in acquisi-
tion or construction of residential house property with-
in the prescribed period,” says Wadhwa of Taxmann.

One important thing to notice is that it is not only the 
gains that need to be invested but the entire proceeds. 
“The entire sale consideration arising out of transfer of 
shares may be invested in purchase or construction of 
new residential house property. If the residential house 
property is purchased, the same should be effected ei-
ther one year before or two years after the date of the 
transfer. In case of construction, the property should be 
built within three years of the date of the transfer. Avail-
ing such provision will eventually help in reducing the 
tax burden on the investor,” says Mohan. 

@naveenkumar80

* Brokerage `0 (assuming discount broker), STT (@ 0.1%) 
(delivery), exchange transaction charge (NSE) 0.00325%, 

GST (@ 18% on brokerage and transaction charges),  
SEBI charges (`10/ `1 crore), Figures in `

SCENARIO 1  
When you do not churn your portfolio

SCENARIO 2  
When you churn your portfolio

APR 1, 2018
Stock acquisition cost 6,00,000

Stock sold at price 6,96,000
Total tax and charges* 723.39
Net gain 95,276.61
LTCG Tax 0

Stock bought at price 6,96,000
Total tax and charges* 723.39
New acquisition cost 6,96,723.39

Stock sold at price 7,95,000
Total tax and charges* 826.28
Net gain 97,450.33
LTCG tax 0

Stock bought at price 7,95,000
Total tax and charges* 826.28
New acquisition cost 7,95,826.28

Stock sold at price 8,95,000
Total tax and charges* 930.22
Net gain 98,243.50
LTCG tax 0

OCT 2, 2019

APR 1, 2021

OCT 5, 2022

APR 5, 2021

OCT 5, 2019

Total additional cost of churning 3,099.3417
Net saving of LTCG tax after churning 16,307.64

Stock acquisition cost 6,00,000

Stock sold at price 8,95,000
Total tax and charges* 930.22
Net gain 2,94,069.78
Gain above `1 lakh 1,94,069.80
LTCG tax @ 10% 19,406.98

INITIAL BUYING    
APR 1,2018

FINAL SELLING
OCT 1,2022

INITIAL BUYING

FIRST CHURNING - BUYING AND SELLING

SECOND CHURNING -BUYING & SELLING

FINAL SELLING
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Money Today – P2P

P2P LENDING IS EMERGING 
AS AN ATTRACTIVE 
INVESTMENT OPTION  
IN THE DEBT SEGMENT 
PROMISING 15-20 PER 
CENT RETURNS

BY APRAJITA SHARMA
ILLUSTRATIONS BY RAJ VERMA

Smart 
Lending

you have money to invest for the 
short term, you can consider a new op-
tion in the debt segment other than tra-
ditional debt instruments such as deben-
tures and bonds – peer-to-peer (P2P) 
lending, which has emerged as an attrac-
tive avenue for people who don’t mind 
taking some additional risks for extra 
returns. This involves lending money to 
individuals or businesses through online 
services that match lenders with borrow-
ers. Recently, even the Reserve Bank of  
India (RBI) showed confidence in the 
fledgling segment by revising a lender’s 
exposure limit across P2P platforms from 
`10 lakh to `50 lakh. Experts say one can 
earn good returns by diversifying risks 
across types of borrowers. 

Key Regulatory Developments 
P2P players have been in existence since 
2012, when the first platform – i-Lend – was 

launched. Initially, there was hardly any 
regulatory oversight. Seeing the potential 
of the evolving technology and growth of 
lending to the underserved, the RBI came 
out with guidelines in September 2017, to 
convert P2P players into NBFCs by issuing 
NBFC-P2P licences. There are around 30  
P2P players in the country of which 20 had 
got the NBFC-P2P licences as on October 
31, 2019; the rest have applied for it.

One can invest up to `50 lakh across 
P2P platforms. The minimum amount is 
`25,000. The RBI has specified that the 
tenure of a single loan cannot be more 
than three years. Exposure to a single bor-
rower cannot go above `50,000. For exam-
ple, if you have `50 lakh to invest, you need 
100 borrowers across platforms. “This is 
good because it ensures better diversifi-
cation. On our platform, we have fixed it 
at `20,000,” says Ajit Kumar, Founder & 
CEO, RupeeCircle.

KEY POINTS

`50 lakh
Individual lending limit

36 
Months: Maximum 

tenure of a loan

`50,000
Maximum lending by a single 
person to the same borrower 

across P2P platforms

12-27%*
Returns expected  

per annum

If

* Source: Industry
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How It Works 
P2P platforms work as a conduit to 
connect borrowers with lenders. The 
borrowers could be individuals or mi-
cro, small and medium enterprises. 
“Lenders on P2P platforms act like 
banks to earn returns on their sur-
plus funds by lending directly to pre-
verified borrowers,” says Rajat Gan-
dhi, Founder & CEO, Faircent, India’s 
first P2P player to receive the RBI’s 
NBFC-P2P licence. Once the amount 
is invested and disbursed to borrow-
ers, you receive repayments either on 
monthly or quarterly basis. 

P2P platforms use innovative 
ways to assess the creditworthiness 
of borrowers by using both tradition-
al KYC data and digital footprints. 
Faircent claims to have an automated 
underwriting mechanism that does a 
comprehensive risk analysis covering 
120-plus parameters. As a lender, you 
can check the profiles of all borrow-
ers with details of their age, marital 
status, housing status, employment, 
education, other liabilities, average 
quarterly bank balance and expendi-
ture-to-income ratio to make an in-
formed investment choice. However, 
P2P lending is still at a nascent stage 
and the credit assessment process is 
not time-tested yet. So, it will take 
time for these players to build a cred-
ible track record of risk management. 

The Risks
The only risk in P2P lending is credit 
default by borrowers. It is similar to 
the risk involved in fixed income in-
struments such as NCD (Non-Con-
vertible Debentures) and CPs (Com-
mercial Papers), says Bhavin Patel, 
CEO & Co-founder, LenDenClub. To 
minimise the default risk, one should 
diversify investments and lend small 
amounts to multiple borrowers.  

“To diversify, investors can use 
the 80:20 formula, that is: lending 
80 per cent to high-rated clients with 
reasonable returns and 20 per cent 
to low-rated clients. Diversify maxi-
mum while lending to lower-rated 
clients,” says Rajan Pathak, Founder 

and net returns is what the P2P plat-
forms earn. 

Should You Invest? 
Looking at the high double-digit re-
turns that these investments have 
earned, investors with risk appetite 
should consider adding P2P lending 
in their portfolio. But start with small 
amounts and short durations. Kohli of 
Client Associates says one can start in-
vesting with a six-month period before 
increasing it to 12 months and more. 
Rajan Pathak, Founder & MD, Adapt 
Fintech Advisors, agrees. “Lenders 
should start with a tenure of one year 
with a small amount, opting for the 
quarterly interest payout option. Keep 
an eye on refund capability of borrow-
ers and reset the horizon and invest-
ment amount after a year based on 
experience.” Pathak says one should 
select the P2P platform on three pa-
rameters: Borrowers’ on-boarding 
process, recovery mechanism and ro-
bustness of the player.  

@apri_sharma

& MD, Adapt Fintech Advisors.
If a default happens, most P2P 

players have an in-house collec-
tion and verification team to collect 
missed payments on behalf of lend-
ers. The default rates at LendenClub, 
RupeeCircle and Faircent are 4.2 per 
cent, less than 1 per cent and around 
2 per cent, respectively, as per data 
from the companies. 

The Edge
While any instrument offering dou-
ble-digit returns will be risky, the ad-
vantage with P2P is that the returns 
are not volatile. “Unlike traditional in-
vestments such as equities, commod-
ity and forex, there is zero volatility 
in P2P lending as these investments 
are not market-linked,” says Patel of 
LenDenClub. He also points out that 
lenders must understand the differ-
ence between return on investment 
(RoI) and net returns. “RoI is the rate 
offered to borrowers after consider-
ing credit default risk to derive net  
returns expected by the lender,” he 
explains. The difference between RoI 

WHAT YOU MUST 
KNOW BEFORE  

INVESTING

  P2P lending is regulated by 
the RBI

  The interest rate charged 
varies with the perceived 
risk and credit score

  Returns are less volatile 
than in products such as 
equities, commodities

 Innovative credit assess-
ment tools are used to judge 
the risk profile of borrowers

 You are free to choose the 
borrower matching your 
return and risk parameters

 If a borrower defaults, you 
bear the losses, not the P2P 
platform; but the P2P player 
may help in recovery

 A good strategy is to  
diversify across different 
types of borrowers



142

HARSH C. MARIWALA, CHAIRMAN, MARICO

Q. What was the problem you 
were grappling with?
A. In the mid-1990s, around 1996-
97, we were having a fight with 
Hindustan Lever, and it was getting 
intense. I was grappling with what 
we should be doing.

Q. Who did you approach  
and why?
A. I went to Ram Charan (the 
renowned business consultant, 
speaker, management guru and 
CEO coach), whom I have known for 
several years.

Q. What was the advice you 
received?
A. The advice he gave me was, come 
what may, “you have to protect your 
resource-generating engine”. We 
took the advice seriously and went 
all out to protect Parachute coconut 
oil and did everything, including 
increasing the advertising budget, 
improving the distribution and 
product quality and motivating  
the field force.

Q. How effective was it in 
resolving your problem?
A. That advice really helped and 
we were able to maintain our 
marketshare. When the fight 
happened with Hindustan Lever, 
when they launched Nihar coconut 
oil and one more brand, Cococare, we 
were able to protect our marketshare. 
Whatever they gained in the market 
was only because of weaker players 
losing their marketshare. And it all 
culminated in us acquiring Nihar in 
February 2006.   
  – E. KUMAR SHARMA

“YOU HAVE TO PROTECT YOUR  
RESOURCE-GENERATING ENGINE”
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