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Falguni Nayar founded Nykaa at 49 and took it to a
blockbuster market listing almost a decade later

Age may just be a number in the journey
to a bigger, multi-digit figure

Letter From The Editor

Are you Experienced?

S

tartup founders, our brains have been
hardwired to believe, are young—mid-20s or
thereabouts—with bellies bursting with ﬁre
and an insatiable appetite for risk. Think Mark
Zuckerberg, Larry Page, Sergey Brin and Steve Jobs…
hang on. Jobs may have been in his early 20s when he
founded Apple but the maverick innovator, who died
at 56, had also told his biographer two years before
passing that the past 12 years of his life had been his
most productive in terms of creating new products.
Messrs Zuckerberg, Page, Brin and Jobs are testimony
that levels of creativity and imagination are perhaps highest
in the 20s. But, hey, as long as the spirit, ﬂesh and venture
capitalists are willing, age may just be a number in the
journey to a bigger, multi-digit ﬁgure—a multi-billiondollar valuation on the back of a potentially game-changing
business model.
In the recent past, a clutch of founders on the ‘wrong’
side of 40 and 50 have built entities worth over $1 billion,
with the promise of proﬁts down the road. If the young and
restless bring passion and energy to the business plan, the
unyoung and longer-lived come with a been-there-donethat-and-keen-to-do-more mindset; victories are to be
celebrated, and setbacks will hurt but, when time teaches
you that this is how life works, you’re more likely to quickly
move on to the next battle than get caught up celebrating
the win or wallowing in the loss like there’s no tomorrow.
But there’s always a tomorrow. The Forbes India cover
story is about a ﬁne bunch of men and women who leaned
on yesterday’s learnings to attain glory on those morrows.
These are mostly former professionals who, after garnering
plenty of knowhow, have chosen to go it on their own with
the backing of technology and capital.
On the cover is Falguni Nayar, a former investment

STORIES TO LOOK OUT FOR

banker who walked to the other end of the table to start
a beauty and fashion ecommerce venture in 2012, when
she was 49. A decade later, after going public, Nykaa had
a market value of close to $15 billion, as of the last week of
November. And, Nayar, at a sprightly 58, was worth roughly
half of that. As Nayar tells Naini Thaker, who wrote the
story after meeting the founder, her son and daughter
who head key verticals, and key professional honchos:
“Entrepreneurship is an adventure that needs courage. Age
and experience aren’t liabilities. When you’re young it’s
easy because there’s no downside. Typically, with age, you
somehow put these constraints in your mind that you have
enough to lose if you don’t succeed.”
Experience, quite clearly, is what these 50-something
founders have dollops of. They’ve seen sectors opening up,
attracting foreign players and public sector monopolies
being broken. Consider, for instance, Kamesh Goyal, who
started his career in insurance in pre-liberalised India, with
The New India Assurance Co in 1988, moved to German
insurance giant Allianz in the late 90s when foreign players
entered, headed the joint venture with Bajaj, and eventually
moved to the Munich headquarters. After which he started
up insurancetech venture Digit, at 50. As Goyal tells Rajiv
Singh, who tracked his journey and wrote ‘The Big B of
Insurance’ (see page 36), “I am not starting from scratch. I
have done it and I have to just repeat it.”
Investors in public issues tick quite a few boxes when
applying, and experience and pedigree of promoters is—or
should be—one of them. That’s where the older hands will
provide tech and internet companies an edge. As perhaps
Nayar did for Nykaa, which was oversubscribed nearly 82.5
times and, at the time of writing, quoting almost 80 percent
above its offer price. The new adage in boom town may well
be: ‘Count your years in moolah, not years’.

Brian Carvalho
Editor, Forbes India
brian.carvalho@nw18.com

Age and experience aren’t liabilities,
says Falguni Nayar (left), whose Nykaa
was oversubscribed nearly 82.5 times;
Kamesh Goyal started insurancetech
venture Digit when he was 50
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Brushing up billions:
Falguni Nayar,
founder, Nykaa

BEAUTY BILLIONAIRE
Investment banker Falguni Nayar launched beauty and fashion ecommerce
platform Nykaa from her father’s office when she was 49. Almost a decade
later, after her IPO was oversubscribed nearly 82.5 times, India’s richest
self-made woman billionaire says she is only getting started
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It’s Show(Reel) Time

‘I Was More Of A Doer’

Winning Bids

Sabeer Bhatia's new venture uses
videos that can be used for getting
jobs or finding a life partner P/12

Designer Anita Dongre
knew what she wanted to
do quite early in life P/18

Recent IPO investors would have
done better buying stocks in old
economy companies than tech P/20

IPO

A Weak Start

Shares of Paytm were down 27 percent on the first trading day as investors shunned
the digital payments company in the absence of a demonstrable business model
A YEAR INTO THE IPO BOOM,

market watchers were clear
that the Paytm public listing
would see no pop on Day 1. The issue
was scraped through with just 1.86
times subscription. The grey market
premium for unlisted shares was

non-existent—a mere `20 on an offer
price of `2,080-2,150. Clearly,
investors were unwilling to pay a
premium for a company that had yet
to demonstrate the viability of its
business model.
No surprises then that the stock of

its parent One 97 Communications
opened at a discount on November 18
and quickly slid 20 percent, shaving
off about `35,000 crore from its
market cap to `101,000 lakh crore.
Buyers were few and far between as
selling pressure sustained through

PUNIT PARANJPE / AFP
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Paytm's founder and CEO Vijay Shekhar Sharma gets emotional during the IPO listing ceremony at the Bombay Stock Exchange on November 18
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the day. It ended the day at `589,
down 27 percent.
It is too soon to say whether the
Paytm listing ﬁasco could puncture
the rally in the primary market. This
marks the ﬁrst time when investors
have been circumspect about what
is on offer and are unwilling to buy
into growth projections that may
or may not materialise. Expensive
valuations, even when measured by
new-age metrics like price to sales,
have been rejected. “The company
is overvalued at 26 times price to
sales when compared to global peers
of 0.3-0.5 times price to sales,” says
Manoj Dalmia, founder and director,
Proﬁcient Equities.
Paytm’s issue lies in its inability
to demonstrate the cash ﬂow to
The Paytm listing fiasco could puncture the rally in the primary market
sustain its valuation. Its mainstay
its valuation, its ability to garner a
in the payments space was until
to consumers and has disbursed
substantial market share in any of
2016 a viable business as it had the
6.9 million [69 lakh] loans to date.
the businesses it operates in, and its
promise of bringing in revenue
Macquarie has estimated that a
ability to get a banking licence given
per transaction. Globally, Visa and
total of `2,500 crore has been lent to
its substantial ownership by Chinese
Mastercard, and in China, Alipay
consumers with Paytm’s take rate
entities. The report pointed to ‘the
had made viable businesses in the
at 3 percent. A host of other platforms
company having its ﬁnger in too
payments space. Users had their
like wealth management, ticketing,
many pies with competition driving
wallets, and since there was no
gaming, credit cards are sub scale.
down unit economics’.
interoperability, the user base
As a result, it is unlikely the
It is a view echoed by several
was sticky.
business will generate positive free
research houses. “There is a lot of
The model was punctured in April
cash ﬂow by FY30.
competition from large players in
2016 when the Reserve Bank of India
For now, it is unlikely that Paytm’s
most of the segments that
launched the United
valuation tumble will reﬂect on
Paytm does (sic). Because
Payments Interface, a
other technology listings. Zomato,
PAYTM’S ISSUE
of competition and
smartphone application
Policybazaar and Nykaa have all
LIES IN ITS
regulatory pressures on
that allows the direct
performed well since their listing,
INABILITY TO
bringing down the costs
transfer of money
with investors willing to look past
DEMONSTRATE
for investors, market
between bank accounts.
this period of low or negative
THE CASH
participants are sceptical
The service was free
proﬁtability. But there too,
FLOW TO
about how much
and suddenly the unit
business projections run into
SUSTAIN ITS
scalability can be seen
economics of Paytm as
20 years and it is anyone’s guess
VALUATION
from the cross-selling of
well as other payment
how these will play out.
products,” says Ruchit
companies like GPay
If the worst case scenario
Jain, head of research at 5paisa.com,
and PhonePe vanished overnight.
is to be believed, Paytm’s shares
a brokerage.
Since then, Paytm has tried a host
could continue to disappoint,
In the absence of a banking
of pivots to use its customer base to
with Macquarie projecting a
licence, Paytm has been unable to
sell everything from mobile phones
44 percent downside to `1,200.
monetise its base of 27 million or 2.7
to insurance products and mutual
A bear case scenario takes them to
crore merchants. While they accept
funds to plane tickets. The market is
as low as `560 a share. The only
payments with a Paytm QR code,
unsure how much money these new
joker in the pack is if a small fee
the company makes no money at
businesses can generate.
of say 10 paisa is to be levied per
times due to a zero percent merchant
In a sharp critique, a research
transaction. The valuation then
discount rate.
note by Macquarie released an hour
jumps to `2,900 crore.
● SAMAR SRIVASTAVA
The company is able to lend
before Paytm’s listing questioned
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It’s Show(Reel) Time
For Sabeer Bhatia
The Hotmail founder has been on a quest for his next big
venture. And he believes he has found it this time
EVEN AS A NEW

generation of
entrepreneurs is
trying to reinvent email—
think Rahul Vohra at
SuperHuman, or Bhavin
Turakhia with Titan—
Sabeer Bhatia, the original
email entrepreneur,
continues to seek his next
big challenge.
After selling Hotmail to
Microsoft for an estimated

$400 million in 1998,
Bhatia has tried several
ventures—from ecommerce
to messaging to instant
collaboration to Internet
of Things (IoT) for
agriculture—with limited
success or none at all.
Now, Bhatia is back,
with a new venture. This
time, he is betting he can
combine short videos and
targeted interviews into

a tool that millions, if not
hundreds of millions, can
use for everything from
getting that dream job to
pitching to a VC investor,
to even ﬁnding a mate
for life. That’s Bhatia’s
aspiration anyway.
The new—for now, selffunded—venture is called
ShowReel, says Bhatia.
Users can download an app
from the Apple App Store

MADHU KAPPARATH
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Sabeer Bhatia, who founded Hotmail, has launched a new short video platform called ShowReel
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or Google’s Play Store.
They make an interviewlike video, by answering
eight questions and upload
it onto ShowReel’s cloud,
and share it easily.
“The idea is really
simple. Video has exploded
and is becoming, if it hasn’t
already, the premium form
of content consumption
over the next few years,”
says Bhatia. While
much of the short video
content has been created
for entertainment and
social media, the focus
with ShowReel is to help
people “create videos for
a purpose”, he says. And
he’s identiﬁed the primary
purpose as employment.
But users can also create
personal videos—like for
ﬁnding a life partner, with
matchmaking still a very
big deal in India.
“I even have a section on
startups where people can
answer questions that I ask,
which helps them create
a startup pitch through
video,” he adds. “Think of
it as an app that enables
people to create focussed,
purpose-driven videos.”
Bhatia is in India to
promote ShowReel, which
is commercially available
now. The videos are stored
on ShowReel’s servers, on
Amazon Web Services and
Google cloud servers.
As he gets more users
and data, Bhatia expects to
infuse artiﬁcial intelligence
(AI) into his app, and
one use case for this is in
helping business customers
ﬁnd the right employees.
Think of a company that,
let’s say, hires 10,000
people every year. Let’s
say ShowReel gives them

SHUTTERSTOCK

200 mln
Indians watched short format videos at
least once in 2020, according to a report
by consultancy Bain & Company

SUSTAINABLE COMPUTING SOLUTIONS –
ACER ON A PATH TO GREENER EARTH

C

onsidering the current environmental
situation across the world, operating
a business in an eco-friendly manner has
become very important. More than a trend it
is now essential to think about the future of
our ecosystem. The world is going through
a sweeping change, we see the effects of
it in our daily lives, an already-changing
climate, the overconsumption of nonrenewable natural resources, biodiversity
losses, widespread deforestation, extreme
natural calamities, massive carbon dioxide
emission, poor air, and water quality.
While technology is a solution to most of
the challenges in the current generation
electronic waste is a major concern. The
majority of the computing solutions are
built around plastic and non-renewable
resources. With COVID-19 the digital
transformation has significantly increased.
Electronic devices have become an essential
part of our lives. In such a scenario every
small step towards a greener earth count.

Sustainable solutions for a greener
tomorrow
Acer work with a clear purpose in mind
to address some of the causes that are
important to humanity and push for
sustainable practices across our portfolio.
From the materials in our products and
packaging to the strength and integrity
of our supply chain, Acer designs devices
with the entire lifecycle in mind. One of
the greatest challenges for our generation
is curbing the effects of climate change.
Environmental sustainability is a subject
that impacts us all, as contributors in the
technological space it is our responsibility
to bring us one step closer to this mission.
Acer’s sustainability efforts have made us an
industry leader in the way we preserve and
protect the planet.
Keeping this in mind we launched
our line-up of green PCs and products
that are better for our environment while
maintaining high-performance standards,
the new Aspire Vero Series. The Aspire
Vero is our green program to make ecofriendly products that are accountable in
nature. From manufacturing to recycling,
sustainability is very crucial. More than just
a chic computer it is a definite expression
of Acer’s commitment to more sustainable

Harish Kohli,
President and MD Acer India
operations. From personal computers
to peripherals, Vero devices share green
strategies, such as developing postconsumer recycled plastic and transporting
it in recyclable packaging. As sustainability
concerns not only how, a product is
made but what becomes of it, Acer’s Vero
devices have also been devised to be easy
to disassemble, streamlining the process
of repairs or upgrades and ultimately
increasing the devices’ lifespans.
With an award-winning, 100%
recyclable packaging design, parts of the
boxes are repurposed into a laptop stand that
enables better airflow which reduces heating
and increases the lifespan of the laptop.
VeroSense is an app designed specifically
for Vero PCs that acts as a control panel to
help save energy and extend the battery life
as well as the product life. Acer’s products
and innovations aim to improve how we
all work, learn create and achieve while we
better the quality conditions of our planet.
The right to repair and right to upgrade
movement followed by Acer is another
step towards sustainability that helps
our customers to upgrade their gadgets
with necessary components of a product
that increases longevity and minimises
electronic wastes.
The sustainable efforts by Acer, the
Earthion platform combine the strengths
of the company, its supply chain partners,

employees, and consumers (channels) to
confront environmental challenges with
advanced solutions. To date, Acer, including
its global operations and businesses, has
effectively achieved its 2020 target of
reducing its carbon emissions by 60%
worldwide. As a member of RE100, Acer is
now planning to source renewable energy
for all of its energy use by 2035. Earthion
is our mission to tackle environmental
challenges through innovative and cohesive
solutions. We provide products that
carefully consider environmental factors in
every stage of the product life cycle.
Acer has continued its journey to bridge
the digital divide by making education and
technology increasingly accessible. We have
also extended our responsibility to society
at large and the environment through the
initiatives. Acer ranked in the top (100th)
percentile for Customer Relationship
Management, Innovation Management, and
Policy Influence according to Dow Jones
Sustainability Index 2018; and according to
FTSE4Good Index, Acer received a full score
for Environmental Supply Chain & Social
Supply Chain. In India our manufacturing
plant is certified under ISO 14001 which
complies with highly on environmental
management standards.
Also, moving from being a traditional
PC-oriented company to a sustainable
technology group, Acer continues to
engage in the dual transformation of its
core business and explore new initiatives.
Acer seeks to identify micro-trends that
have the potential to open up a blue
ocean of opportunities. Meanwhile, Acer
aims to transform into a lifestyle brand
from a product brand through creating
cross-industry business collaboration and
incubating subsidiaries to create renewed
growth in the PC industry and beyond.
Acer seeks for PC markets with high growth
potential while identifying new segments –
or what we refer to as a micro trend waiting
to be discovered.
Sustainable solutions are the need of
the hour not just for the environment but
for societal wellbeing. With the pandemic
driving the digital adoption it is important
to produce sustainable solutions in the
present to live in a green ecosystem in the
future.

SHUTTERSTOCK

600-650 mln
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50,000 videos and they
label the 10,000 that they
like. Now ShowReel has
their preferences.
“The next time around,
we can scale it to ﬁnding
the right 5,000 and the
right 10,000 applicants
from a pool of a million
videos or even a billion
videos.”
That enterprise
customer opportunity
is perhaps one way of
monetising ShowReel,
eventually, because, with
a plethora of short video
apps available for free,
few would be willing to
pay for one. Business
customers, however, might
pay for a curated shortlist
of potential recruits, if it
saves them time, effort and
money.
Bhatia says the eight
questions were selected
very carefully. “I did a lot of
research online to ﬁnd the
10 most asked questions in
all interviews across the
world. And, essentially,
I’ve captured those in eight
questions.” If answered
honestly, these give the
user “the opportunity to
really showcase who they
are as human beings”, and
the work they have done.
The app helps
individuals paint a
complete picture of
themselves and isn’t just
focussed on, for example,
the professional part and
names and titles. The
app tries to elicit what
users are proud of and the
accomplishments they have
achieved. It attempts to get
a deeper understanding of
the thought process of an
individual, as opposed to
just looking at professional
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

Indians will consume short format
videos by 2025, projects a recent
report by Bain & Company

Bhatia financed the construction of a new wing at the St Joseph’s
Boys High School in Bengaluru, where he studied from 1980 to 1984

titles and so on, says Bhatia.
Currently, version 1.2.0
of the app is available
for download. Users can
choose from four topics—
professional, personal,
startup, and leadership—
to start making their
ShowReels. And they
can take a maximum
of 2 minutes to answer
each question. Bhatia has
made one of his own, to
show how it’s done, and
it includes questions like
“Please describe your
education in your own
words”, and “What are you
passionate about?”.
Bhatia is leading
ShowReel himself and
has assembled a small
team, including a software
development team in
Kochi, while the company
will be headquartered in
Silicon Valley. In the longer
run, he expects there will
be adjacent applications
in areas like a doctor
consultation—people
could answer questions on
ShowReel on their health
and get recommendations
from doctors.
With the power of AI,
the app can potentially
become a powerful tool in

places where people don’t
have easy access to doctors,
at least for basic advice.
Some health AI startups
are already offering these
services. In the future, if it
becomes popular, the app
could also be used to get
real-time feedback from
people on government
services, he says.
India’s short format
video (SFV) market has
exploded over the past two
years, growing 3.5 times
in user base and 12 times
in total time spent by all
users on SFV platforms,
according to a report
by consultancy Bain &
Company. More than 200
million Indians watched
SFVs at least once in
2020, with an active user
spending up to 45 minutes
a day on these platforms,
according to the report.
By 2025, three in four
internet users, or 600650 million Indians, will
consume short videos, on
average spending more
than an hour each day on
short video platforms, Bain
projects.
Bhatia (52) was born
in a Sindhi family to a
father who was in the

Indian armed forces and a
banker mother. He studied
electrical engineering at
California Institute of
Technology (Caltech)—
where he went on a rare
transfer scholarship at
the age of 19, as Wired
narrates it—and then
Stanford, according to his
own ShowReel. He worked
brieﬂy at Apple and then a
startup called Firepower
Systems, before starting
Hotmail with co-founder
Jack Smith in 1996. That
story of how they raised
$300,000 to start their
company and then sold it to
Microsoft for $400 million
less than three years later is
part of tech lore now.
Since then, however,
Bhatia has tried a series
of ventures, including
applying IoT to agriculture.
“It didn’t pan out,” Bhatia
says of it. The projected
density of connected
devices hasn’t materialised
yet, and India has its own
unique problems, with its
fragmented and marginal
landholdings and manual
labour-driven farming.
With ShowReel, “the
timing is right, because the
need is immediate. There
are a billion people that
are unemployed, and we
want to go and solve that
problem right now”.
ShowReel is self-funded
for now, but Bhatia is open
to bringing on VC investors
down the line. “There is no
playbook for it that exists,
either in the West or in
India or anywhere else. It’s
completely out of the box,
and it’s a crazy idea. Crazy
ideas sometimes change
the world,” Bhatia says.
●
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International Day of Numerology:

Indian Numerologist
J.C. Chaudhry Launches
Global Initiative
Mr. J C Chaudhry
Founder
Chaudhry Nummero Pvt. Ltd.

•

•

•

To be celebrated every year on November 18, the International
Day of Numerology will strive to dispel misinformation and
myths surrounding numerology.
Also unveiling a new initiative: the Indian Institute of
Numerology, an institution to be setup by Mr. Chaudhry with
the objective of integrating numerology with modern science.
Mr Chaudhry is also setting up an International Numerology
Forum, a platform that will enable discussions and exchange
of ideas among the fraternity globally.

Numerology is an ancient discipline with more than five
thousand years of history. It took birth in ancient civilizations
of Greece, Chaldea, India and China. To facilitate the
standardization in the discipline synthesizing various streams
of this ancient subject, an eminent Indian Numerologist has
envisioned ‘International Numerology Day’.
This international day will strive to dispel misinformation
and myths surrounding numerology by bringing forth empirical
and experiential evidence, validated by research, on the impact
numbers have on people’s lives.
The launch function to celebrate the first-ever International
Day of Numerology has the participation of leading celebrities
from various walks of life. The event will also have witnessed the
unveiling of a new initiative: The Indian Institute of Numerology,

Numerology

Business, Career, Marriage,
New Born Naming & Personal
Numerology Reading.

It assigns numerical value to alphabets
and adds power to names. It is very easy
to understand. For doing calculations in
numerology, one requires only two things:
name of a person, and the correct date of
birth of the person. Anyone can learn it
and use it to make better decisions in all
practical situations in life like investing in
business, selecting friends, and buying a
property, and so on."
an institution to be initiated by Mr Chaudhry with the objective of
integrating numerology with modern science and creating future
generation of tech savvy numerologists with the appreciation
for scientific methods. Mr Chaudhry is also setting up an
International Numerology Forum, a platform that will enable
discussions and exchange of ideas among the fraternity globally.
Talking about his interests in numerology, Mr. Chaudhry said,
“My mission is to assist people in planning their life and to provide
solutions to all kinds of problems with the help of numerology. I have
been practicing it for close to four decades now. I derive immense

Vastu

Vastu for Home, Plot, Office, Shop,
Hotel, Restaurant, Commercial
Complex and Movie Halls.

satisfaction when I see my knowledge in numerology benefitting my
friends, relatives, acquaintances, and clients.”
He added that numerology, which was born in Greece, is
a very unique, interesting, and predictive science. “It assigns
numerical value to alphabets and adds power to names. It is very
easy to understand. For doing calculations in numerology, one
requires only two things: name of a person, and the correct date
of birth of the person. Anyone can learn it and use it to make
better decisions in all practical situations in life like investing
in business, selecting friends, and buying a property, and so on.
With the passage of time, a person with numerological knowledge
develops a third eye and sees what others can’t.”
He plunged himself into the subject from early 1980’s
and most importantly reconnected and reinterpreted the
discoveries of the past in the language of the present. With this
he was able to provide solution to the troubles and struggles that
modern human life is facing in business, family relationships,
interpersonal relations and health.
A turning point happened when he discovered about his
own date of birth. Applying the new found knowledge on
himself, he realized that his date of birth and the ‘Karma’ of his
life is not matching. Rigorously applying the discipline in his life,
he came to a conclusion that his date of birth is different from
what is being conventionally believed by his family. His family
believed that he was born on August 1st 1949 and this also was

Motivation

Career path and guidance,
Motivation for College students,
Business Motivation and Seminars.

in the documents where he was schooled. In those decades after
independence, many birth records were not properly kept. Mr.
J.C. Chaudhry through numerological calculations arrived at a
date of November 18, 1950 as his birthdate.
He applied the newly found insights amongst family
members and friends. Once they started to have big and
positive changes in their life and encouraged by the positive
feedback, his circle of mentoring grew rapidly. Along with the
educational arena in which he was focusing, Mr J.C. Chaudhry
also began to pursue his passion for numerology which he
found transformational for every human being.
In 2018, Mr. Chaudhry founded Chaudhry Nummero Pvt.
Ltd., which conducts numerological audits of companies, and
offers consulting services in the areas of identifying best time
for investment, and suitable name for brands and companies,
among others. Mr. Chaudhry’s JC Nummero, a mobile app,
gives free numerology reports on various dimensions of life.
A man of a factual and practical mindset, whose interest
is founded in science, he has authored many acclaimed books
like – ABC of Vaastu Shastra, Fundamentals of Vaastu, You and
Your Gems, Mudra – Healthy life at your fingertips, Success – Few
Steps Away, Rungs of Ladder, Nature – The Best Cure, Chakras,
Meditation & Subconscious Mind.
Connect with us –
support@jcchaudhry.com || www.jcchaudhry.com

Lo Shu Grid

Lo Shu Grid Numerology
solutions for missing numbers
in date of birth.

`800 cr
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The approximate retail
turnover for the House of
Anita Dongre in 2019-20

INTERVIEW

‘I Think More Than a Doodler
I Was More of a Doer’
Fashion designer Anita Dongre was clear about what she wanted to do early in life:
Being a vegan, helping stray animals and designing a sustainable living space
ANITA DONGRE IS

responsible for
bridging the gap
between western wear
aesthetics and what Indian
women want. She started
with a 300 sq ft ﬂoor space
in Mumbai in 1999. Two
decades later, her House of
Anita Dongre has become a
fashion empire and is home
to brands such as AND,
Global Desi, her signature
label Anita Dongre, Anita
Dongre Grassroot, and
jewellery brand Pink City.
The fashion brand is
favoured by the likes of
Kate Middleton and Hillary
Clinton. In the latest
episode of Forbes India
Beyond the Boardroom,
Dongre talks about life
beyond design. Edited
excerpts:
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LOVING ANIMALS

MEXY XAVIER

I am an animal lover… I
wish I could do more [to
help them]. I don’t use
leather in the company
since day one. We adopt
stray dogs whenever we
can. When we are driving
and see a little puppy who’s
caught or being abused,
we bring them to our head
office in Navi Mumbai. It
has become their home.
We have eight of them at
the moment.
ECO-FRIENDLY OUTLOOK

I’m born and brought
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

up in Bandra. I worked
in crowded garment
factories in Lower Parel
and Andheri (East). I used
to dream that I will work
in a factory that’s also a
dream space. We moved
into this head office about
ﬁve or six years ago. We
constructed a building
that’s eco-friendly and

built intelligently. We also
built a huge composting
pit. I also dreamt of living
in a home that I’d design
with my architect, and one
that had my stamp and
signature on every wall. In
our intelligently designed
home, we have solar
panels, a lot of ventilation,
and windows.

eating. I turned vegetarian
when I saw a goat being
taken to a slaughterhouse.
After that, I never ate
meat. I turned vegan a few
years ago because I think
commercial dairy farming
is also cruel and has its
disadvantages. You have
daal, rice, and so many
other foods available that I
don’t miss dairy.

BECOMING VEGAN

I turned vegetarian
around the age of 12.
At that age, you have
the intelligence to
decide what food to
eat and understand
what you are

IN MOM’S FOOTSTEPS

I had realised I wanted
to be a designer by the
time I turned 15. It’s not
a profession I stumbled
into. I joined SNDT when
I was 18. I think more than
a doodler, I was an actual
doer. I used to do a lot of
embroidery at home. My
mom brought us up to
learn all the skills good
girls learn. She taught
us cooking, needlework,
sewing, stitching. She,
in her way, was artistic
and creative. I think I got
that from her. Watching
her always working hard,
always utilising her time, is
something I imbibed from
her, and my dad as well.
But my mom’s been a big
inspiration for me.
●

USHNOTA PAUL

SCAN THE QR CODE TO
WATCH THE VIDEO

GLOBAL MARKETS PANIC OVER VIRUS STRAIN

T

he World Health Organization and scientists
in South Africa are studying the recently
identified variant described as very different to
previous versions and of serious concern. The
UK and Israel banned flights from South Africa
and some neighbouring countries. Hong Kong
confirmed two cases of the strain.
Stocks, Treasury yields and oil sank Friday
while the yen jumped as a new Covid-19 strain
discovered in southern Africa sent a wave of
caution across global markets.
An Asia-Pacific equity gauge was set for the
worst slide since March, with Japan and Hong
Kong underperforming and travel shares among
the biggest decliners. US and European futures fell
and the 10-year Treasury yield dropped to 1.56%.
The dollar was at a 16-month high, while South
Africa’s rand weakened and commodity currencies
retreated. Crude shed 3% and gold rose. US
markets, closed Thursday for Thanksgiving, will
have a shortened Black Friday session.
The detection of the strain comes on top of
concerns in markets about high inflation and the
prospect of quicker exit from ultra-loose monetary
settings. Global shares are up about 16% this
year, weathering a plethora of risks after investors
poured almost $900 billion into equity exchangetraded and long-only funds in 2021 — topping the
combined total from the past 19 years.

Stocks
 S&P 500 futures fell 1% as of 5 a.m. in London.
The S&P 500 rose 0.2% on Wednesday
 Nasdaq 100 futures fell 0.5%. The Nasdaq 100
rose 0.4% on Wednesday
 Japan’s Topix index dropped 2.2%

Lakshmi Narayanan Sundaram, Stock Market Expert






Australia’s S&P/ASX 200 index fell 1.7%
South Korea’s Kospi index shed 1.6%
Hong Kong’s Hang Seng index declined 2.2%
China’s Shanghai Composite index lost 0.6%
Euro Stoxx 50 futures tumbled 2.1%

Currencies





The Bloomberg Dollar Spot Index rose 0.2%
The euro was at $1.1223, up 0.1%
The Japanese yen was at 114.72 per dollar, up 0.6%
The offshore yuan was at 6.3934 per dollar, down 0.1%

Commodities
 West Texas Intermediate crude fell 3% to $76.06 a barrel
 Gold was at $1,797.75 an ounce, up 0.5%

Bonds
 The US 10-year Treasury yield fell eight basis points to 1.56%
 Australia’s 10-year bond yield fell nine basis points to 1.78%

SHUTTERSTOCK
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Winning Bids
Tech companies price offerings aggressively, but recent
IPO investors would have done better buying a basket
of stocks in old economy companies

merchant bankers have priced it
more aggressively,” says Nilesh Shah,
raising money from the
managing director, Kotak Mahindra
market has never been
Asset Management Co.
easier. It has also never been easier to
The end result has been that as
be greedy.
an investor, the probability of doing
A large number of IPOs have seen
better was higher by picking a basket
bids far in excess of the shares on
of non-tech stocks rather than tech
offer, and since March, no company
stocks. Also, since some tech IPOs
has received bids less than the
got bids between 50 and 100 times
shares on offer. But the Paytm IPO
the shares on offer, the probability of
debacle points to a time-tested
getting a large allotment was tiny.
truth of investing. ‘What you buy is
Sample this: In March 2021,
important, what price you buy it at
if an investor had bid for Mtar
is more important.’ For businesses
Technologies and
owners, this means
Nazara Technologies,
how they price their
“MANY BELIEVE
their chance of getting
issue is important for
IPO IS A SUREan allotment was
its success.
SHOT WAY TO
miniscule, as both
Over the last eight
MAKE MONEY. BUT
issues received bids
months, an important
IT IS EXACTLY LIKE
of 138 and 96 times
distinction has emerged
THE SECONDARY
respectively. If they got
in how IPOs are priced.
MARKET.”
Companies with a
`1,000 worth of shares
technology background
in each ﬁrm, today that
(or using tech in business operations)
would be worth about `3,800.
have aggressively priced offerings.
In the same month, if an investor
However, old economy companies
had bought Craftsman Automation
have been more reasonable.
and Barbeque Nation for `1,000 each,
“This is a fair market and since
their chance of getting allotment
people have experienced better
were was higher as the issues got bids
returns in tech and other sectors like
only for 2.81 times and 3.35 times the
specialty chemicals, they are willing
shares on offer. Their investment
to bet aggressively there… that’s why
today would be worth about `4,600.
FOR INDIAN BUSINESSES,

SHUTTERSTOCK
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The fall in the share
price of Paytm after
it was listed

In late July and early August,
Devyani International, Exxaro Tiles
and Rolex Rings did better than
shares in Zomato and Cartrade Tech.
As the IPO boom has progressed,
the pricing of non-tech issues has
been more reasonable. Even after
its recent price run up, Craftsman
is priced at 31 times earnings. The
good ones have since acquired
the price-to-earnings multiple of
rival tech companies. Short point,
companies left far more on the table
for investors.
Shift focus to specialty chemicals
and the trend is more accentuated.
For instance, Clean Science and
Technology has seen its price more
than double since its listing. Here
too, the market has priced it in excess
of 100 times earnings, arguing that
just like internet companies, these
businesses also have a long runway
ahead. But that also leaves open the
question of how much is left on the
table for long-term investors. Chances
of allotment were a little better than
pure play internet businesses, as
Clean Science received bids of 66
times the shares on offer.
Paytm’s listing and the subsequent
43 percent fall in its share price
should serve as a warning to investors
bidding for tech company IPOs, as it is
unlikely that managements will leave
much money on the table. “Many
people believe IPO is a sure-shot way
to make money. In fact it is exactly
like the secondary market. If your
call is right, only then will you make
money,” says Shah.
Anyone wanting to hold for the
long term is best betting on a basket of
non-technology stocks. Some unlikely
names have pleasantly surprised post
listing. Macrotech Developers, India’s
largest real estate ﬁrm, listed in April
and opened for trading at a discount
to its offer price. It is since up 202
percent to `1,471. Add the fact that it
got bids for only 1.13 times the shares
on offer and the chances of allotment
were almost a 100 percent.
●

SAMAR SRIVASTAVA

BRAND CONNECT

Rural Invest

Young Mind(s),
Big Ideas
AN

undeniable paradox of life is
that the more the challenges
and distresses in the world, the greater
the chances of innovative minds to find
ways out. Satyam Mehta — a student
of Class XII from Amity International
School, Noida — is driven to solve the
social problems of India and refuses
to be bogged down by any obstacle.
While celebrating the rise of young entrepreneurs, we often focus more on
the outcome than the process and even
less so on the long hours of thought and
contemplation put in by these teenagers and young adults to manifest their
entrepreneurial journeys. He has come
up with two initiatives — ‘JunkGuards’
and ‘Pravahkriti’ — and is the co-founder of his startup, ‘Rural Invest’.
The Making of an Entrepreneur
Rural Invest was born on the foundation
of something Satyam has learnt from
his grandfather since childhood, “Save
like a pessimist, invest like an optimist!”.
During their research, Satyam and
his three co-founders at ‘Rural Invest’
found that a negligible 0.23 per cent
of rural Indians were aware of mutual
funds. A free-to-use app, ‘Rural Invest’
uses a string of specialized algorithms
that help guide people towards making
investments based on their income, risk
appetite, wealth creation goals, and investment outlay. ‘Rural Invest’ has been
going full steam with educating the rural
sector and those in the unorganized job
market regarding the benefits of investing in mutual funds through SIPs, seeing 400 registrations and more than 1
Crore Rupees as investments.
Being a firsthand witness to rampant
development to satiate human greed
at the cost of environmental harmony
intensified his conviction to facilitate
an alternate solution for developing

countries - one that would enable them
to transition to cleaner practices. Subsequently, he initiated ‘JunkGuards’, a
sustainable cradle-to-grave disposal
mechanism for E-Waste. His initiative
has won INR 2,00,000 from ‘The Foundation of Young Innovators’ and ‘The
Essel Group’.
The Social Facet
Satyam realized that we often raise
girls with shame and boys with ignorance and then they grow up to be insensitive without realizing how they got
there in the first place. As he completes
his three-year journey with Pravahkriti, which impacted 10,000+ children
through activities, sanitary pad vending
machines, seminars and street plays,
Satyam is compelled to look back to all
the hard work and the beautiful connections forged. In a country where women
launch Mars Orbiters wearing Kanjivaram silk saree, menstruation is but a
blimp in life’s journey.
The (Right) Way Forward
Simple solutions for deep-seated, dayto-day problems have been Satyam’s

Satyam Mehta
Entrepreneur

mantra and it’s this single-minded determination that keeps him quick on his
feet, constantly executing his ideas.
Satyam was bestowed ‘The Diana
Award’ for the year 2021, recognizing
his vision and actions. A Golfer and
tennis player, and a Bill Gates fan, this
16-year-old doesn’t forget to acknowledge his tight circle of family, teachers
and friends. His teachers, in particular
Dr. (Mrs.) Amita Chauhan (Chairperson, Amity-Schools) and Mrs. Renu
Singh (Director-Principal), his parents
and brother, recognized Satyam’s potential early on to their credit. And it’s
this mentorship and opportunity that
Satyam wishes to share with his community, to make its individuals become
change agents, aspiring to solve complex social problems by bridging the
gap between technology and empathy.
The future is in safe hands.
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Cash Is King
Five years after demonetisation, despite the surge in digital
payments, cash is still the most common mode of payment
Where do Indians tend to spend cash in 2021?

Rise of digital
payments
In the last 12 months, approximately
20 percent Indians reduced
their cash transactions, adopting
digital payments instead. Digital
transactions, including UPI, launched
in 2016, touched an all-time high in
October 2021
UPI transactions: 421 crore
Value: Over `57.71 lakh crore

22

90%

3 in 4

To pay for groceries, eating out,
and food delivery

Indians used it to pay for house help,
home repairs, or beauty services
like haircuts

13%

12%

Buying gadgets like
smartphones, laptops

Valuables like property,
vehicle, or jewellery

More cash today than in 2016

Despite the Government’s
efforts to digitise the
economy, cash is still king, and
has shot up to 14.7 percent of
GDP in 2020-21, according to
data in the Reserve Bank of
India’s annual report

Despite cash transactions reducing
signiﬁcantly over the years, there is
more currency with the public today

FREEPIK.COM

However, in the last 7 years,
property sales is still cash rich

70%
16%

Paid a component
of the price in cash
Paid more than
50% in cash
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Nov 4,
2016
`17.97 lakh
crore

15-days
ended

Oct 8, 2021
`28.30 lakh

crore

up 57.48% or ` 10.33 lakh crore

SOURCE RBI data, and LocalCircles survey which included
36,000 responses from more than 388 districts of India, of
which, 44% respondents were from tier 1, 33% from tier 2,
and 23% from tier 3, 4 and rural districts

• SAMIDHA JAIN
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`28.30

lakh crore

Amount of cash with the public in the
15-days ended Oct 8, 2021

SOCIAL MEDIA

GENDER

March To A Billion

Boss Women
Women make up for 13.76 percent of entrepreneurs in India

Facebook took the longest to reach
a billion monthly active users

8.7
8.5
8.1

Facebook
WhatsApp
YouTube

7.7
7.1

Instagram
WeChat

Status of women
employment in India in
2018-19 as compared to 2011-12

5.1
4.9

TikTok
Messenger
0

2.5 yrs

13
3.76%
Female entrepreneurs in India

% of self-employed women, down by
5 yrs

7.5 yrs
• SAMIDHA JAIN

SOURCE Axios research, as of Sep 2021

4.85%
5.6%
% 2018-19: 52.9
9%
2011-12: 55
23

% of salaried women, up by
ENVIRONMENT

70.8
89%

Gasping For Breath

2011-12: 13
3.4%
% 2018-19: 22.9
9%

Delhi is the world’s most polluted city; Mumbai and Kolkata also on the list
Air Quality Index (AQI)
Sarajevo, Bosnia Herzegovina 149

Lahore, Pakistan 212

Karachi, Pakistan 136

Worst in
the world

Hanoi, Vietnam 194

Wuhan, China 132

Poznan, Poland 122
Krakow, Poland 113

Mumbai, India 163

Zagreb, Croatia 108

Dhaka, Bangladesh 160
Skopje, North Macedonia 107

Tehran, Iran 159

Hangzhou, China 153
Kuwait City, Kuwait 152
Wroclaw, Poland 152

AQI scale
0-50 Good
51-100 Moderate
101-150 Unhealthy
for Sensitive Groups
151-200 Unhealthy
201-300 Very Unhealthy
301-500+ Hazardous

Budapest, Hungary 105
Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia 105
Dubai, UAE 104

Women own

20.37 %

of micro, small and medium
enterprises in India

Share of MSMEs owned
by women in FY21

20
0.4
44 %
5.2
28 %
2.6
67 %

Micro enterprises
Small enterprises
Medium enterprises

SOURCE Initiative for What Works to Advance Women and
Girls in the Economy (IWWAGE) and Institute of Social
Studies Trust (ISST) Report 2020; Statista
SOURCE As of 16 November 2021 at 12:45 pm

• SAMIDHA JAIN
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Chongqing, China 176

Beijing, China 154

Indian women entrepreneurs

Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel 130

Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan 180

Kolkata, India 157

21.9%
2011-12: 311.0%
% 2018-19: 24.2
2%

Delhi, India 292

Chengdu, China 198

% of women as casual labourer, down by
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Not Age, It's
Mileage
A bunch of gritty founders took the plunge into entrepreneurship—
some for the second and third time—in their late 30s and 40s,
and found themselves peaking during their roaring 50s
By RAJIV SINGH
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Falguni Nayar

Kamesh Goyal

Hemant Jalan

Sudheer Koneru

ife, and entrepreneurship, are all
about preﬁxes. Merriam Webster
deﬁnes preﬁx as a letter, number
or symbol which is added at the
beginning of a word or a number.
Now depending on how we use the
preﬁx, we get to know how potent
or symbolic the ﬁnal word is.
Take, for instance, the letter one.
In itself, one doesn’t carry much
weight. It’s just a number. But add a
dollar sign, and one suddenly becomes
muscular: $1. Now let’s take a word: Grade. The
potency of the ﬁnal word again depends on the
kind of preﬁx used. Add down, and it becomes a
downgrade. But add up and it becomes an upgrade.
All those who turned founders in the second
half of their 30s, or early 40s or 50s have one
thing in common. To an outsider, watching
from the fence, they all started late. Now,
ask all these guys who ﬁnally mustered the
courage to start. They all dumped the baggage
of age and gave it a new spin: Mileage.
The latest special issue of Forbes India,
Roaring 50s, is about a bunch of such gritty
founders—some took the plunge for the ﬁrst
time, while others faltered and rose again—who
dared to start late and found roaring success in
their 50s. What differentiates them from the
others, especially from their contemporaries
who contemplated but didn’t take the plunge,
is that they decoded the message of age. While
others saw the mess of advanced age, these guys
converted age into a message: It was now or never.
For founders who started late, age is an
advantage. Benjamin F Jones, professor
of entrepreneurship at Kellogg School of
Management, reckons that seasoned founders
are more successful. “We see in the US that
success rates rise substantially with age,” he
says, adding that people starting companies
in their 20s are successful at the lowest
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rate. While the ones starting in the 50s are
not that common, but they have the highest
rates of outsized success, he underlines.
The beneﬁts of starting late are many. Jones
lists out. The biggest is experience. “They broaden
their networks, often have greater ﬁnancial
resources, and are experienced,” he says. Such
founders more than double their chances of
success when they start their businesses in a sector
where they have worked before. “And the longer
the sectoral experience the better,” he adds.
Cut to India. The playbook remains the same.
For instance, take Kamesh Goyal, who had a
rich experience of over two-and-a-half decades
in the insurance world before starting Digit in
2015. Though Goyal was 50 when he started,
he knew what he was doing. This year, his
insuretech startup entered into the unicorn club,
and the venture is now valued at $3.5 billion.
Another example is Hemant Jalan, who started
Indigo Paints when he was 43, but by then he had
loads of experience in the chemicals and paints
business. Early this year, Indigo Paints got listed.
There are, however, exceptions to the
rule. Falguni Nayar, for sure, is a classic one
where the investment banker didn’t have any
business background when she started Nykaa
in 2012. The IIM-Ahmedabad grad was 49
then. Nine years later, in November 2021,
the beauty products business of the rookie
founder, now 58, has a blockbuster listing.
The founders in their roaring 50s have peaked
at the right time. Some have got their ventures
listed, some have hefty valuations and the rest
are on their way to join the unicorn club. Though
all have a diverse background, there is one
common thread that uniﬁes them. They started
late, but kept on reminding themselves that it’s
never too late. They didn’t have age on their side,
so they focussed on mileage. And all of them
have just started! Go on and read the inspiring
stories of such founders in this special issue.
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Investment
banker Falguni
Nayar launched
beauty and fashion
ecommerce platform
Nykaa from her
father’s office
when she was 49.
Almost a decade
later, after her IPO
was oversubscribed
nearly 82.5 times,
India’s richest
self-made woman
billionaire says she is
only getting started
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MEXY XAVIER

By NAINI THAKER

Beauty
Billionaire
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QUICK BYTES
Falguni Nayar
Age: 58
Age when started: 49
Peak: Nykaa's IPO was
oversubscribed nearly
82.5 times & the
company's market cap
touched `1.05 lakh crore*
Net worth: $7.03 bln**
Studied commerce at
Sydenham College and
went on to do her MBA
from IIM Ahmedabad
Nayar started her career
as consultant with A.F.
Ferguson & Co
She spent 18 years at
Kotak Mahindra Bank,
where she helmed several
businesses, including as
MD of Kotak Mahindra
Capital and director of
Kotak Securities, the
bank’s institutional
equities division
*On the day of IPO
listing, November 10
**As per Bloomberg
Billionaire Index as on
November 26, 2021

“Entrepreneurship is an adventure that
needs courage. Age and experience are
not liabilities.”
Falguni Nayar, executive chairperson, managing
director and CEO, Nykaa
DECEMBER 17, 2021 • FORBES INDIA
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he Nykaa headquarters on
the fourth ﬂoor of Cynergy
IT Park in Mumbai’s
Prabhadevi is packed
with vivacious faces on
a Thursday morning. I
walk in and check my
watch—it is only 9.30 am.
While the collaborative
open spaces, glass walls,
stand-sit desks are all
textbook ‘startup office’,
there is something that stands out.
A majority of Nykaa’s staffers are
young women, dressed up to the
nines with ﬂawless make-up, shirts
tucked into A-line skirts or highwaisted pants to go with high heels.
Leading the pack is investment
banker-turned-entrepreneur and
now India’s second self-made
billionaire Falguni Nayar.
The click-clack of the high heels
echoes, as these young faces walk,
rather, bolt past each other, with
cups of coffee. The entire ﬂoor is
oozing with energy, thanks to the
Black Friday Sale. The IPO buzz
is also inevitably in the air. For
someone who has been working
from home for the past yearand-a-half, watching these heads
buried into laptops on their desks
and hearing the constant chatter
came as a breath of fresh air.
As I walk into Nayar’s cabin,
her eyes are ﬁxed on the laptop
screen as she monitors Nykaa’s
statistics. She greets me and then
her eyes go back to the screen,
even for the minute I take to settle
down. I am immediately reminded
of what her son Anchit, chairman
and CEO of beauty ecommerce,
told me a day earlier, “FN [Nayar] is
extremely hardworking and barely
sleeps. She sends emails at 4 am.”
The pattern follows throughout
our 45-minute conversation; it is
almost as if her eyes are craving
to get back to work. Clearly,
Nykaa [meaning ‘heroine’ in
Sanskrit] is her passion and the
enthusiastic workforce is proof
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FINANCIALS
Revenue from operations (` crore)
Gross Proﬁt Margin (% of revenue
from operations)
EBITDA (` crore)
PAT (` crore)

40.9%
38.9%

40.6%

42.7%

38.9%
2,440.9
1,850.1

1,159

61.6
-26.4

-23

FY19

FY20

FY21

24.6

83.6

157

817

885.3

3.5

1.2

Q1FY22 Q2FY22

26.9

28.8

SOURCE Company financial statements
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that she leads by example.
Nayar then turns the screen
toward me and says, “See, I am
just looking at the funnel chart,
where we track unique customer
visits. It is an art to convert them
to paying customers… it is not a
simple button that you press, and
customers aa jaate hai (people will
come to you).” The upper funnel
includes customers who visit the
website, but may or may not have
an intention to buy; the middle
funnel includes repeat visitors, but
not paying customers; the bottom
is where they may have added to
the cart, but are waiting for an
opportunity to buy. “Since day one, I
have been looking at the statistics,”
she says, adding that it is something
she picked up as an investment
banker. “That is the secret sauce.”
Nayar, 58, has been the talk
of town since the company’s
blockbuster initial public offering
(IPO) on November 10. The
`5,352-crore IPO of Nayar’s FSN
E-Commerce Ventures Ltd was
oversubscribed nearly 82.5 times.
On the same day, the company’s
market capitalisation touched the `1
lakh crore mark. Nayar, who owns
52.56 percent stake in the company,
became India’s richest self-made
woman billionaire, with a net worth
of $7.03billion (`52,794 crore) as
of November 26, according to the
Bloomberg Billionaires Index.
Modest to a fault despite the
blockbluster listing, Nayar says
there has been no high point in
her career. “I do not think I have
one,” she says. Not even the IPO?
Nayar admits it is a “big milestone”.
“During our roadshow, we met
some global investors who are called
‘Champions of Investing’ and run
big tech funds. They gave attention
to our business model, understood
it, asked some tough questions and
told us that we have something
unique and built the right business.
That gave me a lot of satisfaction. So,
if you consider that a high point…”

OVER THE YEARS
2012
Incorporation
of FSN
E-Commerce
Ventures
Private
Limited

2014
Nykaa
opens its
ﬁrst physical
store at T3
International
Airport, Delhi

2015
Launches
makeup
and beauty
accessories
brand ‘Nykaa
Cosmetics’

2016
Launches

‘Nykaa
Naturals’

2017
First
Nykaa
Luxe
store
opens in
Mumbai

2018
Huda Beauty launches exclusively
on Nykaa for the ﬁrst time in India
Launch of Nykaa Fashion
Nykaa Man, an ecommerce
platform exclusively for men
Nykaa Network, an interactive
beauty platform

t was around 2009 that Nayar,
then managing director at
Kotak Mahindra Capital, started
considering a second innings as
an entrepreneur. By 2011, she had
a couple of ideas, one of them
was being a multi-brand retailer
in the beauty segment. She was
49 when quit her job in March
2012 and launched Nykaa.
On April 1, Nayar started
working on Nykaa and by April
21, she registered her company
FSN E-Commerce Ventures
Private Ltd. By May 1, she had
three employees. She started out
of her father’s small office—which
could seat 10-15 people—at Vasan
Udyog Bhavan in Lower Parel,
Mumbai. Nykaa’s website went live
on October 1. “I often joke,” says
Nayar, “that it was like taking a
bride to the mandap when she was
not ready. The website was fully
operational by January 2013.”
It was around the same
time that her daughter Adwaita
started helping at Nykaa. “After I
graduated, I spent some time with
mom in India, helping her decide
what the wireframes would look
like from my bedroom. But like a
good Indian mother, she said you
should go work in the US for a
bit,” recalls Adwaita. In a couple
of months, she quit her job at
Bain & Company as an associated
consultant, and came back to Nykaa.
Adwaita admits the early days
were challenging. “Our founding
team quit within a year of launch.
The website would keep crashing.
Our CTOs kept quitting. We had
no enterprise resource planning
(ERP) system in place, which meant

I

2019

that the minute we hit 100 orders, the
whole system crumbled. Mom and I
would be at the warehouse packing
boxes,” she recalls. Once they started
investing in marketing, by August 2013,
around Raksha Bandhan, demand
picked up. They started getting 60-65
orders a day. When Nykaa participated
in the second edition of the Google
Online Shopping Festival in December
that year, that number shot up to
approximately 1,000 orders a day.
“Back then, I was so young… I
realised entrepreneurship is so hard
and such a roller-coaster—there aare so
many highs and lows. Particularly
rly the
lows… it was hard for me to bee thickskinned,” says Adwaita, who spent
about two-and-a-half years
at Nykaa before pursuing
her MBA at Harvard
Business School. Two years
ars
later, in 2017, she rejoined
ed
Nykaa as head of retail business.
iness.

SUCH A LONG JOURNEY
Nayar was one of the few ‘professional
entrepreneurs’ at Kotak, as she took
up roles that included setting up
offices in new locations, including
New York and London. “At Kotak,
we were encouraged to do new
things. The bank was fairly small
then, so a bunch of us got to take up
entrepreneurial roles, where the path
of how you have to do things is not
well laid out… you have learn to ﬁnd
innovative solutions,” she says.
It helped Nayar understand
that return on equity and longterm sustainability of the business

Launches beauty range ‘Masaba
by Nykaa’ in collaboration with
designer Masaba Gupta
Actor Katrina Kaif’s cosmetics brand
Kay Beauty launches in partnership
with Nykaa
MARCH
Acquires the clothing brand ‘20
Dresses’

2020
Launches intimate wear brand
‘Nykd by Nykaa’
Nykaa becomes a unicorn

2021
Fashion Store in
Opens Nykaa
N
Ambience Mall, New Delhi
Amb
APRIL
A
Acquires jewellery brand
‘Pipa Bella’
Launches ﬁrst multi-brand
store for Nykaa Fashion
AUGUST
File draft red herring prospectus
Files
(DRHP)
Launches ﬁrst multi-brand store for
Nykaa Fashion
OCTOBER
Nykaa gets SEBI’s approval for its
`4,000 crore IPO
Acquires Kolkata-based
brand Dot and Key
November 10
Nykaa’s IPO lists, valuations surge to
$14 billion
Falguni Nayar, founder, Nykaa
becomes India’s richest self-made
female billionaire
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NUMBERS SPEAK
Market Cap

`1.05 lakh crore*

2500+
brands across beauty, personal
care and fashion

13

Nykaa-owned brands,
including Nykaa
Cosmetics, Nykaa
Naturals and Kay Beauty

17.1 million
beauty and personal care orders
placed in FY21

2.4 million
fashion products orders placed
on Nykaa Fashion in FY21

84

30

physical stores across 38 cities
in India across three formats—
Nykaa Luxe, NykaaOnTrend,
Nykaa Kiosk—as of FY21

contribution from
Tier II and Tier III
cities to Nykaa’s
GMV sales in FY21, up from 56.9%
in FY19

64%

2.4 million
pincodes served as of FY21, which
covers 86.4% of the serviceable
pincodes of the country

1,363
inﬂuencers on board as of FY21

3.1 million
members of Nykaa Network, a
peer-to-peer social community
Total warehouse space

6.65 lakh square feet**
*On November 10, 2021
**as of September 30, 2021
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matter, which is what she tried
to implement at Nykaa. “As an
investment banker, I have seen
companies go up and down. Only
companies that create long-term
sustainable value for shareholders,
customers and everyone in the
ecosystem survive and thrive.”
The investment banker in her
was aware that raising capital
immediately would lead to questions
such as: ‘Why do you think you will
get this margin?’ and ‘How will you
acquire customers at this cost?’
“I did not want to be questioned
on assumptions. I chose to make
it [the business model] work and
only then raise capital,” she says.
Some of Nykaa’s early investors
included Smita Parekh, wife of
HDFC Ltd Chairman Deepak
Parekh; corporate lawyer Zia
Mody of AZB; Hong Kong-based
billionaire Harindarpal Banga
of Caravel Group and Sharrp
Ventures, which manages the
Mariwala Family Office.
Rishabh Mariwala, managing
partner at Sharrp Ventures, says,
“Nykaa had shown some traction on
the marketplace vertical. Its focus
on being conscious about costs and
keeping burn under control were
apparent. The bet, however, was
on Falguni. She had stepped aside
from a very successful career as a
banker to fulﬁl an entrepreneurial
dream and create a legacy.”
He strongly believes that Nayar
is a risk-taker. “Without taking
reasonably high risk, it is impossible
to build the business that she has.
It is not merely about diving into
high risk initiatives. It is about
making a proper assessment,
experimenting, and having a risk
mitigation plan,” he explains. Some
of Nayar’s biggest bets have been on
people. Her initial top management
comprised members who were not
from the beauty and personal care
industry, “Sometimes you have
to give people a chance. I bet on
myself and everyone,” says Nayar.

OFF-THE-BEATEN PATH
In the ﬁrst ﬁve years of Nykaa’s
journey, people would ask Nayar,
“How will you Amazon-proof your
business… with Amazon coming
in, giving discounts and killing
your business?” These questions
are asked even today. But Nayar
was clear from day one that she
wanted to do the ‘right business’.
“We did not have an ambition
that was driven by a need for a
certain GMV (gross merchandise
value) or valuation,” she explains.
“We wanted happy customers.
So, we went down that path.”
There were certain trends
and models that Nayar chose
not to follow. One of them being
an inventory-based model over
a marketplace, something most
ecommerce players follow.
Adwaita says the team was clear
from the beginning that beauty had
to be run as an inventory-based
model. “Beauty has a lot of variety,
and customers know exactly what
they want. One of the pain points
in the market was that they wanted
shade XYZ, but it was never
available. We felt the way to deliver
on availability was by holding
stock,” she says. Another reason was
that they can have superior delivery
timelines and customer experience.
The second was the concept of
brand-funded sales. “We respect
the brands that our partners
are building. A lot of horizontal
platforms want to acquire
customers and hence they discount
or they see brand discounts as a
way to build GMV. We did not
look at it that way,” says Nayar.
The strategy at Nykaa was that
if brands wish to discount, they
pass it on to consumers. Some
luxury brands do not do that and
instead offer free products.
Another popular trend they did
not follow was the ‘beauty box’—a
concept that was becoming popular
not only in India, but also the US.
Customers subscribe to these, and

every month, the company sends
four to ﬁve beauty products. After
sampling them, the customers
decide to buy it. Nykaa decided
not to launch beauty boxes. “We
made our own choices, and did
what we thought was the right
choice for us. We did not try
to copy others,” says Nayar, an
IIM-Ahmedabad graduate, who
met her husband, KKR India
CEO Sanjay Nayar, in college.
he company’s revenue model
works majorly on the margins
it earns by selling every
product. “We enjoy about 30 to 40
percent gross margins, which is very
healthy. This is because we give a
full bouquet of services to brands.
New brands are launching on Nykaa
for the ﬁrst time, since they get
access to 15 million customers from
day one,” says Arvind Agarwal,
group chief ﬁnancial officer,
Nykaa. Once a brand is a part of
the platform, complete end-to-end
marketing, including digital ads,
inﬂuencer marketing, educational
content creation, is done by Nykaa.
Based on the kind of deal it has with
each brand, Nykaa gets a margin for
every product sold on the platform,
which covers all costs—storage,
overheads and shipping. Its order
value is almost double that of the
industry average—`1,800-1,900
for beauty and `3,200 for
fashion, claims Agarwal, who
has worked with ecommerce
giant Amazon in the past.
From the early days, Nykaa
has had a mix of experienced
professionals and young team
members. “Our generation lived
on social media, so we understood
the power of social media and
digital. Very early on, we realised
that it was working well, and we
kept following that strategy,” says
Adwaita, co-founder of Nykaa,
and now CEO, Nykaa Fashion.
Educating the audience was an
important marketing strategy,

T

which is why the company
bet on inﬂuencer marketing.
“From day one, we have had
disproportionately large teams
focusing on content creation and
education. Once you start seeing
that the slightly more complicated
products are selling, you have the
validation that education works
in pushing sales,” Adwaita says.

DIFFERENT VERTICALS
By 2015, Nykaa launched its
beauty brand, with products in
areas where it saw certain market
gaps in terms of price points. First

MARKETING
EXPENSES
`142.83 cr
FY19

`202.2 cr
FY20

`169.48 cr
FY21

came nail enamels, and
then some bath and body
products. After launching a
few products, the company
roped in Reena Chhabra,
who was COO at Colorbar, to
head Nykaa’s private label for
beauty. The company realised
it was a specialised segment
that needed a lot of attention
to detail—from labelling and
colours to production. Even now,
manufacturing is not outsourced
completely. “The packaging comes
from somewhere, inner packaging
from elsewhere, the perfume
from France or Switzerland, caps
and bottle from somewhere. It
is quite a complicated supply
chain in putting these products

together,” Nayar explains.
Launching Nykaa’s private
label was a risk too, says Mariwala.
“New brands do not have very high
success rates. However, her strategy
with the private label vertical
was to improve margins,” he says.
After nail enamels, lipsticks, kajal
sticks and body mists in beauty,
Nayar in 2017 took the plunge
into a new segment: Fashion.
“Mom often comes to me with
a glint in her eyes, saying, ‘Let us
look at a new business’. It happens
all the time… she is a huge risktaker, always dreaming up new
businesses. On the other side, I
am like, ‘Are we ready? Can we
really do it?’,” says Adwaita. This
happened ﬁrst when they moved
from online beauty to offline retail
stores
sto and then with fashion.
She
Sh laughs, “I am just put at the
end
e of starting new things.”
Nayar was sure of entering
the fashion market given that the
estimated size of the industry
was 5-6x the size of the beauty
industry. According to Statista,
ind
the IIndian fashion industry is
expected to show compound
exp
aannual growth rate (CAGR)
of 10.14 percent, resulting in
a projected market volume
of $25,743 million (approx
`1.93 lakh crore) by 2025.
“She has an uncanny knack of
recognising that these are large
opportunities. So I did not push
back too much,” says Adwaita.
Two-and-a-half years later,
fashion’s GMV grew by 256
percent year-on-year (YoY) to
reach `665.6 crore in FY21.
Its annual unique transacting
customers reached 1.3
million with YoY growth
of 417 percent at the end
of Q2FY22. Nykaa turned
into a lifestyle brand with
Nykaa Fashion enterting the
kids, men and home segments too.
Currently, Nykaa Fashion
is a multi-brand platform with
DECEMBER 17, 2021 • FORBES INDIA
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ORDERS

because of how challenging it is...
if you just do ecommerce, you do
not meet the customer base, and
6 mln
our success depends entirely on
what the consumer thinks,” he
explains. The offline business has
4 mln
grown to 84 physical stores across
YoY Growth
38 cities over three formats—Nykaa
1.3
Luxe, NykaaOnTrend, Nykaa
0.6 mln
Kiosk—as of September 30.
mln
Around 2013, Nayar found
SEPT 20 SEPT 21
SEPT 20 SEPT 21
out that customers preferred
Beauty and
Fashion
an assortment of products over
Personal Care
discounts. Hence, Nykaa made
an effort to onboard various
international brands from Korea,
Japan etc. “Today,” says Anchit,
chairman and CEO, beauty
ecommerce, “there are big brands
like Huda Beauty and Charlotte
Tilbury selling on Nykaa without
having a single employee in
YoY Growth
21 mln
India. We manage everything for
16 mln
them— from imports and pricing
13 mln
to storing in warehouses and
marketing.” Not only does Nykaa
reach out to brands to be a part
4 mln
of the platform, but often new
brands reach out to them. Earlier,
SEPT 20 SEPT 21
SEPT 20 SEPT 21
it was only the legacy brands in
Beauty and
Fashion
the beauty and personal care space
Personal Care
that people knew about. That has
SON STEPS IN
changed. “Nykaa has democratised
After spending close to seven years
access not only for consumers but
in the media and telecom banking,
also for brands,” says Anchit.
high yield, and equities departments
(in ` crore)
Nykaa as a platform is majorly
at Morgan Stanley, New York,
focussed on women and thus came
Anchit moved back to India. Around
the decision to set up a different
2018, he joined Nykaa to run the
platform for men: Nykaa Man. The
retail side of the business. “I wanted
FY21 YoY growth
male grooming market in India
to help out given how much the
stood at $643 million (`4,828 crore)
business was expanding… it was a
phenomenal learning experience
in 2018 and is projected to grow at
and a once-in-a-lifetime chance
a CAGR of over 11 percent, to cross
to build the business,” he says.
$1.2 billion (`9,010 crore) by 2024,
Online was booming, and
according to Research and Markets.
Adwaita had just started the offline
Explains Anchit: “We created a
business by setting up close to 20
lifestyle platform for men, where
FY2019
FY2020
FY2021
stores across India. Anchit
they can shop for everything
took over the retail business
from personal care and
Beauty and Personal
Annual unique transacting
then, and grew it to 60-70
grooming to tech accessories.”
Care GMV grew by
customers reached 7.2 mln,
stores in about two years.
Nykaa’s next big bet is
38% YoY to `1,185.9
with YoY growth of 40% in
crore and Fashion
Beauty and Personal Care
“FN [Falguni Nayar] always
growing in the e-B2B space
GMV grew by 215%
vertical; 1.3 mln with YoY
wanted us [Adwaita and me]
with its ‘Superstore’, which
YoY
to
`437
crore
growth
of 417% in Fashion
to join the retail business ﬁrst
was launched in Q2FY22.
in Q2FY22
vertical in Q2FY22

close to 1,500 brands—ﬁve of
these are its own brands, two
it has acquired and three it has
built from scratch. Nykaa Beauty
and Nykaa Fashion are separate
businesses. “Beauty and Fashion are
completely distinctive markets and
we run them differently—beauty
is inventory-based, fashion is a
marketplace model,” says Adwaita.
When Nykaa ﬁrst decided to
move into the retail space, Adwaita
travelled all over India—from
Jalandhar and Ludhiana to Chennai
and Guwahati. This helped her
gauge consumer insights, which
have helped her with Nykaa
Fashion as well. “The general
assumption is that the metros are
the trend setters,” says Adwaita.
“But when you see women dressed
in Guwahati, Jalandhar and
Ludhiana, they put the Mumbai
girls to shame in terms of how welldressed and aspirational they are.”
According to her, there is not much
difference between Tier I and II
cities. From the beginning, Nykaa
Fashion has seen equal demand
from Tier I, II and III cities.

55%

114%

MONTHLY AVERAGE
UNIQUE VISITORS
62%

328%

CONSOLIDATED GMV
51%

4,046

2,684.9

1,650.1
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SHAREHOLDING PATTERN

This looks at small retailers who
sell multi-brand products
and deal with multiple
Promoters
(Falguni Nayar, Sanjay Nayar,
distributors. “Now all
Falguni Nayar Family Trust and
shopkeepers get access
Sanjay Nayar Family Trust)
to all brands sitting on
our platform at wholesale
prices—the assortment they
get is massive and they can
place orders online, based on the
ratings and reviews customers give,”
says Anchit. Once shopkeepers
place an order, the supply chain
is taken care of by Nykaa and
products are delivered to them.

52.56%

Public

47.44%

SOURCE BSE

ovid-19 was a big learning and
“taught us to be very agile”,
emphasises Nayar. Around
April 2020, the loss in a month
was higher than the loss it had
ever made in a year. Nykaa took
the call to not let go of employees
and moved into hyperlocal
deliveries of essential goods.
After the initial setbacks, by
July-September 2020, things
started looking up. Around OctoberDecember 2020, the company had
a strong quarter, though numbers
did not reﬂect the same, because of
continuing supply chain constraints.
It was around that time that Nayar
and team decided to start preparing
for an IPO. The process took almost
a year. “What was different for us is
that FN was sure from day one that
she wanted to run this company
like a public company with the right
corporate governance,” Anchit says.
About going for an IPO during
a pandemic year, Agarwal says,
“The great thing about our IPO
was that Falguni was leading it
from the front, and she has been
an IPO banker herself. When I
joined in June 2020, she told me
that when our company is `80100 crore in PAT (proﬁt after
tax), we should do the IPO. Last
year, we became PAT positive…
so we started the process.”
Nayar says that since Nykaa’s
consumers are Indian, she did not

C

even consider
listingg in US or
other markets.
“We did not even
see what
hat our valuation
would be there
there. We
are an Indian company and from
the very beginning, we wanted
to list in India,” says Nayar.
The IPO was oversubscribed
nearly 82.5 times. Nykaa’s shares
debuted at `2,001 on November
10 against the issue price of `1,125,
nearly 80 percent premium. “A
good listing was broadly expected…
however, the magnitude of
premium at which the listing took
place was certainly not expected,”
says Narendra Solanki, head-equity
research (fundamental), Anand
Rathi Shares & Stock Brokers.
“We think the company’s current
strategy is more than sufficient for
mid-term growth prospects which
includes store expansion, launch
of new brands, increasing delivery
efficiency and customer fulﬁlment.”
Post listing, however, the
company saw a 95 percent decline
in net proﬁt at `1.2 crore for
the September-ended quarter
compared to `27 crore in the yearago quarter. Nykaa attributes this
to customer acquisition costs. “It

was a conscious choice to step
up marketing to 13.5 percent,”
Agarwal explains. “If you look at
other metrics like unique customer
visits, beau
beauty has gone up to 21
million and fashion to 16
m
million this quarter.
Our upper funnel
looks sound, and this
is an opportunity for
us to convert the visits
u
buyers, which will reﬂect
to bu
in growth at some point.”
Additionally, he believes the
Additiona
investment iin building capacities
warehouses, eight new
like new war
store in this quarter have
physical stor
contributed to the drop in
also contribu
“During the investor call, we
proﬁts. “Duri
investors of a possible
warned our in
quarter. However, we were
loss this quart
proﬁtable,” Agarwal adds.
just about pro
explains the need to
Nayar expl
customers into buyers.
convert custom
“We can stop ggrowing today if
we stop spending on acquiring
customers and turn highly
proﬁtable. But we have chosen
this balanced business model,
which to my mind is sustainable
in the long-term,” she says.
Nayar says she never realised
Nykaa was the ‘next big thing’
until listing day. “We did not
anticipate this kind of a post-listing
performance. I think the investors
liked that we have a long-term
orientation,” she says. In terms
of the next big milestones, she
adds, “Nothing, just keep going.”
Her critics frowned
upon Nayar’s entry into the
beauty segment, taking up
entrepreneurship at 49, but her grit,
determination and passion have
kept her going. “Entrepreneurship
is an adventure that needs courage.
Age and experience are not
liabilities. When you are young, it is
easy because there is no downside.
Typically, with age, you somehow
put these constraints in your mind
that you have enough to lose if you
do not succeed,” says Nayar.
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“I know how little
I know. But I also
know how much I
don't know.”
Kamesh Goyal,
founder, Digit
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Big B of
Insurance
For Kamesh Goyal, age was just a digit when the 50-year-old
rookie founder started his insuretech venture. Five years later,
Digit is a unicorn, with a valuation of $3.5 billion
By RAJIV SINGH

n 2015, Kamesh Goyal was
ﬁghting the biggest battle
of his life. For the 50-yearold seasoned insurance
professional, though, it was
not a fair ﬁght. Reason: The
enemy was formidable, the
tactics were crippling, and
to make matters worse,
the rival was invisible. “I
was ﬁghting self-doubt,”
recalls Goyal. “It was the
only thing playing on my mind.”
Six years ago, his self-doubt was
immensely overwhelming. Goyal
was mulling to take a plunge into
entrepreneurship after working for
over two-and-a-half decades in the
insurance business. “Am I still good
enough to do a startup?” he bluntly
asked himself. The self-evaluation
process started with all the positives
that he had diligently accumulated

I

Kamesh Goyal

QUICK BYTES

since 1988 when he accidentally
started his career in the insurance
world by joining The New India
Assurance. The biggest plus, he
reasoned, was the rich cumulative
experience of the insurance
industry. He had all the reasons to
believe that his innings as a founder
would be nothing less than a natural
extension of his old profession.
The second silver lining for
the St Stephen’s College alumnus
was also easy to spot. The MBA
grad from Faculty of Management
Studies (FMS) had successfully
executed a clutch of challenging
roles during his 16-year stint with
German insurer Allianz. “I am
not starting from scratch,” he
tried to convince himself. “I have
done it and I have to just repeat
it,” he dished out another selfexplanatory note, trying to kill every

Age: 55

Peak: Digit turned
unicorn this year

Age when started: 50

Current valuation: $3.5 bln
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GOYAL’S COVER DRIVE
Joined Allianz in
1999; worked with
German insurer
for 16 years

38

Turns
entrepreneur;
starts Digit in
2015

iota of nagging doubt. The third
encouraging thing that egged Goyal
to turn founder was this thought
of leading a life without regret.
The bigger regret, he recounts,
would have been not trying.
While the 50-year-old was
having a tough time in backing
himself, a 12-year-old child kept
popping up in Goyal’s memory
and offered him the much-needed
courage. In one of the books that
Goyal read when he was 12—and he
still vividly remembers every word
of it—there was an inspirational
quote attributed to Napolean
Hill, a celebrated American selfhelp author. “Whatever your
mind can conceive and believe,
it can achieve,” it read. The child
had a message for the man.
Meanwhile, back in 2015,
Goyal was ﬁghting a losing
mind game. The fear of failure
was stiﬂing all possibilities; and
the urge to do something new
was making him restless.
Finally, he found a silver
bullet. “I realised who I was,”
he recalls. Goyal, he explains,
had never taken himself too
seriously. What this essentially
means is being open to making
mistakes, being candid about the
possibilities of going wrong, and
being upfront in learning new
things. “I know how little I know.
But I also know how much I
didn’t know,” he says, adding that
he was hungry to know more.
While staying hungry kept
the ﬁre in his belly intact, staying
‘foolish’ too played a big part in
egging Goyal to do the unthinkable.
“I know it sounds very foolish,
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

Insuretech startup
completed four
years of operations
in October

Has served
over 2 crore
customers
so far

Collected
`9,001.1 crore in
premium since
October 2017

DIGIT & ITS JOURNEY
Amount raised
in ` crore
820
341

475
135 112

9
FY17 FY18

FY19

FY20

FY21 FY22

$3.5 bln

Valuation

$1.9 bln
$828 mln
$273 mln
$1 mln $47 mln
FY17

FY18

FY19

FY20

FY21

FY22

Gross Written
Premium and
Net Loss
3,243.4
in ` crore
Gross
Written
Premium

2,252.3

2,196.4

Net Loss

1,205

104.1
FY18

70.1

FY19

270.6

FY20

FY21 H1 FY22

175.2

122.8

51.4

Closed claims of 4.98
lakh; 2 percent is the
market share

but I have always felt that I am
God’s special child,” he smiles. “I
have been extremely lucky and
fortunate.” Feeling emboldened,
Goyal took the leap of faith, rolled
out insuretech venture Digit, and
sold his ﬁrst policy in October 2017.
God’s blessing came in the
form of a clutch of deep-pocketed
backers such as Canadian billionaire
Prem Watsa, Faering Capital,
TVS Capital and A91 Partners. In
FY17, Goyal raised `9 crore at a
valuation of $1 million. Over the
next few years, the funding amount
leapfrogged and so did the valuation
(see box). Earlier this year, Digit
entered the unicorn club when
it raised `135 crore at a valuation
of $1.9 billion. A few months
later, it raised `112 crore, and its
valuation soared to $3.5 billion.
Over the last ﬁve years, the
funding and valuation have matched
the pace of growth of the general
insurance challenger offering
health, motor and travel insurance.
In October, it crossed an interesting
milestone when it clocked $400
million in annual premium and
served over two crore customers
since 2017. Buoyed by the pandemic
tailwind, the company sold 79,536
health policies and insured 42.5
lakh lives between March 2020
and September 2021. The company
grew by 44 percent with a premium
of `3,243 crore (as of March
2021), while the overall industry
growth was about 5 percent last
year. In the ﬁrst half of FY22, the
company recorded gross written
premium at `2,196 crore versus
`1,312 crore in the ﬁrst two quarters
of FY21, a growth of 67 percent.

BRAND CONNECT

Decoding a “best managed” Indian family business
In the Indian context, family enterprises
have always been an integral part of
our culture. It has been observed that
family-run enterprises are more
successful than their non-family
counterparts.
Privately-owned
enterprises play a pivotal role in driving
economic growth and boast of
long-term ﬁnancial performance and
robust
revenue
growth.
Such
businesses support ecosystems by
creating jobs at scale as well as revenue
streams, thus providing numerous
opportunities
for
stability
and
sustenance of their surrounding
communities.
So, what do these companies do
diﬀerently and what are the best
practices of the family-run
businesses that make
them the top performers
of India Inc.? How are they
shaped
to
be
best
managed in a holistic
sense of the word? What
are the capabilities and
skills that make them a cut above the
rest?
As a plausible response to these
questions, this year, Deloitte Private
introduced
The
Best
Managed
Companies, its marquee programme
backed by a signiﬁcant history of close
to 30 years, in India. The programme
honors the best managed companies in
the private space and the ‘best
managed’ designation is deemed as a
global mark of business excellence. The
programme has brought value to over
1,000 private companies in more than
35
countries.
The
ever-growing
community
of
“Best
Managed”
companies avails rich networking
opportunities with global business
leaders.

The
Best
Managed
Companies
Programme is designed to not only
assess the ﬁnancial performance of the
top companies but also evaluate their
overall business performance. The
“Best Managed” companies have the
right capabilities and metrics in place to
execute
their
strategy.
These
companies are execution-oriented and
focused on productivity. They maintain
strong balance sheets and adopt
business strategies that reﬂect the best
interests of all stakeholders.
But that’s not all, the “Best Managed”
companies also serve a larger purpose
beyond their immediate business
interests. Such companies are best run
because they instill strong governance

cultures and resonate a robust
corporate culture. They address
continuity issues and work towards
leaving behind a strong legacy for
generations to come. Most importantly,
they actively develop their employees
and leadership, drive growth, and build
communities. Their inherent business
capabilities, resilience, and long-term
vision make them the top performers of
India Inc.
All the entries received for the awards
underwent a rigorous application
process and the companies were
judged on the four pillars which form
the foundation of the Best Managed
Companies
programme,
namely,
strategy, capabilities and innovation,
governance, and ﬁnancials, and culture

Authors: K.R. Sekar, Partner, Deloitte India
Porus Doctor, Partner, Deloitte India

and commitment. They were reviewed
by a distinguished jury of industry
veterans who went the extra mile to do
justice to the ﬁner nuances of the
robust judging process and bring alive
the ethos of the Best Managed
Companies programme.

The winners of India’s Best
Managed Companies 2021 in
the privately held space are:
•

Dabur India Limited

•

Carborundum Universal
Limited

•

KEC International Limited

•

Manipal Global Education
Services

•

Berger Paints India
Limited

•

Lifestyle International
Private Limited

•

Cholamandalam
Investment and Finance
Company Limited

Note: There is no ranking in
these awards.
These companies have been at the
frontline of the ongoing pandemic,
demonstrating excellence by riding on
digital transformation to ensure
business continuity amidst disruptions.
These companies dared to think big and
stay ahead of the curve and exempliﬁed
what it means to truly “lead the way”.
They are the game changers of today
and leaders of tomorrow.
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Yet, Goyal remains modest.
“I’m not a genius. I am fairly
realistic in terms of who I am,”
he says. Luck, he lets on, has
played a big role in his success.
He explains how the stars
aligned. He got into the insurance
industry by accident in 1988.
A college senior was applying
for an insurance job, and he
prodded Goyal to follow suit. A
quick application was followed
by an equally fast interview call.
“I didn’t know anything about
insurance,” he recalls. A crash
course was also of little help. “I
couldn’t even remember the names
or the number of companies that
were operational,” he recounts.
For the young lad brought up in
the industrial township of Khetri
in Rajasthan, insurance was as
alien as water in the desert. “But I
loved the subject,” he recounts.
Four years later, in 1992, the
Malhotra committee was set up
to propose recommendations for
reforming the insurance sector.
In 2000, the sector opened up to
private players. “I happened to
be in the right sector at the right
time,” says Goyal. “I tried, worked
hard and learnt a lot, but at least
70-75 percent of what I have
achieved is luck,” he reiterates.
Anybody showing Goyal his
plucky side gets to answer a tricky
question. There were thousands of
people, he points out, with almost
similar capabilities. But they didn’t
get an opportunity. “That’s a
reality. Anything else and I would
be lying to myself,” he says.
There is another reality,
though, which Goyal underplays.
For him, age was always a digit,
just a number. “When I became
a CEO, I was 36, and nobody told
me that I was young,” he laughs.
“Nobody ever asked me my age.”
Even if one agrees that 75 percent
of what Goyal has achieved is luck,
he still wouldn’t have been lucky
had he not got the 25 percent right.
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The ﬁrst thing that he got right was
staying indifferent to whatever his
detractors and naysayers uttered
loudly. Back in 2001, during his
early days at Allianz India, a lot of
people in the industry questioned
his aggressive moves with which
he was scaling the motor business.
“Many even said I would end
up destroying the company,” he
recounts. Over one-and-a-half
decades later, the critics were
back to haunt again when Goyal
started Digit. “They didn’t have any
malice,” says Goyal. The criticism,

GOLDEN NUGGET

NEVER STOP
LEARNING, AND
ALWAYS BELIEVE
IN YOURSELF.
he adds, was their assessment and
made in good faith. Goyal, however,
didn’t let any jibes break his will.
For somebody who strongly
believes in luck, Goyal did have
his share of failures. The ﬁrst,
and unique one, was naming the
company ‘Oben’, a German word
meaning ‘above the rest’. A young
team rejected the name. Goyal,
though, didn’t feel offended. Call
it wisdom, which comes with age
and teaches you to humbly accept
a divergent point of view, or call
it Goyal’s strong personality trait
of being aware of knowing too
little, and not knowing too much, it

helped the founder in preparing for
more serious setbacks. Jewellery
insurance didn’t work; cycle
insurance bombed; hiring bloopers
were committed. “A lot of things
didn’t work out,” he confesses.
Goyal, though, stayed adamant.
To make 10 things work, he
executed 20. “I kept trying. I
knew I only needed a few big
things to go right,” he says. The
insight was more an outcome of a
seasoned professional who knew
what age does to a rookie founder.
For someone in their 20s, a high
adrenaline rush gives a sense of
invincibility, for Goyal—in his 50s—
it brought calmness and perspective.
“Age was an advantage,” he says,
explaining how the deﬁnition, and
implications, of ‘age’ keep changing.
“My dad became a grandfather
when he was 50,” he smiles. Most
of the middle class, he underlines,
start working early; have a small
family and retire from their jobs.
Looking for security in a job or a
house makes them risk-averse.
Goyal dared to change the
script. “I can’t think of anyone
who has ever asked me my age,”
he laughs. When this reporter
points out that he might have
the dubious distinction of being
the ﬁrst one to ask Goyal’s age,
the founder puts on his thinking
cap. “You are the second one,”
he smiles. Eight years ago,
Goyal’s mother was hospitalised
in Germany, and when the son
went to hospital, the attending
doctor asked his age. It was for a
different reason, though. Goyal
was accompanied by his 17-yearold daughter. “The doctor asked
my age in disbelief,” he laughs.
Age, Goyal reckons, is a much
exaggerated concept. Look at
Warren Buffet who is still active
in his early 90s, or look at Amitabh
Bachchan who is still acting and is
in 70s. “Whatever the age… if your
mind can conceive and believe, it
can achieve it,” he signs off.
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For The
Paint
Hearted

“We have come
a long way. But
we have a long
way to go.”
Hemant Jalan,
chairman and
managing director,
Indigo Paints

A bankrupt venture after a decade, and a
huge risk of starting again in his 40s. With
Indigo Paints, Hemant Jalan paints the
wide canvas of his life with bold strokes
By RAJIV SINGH
42

ou want to start a venture.
Right? And your heart says
that you are not cut out for a
job. Okay, so before you take
the plunge, why don’t you ask
a question and see if you are
ﬁt for entrepreneurship? “Step
back for 5 minutes,” urges
Hemant Jalan, 63, founder of
Indigo Paints, to all aspirants
whatever age they may be.
“Now think, if this venture
goes horribly wrong, how far does it
set you back?” he asks. Remember,
he stresses, the venture doesn’t only
go wrong. “It goes horribly wrong.”
Back in 1985, a young Jalan—in
his late 20s—didn’t ask this question.
In fact, it never crossed his mind.
“I had brash conﬁdence, and had
succeeded in everything till then,” he
recalls. After completing his BTech
in chemical engineering from IITKanpur, Jalan went on ﬁnish his
master’s from Stanford University
and an MBA from Chicago Booth

VARUN KULKARNI FOR FORBES INDIA
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QUICK BYTES
Hemant Jalan
Age: 63
Age when started: 43
Peak: Indigo Paints
got listed early this
year, quoting around
50 percent higher
(`2,246) than the
offer price (`1,490)
as of November 25

43
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HOW JALAN PAINTED HIS JOURNEY
2000
Jalan,
then 43,
starts
Indigo
Paints

44

2001
Starts
manufacturing
of cement
paints in
Jharkhand
and Rajasthan

2007
Broadens
product
portfolio,
adds waterbased paints

School of Business. Armed with
degrees and knowledge, he set up
a couple of small-and-mediumsized chemical manufacturing
companies in Patna. Twenties,
he reckons, is more likely an
expected age to turn founder.
A decade later, in 1995, he
encountered technical problems
in his manufacturing equipment.
“The largest unit that I had set
up completely failed. It was a big
ﬁasco,” he recounts. The setback
was massive. Jalan was driven
to the brink of bankruptcy, and
was forced to sell all his assets,
including his house and car. “I was
left with nothing,” he rues, adding
that the trauma was not over; he
still owed a lot of money to banks.
With his entrepreneurial dream
turning into a nightmare, the
38-year-old started hunting for a
job. “To keep the family running,
forgetting about entrepreneurship
was the only sensible thing to
do,” he says, justifying his move.
In early 1996, he joined Sterlite
Industries and headed their copper
smelter division in Tuticorin,
Tamil Nadu. He worked for
three years. “It was an excellent
experience. I learnt a lot,” he
says, adding that professionally
he was quite happy and satisﬁed.
The problem, though, was with
his heart. It was panting for an
independent journey. “It was not
in my DNA to take instructions
from someone,” he says, alluding
to his stint as an employee which
was coming after a decade of
staying ﬁercely free as a master.
At times, his job made him feel a
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

2010
Expands
footprint
to 11
states

2015
Sequoia
Capital
invests
`50 crore

2016

2019

Sequoia Capital
invests `90 crore.
Indigo buys HiBuild Coatings, a
Kerala-based paint
company

bit stiﬂed. In early 1999, he quit,
and was staring at an uncertain
future. What he only cared about
was the voice from his heart
which kept on reminding him
that he is not cut out for a job.
Next, he shifted to Pune,
Maharashtra, and worked as
management consultant for a year.
The short stint helped him gather
his thoughts, discover that he still
had a small chemical unit in some

BOLD SHADES OF
INDIGO PAINTS
5th
Largest decorative paint
maker in India

4th
Largest paint company in India
by market capitalisation

`723.32 crore
Revenue from operations in FY21

`122.52 crore
Ebitda in FY21

27 States, 7 Union
Territories
Market presence
(Data for March 31, 2021)

Appoints
MS Dhoni
as brand
ambassador

2021
Jalan, 63,
gets Indigo
Paints listed;
IPO gets
subscribed
117 times

kind of working condition in Patna,
and decide about his future. In
2000, he started Indigo Paints. “I
had no clue where this journey
would take me,” he confesses.
He stayed bold, and took the
plunge. Jalan was 43, had two
children—daughter was 17, and
son 13—and didn’t have enough
to invest in the venture. “I started
with less than a lakh,” he says,
adding that he knew that 43 was
not the ideal age to restart. “Age
mattered because of the previous
failure. Starting again from scratch
was a huge risk,” he recalls.
Fast forward to 2021. Jalan is 63
now; Indigo Paints is two-decades
old; it got listed early this year
and is now trading at around 50
percent more than the offer price;
it is also the ﬁfth largest decorative
paints brand in India, and posted
a revenue of `723.32 crore and an
Ebitda of `122.52 crore for FY21.
“I just followed my heart,” he says.
If your heart, he underlines, says
that you can do it, then you can.
During the early years, many
a times, Jalan’s heart was in his
mouth. The paint industry was
dominated by the big boys—Asian
Paints, Berger and Nerolac.
Taking the biggies head-on would
have been disastrous. Jalan
made a clutch of smart moves.
First, he stayed away from the
cluttered top cities. Second, he
found his niche in differentiated
products. And lastly, he tapped
into tier 3 and beyond markets.
The reason was simple. Brand
penetration is easier, and dealers
have a greater ability to inﬂuence

customer purchase decisions.
What also helped Jalan
immensely was his experience
during his Sterlite days. The
biggest learning was to keep
ﬁxed costs down to an absolute
minimum, and keep everything
variable as much as possible.
“When we started, we didn’t invest
in land, building or anything,”
he recalls. The gritty founder
identiﬁed a closed industrial unit,
just set up a skeletal plant and
machinery at a low cost and started
manufacturing. The idea was to
test the waters, and take calculated
steps and risks. “If things went
wrong, we knew we could easily
walk away without much damage,”
he says, justifying his safe play.
The seasoned entrepreneur also
decided to play by the book. “We
ensured that we made tidy proﬁts
every month and never went into
a loss,” he says. The move again
made sense. Apart from instilling
ﬁscal discipline, Jalan didn’t have
the comfort of venture capital
during the early days. At times,
the monthly proﬁt was as low as
`2,000, but it hardly mattered. “We
were not bleeding. That is what
mattered the most,” he says, adding
that while staying frugal might
have pushed back Indigo Paints in
terms of speed, it ensured that the
foundations were rock solid. This
also meant that Jalan didn’t have
to think of fear of failure as he was
continuously covering his ground.
After six years, for Jalan
and Indigo Paints, it was not a
question of survival. The point
was to gather pace. “It took us
10 years before we could start
paying salaries on time,” he says.
The brash conﬁdence of the 20s,
he underlines, now got tempered
with high doses of reality.
“I could not afford to make a
mistake for the second time,” he
says. He knew the cost of failure
was incalculable at his age. The
sedate pace of Indigo Paints was

also due to another ground reality.
Jalan explains. When you have
children growing up, who are
entering college, your perspective
changes. “You can’t put their future
at stake,” he says. The hope of a
promising future kept him going.
In 2014, 14 years into his
second innings, came the turning
point. Sequoia Capital spotted the
company and backed the founder.
“It changed the game completely
for us,” contends Jalan, who now
had the money to advertise. The
founder, though, didn’t paint
the town red. The reason again
emanated from his past. “Now we

GOLDEN NUGGET

REMAIN
PRACTICAL,
STAY FRUGAL.
understood the value of money
much more,” he says, explaining
how he has been different from a
rash of young entrepreneurs who
have built their business around
raising and burning money. “Most
of the money invested by Sequoia
is still lying untouched,” he claims.
While to an outsider it might look
foolish, to Jalan, it was prudent.
The money, he explains, acted
as a buffer and allowed him to
take some bolder risks. “We had
our back covered,” he smiles.
Cut to 2021. Jalan reckons that
he has had a hard but satisfying
journey. Ask him how he managed

to put his disastrous past behind
and muster courage to start again
in his 40s, and pat comes a oneword reply: Future. “If you keep
thinking and brooding about
your failures, then you are dead,”
he says. Starting late in life, he
stresses, is not a problem. He
dishes out an example of Falguni
Nayar of Nykaa. Imagine how
difficult it would have been for her
to start as a founder as she didn’t
even have an entrepreneurial
background, he wonders. “In my
case, I had been an entrepreneur
for almost all my life, except for
three years,” he says, adding that
his failure has shaped his success.
A big failure, he reckons, is
the greatest learning, and a huge
blessing. When it happens, it feels
like the end of the world. But later,
when one introspects, one can see
how hard lessons pave the way
for future success. One might be
justiﬁed in accusing circumstances,
but the unkind blows are blessings
in disguise. “It helped me make
more right decisions than wrong
ones at Indigo,” he says.
So what does it take to turn
an entrepreneur? Jalan goes
back to where he started, and
replies to the question he posed
to all aspirants: “What if things go
horribly wrong?” If the setback,
he stresses, is something that
can be painfully endured and
sets one back by a few years,
then one must take the plunge.
But if one is putting everything
at stake and the gambit can raze
one down to the ground, then it’s
probably not a great idea, he says,
sounding a word of caution.
“Evaluate the stakes involved,
and if your heart still says
you can do it, then go ahead
and do it,” he says. “Nothing
is more satisfying than being
a successful entrepreneur,”
reckons the seasoned founder
who is still hungry to add more
colours to his business.
DECEMBER 17, 2021 • FORBES INDIA
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Message
Decoded
A second-time founder gets a first-hand
experience of the highs and lows of
entrepreneurship. Beerud Sheth gets
the message and builds an enterprising
company in GupShup
By RAJIV SINGH

46

eerud Sheth had all the
reasons to succeed from Day 1.
That is what a bright 28-yearold thought when he dumped
his lucrative Wall Street
jobs—stints at Citibank and
Merrill Lynch for four years—
to start Elance in 1998. The
IIT-Bombay grad, who went
on to complete his master’s
from MIT, was building
an online marketplace for
freelancers. All that mattered to him
was intellectual stimulation, which,
unfortunately, was largely missing in
his previous jobs. “It was a lot of buy
low and sell high,” he recalls, alluding
to the nature of his profession. Though
there was big money to be made, Sheth
was not lured by the dollars. “Money
alone never pushed me,” he says.
What pushed him out of his job was
a disruptive idea. Over two decades
back, working from a remote location
was almost an alien concept. The
young founder, with his big-bang
revolutionary startup, was set to
take the world by storm. Buoyed by
a high-adrenaline rush, the rookie
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QUICK BYTES
Beerud Sheth
Age: 51
Age when started: 34
Peak: Gupshup enters
unicorn club in 2021
Current valuation:
$1.4 bln

“I am not euphoric
when great things
happen. Nor am I
depressed when
bad things hit us.
This is what age
does.”
Beerud Sheth,
co-founder and
CEO, Gupshup
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SHETH’S LONG INNINGS
IIT-Bombay
grad
completes
master’s in
computer
science from
MIT in 1994

48

Goes to
Wall Street;
works at
Citibank
and Merrill
for four
years

entrepreneur was ready to gallop.
With Elance, the Wall Street
high-performer was trading
comfort for a promising future.
For the first year, his salary was
zero. “I was living on my wife’s
income,” says Sheth, explaining
why it was hard for him to take a
risk. A part of the blame, he lets
on, goes to his high performance in
school, college and then a highpaying job. He came first in the
National Talent Search, a national
scholarship programme at the
secondary school level to identify
students with high intellect and
academic talent; was ranked third
in the Indian Math Olympiad; was
a top ranker in the IIT entrance
exam; and went on to crack MIT.
A flawless track record, and
a bright past, only meant one
thing: A bright future. “It makes
you think that you can succeed at
everything,” he says. With a feeling
of invincibility, the lines between
the real and reel got blurred.
Meanwhile, in December 1998,
the young prince made a fairytale
beginning. Angels handed over
a million dollars in funding next
March. Then came the bigger
cheques: $12 million and $50
million in October 1999 and August
2000, respectively. “It was like
wow, awesome. We will be the
biggest company in the world,”
recounts Sheth, who is now 51.
The euphoria was not hard
to understand. When you are a
rookie entrepreneur, he explains,
you are bound to be more elated
when great things happen. In his
enthusiasm to make it big, the
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In 1998,
co-founded
Elance,
an online
marketplace
for
freelancers

Holds
leadership
roles for
seven
years

TALKING POINTS
Gupshup powers

6 billion messages
per month
Has

39,600 businesses
on board

`740
crore

Revenue from
operations
in FY21

`77 crore Ebitda in FY21
25 countries

Market presence of the enterprise
messaging platform

FILL, GROW, REFILL
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How GupShup paced
its funding innings
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Starts
Gupshup,
an
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messaging
platform,
in 2005

In 2013,
oDesk and
Elance
merge
to form
ElanceoDesk

founder pumped all money into the
business. It was a big risk. “I don’t
know if I was being brave, foolish
or maybe a mix of both,” he quips.
In three years, he got the
answer. It was 2001, the world
was plunging into recession,
money suddenly got sucked out
of the system, and Sheth’s world
came crashing down. Over the
next few years, he braved the
storm, worked hard and moved
away from the leadership role
at Elance. The dotcom bubble
burst gave Sheth his first real
message in entrepreneurship:
Things can go horribly wrong due
to external factors. “There are
things you can’t control,” he says.
What, though, was under
his control was to dream again.
In 2005-06, he co-founded
SMS Gupshup, a Twitter-like
community site that enabled users
to join groups of their interests
and get updates through SMS
(short message service) on mobile.
After a few years, Sheth was
about to experience a new high.
SMS Gupshup grew at an
astounding pace. In 2010, it had
amassed 70 million users in just
three years since April 2007. “It
was then the largest social network
in India,” he claims, adding that
the company raised $12.3 million
in 2008, just a few days before
the global financial meltdown.
In January 2010, it raised $12
million. The next year, in August,
came another $10 million.
SMS Gupshup was cruising.
Little did Sheth know that he
was about to hit another low. In

Rebrands
as
Upwork in
2015; gets
listed on
Nasdaq in
2018

Raises
$100
million
in April;
turns
unicorn

2011, the company was fast running
out of cash. SMS Gupshup was
spending crores in subsidising
messages sent to all its users.
The premise to foot the bill was
simple. The second-time founder
presumed that the cost of SMSes
would come down. It didn’t.
Second, the company failed to
monetise. It planned to put footer
advertisements at the bottom of
the messages, but couldn’t do that
because of regulatory issues. For
Sheth, it was a sense of déjà vu. “At
times, it’s not your fault when bad
things happen to business,” he rues.
To avert an imminent death,
SMS Gupshup made a B2B pivot.
The name changed to Gupshup
and the platform was now for
enterprise messaging, which
means that businesses could build
conversational experiences across
marketing, sales and support
system, and send messages to
consumers such as OTPs (onetime passwords), balance checks,
payment conﬁrmations, sales
support, booking conﬁrmations,
delivery-related messages
and discount information.
Fast forward to April 2021.
Gupshup raises $100 million and
enters the unicorn club—privatelyheld companies with a valuation of
$1 billion or more. Three months
later, it raises another $240 million
and takes its valuation to $1.4
billion. The company now powers
over 6 billion messages per month,
has posted a revenue of `760 crore
and an Ebitda of `77 crore in FY21.
It’s now a proﬁtable unicorn.
Sheth, for his part, is not excited.

Raises
$240
million in
July, takes
funding to
over $374
million

Backers
include
Fidelity
Management
and Tiger
Global

In fact, the reaction is muted.
And the credit largely goes to the
wisdom gathered over the last two
decades. “You can’t go through this
euphoria and depression cycle. You
need to stay balanced,” he says.
When bad things happen, they are
not permanent. “And when great
things happen, you never know
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STAY HUMBLE.
IT HELPS YOU
SURVIVE THE
HARD KNOCKS.
things might go wrong,” he adds.
What he has also realised is
that one must have a realistic
perspective about business. He
explains. If one fails because of
external factors, then it’s not
one’s fault. By the same logic, he
underlines, one can’t take credit
if the business succeeds because
of such reasons. Humility, he
reckons, is the only way to graduate
from the school of hard knocks.

If it’s tough being an
entrepreneur when one is in
their 40s, 50s or 60s, it’s equally
daunting and mentally draining
for those who take the plunge
for the second, third or fourth
time. For founders like Sheth,
what this means is keeping the
ﬁre in the belly intact. In fact,
they need to keep stoking it every
time it starts to die down. “I am
still hungry. My peak is yet to
come,” says Sheth, who ﬂashes
his wrist watch to show the time.
It’s 12.30 am in the US. Sheth is
wide awake, and has two more
calls till 3 am. “This shows nothing
but my hunger,” he smiles.
While for most, 51 might be
a stage in life when one starts
taking things easy, for Sheth,
it’s a hard grind. And age has
neither dragged him nor killed his
passion. “Look at Elon Musk,” he
says. The maverick founder has
accomplished a lot, but still there
is a lot that keeps him going.
Ask him how he is different
from a 20-something or a founder
in their 30s, and he ﬂashes a
broad smile, and one-word reply:
Maturity. It’s just like cricket or
chess. “You only get better if you
play a long innings. You can see
the patterns, and you can spot the
nuances,” he says. As a seasoned
entrepreneur, he has also learnt
to spot the difference between
urgent and important. He explains.
“I no longer reply to every mail
instantly,” he smiles, adding that
time management is an asset
that one learns over the years.
After over two decades of
toil, Sheth reckons that he feels
more like a superman. There
is a difference, though. His
superpower is not a realisation
that he can do everything.
“Now I know what I can’t
do, and what I can,” he says.
The power to know the
difference is what the founders
get in their roaring 50s.
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“What matters most
is to decide what
you don’t want to
do rather than what
you want to do.”
Srikanth Iyer,
co-founder and CEO
HomeLane

50

QUICK BYTES
Srikanth Iyer
Age: 51
Age when started: 44
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Peak: Half-a-billion
dollar valuation
India’s largest
platform for home
interiors
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Third-Time
Plucky
For two decades, Srikanth Iyer persisted with what he wanted
to do. Finally, he figured out what he didn’t want to do when he
started his third venture, and made HomeLane India’s biggest
home interiors brand
By RAJIV SINGH

s a 23-year-old, Srikanth
Iyer had amazing clarity
about what he wanted
to do in life. In 1993,
when the computer
science engineer joined
the software product
development team at
Wipro, he dumped his
maiden job after 90 days.
Reason: He realised
he wanted to work for
himself. “I felt I would be better
off spending time on myself than
work for anyone else,” he recalls.
If quitting was easy, turning
entrepreneur was like a morning
breeze. Iyer knew he had to do
three things. First, make nice and
quick money. Second, stay away
from taking risk. And last, ﬁnd an
industry which fulﬁlled the ﬁrst
two criteria. As it turned out, it
was a no-brainer for the techie to
ﬁnd his sweet spot: Assembling
and selling computers. In 1993,
he started Total Solutions.
The business of unbranded
computers then made ample
sense. Indians were warming up
to desktops, but it was largely
conﬁned to offices and large

A

business establishments. For
a major chunk of the working
population, though, the bulky
device was prohibitively expensive.
The cost difference between
branded and unbranded computers
was steep due to high duties. And
for Iyer, there was good money
to be made. A computer priced
between `35,000 and `40,000
used to give a proﬁt between
`5,000 and `6,000. “It was more
than my one month’s salary at
Wipro,” he laughs, adding that the
business didn’t carry any risk as
consumers used to pay in advance.
Over the next six years,
the business scaled. Revenues
touched a peak of `6 crore,
Total Solutions managed to get a
bunch of institutional users and
the venture stayed immensely
proﬁtable. “Back then, there was
no concept of angel funding or
venture capital,” he says. Around
1997-98, Iyer spotted red ﬂags. The
cost difference between branded
and unbranded computers had
shrunk alarmingly, which meant
that an earlier proﬁt of `5,000 on
each device came down to `500.
Sensing stagnation, Iyer
DECEMBER 17, 2021 • FORBES INDIA
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COMPUTERS, EDTECH AND INTERIORS
1993
At 23, Iyer
starts Total
Solutions,
selling nonbranded
computers

INFOGRAPHICS: SAMEER PAWAR
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2000
At 30, he
co-founds
edtech
venture
Edurite;
remains CEO
till 2007

2007
Edurite
merges with
TutorVista.
Iyer ran the
business
for Indian
market

diversiﬁed. He started managing
the IT maintenance contract of
big companies. Though there
was money, the future looked
bleak as the space was getting
crowded, and the business could
not be scaled. “It was too much
of a risk to continue,” he says.
In 2000, Iyer again changed
gears. He became the co-founder of
edtech solutions provider Edurite
Technologies, along with Jawahar
Doreswamy. This time, too, the
vision was clear. “We wanted to
use technology to bring the best
teacher to the last student,” he says,
adding that he ran the venture as
chief executive officer (CEO) for
seven years. In 2007, the company
was bought by TutorVista. Iyer
got to run the India business of
Edurite and TutorVista, along
with the leadership team, which
included Meena Ganesh. After four
years, in 2011, Pearson bought the
combined entity for $200 million.
“It was an all-cash deal,” he says,
adding that he continued working
for the new owner and became
CEO of Pearson India in 2013.
After a year—in fact, 20 years
since turning founder—Iyer
discovered what he didn’t want
to do. “I worked as CEO for
a year and I was a miserable
failure,” he confesses. In 2014, he
decided to quit. It was a ﬂashback
moment for him. Two decades
ago, he left his ﬁrst job to build
something of his own. It was
time to change lanes, again.
In mid-2014, Iyer founded
HomeLane along with Rama
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2011-13

2014

Pearson
acquires the
business; Iyer
becomes CEO
of Pearson
India

2019

Starts
HomeLane;
gets ﬁrst
round of
funding
in eight
months

2021

Expands
to seven
cities;
grows
revenue
by 150
percent

Ropes in MS
Dhoni as brand
ambassador

Counts Sequoia, Aarin,
Accel, Evolvence and
Pidilite among its backers

Expands from
seven cities prepandemic to 19

Has 34 experience
centres; delivers
25 homes a day

GROWTH IN
FAST LANE
Revenue

` crore

3

33

99.95

FY15

FY17

FY19

268

500 (run-rate)

FY21

FY21

FUNDING
FY15
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$ mln
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3.5
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FY20

5

FY21

50
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VALUATION
FY15

11

FY17

20

FY19
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$ mln

50
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Harinath, who left in three
years. If in 1993, Iyer played an
‘unbranded’ game, 20 years later,
he didn’t want to do so. This
time it had to be a ‘branded’ play.
After buying a house, he explains,
consumers used to go through a

harrowing experience in getting
the interiors done. There were
thousands of mom-and-pop
dealers charging exorbitant rates,
the market was unorganised,
quality of service was pathetic,
and consumers felt cheated.
Iyer spotted an opportunity.
He knew the pain points of
consumers who were looking for
three things: Predictable quality,
budget and timeline. “If I could
offer these things,” he thought, “I
stand a good change of building
a pan-India brand.” There were
two more pluses in the business of
home interiors. First, there was no
competition as no branded player
existed across India. Second was
scale. “I always think scale,” says
the compulsive entrepreneur who
couldn’t scale his ﬁrst venture.
Though the next—Edurite—
scaled massively, by then, Iyer
was not the captain of the ship.
With HomeLane, the 44-yearold Iyer wanted to be the captain
of his fate again. “This is going
to be either my success or failure
singularly,” he resolved.
Over seven years later, Iyer ﬁnds
himself in the fast and success
lane. Revenues have jumped from
`3 crore in FY15 to `268 crore in
FY21; valuation has touched half-abillion-dollar mark; HomeLane has
emerged as India’s biggest home
interiors brand; it has expanded
to 19 cities and roped in former
India cricket captain MS Dhoni as
brand ambassador to further push
its expansion and brand awareness.
On an average, it delivers 25

homes every day. “We are the
only ones who are proﬁtable,” he
claims. HomeLane, he informs, is
now clocking a revenue run rate
of `500 crore for FY22 and has a
target of `1,800 crore for FY24.
Though HomeLane has grown
at a fast clip, the beginning was
excruciatingly slow. “It was a
nightmare,” recalls Iyer. The
reasons are not hard to fathom.
The third-time founder was
getting into a business in which
he didn’t have any knowledge,
forget expertise. “I was neither an
architect nor an interior designer,”
he says. The worst part, though,
was that Iyer forgot what he didn’t
want to do. He focussed on what
he wanted, which was business
and more business. In the ﬁrst
six months, his wish was granted.
Contracts did come at a fast clip,
and Iyer gleefully accepted all.
But there was a small problem.
Iyer’s umbrella had big holes. “It
was very tough to execute,” he
rues. The execution was slow,
and since HomeLane was doing
everything—from civil work to
designing—it resulted in chaos.
Plumbers and carpenters were
religiously at loggerheads and got
into blame games. “Assemble all
kind of workers at the same site
and your project has a high chance
of failing brilliantly,” he reckons.
There was another collateral
damage: Scale went missing.
Miraculously, Iyer realised
what he didn’t want to do. “Doing
everything was not an option,”
he says. HomeLane decided to
shun all civil work which involved
breaking of walls. The focus shifted
to doing a few things but executing
them brilliantly. “We said yes to
modular furniture,” says Iyer, who
kept on narrowing the choices by
striking off things he didn’t want
to do. “We decided to have ﬁnite
options for consumers, not inﬁnite,”
he says, explaining how having
lesser SKUs (stock keeping units)

helped. Instead of having 2,000
colour options for laminates—which
any local contractor would pride
himself in—Iyer offered just 163.
“Even today, we don’t have a 164th,”
he smiles. Lesser SKUs meant more
control, which, in turn, meant better
quality, better execution, better
chances of sticking to the timelines
and the budget. The move worked,
and there was no looking back.
Having clarity of deciding
what not to do, Iyer reckons,
is something that people
underestimate. “It actually narrows
down your choice and makes your
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PERSEVERANCE,
PERSEVERANCE
AND
PERSEVERANCE.
THERE IS NO
SUBSTITUTE.
life much simpler,” he contends.
At times, he lets on, knowing what
you don’t want is more important
than knowing what you want.
Back in 2014, Iyer didn’t want
two things. First was business
without scale. And second was
not getting it wrong for the third
time. “In entrepreneurship,
there is no failure,” he says.
Either one succeeds or learns.
Iyer, though, had to unlearn.

The ﬁrst big lesson in unlearning
was to shun the old-fashioned
way of growing. Iyer only knew
one way of building businesses,
which was brick by brick. On this
lane, it might take 10-15 years to
reach the destination. “There is a
faster lane though,” he says. And
Iyer discovered this route when
TutorVista bought Edurite in 2007.
The company grew from about
`5 crore to `150 crore in about
three years. “It was a hockey-stick
growth,” he says. The new learning
was to leverage equity, and put
your foot on the accelerator. “Now
I tell everyone to raise equity
capital and go fast. Even if you fail
fast. It doesn’t matter,” he says.
The second unlearning was to
learn that, at times, loss is not a
dirty word. For Iyer, this lesson
was the most difficult. The reason
was his background. His father
was into a small-scale business of
chemicals. “I never saw him talking
of loss,” he recalls. Back in 1993,
when Iyer started, he ingrained this
learning in his DNA. “If you are
not making money, then what are
you doing business for?” was the
argument of the young founder.
Now the 51-year-old has a new
learning to offer. Build a business
model, which might lose money
in the short term because one
is scaling fast, but in the long
term it must be proﬁtable. “Take
ﬁve or 10 years, but business at
the end of the day needs to be
proﬁtable,” he says. There is a
difference, he explains, between
building a valuable company
and a company that actually gets
you valuation. “They’re very
different things,” he underlines.
What would be his advice
to the ones who want to turn
founders in their 40s or 50s?
“Get started while you still have
10 years left,” he says. One must
not give up, he adds. “There is
no point cribbing about the cards
you have been dealt with.”
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Hanging
Boots to
Reboot
Sudheer Koneru retired at 40. After three
years, he changed direction. And a decade
later, Zenoti turned unicorn
By RAJIV SINGH
54

t 40, Sudheer Koneru was
feeling liberated. In 2008, the
IIT grad from Madras proudly
proclaimed his retirement.
“I am hanging my boots,” he
declared to his family and
friends. “I am done working.”
For somebody who started
his illustrious professional
career at Microsoft and
worked with the American
software giant at Seattle for
eight years, quitting at 40 made sense.
A successful professional, and
a winning entrepreneur, Koneru
founded two companies in the
US and exited the last one—HR
software solutions ﬁrm SumTotal—
when it was around $100 million
in revenue in 2007. In a short span,
he had abundantly amassed all the
material things in life—name and
fame—which usually take decades.
It was time to move away from the
fast lane, and gravitate towards
mental and physical wellness. And
he did that by focusing on yoga, art

A
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QUICK BYTES
Sudheer Koneru
Age: 53
Age when started: 43
Peak: Zenoti turned
unicorn last year
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“This is the second
innings of my life
and nothing is
holding me back.
So bring it on.”
Sudheer Koneru,
founder and CEO, Zenoti

of living courses, meditation,
and self-realisation classes.
After two years, Koneru again
felt liberated. This time, though,
the reason was different. He was
coming out of a short retirement,
and getting into the business of
ﬁtness, spa and salon by starting
ManageMySpa in 2010. “There
was no fear of failure,” he says.
And rightly so. He had nothing
to prove. He started building
the software for this industry.

“That’s how Zenoti was born,”
he says, alluding to the change
of the company’s name in 2015.
Cut to 2021. Koneru’s second
innings is running full steam.
A software as a service (SaaS)
venture, Zenoti manages and
digitises appointments, handles
point-of-sale operations, and takes
care of payment and inventory
management for spa and salons
in over 50 countries. Last year, it
became the ﬁrst global unicorn to

emerge out of the salon and spa
space. The Hyderabad and Bellevue
(Washington)-based company gets
60 percent of its revenue from the
US, 20 percent from the UK, ﬁve
percent from India and West Asia,
and the remaining from the rest of
the world. “Over the last two years,
we have grown 100 percent year
over year,” claims Koneru, now 53.
For Koneru, starting again in
his early 40s and peaking in his
50s brought in its wake a series of
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GOING FROM STRENGTH TO STRENGTH
1992 to Mar 2000
Director/product unit
manager at Microsoft
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2000-2001
CEO at
Intelliprep

pluses. The biggest is operational
beneﬁt. With age and experience,
he explains, it’s easy to make
a transition to a much larger
company and manage it. While a
rookie entrepreneur would have
to do and learn, and ﬁgure out
if he is ticking the right boxes,
Koneru knew from Day 1 that
he was hitting the bull’s eye.
What also comes with age is
a realistic vision, and practical
expectations. “We just went one
step at a time,” he says, adding that
nobody ever remotely entertained
the notion of planning to build
a company which would one
day be valued at over a billion
dollars. Seasoned professionals
and founders also become easy
on the eyes of venture capitalists
(VC). “Doing it second time or
more becomes very attractive to
VCs,” he says, adding that age
never slowed him down. After a
point, age, he points out, becomes
a huge advantage. But there is
a catch. One needs to remain
physically and mentally ﬁt.
For the founders starting late,
training the mind gets a tad easy.
Reason: Absence of baggage.
There is no peer pressure, no
expectations, and no adrenaline
rush to conquer the world.
“There’s nobody holding me
back anymore,” he says. His kids
are in college, there is nobody
at home, and the second innings
gives him the best chance of
going out all guns blazing.
Prashant Prakash, founding
partner at Accel, explains why
starting late might not be a bad
idea, for both the category of
entrepreneurs: Those who have
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Executive VP of products & VP (international sales) and Managing director
chief operating officer at
managing director (India)
at Latitudes Pro
Click2learn
at SumTotal Systems

done it before, and those taking
the maiden plunge. While the
classical sweet spot for VCs
remains founders in their late
20s and early 30s, the ones in 40s
do make for an interesting bet.
There are two kinds of folks, he
underlines, in this age bracket.
The ﬁrst category is made up of
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WHATEVER WILL
HAPPEN, WILL
HAPPEN. JUST
DO WHAT YOU
HAVE TO DO.
repeat entrepreneurs, who couldn’t
make it big with their previous
venture but are still hungry for
more, and are willing to give all
they have to make it big this time.
The second category consists
of professionals who are not
entrepreneurs but have loads of
experience. “Both bring with them
lots of maturity,” he says. They
might be new to the game but they
know how to play it. “They know

2010–Present
Founder and CEO,
Zenoti

how to navigate the blues,” he says.
Prakash lists out another advantage
for such founders. “They have
their own vast network, which
helps them scale faster,” he says.
Then there is an added bonus
of starting late in sectors which
don’t put a high premium on youth.
Take, for instance, the ﬁnancial
sector where one gets to work
closely with banks and other
institutions. “Being a seasoned
player here helps you ace the
game,” says a partner with a global
VC fund, requesting anonymity.
In fact, he predicts an interesting
trend that is likely to play out
over the next few years in the
country. “We will see younger VCs
and older founders,” he smiles.
Meanwhile, for Koneru, age
doesn’t matter at all. The founder
is planning to go for an IPO by the
end of 2023, and is preparing for
the future. Commenting on why
people in their 40s or 50s tend to
stay away from taking the plunge,
Koneru reckons that the process
of starting from scratch is painful.
“You are going through the grind
again,” he says. One doesn’t get
successful because one has tasted
success before or life doesn’t
become easy. People, he lets on,
might have second thoughts in
shunning a rosy corporate life and
going back to the hustle again.
If one still has the passion to do
something new, and is willing
to do the dirty work again, then
age becomes meaningless. “It’s
just a number,” he says. Either
one can get overwhelmed or
one can become fearless and
make it big. Koneru, for sure,
took the road less travelled.
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High on Josh
After working in telcos for a decade, Virendra Gupta of VerSe tuned into Bharat to
bridge the digital divide. What happened next was a daily hunt for news and views
By RAJIV SINGH
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“You never make
a rational decision
when you start.
You have to take
it to the level of
irrationality.”
Virendra Gupta,
founder, VerSe
Innovation
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irendra Gupta apparently
didn’t make a rational
move in 2007. After all,
engineers take into account
critical data, and then
decide. But Gupta was
wired differently. He chose
to ignore the statistics. In
2007, at age 36, he had a
decade of experience in
telecom companies—BPL
Mobile, OnMobile, Bharti
Cellular and Trilogy—and he
suddenly found himself possessed
with a compulsive idea of bridging
the digital divide in Bharat (Tier
III and beyond). “I was at a point
where I couldn’t do anything else,”
recalls Gupta, now 50. “I was not
enjoying the corporate life.”
Though Gupta shunned the
corporate world after a decade, he
was getting into a life where there
was no element of predictability in
money, success and stability; the
odds were heavily stacked against
the man in his mid-30s who was
pitting himself against the much
younger ones in their 20s; people
kept on throwing statistics at
him. He was continuously told
that 99 out of 100 startups fail.
Gupta turned a deaf ear to the
naysayers. “You never make a
rational move when you start,”
he says. Looking at data meant
not jumping over the fence. One
needs to be possessed with an
idea, take the decision to the level
of irrationality and just jump.
Gupta adds a caveat, though. “One
needs to ensure that one is doing
it for the right reasons,” he says.
Back in 2007, Gupta might have
had the right reasons, but the move
still looked irrational. He started
VerSe Innovations (VerSe comes
from vertical search) and offered
information services over SMS and
USSD (unstructured supplementary
service data). OnMobile pumped
in a seed capital of $1 million,
which fuelled the passion of
the rookie entrepreneur who

V
QUICK BYTES
Virendra Gupta
Age: 50
Age when started: 36
Peak: VerSe
Innovation turned
unicorn in December
2020
Current valuation:
$3 billion

decided to build solutions around
information services which people
can access over mobile. Gupta
wanted to bring jobs, matrimony,
property, news, and give all kinds
of information over mobiles.
For ﬁve years, Gupta had a
great run. He distributed services
to the mobile operators in India,
Bangladesh and countries across
Africa. “It was a large scale and
proﬁtable business, and had billions
of users,” he claims. What he
noticed was a huge latent demand
for local language content.
In 2011, Gupta changed gears,
and made a pivot. He bought
Newshunt, which was delivering
local language news content on
mobile, and moved from B2B to B2C
business. To outsiders, the move
again seemed irrational. Reason:
Miniscule—almost negligible—local
language internet users. Back then,
he recalls, internet meant only
English-speaking users. “It was
for people in the boardrooms and
cities. Bharat was missing,” he says.
Though all the action was
conﬁned to top cities for corporates
and startups, Gupta could sense
winds of change. “What energises
me is a lot of ambiguity and a lot
of ﬂux,” he says. A lot did happen
over the next few years, both in
terms of funding and growth for
VerSe. While in 2009, the startup
grabbed $14 million, the amount
increased to $18 million in 2014.
Next year, it jumped to $50 million;
another $40 million came in 2016.
The funding juggernaut gathered
pace after three years. In 2019,
VerSe raised $94 million, and so far
this year, it has raised a staggering
$612 million. VerSe, the parent
company behind Dailyhunt and
Josh, counts Goldman Sachs, Falcon
Edge Capital, Sequoia, Matrix
Partners, Lupa Systems, IIFL, Bay
Capital, Edelweiss and Omidyar
Network among its backers.
Along with funding came
valuation and scale. VerSe turned
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THE JOURNEY: THE RISE AND RISE
1996
Gupta joins
BPL Mobile
as product
manager

2002-06
Works
with
Bharti
Cellular

2006-07
Spends
a year as
director
at Trilogy

2007

2009
Rolls out
Newshunt
app

Turns
entrepreneur;
starts VerSe
Innovation

2012

2015

Newshunt has 10
million installs and
1.5 monthly active
users (MAU)

Newshunt
becomes
Dailyhunt

2020 JAN
Dailyhunt
reaches 200
million-plus
users

AUG
Launches
shortvideo
app Josh

2021
Dailyhunt has 350 million MAUs; Josh has 124 million MAUs and 60 million DAUs (daily active users)
Counts Goldman Sachs, Falcon Edge Capital, Sequoia, Matrix Partners, Lupa Systems, IIFL, Bay Capital, Edelweiss and Omidyar Network
among its backers
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unicorn last December, and is
now valued at $3 billion. While
Dailyhunt has 350 million
MAUs (monthly active users),
Josh has 124 million MAUs and
60 million DAUs (daily active
users), claims Gupta. “It is still
day zero for us. We have barely
scratched the surface,” he says.
Back in 2016, it was literally
day zero for Gupta. An explosion
in the local language market, and
users, stumped the founder. Reason:
VerSe had been growing steadily,
and slowly. “I was conservative
and always capital efficient,” says
Gupta, who dipped into his internal
accruals to buy Newshunt in 2011.
The idea was to build a sedate
business and scale it the right
time, when the market grows.
The market didn’t just grow.
It exploded, “Suddenly, the local
language market became the sexiest
in the world,” says Gupta, adding
that Indian and global companies
of all kinds started pouring money
to grab a slice of Bharat. Gupta was
found lagging. “I was not prepared.
That was my big failure,” he says.
The failure, though, led him to
discover Umang Bedi, the former
Facebook India head, who joined
Gupta in 2018 and went on to
become a co-founder. “We took
a lot of bold decisions and the
growth has been phenomenal,”
he points out. The company,
he adds, is ﬁring on both the
cylinders: While Dailyhunt has
found a perfect product-market
ﬁt and has been aggressively
growing and monetising via online
advertisements and subscriptions,
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GOLDEN NUGGET

GET POSSESSED
BY THE IDEA YOU
ARE CHASING.
short-video app Josh too has been
galloping. In FY20, operating
revenue of Dailyhunt reportedly
increased to `267.6 crore from
`152.7 crore in the last ﬁscal.
Losses during the same period
jumped from `298.9 crore to
`401 crore. Gupta declined to
share the ﬁnancials of FY21.
Though a clutch of Bharatcentric startups has been struggling
to make money from Tier III and
beyond, Gupta seems to have
cracked the code to a large extent.

The reason lies in identifying what
to target, he says. VerSe zeroed in
on the belly of middle Bharat, which
has a huge disposable income, is
aspirational and speaks the local
language. “It is the fastest-growing
market,” he stresses. Though the
ARPU (average revenue per user)
might not be as high as an Englishspeaking user, if one multiplies
ARPU with the volume, the total
addressable market becomes huge.
“If your service acquires people for
the wrong reasons, you will never
make money,” reckons Gupta.
Back in 2007, Gupta believed
he had the right reasons to start
his entrepreneurial journey. He
was not intimated by the energetic
20-something founders with a
massive headstart. Gupta preferred
to look at the silver lining. “How
many were taking the plunge
when they were 36?” he asks. Age
can either bog you down or make
you more energetic. The point
is, he explains, not to get bogged
down. “Zoom in, zoom out and
stay focussed,” he says, adding that
entrepreneurship can’t be narrowly
conﬁned to lofty valuations. “It’s
also about how do you manage
yourself by striking a balance
between the mind and body,” says
Gupta, who turned 50 in November.
How does it feel to be roaring
in the golden 50s? “I don’t feel
50 at all,” he says. “I used to feel
like 60 when I was 40,” he laughs,
adding that what matters to him
is having a sound mind, a sound
body and taking sound business
decisions. After all, one can be
high on josh in any age.

“If 95 percent of
startups fail, then
what good is your
age? How does then
age matter at all?”
Manish Rathi,
co-founder, IntrCity
RailYatri
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Manish Rathi
and Kapil Raizada
Age: 51, 50

Age when started: 41, 40
Peak: India’s biggest
mobility platform for bus
and train travel

CHUGGING
ALONG
In 2011, rookies Manish Rathi and Kapil Raizada started
their journey with a mobility platform for rail travel. A
decade later, both are in their 50s, and have another
revenue engine: Inter-city buses
By RAJIV SINGH

decade ago, when
Manish Rathi and Kapil
Raizada decided to start
their maiden venture,
both had strong reasons
to do so. Raizada was
40, had over 15 years
of experience in the
corporate world and
has had four ‘false
alarms’ during his
multiple stints with
companies. Every time he got
a job, he thought of scaling
the company and growing
vertically in the organisation.
Somehow, it never happened.
In 2011, the IIT-Kanpur and
IIM-Bangalore alumnus had just
ﬁnished his ﬁfth job interview
with Amazon. The moment
Raizada stepped out of the
room, he knew he didn’t want to
go back to the corporate world.
“I told myself that it’s now or
never. I had to start,” he recalls.
Age was not on his side. His
friend and colleague, though,
had a different argument to
take the plunge. If 95 percent of
startups, Raizada reasoned, are
destined to fail, how does age
matter. “The equation takes out
the age in one go,” he smiles.

A

The friends started RailYatri
in 2011, spent a year working
on the technology framework
and mastering the domain
knowledge, and opened the
platform for public in 2013.
RailYatri was a deep analytics
platform providing essential
information on train seats
availability, delays, and stations
across India. A year later, the
company rolled out an app
and started gaining scale.
The ﬁrst three years were
tough. Though the duo had
weighed the odds before
starting the venture, they were
also aware of a grim reality.
Venture money, call it risk
capital, was not as free ﬂowing
as it is now for the founders.
Scouting for every dollar was
precious, hunting for the right
kind of backer was a big pain,
and the duo didn’t have a
glowing story to sell. “When
we went to investors, we knew
they are not going to hear a sexy
story from us,” says Raizada.
“We had a realistic story,”
chips in Rathi, adding that the
problem they were trying to
solve needed loads of patience.
Many venture capitalists
DECEMBER 17, 2021 • FORBES INDIA
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BOARD BUS, BOOK TRAIN
RailYatri
provides
train-travel
information

64

Serves over
14 million
users every
month

IntrCity SmartBus
operates a
ﬂeet of buses
between cities

(VC), though, didn’t have the
patience for a long-term story.
Rathi recounts a funny incident.
During the early days, when the
co-founders pitched to a VC, he
didn’t ﬁnd the idea ‘exciting’.
The business, he pointed out,
lacked zing, and reckoned it
was not solving a big pain point.
The co-founders found the
argument amusing. Millions of
people, they stressed, use trains
to commute, and RailYatri was
trying to make their journey less
harrowing. “If this is not solving
for real India, I don’t know which
venture would get funding,”
says Raizada. Two days later, he
got the answer. The same VC
backed a dating app startup.
Meanwhile, RailYatri kept
chugging along in its bootstrapped
journey. In 2014, came the ﬁrst
institutional funding of about
half a million dollars from Blume.
What helped in getting funded
was staying true to the ‘old-school
way of doing business’. The cofounders remained frugal, stuck
to a sedate pace of growth and
kept the business cash positive.
Raizada points out a ‘notso-obvious’ reason for their
early success: The co-founders
were in their 40s. The duo had
traded corporate careers of over
15 years and disrupted their
personal lives to take a stab at
entrepreneurship. What this
meant was not having the luxury
of making many mistakes. The
younger counterparts have more
time. “When you are young, you
can start and fail and restart,”
he says, adding that one can
even try doing it a couple of
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

Covers over 200
destinations
across 228 cities

Serves over
2.5 lakh
passengers
per month

times. ”We only had one time,”
he says. Spending a few years in
their 40s and then realising that
things are not working out is a
criminal waste. “We didn’t have
the time. That’s why it became
all the more precious,” he adds.
In 2019, the duo added one
more revenue engine, and
rolled out inter-city buses
under IntrCity. The name of the
company was changed to IntrCity

GOLDEN NUGGET

IF YOU HAVE A
PLAN B, THEN
PLAN A WON’T
WORK.
RailYatri, and last February,
it raised funding of over `100
crore, led by Nilekani and other
investors such as Samsung
Venture Investment, Omidyar
Network and Blume Ventures.
Two years later, Raizada’s
bullishness on betting big on
organised and branded bus services
in India seems to be paying off.
RailYatri IntrCity has become
India’s biggest mobility platform

Raised over `200 crore; backers
include Nandan Nilekani family
fund, Samsung Venture Investment,
Omidyar

for bus and train travel; has found
big backers and raised over `200
crore so far. While RailYatri has
over 14 million users every month,
IntrCity operates a ﬂeet of buses
across 228 cities and serves 2.5
lakh passengers every month,
claims Rathi. From a revenue of
`5.5 crore in FY18, the company
is now clocking a revenue run
rate of over `100 crore for FY22,
double of what it did last year.
Now into their 50s, what has
changed for the founders? Is the
hustle still on? Do they still have
the ﬁre intact to take the venture
big? Though Rathi reckons that
nothing has changed in terms of
ambition and vision, what has got
tempered is the target. “We are
more realistic,” he says. “We are
not swinging our arms and saying
that we can capture the world,”
he smiles. What can be done, what
can’t be done and what must be
avoided is something that one
can only learn by spending more
years. “It’s more like swimming,”
he says. One learns and improves
only with time, and not by
reading books on swimming.
Raizada, for his part, believes
that starting late and then
continuing with the journey has
only added layers of patience. I
think the younger generation, he
reckons, wants to spend less time
and expects faster results. “Fail
fast doesn’t apply when you’re in
50s,” he says. A long innings, he
underlines, can only be played
when one builds a sustainable
business. “We are still hungry
for more,” he signs off. Age, it
seems, has only whetted the
appetite of the co-founders.

New Learnings
Taking the entrepreneurial plunge after doing corporate jobs for years isn’t easy.
But these four businesspersons have proved it’s never too late to follow your heart

Eye For AI
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tarting something new or pursuing a
completely different path comes easily to
Geetha Manjunath. After 17 years in the
ﬁeld of computer science, she decided to
do a PhD in a completely new subject. “I
am like that. I went back and picked up a
completely new topic, which is artiﬁcial
intelligence [AI] and data mining. I never
knew it would be such a big thing now,”
she had told Forbes India in an earlier interview.
It meant going back to class and studying
with younger students. She became a senior
manager with an MNC, where the team worked
on emerging markets solutions, transportation
and traffic management systems as well as with
hospitals and health care, trying to do “meaningful
innovation with business and social impact”.
A tragedy in the family made her focus on breast
cancer screening and on entrepreneurship in the
form of co-founding Niramai in 2016, at the age of
49. Niramai provides non-invasive, radiation-free
breast cancer screening using AI, and has received
$7 million in funding and is at series A stage.
Niramai’s screening solution is portable, and
has conducted 33,000 screenings. During the
Covid-19 pandemic it offered Home Breast Health
Screening for high-risk women or cancer survivors
who needed monitoring. Last year it developed
a FeverTest screening for identifying Covid-19
symptoms and got CDC UK funding for it.
“The main advantages of becoming an
entrepreneur at this age are maturity in decision
making, patience while dealing with your
initial naysayers and resilience to come out
strong after any critical setbacks,” she says.
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Geetha
Manjunath
CEO and CTO, Niramai

Age: 54
Age when
started: 49

Peak: Company has
received $7 million
in funding and is at
series A stage; it has
conducted 33,000
breast cancer
screenings so far

Mutual Benefit
QUICK BYTES
Atul Shinghal
founder and CEO, Scripbox

Age: 52
Age when started: 43
Peak: At least 80,000
families use Scripbox
to save via mutual
funds; it has `4,800
crore in assets under
management
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India, with at least 80,000 families using Scripbox
to save via mutual funds. Scripbox has about `4,800
crore in assets under management. “We’ve grown
4x in the last 18 months, just with our existing
customers committing more money,” he says.
When he started Scripbox in 2012, Shinghal had
a stellar career in ﬁnance, spanning India and South
Africa. It was the global ﬁnancial crisis of 2008 that got
him to decide on a break—for almost a year, between
2009 and 2010—and he started Probe Information
Services ﬁrst in 2010 and later Scripbox in 2012.
Harking back to a conversation he’d heard between
his parents, Shinghal was struck by the idea that most
people invested without a clear purpose. He thought
he could change that by bringing in the power of digital
to offer clear, data-driven advice and transparency.
Many in India trust that combination today.
●
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tul Shinghal is founder and CEO of
Scripbox, a company that has played
an important role in making it easy
for people to invest in mutual funds in
India. The venture’s investors include
Accel and Omidyar Network. Shinghal
is also co-founder of Probe Information
Services, which provides ﬁnancial
information on Indian companies.
He went to the IIT-Madras, for a degree
in naval architecture, but job avenues were
limited in the specialised subject. With his
love of maths and numbers, he turned to
ﬁnance, after an MBA from IIM Bangalore.
The ﬁrst product at Scripbox, which he
co-founded with friends Sanjiv Singhal and
WS Ravishankar, was just one basket of four
funds for long-term investment. Today, not
only does it have several plans and funds
on its platform, but it is also evolving into a
broader wealth management platform.
Users get to quickly select funds and
investment plans through a mobile app or the
website. Scripbox has helped 7,000 savers
turn rupee millionaires, with an average
growth of 7x, says Shinghal. “My mantra
is ‘stay invested and keep investing’.”
The company has customers across

Ensuring Contracts
In The Cloud
amir Bodas, co-founder and CEO of
Icertis, is a technologist with about
35 years of experience in the software
industry. He took his venture, in the
specialised ﬁeld of contract lifecycle
management, from India to the US
and turned it into a corporation that is
valued at $2.8 billion. Among Icertis’
investors are Eight Roads Ventures,
B Capital Group, Greycroft and PremjiInvest.
In the process, he has successfully straddled
the world of entrepreneurship and the demands of
corporate leadership. Bodas founded Icertis in 2009
with his friend and serial entrepreneur Monish
Darda. Prior to that, he had held senior roles at
Microsoft India and served as CEO at two IT services
ﬁrms, Disha Technology and Aztecsoft, which had
strong growth and successful exits on his watch.
After Aztecsoft was acquired by Mindtree in
2008, and with Darda having sold his company
at that time as well, they were at a bit of a loose
end, Bodas recalls. And going back to a corporate
job wasn’t appealing because, “they are excited
about hiring an entrepreneur, but they put you on
a leash”, he says. Since it was way too early to be
relaxing, they decided to go into business together.
For a couple of years, it was all about consulting
and working on basically only a hypothesis
they had about what they wanted to do, to “ride
a technology wave” in the enterprise space.
Cloud computing was just beginning to catch
on and that caught their attention as well.
And a chance conversation with a friend
at Microsoft provided the seed of an idea that
became Icertis. The Windows giant was interested
in a good cloud-based solution for contract
management, and if Bodas and Darda could build
it, Microsoft could well become a customer.
Today many of the world’s biggest companies
use Icertis’ contact management solutions.
When not working at Icertis, Bodas is a selfconfessed golf addict. He is also a member
of The Indus Entrepreneurs in Seattle.
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co-founder and CEO,
Icertis

Age: 57
Age when
started: 45

Peak: Took
venture from
India to the US;
it is recently
valued at $2.8
billion

Clean Act
t 54, when Ashok Boob set off to start a
new business, he didn’t venture too far
from his core competency. At the same
time, he was clear that his business of
producing different chemicals had to
be a lot cleaner. Nearly 15 years later,
he’s created a potent combination at
Clean Science and Technology that
is valued at `22,600 crore ($3.01 billion).
With nephew Siddharth Sikchi, he set up a
small lab in Vapi and the two decided to work
on a different set of chemistries. Boob and
Sikchi decided they would work on interesting
catalytic and cleaner technologies that can be
used to manufacture specialty chemicals.
The ﬁrst products Clean Science
commercialised were monomethyl ether
of hydroquinone (MEHQ) and Guaiacol.
MEHQ is used in diapers and sanitary
pads while Guaiacol ﬁnds application as a
pharma intermediate in cough syrup.
Clean Science now has seven products that
are used in a wide variety of formulations,
from an anti-oxidant in the food and animal
feed industry to infant food formulations and
breakfast cereals, and as a reagent in antiretrovirals to UV blockers in sunscreens.
In the three years ended FY21, the topline
rose by 28 percent a year, from `242.7 crore to
`512.4 crore. In the same period, Ebidta margins
rose from 30 percent to 51 percent while proﬁt
after tax rose by 59 percent a year from `48.9
crore to `198.4 crore. The business boasts a
return on equity of 36 percent and has no debt.
The market is valuing the business at
`22,000 crore or at about 110 times FY21
proﬁts. The stellar valuation is part a reﬂection
of rapid growth, part high valuations for the
industry and part the high margin proﬁle of
the company. While the IPO offer price in
June was `900 a share, the public markets
have since bid it up to upwards of `2,000 a
share. Boob, who spent his entire career at
Mangalam Drugs and Organics as a promoter
director before turning entrepreneur, is not
complaining but is cognisant of the fact that the
business may be overvalued in the short term.
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Ashok Boob
managing director,
Clean Science and
Technology

Age: 69
Age when
started: 54

Peak: Company
valued at
`22,600 crore or
110 times FY21
profits
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In Focus

Why the Sputnik V
Vaccine Never Took Off
The use of Russia’s Covid-19 vaccine in India remains less than
1 percent due to reasons ranging from yield issues to supply
constraints. Will Sputnik Light make any difference?
By Manu Balachandran & Divya J Shekhar

I
70

n Russia, the vaccine had
entered its phase 3 trials,
after its phase 1 and 2
studies had shown that
it was safe to use. Russia
had already authorised a limited
rollout of the vaccine in August
2020, and Sputnik V became the ﬁrst
Covid-19 vaccine to be registered
in the world. The vaccine was
registered with the Russian Ministry
of Health, allowing the government
to vaccinate its population with
it. Back then, the world was still
scrambling to ﬁnd a Covid-19
vaccine, and most of the candidates
were still under development, with
uncertainty over their efficacy.
Sputnik V is based on the
human adenovirus, a common cold
virus that is fused with the spike
protein of Sars-CoV-2 to stimulate
an immune response, and was
developed by Moscow’s Gamaleya
National Research Institute of
Epidemiology and Microbiology,
with support from the Russian
Direct Investment Fund (RDIF).
“We understand we are late in
the game, so we need to accelerate
whatever we’re doing through
partnerships,” GV Prasad, managing
director of DRL (Dr Reddy’s
Laboratories, the Indian partner of
RDIF), had told Forbes India earlier.
“Our business initially will depend
on partnerships before we build our
own capabilities. That is the idea…
for us right now, the priority is short
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term—to see how we can help the
Russian vaccine succeed in India,
manufacture it in India and make it
available to patients.” In the past 15
months, neither DRL nor RDIF has
not been particularly successful in
ﬁnding takers for the vaccine in India.
So far, only a little over a million doses
(about 11 lakh) of Sputnik V have
been administered, accounting for
about 0.9 percent of all vaccinations
in India so far. In sharp contrast,
Covishield, which received approvals
the Drugs Controller General of

India (DCGI) in January 2021, has so
far been used in over 88 percent of
vaccinations in the country, followed
by Covaxin at 11 percent. In all, India
has administered over 117 crore
vaccine doses, as of November 22.
“The two-dose Sputnik V was
launched as a soft pilot in India in
May 2021,” says a spokesperson
for the DRL. “Subsequently, it was
rolled out commercially from July,
based on imported consignments
from the RDIF. We partnered
with major hospitals around

India, and set up our cold chain
infrastructure since the vaccine
requires a temperature of -18°C.”
The rollout came ﬁve months
after India began its vaccination
programme, on January 16. It was also
about a month after DRL received an
approval from the DCGI to import
the vaccine into India for emergency
use authorisation. The long delay
had largely to do with India’s drug
regulators scrutinising data pertaining
to immunogenicity parameters and
a comparative analysis of phase 3
immunogenicity data generated
from Indian and Russian studies.
DRL was tasked with conducting
the phase 2 and 3 trials in India.
Around the same time, RDIF
ventured out to scale up the
manufacturing of the vaccine in
India and signed up numerous deals
that would see as many as 100 crore
doses being manufactured out of
India. These included deals with
Hyderabad-based pharmaceutical
company Hetero, Bengaluru-based
Stelis Biopharma, Gland Pharma,
Panacea Biotec and Virchow Biotech.
“In the June-August period, there
were challenges with regard to the
supply of the second dose component,
as imports were affected by the surge
of Covid-19 cases in Russia,” DRL tells
Forbes India. “In early September,
with supply commencing from a
partner in India [Panacea Biotec], we
received fresh momentum. We were
able to supply equivalent quantities of
the ﬁrst and second dose components
to partner hospitals. By September,
in terms of the market situation,
with heavy scale-up in overall
vaccine production in India and free
distribution through the government
and private market, sales overall
started to see a sharp dip and Sputnik
V was solely private.” Hetero and
Panacea Biotec has not yet responded
to queries sent by Forbes India.
Over 88 percent of India’s vaccination
have been driven by Covishield, followed
by Covaxin at 11 percent and Sputnik V
at 0.9 percent
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During the pandemic’s second
wave in April and May, India had
reported the most Covid-19 caseloads
and deaths in the world, but despite
the festive season of Navratri and
Diwali in October and November,
new infections are on the downside.
According to data from the Ministry
of Health and Family Welfare,
India registered 8,488 new cases on
November 22, the lowest since May
2020, taking the total tally of Covid19 cases in India to 3.45 crore.
Of the 117 crore vaccine doses
that India has so far administered,
103 crore were Covishield, and 13
crore were Covaxin. The pace had
particularly picked up over the
past four months, with more than
50 lakh doses being administered
a day across 1 lakh sites across the
country. A signiﬁcant portion of
these is free of cost, provided by the
central government, with options
to pay at private facilities. This is
something that seems to have hurt
Sputnik—which costs `948 per
dose, with added service charges—
quite hard. At private facilities,
Covishield costs `780 and Covaxin
costs `1,410 for a single dose. Since
May 2021, the government allowed
the private sector to purchase 25
percent of total vaccines domestically
manufactured every month.
The fact that the supply of Sputnik
V has still not been ramped up in
India, along with the government
deciding to supply 75 percent of
vaccines free of cost, have been
the primary reasons for Sputnik
V not playing a meaningful role in
India’s vaccination programme,
says Vishal Manchanda, research
analyst for pharma at Nirmal
Bang Institutional Equities. “Now,
with over 100 crore doses being
largely fulﬁlled by Covishield and
Covaxin, there is little scope for
Sputnik V’s penetration in India.”
Sputnik V continues to be “relevant
and meaningful in the vaccination
programme”, says DRL. “Our lifecycle
management of Sputnik will see us
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Sputnik V was developed by Moscow’s Gamaleya National Research Institute of Epidemiology
and Microbiology (in picture) with support from the Russian Direct Investment Fund

take a multi-pronged approach with
the single-dose Sputnik Light vaccine
[ﬁrst dose of the two-dose Sputnik V]
as a standalone vaccine, as a booster
dose, and Sputnik for the paediatric
population with relevant clinical
trials. We are in the midst of clinical
trials for Sputnik Light and expect
to update the status of the trial after
our submission to the DCGI soon.”
Sputnik Light can provide
immunity of nearly 80 percent,
signiﬁcantly higher than Covishield
(70 percent). Sputnik V boasts an
efficacy of 92 percent, according
to phase 3 trials published in The
Lancet in February. The vaccine
also claims an efficacy of 83 percent
against the Delta variant. Yet, global
health authorities are yet to approve
the vaccine. Both the World Health
Organization (WHO) and the
European Medicines Agency (EMA)
have said they still need more data
on Sputnik V before authorising it.
“The Sputnik Light vaccine
signiﬁcantly reduces the possibility of
severe cases leading to hospitalisation,
and only one injection is needed,”
Kirill Dmitriev, CEO of RDIF had told
Forbes India earlier. “The singledose regimen solves the challenge
of immunising large groups within
a shorter time—which is important
during the acute phase of the
spread of Covid-19—achieving herd
immunity faster.” RDIF is yet to
respond to questions from Forbes
India for the current article.

WHAT’S IN STORE?

Sputnik V does not have a major
stake in Covid-19 vaccinations
even globally, not just in India, says
Surajit Pal, AVP and pharma analyst
at Prabhudas Lilladher, a ﬁnancial
services organisation. “The reason
is that, currently, the production of
Sputnik V has the biggest yield issue
with the second dose,” he says.
Sputnik V, a viral vector vaccine,
uses two different weakened
adenoviruses, adenovirus 26 (rAd26)
and adenovirus 5 (rAd5) for dose 1
and dose 2 respectively. Companies
can commit to the availability of
the vaccine only if components
of both doses are available, Pal
explains. “That is why DRL could
not go in for mass marketing of
the product in India, because they
do not have much inventory of
dose 2. Same is the case for the
originator of the vaccine in Russia.”
It is after recognising this problem
in production of dose 2 that the RDIF
launched Sputnik Light in May. “To
date, Russia has struggled to produce
enough Sputnik V domestically to
meet global commitments. It appears
that production in Russia of the ﬁrst
dose has been more successful than
the second, and Sputnik Light is
just the ﬁrst dose,” Judyth L Twigg,
a professor of political science
at the Virginia Commonwealth
University and senior associate at
the Global Health Policy Center of
the Washington-based Center for

SPUTNIK V

Strategic and International Studies,
had told Forbes India in May.
In September, DRL, which signed
a pact with RDIF to sell the ﬁrst 125
million people doses (250 million
vials) of Sputnik V in India, said both
doses should be administered from
the same hospital. The vaccine is to be
taken in two doses at a gap of 21 days.
Twigg had also told Forbes India
that the reported efficacy of Sputnik
Light is “almost certainly overstated”,
based on information that had been
released on the methodology for
arriving at that result. Sputnik V has
had its share of regulatory hurdles
from the get-go, with the WHO
ﬂagging concerns around insufficient
data and quality control. Experts
say this is all the more reason to
track the vaccine closely despite its
emergency use authorisation in India.
Given the new realities of the
pandemic in India, and the looming
threat of the Delta variant, Sputnik
Light is unlikely to play a huge role in

India’s vaccination programme even
in the near future, says Satyajit Rath,
scientist at the National Institute
of Immunology and the adjunct
professor at the Indian Institute of
Science Education and Research.
There is some indication that with
the Delta variant, single-dose vaccines
are less efficient compared to twodose vaccines, he explains. “Even a
single-dose provides some degree of
protection; it is not impossible. But it
would be surprising if a single-dose
vaccine, at this stage, will become
a major throughput,” he says. “So
Sputnik Light makes even less sense
than it did at this time last year.”
A vaccine booster shot is an
additional dose of the vaccine given
after the protection provided by the
original shots start to decrease over
time. The booster is designed to help
people maintain their immunity levels
for longer. Policymakers and scientists
world over have been discussing the
need for booster doses, whether it

“Now, with over 100 crore
doses being fulfilled by
Covishield and Covaxin,
there is little scope for
Sputnik V’s penetration.”
VISHAL MANCHANDA

RESEARCH ANALYST, PHARMA,
NIRMAL BANG INSTITUTIONAL EQUITIES
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Sputnik V is a vaccine based on the human adenovirus, the common cold virus, that is fused
with the spike protein of Sars-CoV-2 to stimulate an immune response

needs to be administered to only the
elderly, health workers and persons
with comorbidities, or even to the
general population. The US regulators,
for instance, recently expanded the
eligibility for booster shots to all adults.
Pal adds that while the local
manufacturers in India can focus on
the export of the vaccines, it is too
early to talk about how much money
they might actually stand to make.
In October, the Indian government
had permitted the export of 40 lakh
doses of the vaccine to Russia.
A November 21 report in the Times
of India quoted a senior member of
the National Technical Advisory
Group on Immunisation (NTAGI),
the government’s advisory body on
immunisation, saying that a policy
on booster doses is likely to be
announced soon, but priority remains
primary vaccinations for the adult
population. As of November 22, 77
crore people have received the ﬁrst
dose and 41 crore have received
both. The government’s target was to
administer 181 crore doses by year-end.
Manchanda says that in India,
while booster shots are mainly being
considered for people above 65, and
those who are immunocompromised,
“the preference for the booster dose
could likely be whichever primary
vaccine one has received, which, in
India, is mostly either Covishield or
Covaxin”, he says. Studies are still
ongoing about whether vaccines can
be mixed, and it might be difficult
for Sputnik Light to get a signiﬁcant
space in India’s vaccination even as
a booster dose, Manchanda says.
Rath also thinks the vaccine is
unlikely to play a major role, “in part
because uptake of Covishield—another
adenoviral vector vaccine—and the
real world data on it is far more
substantial than the data on Sputnik
V or even Sputnik Light”, he says.
“It is also not as if Sputnik will have
a practical advantage because it is a
different platform like mRNA, so I
suspect it might remain a relatively
minor vaccine in India.”
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An Open Field
Farmers claim victory after the government repeals
farm laws, but will continue protests; agritech
players look at contract losses, higher prices
By MANSVINI KAUSHIK

P
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rime Minister (PM)
Narendra Modi on
November 19 announced
that the three farm
laws, which have been
a point of contention between the
farmers and the Centre for more
than a year, will be repealed.
“Despite our best intention to
support our farmers, especially the
small farmers, we could not take
them into conﬁdence. I apologise
to our fellow citizens. The Union
government has decided to repeal
all three farm laws,” Modi said in
a televised address to the nation
ahead of elections in states like Uttar
Pradesh (UP) and Punjab where the
protests have been most dominant.
Since September 2020, farmers
across the country have been
protesting against the three farm
laws—Farmers’ Produce Trade
and Commerce (Promotion and
Facilitation) Act, 2020; (2) Essential
Commodities (Amendment) Act
2020; and (3)Farmers (Empowerment
and Protection) Agreement on
Price Assurance and Farm Services
Act, 2020—that they believe would
have beneﬁted private players and
adversely impacted their livelihood.
In January 2021, the Supreme Court
had stayed the implementation of
these laws until further orders, to
facilitate a process of negotiation
between the Centre and the farmers.
Modi’s announcement came
on the occasion of Guru Purab
that marks Sikhism founder Guru
Nanak’s birth anniversary. “The
word going around was that BJP will
witness massive electoral losses in
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UP in the upcoming elections. This
announcement on Guru Purab and
close to the election is to soften the
blow, but even then this was bound
to happen—if not today they’d have
had to repeal the laws sometime,”
says cardiologist Swaiman Singh
who has been treating the protesting
farmers at the Delhi borders since
December 2020. The laws are now
set to be repealed in Parliament in the
winter session starting November 29.
“As the three agriculture laws have
been enacted but not implemented,
the laws will have to undergo the

“With the repeal
of the laws, the
situation doesn’t
improve, it just
doesn’t get worse. ”
SWAIMAN SINGH,

CARDIOLOGIST

repealing process in the Parliament
and ﬁnally would require an assent
from the president,” says Satya
Muley, advocate, Bombay High
Court, adding that the process of
repealing a law is the same as enacting
it under the Constitution of India.
“The government has an option to
either bring a bill in Parliament to
repeal the farm laws, or promulgate
an ordinance which will then have
to be subsequently replaced by a bill
to that effect within six months.”
The protesting farmers who are
stationed at the Delhi borders since

November 26, 2020, say they would
continue the protests till the farm
laws are formally repealed. “We
will keep protesting till the laws are
repealed in Parliament. The scheduled
rallies will take place. We will only
leave when we have the absolute
certainty that we won’t be cheated,”
says Kulwant Singh Sandhu, a farmer
from Jalandhar, Punjab, who has
been part of all the 11 rounds of
discussions that farmer organisations
have had with the Centre to date.
In addition to the repeal of the
three farm laws, the protesting

FARM LAWS

Farmers at the Singhu
border celebrate after the
government announces move
to repeal three farm laws.
However, they will continue
with their protests till the
laws are formally repealed
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farmers have put forth a set of
demands that they want the
government to address before they
end their protests. The Samyukta
Kisan Morcha (SKM), which has
been at the forefront of the protests,
wrote to the PM listing six demands.
Their major concern is a guaranteed
Minimum Support Price (MSP)
based on a comprehensive cost
of production for all agricultural
produce so that farmers throughout
the country could be legally entitled
to justiﬁed MSP for their entire crop.
Their other demands include

withdrawal of the draft Electricity
Amendment Bill 2021, a memorial
for the protesters who lost their lives
during the agitation, compensation
and rehabilitation support for the
families of the farmers who died
during the protests, and withdrawal
of cases against farmers. The letter
also seeks removal of penal provisions
against farmers in the ‘Commission
for Air Quality Management in
the National Capital Region and
Adjoining Areas Act, 2021’, and the
arrest of Minister of State for Home
Ajay Mishra whose son Ashish is

accused of running over protesting
farmers at Tikunia in Lakhimpur
Kheri district in UP on October 23.
While the farmers had been
protesting against the laws well before
they were passed in Parliament, it
was on November 26, 2020, that tens
of thousands of farmers, majorly
from Punjab and Haryana, marched
to the borders of Delhi demanding
that the laws be abolished. When
the government refused to take
back the laws during the initial
rounds of discussions between
the farmers and the Centre, the
DECEMBER 17, 2021 • FORBES INDIA

FARM LAWS

In Focus

Agritech players feel the farm laws could have brought new channels for trading for farmers,
and startups could have helped the ecosystem become more transparent
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farmers built temporary houses at
the borders of Delhi and have been
campaigning for the cause, weathering
hail, rain, blazing heat, and even
bone-chilling cold ever since.
As per news reports, more
than 600 farmers have lost their
lives in the protests so far. One
contributor being the violent
events following a tractor parade
organised by protesting farmers on
January 26 in the national capital.
Staunch on their demand for a
guaranteed MSP, the farmers demand
a dialogue with the Centre. “The
government will have to address the
problems with MSP, if they can’t
guarantee MSP on crops, they need
to hold discussions with us on the
possible alternatives. We would not
end the protests till farmers’ miseries
are addressed,” says Sandhu.
“Currently 23 crops are covered
by MSP but the government does not
have the wherewithal to purchase the
output of all these crops,” says Sanjeev
Sabhlok, economist and former IAS
officer adding that two ideas have
been ﬂoated by the protesting farmers;
the scope of crops under MSP to be
expanded and a legal guarantee be
imposed by which private traders will
be compelled to buy at that price.
“A legally guaranteed MSP is not
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

implementable,” he lets on, “Traders
would lose if they purchase food
grains at a price higher than what
the market, including consumers,
can bear. The farmer could then be
forced to undertake distress sale in the
black market or, if traders are jailed
for not purchasing at MSP, the food
distribution chain would collapse.
The government could then be
forced to take over the purchase and
distribution of the entire agricultural
output for these crops or to declare a
lower MSP that is closer to the market
price. Open-ended procurement
of all crops is impossible, not only
because funds are not available to
do so, but there is no capacity to
store such vast amounts of food.”
The repeal of the farm laws
doesn’t bode well for many agritech
players. Krishna Agro & GDCA, an
agritech startup in Gonda District,
UP, was part of the One District One
Product (ODOP) scheme that aims
to reap the beneﬁt of scale in terms
of procurement of inputs, availing
common services and marketing of
products. The company was to be
granted 85 percent of the cost for
improvised crop processing where
farmers would have been direct
shareholders. “Based on the new farm
laws, we signed multiple MOUs with

many foreign buyers who will directly
buy from us but as these three farm
laws are repealed, we will now have
to sell these foreign companies our
processed goods with an old method
which will make the goods 20 percent
costlier to the buyer... there is a chance
they may now buy the same agriculture
produce from China, Thailand, and
Vietnam, and not us,” rues Parth
Tripathi, director of Krishna Agro
& GDCA, an ODOP project.
“If the three repealed laws were
implemented, it could have brought
new channels for trading for the
farmers, and startups like ours could
have helped such an ecosystem to be
more transparent, providing better
returns directly to the farmers,”
says Amit Srivastva, co-founder and
CEO, InfyU labs, an agritech startup
dealing with quality assurance of
fruits and vegetables. “However, we
will now try to provide beneﬁts to the
farmers by working with APMCs.”
Hemendra Mathur, an agritech
investor, believes that a new policy
formulation is necessary, “I hope
that each state can have an agritech
policy that provides farmers access
to new emerging innovations which
can solve typical farming challenges
of access to markets, inputs, data,
advisory, credit, and insurance. States
like Karnataka, Telangana and UP
are already engaging with startups
in agriculture and allied industries
such as dairy and ﬁsheries.”
Dr Singh says any new policy being
considered by the government needs
to be discussed with the farmers ﬁrst.
“Whatever the government plans
to do next, it’s very important that
it takes farmers’ perspective into
account. With the repeal of the laws,
the situation doesn’t improve, it just
doesn’t get worse. We still need to
ﬁgure out ways to strengthen the
agriculture practices in India. The
mandi system is in shambles, an MSP
guarantee needs to be established,
but at least the worst is over and now
we can work towards improving the
lives of our farmers,” says Singh.

CRYPTO

Keep Calm
and Crypto On
India’s policymakers sent local crypto trade into a spin with reports of a proposed
bill to ban private cryptocurrencies. But a blanket ban seems unlikely
By SALIL PANCHAL & NAANDIKA TRIPATHI

I

ndians investing in
cryptocurrencies were
spooked in early morning
trade on Wednesday,
November 24, with prices
of dogecoin and shiba inu tumbling
on local crypto exchanges, following
reports that the government is

considering to prohibit the use of
private cryptocurrencies except
‘certain exceptions’ in an upcoming
bill. The government is working
to table the Cryptocurrency and
Regulation of Official Digital
Currency Bill, 2021, in Parliament
during the winter session, scheduled

to start on November 29.
In afternoon trade, bitcoin
prices were down by 8.4 percent at
`41,47,404, ethereum down by 6.04
percent at `313,717, dogecoin down
by 12.15 percent at `15.99 and shiba
inu down by 16.11 percent at `0.0028
at the WazirX cryptocurrency
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exchange. According to media
reports, more than 10 crore Indians,
including millennials, are said to
have invested in cryptocurrencies.
BITCOIN, ETHEREUM:
PRIVATE CRYPTOS?
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What got investors scrambling to
book proﬁt were the words ‘prohibit
all private cryptocurrencies’. Does
this mean the law will bring all
existing investments to zero value?
And are bitcoin or ethereum private
or public cryptocurrencies?
What made interpretations and
news uncertain is that the bill is
not yet public, but the headline is
similar to the bill the government
had proposed to introduce in
February. So has the bill or the
language in it changed in any way?
Impossible to ascertain at this stage.
Twenty-year-old Mumbaibased student Nairit Gala is one
of India’s young crypto investors,
dabbling in this trade since 2020.
Initially, he allocated 5 percent of
his portfolio to cryptos, using it
to diversify his portfolio. “When I
read about the introduction of the
crypto regulatory bill, I was not
fazed too much. A similar bill was
drafted last year as well. Moreover,
we can see other precedent nations
like Japan, where the ban on crypto
has been only on fully anonymous
and impossible-to-track cryptos,
like dash, monero and ERP.”
Gala now invests only in
ethereum, polka dot and cardano—
coins that one could call the “blue
chips of cryptocurrencies” along

Slip &
Slide
CRYPTOCURRENCY

PRICE

FALL %

Bitcoin

`41,49,500

-8.3%

Ethereum

`3,15,026.5

-5.4%

Dogecoin

`16.0567

-11.3%

`0.002919

-14.34%

Shiba Inu
SOURCE WazirX

Prices as of 5.24 pm, November 24

with bitcoin. He is conﬁdent that
with the technological framework
these coins provide and the scope of
growth due to NFTs (non-fungible
tokens), these will not be regulated
or banned. “I’m sleeping relatively
calmly,” he says. Gala has gone on a
shopping spree and added more coins
at a seemingly discounted valuation.
Gala says that he will wait for
the government bill to get more
clarity. The problem is that the
term ‘private cryptocurrencies’ is
not only open to interpretation,
but it is also limited to India’s
policymakers. Besides, there are
diametrically opposite meanings
of the word ‘private’ when used
by the government compared to
that in the crypto trade. For the
government, private cryptocurrencies
mean anything that has not been
issued by a sovereign nation. But
in the crypto trade, they say there
are no privately owned cryptos,
so all is in the public domain.
“The signal we seem to get is
that if cryptos are to be allowed, we

“The interpretation [of the
proposed bill] could be that
the government plans to ban
those cryptocurrencies not
publicly available.”
RAMEESH KAILASAM

CEO, INDIATECH.ORG
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cannot call it a currency or allow
payments to be made through. It
could be considered an asset class
which investors could invest in
at their own risk,” says Praphul
Chandra, founder and chief scientist
of KoineArth, a blockchainbased supply chain startup.
Rameesh Kailasam, CEO of
IndiaTech.org, says the interpretation
could be that the government
plans to ban those currencies not
publicly available. Kailasam says
India could be heading towards
a move seeking “collaborative
mechanism” of regulation of
cryptocurrencies where there is an
alliance of democratic countries. This
was probably part of what Prime
Minister Narendra Modi hinted
at in his address a few days ago.
Dr Mahendra Singh, minister
of Jal Shakti, Uttar Pradesh, has
sought to allay investor concerns.
In his LinkedIn post on November
24, he says: “India is putting a ban
on only private cryptocurrency
which are very few… private
cryptocurrency is one, the transaction
of which cannot be traced and there
is a possibility of the transaction
and its history being manipulated.
Currencies which are based on
public network are traceable.”
CRYPTO INTERMEDIARIES UNFAZED
BY UNCERTAINTY

Crypto intermediaries, such as
exchanges that facilitate such
trades, remain unfazed by the
fresh uncertainties. “The industry
has been actively communicating
with all stakeholders, keeping
investor protection at the forefront.
Our discussions over the last few
weeks indicate there is a broad
agreement on ensuring customers
are protected, the ﬁnancial system
stability is reinforced and India
is able to take advantage of the
crypto technology revolution,”
says Ashish Singhal, founder and
CEO of CoinSwitch Kuber. “We are
hopeful that the government will

CRYPTO

involve the industry stakeholders
while drafting the bill.”
“At CoinSwitch Kuber, we
shall follow the directions provided
by the government. As of now, I
urge all crypto asset investors in
the country to remain calm, do
their own research before arriving
at a rushed conclusion. Investors
should wait for a government
statement on this matter and
not rely on secondary sources
of information,” he adds.
Shivan Thakral, CEO of BuyUCoin,
another cryptocurrency exchange,
says the fresh ripples have not
affected global cryptocurrency
prices. “The global crypto markets
have remained unﬂinched by the
recent fear, uncertainty and doubt
(surrounding crypto laws) in India.
And in any worst case scenario
related to prohibition of crypto in
India, we expect the lawmakers
would provide ample time for
investors to sell-off their holdings.”
Thakral added that there was
no speciﬁc deﬁnition laid out
around public and private
cryptocurrencies. “But the
context here seems to suggest that
public crypto resembles CBDCs
(sovereign digital currencies) and
private crypto refers to assets like
Ripple (XRP), Tron (TRX).”
WHAT THE GOVERNMENT SHOULD
KEEP IN MIND

Assuming there is no move to
ban cryptocurrencies, the regulatory
lens should be that of regulating a
technology and not an asset,

“I urge all crypto asset
investors in the country to
remain calm and do their
research before arriving at
a rushed conclusion.”
ASHISH SINGHAL

FOUNDER AND CEO, COINSWITCH KUBER

currency or a security. The
fundamental beneﬁts for India, if it
embraces cryptocurrency, are that
the country would be opening itself
up to a foundational technology.
“We need to have a very light
touch approach (similar to some
Western countries) to regulate
cryptocurrencies because the
technology is evolving extremely
rapidly. Many facets of the
technology are being introduced
every day, which the proposed law
may not contemplate. If a heavyhanded, comprehensive legislation
is introduced, we will run the
risk of missing out on nuance
and on continuing technological
developments,” says Anirudh
Rastogi, founder of Ikigai Law, who
has represented crypto exchanges
before the Supreme Court.
In the event the government
does want to restrict the use of
cryptocurrencies towards payments,
it is important to bear in mind
that payment of gas fee needs to
be made. If this is not allowed,
developers in India will not be able

“If a heavy-handed,
comprehensive legislation
is introduced, we will
run the risk of missing
out on nuance.”
ANIRUDH RASTOGI

FOUNDER, IKIGAI LAW

to access this technology. [A gas fee
is the payment you need to pay as
a transaction fee in cryptocurrency
form to operate or use a blockchain.]
LEGISLATION FOR NFTs
SEPARATE FROM CRYPTOS

NFTs do not present the same
risk that some cryptos do... they
cannot be used for payments.
Hence, they should not be
regulated in the same manner.
India, it is believed, is planning
to introduce a pre-approved list of
cryptocurrencies. As technology
expands, there are many new
currencies getting introduced, which
may be equally representative or
interesting of what’s to come and
the government is not well placed
to identify these. Sophisticated
investors should be allowed to invest
in these as they have the risk-taking
capacities or an industry body
group should decide on these.
The action is obviously going
to heat up, both for investors and
intermediaries, who will need to
follow a clearer code of conduct when
the bill gets passed in Parliament.
Nairit Gala, a 20-year-old crypto
investor, is conﬁdent that the
majority of the crypto market in
India should escape unscathed. “In
the scenario that a total ban comes,
I will explore the option to shift all
my crypto holdings to friends’ wallets
in the US, and parts of Europe.”
This is exactly why a blanket ban
on cryptocurrencies would not
be the most judicious step.
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Blockbuster Exits
Alternative asset fund managers have returned $38.7 billion in 2021
by exiting 229 deals. Exits through secondaries hit $12.9 billion,
signalling a deepening of an alternate asset market in India
By POOJA SARKAR
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N

o one wants to hear
our traditional
deals, all that the
bulge-bracket
private equity (PE)
funds and even sovereign funds
want to hear is whether we have a
tech deal,” rues a managing director
of an investment banking ﬁrm in
Mumbai, who’s returned to office
after a year-and-a-half. Tech deals are
undoubtedly the ﬂavour of the season
and everyone wants a share of that pie.
But it is not just the investments
that have caught the attention of
fund managers. What has set the ball

FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

rolling is the ability to return capital
from India, which was, till ﬁve years
ago, a sticky subject of conversation
for foreign capital providers.
This year is turning out to be
one of the record years for exits for
PE and venture capital (VC) funds
in India. According to a data sheet
from EY Analysis, fund managers
have managed to return $38.7 billion
to their investors across 229 deals
from January to October. In its best
year in 2018, they had returned
$27 billion to its limited partners
(LPs) across 176 deals. Limited
partners are investors who provide

capital to PE and VC funds.
Investments in India are at a
record high with $65.6 billion worth
of capital being deployed by fund
managers across 1,056 deals and
exits are the ripple effects of the
same. However, one cannot overlook
the fact that, even in the pandemic
year of CY20, they deployed $47.58
billion across 923 deals; exits stood at
mere $5.98 billion across 150 deals.
Even during CY19, when capital was
ﬂushed in the Indian subcontinent
with general partners (GPs) deploying
$46.55 billion across 1,029 deals,
exits stood at $11.12 billion via 157

PE EXITS

Investments
Amount ($mln)

Deal Count

16,234.13 588

2016

26,176 596

2017

37,412.75 767

2018
2019

46,549.16 1029

2020

47,578.05 923

2021

52,308.63 929

Grand Total 2,26,258.72

4832

SOURCE EY Analysis

Exits
Amount ($mln)

2016

Deal Count

6,711.72 211
13,052.69 261

2017

27,041.64 176

2018
2019
2020

11,121.60 157
5,979.24 150
33,409.50

2021
Grand Total

97,316.40

205

1160

SOURCE EY Analysis

seeing that buyout funds have started
playing into the majority acquisition
of digital companies,” he explains.
Post Covid, digital-ﬁrst businesses
have taken centrestage and a huge
share of the market away from
brick-and-mortar-ﬁrst businesses.
General liquidity available in global
markets and the inability to chase
China are also helping Indian
markets. However, it is not just the
large transactions—even during early
series rounds, some of the funds
are exiting their investments.
“Almost every growth stage fund
raise has a secondary component
today and, for the ﬁrst time, these
are being driven by buying investors
than selling investors, because
of the certainty that they will be
able to exit in the future. And this
trend is across the board,” says
Kashyap Chanchani, co-founder,
The RainMaker Group, a techfocussed investment banking ﬁrm.
Kashyap elaborates, “Right from
angel syndicates buying shares from
founders or even requesting the

employees of the ﬁrms to offload
their shares to sovereign funds or
bulge bracket PE ﬁrms wanting
to get a bite of the startups that
are a step away from an IPO.”
The access to easy global liquidity
has been driving capital deployment
across shores and a loose monetary
policy has created a conﬂuence of low
discount rates in the global ecosystem.
In India, exits are happening
across spectrums—the ﬁrst being
the likes of Blackstone and Carlyle
or the so-called bulge-bracket
ﬁrms acquiring large assets from
other PE ﬁrms, which signals
deepening of the ecosystem as the
funds believe there is still a deﬁnite
headroom for growth to offload
these assets in ﬁve to seven years.
But the other category belongs to
VC ﬁrms who had deployed capital as
early-stage investors and are ﬁnally
able to clock returns. In some cases,
vintage funds are also able to mark
exits and return money to their LPs.
In June and July, fund managers
exited $4 billion worth of capital and
most of it was led by early-stage VC
funds. Funds like Matrix Partners,
Tiger Global, Helion Ventures and
Kalaari Capital have exited multiple
investments this year by selling
their stakes in Ola, Simplilearn and
Topper, among others. This is in stark
contrast to what was happening in
2018 when most of the early-stage VC
funds were on the road looking for
secondary ﬁrms to sell their vintage
investments at a discounted value
and provide exits to their LPs.
In July, Blackstone acquired a
controlling stake in edtech company
Simplilearn Solutions by picking up 60
percent in the ﬁrm for $250 million,
and, in the process, provided an exit
to existing investors like Mayﬁeld,
Kalaari Capital and Helion Ventures.
An email sent to Kalaari
Capital went unanswered.
While large PE ﬁrms who had
traditionally shied away from this
asset class or did few deals previously
are clearly asking for riskier bets and
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deals. GPs are fund managers of PE
and VC funds who deploy capital.
“The quantum of exits that is
happening in India is a telling sign
of maturity in the deal environment.
Funds who were earlier reluctant
to sell have realised that the hyper
growth phase of startups is stretching
and, in some cases, it is exceeding
the fund life of one fund… there is
acceptance now that you can sell and
exit,” says Vivek Soni, partner and
national leader for PE services at EY.
Exits through strategics during
2021 (January to September) stood at
$16.69 billion, thanks to the likes of
large corporates like Tata Group and
Reliance Industries acquiring PE/
VC-backed companies; secondaries,
too, have hit an all-time high in
India. Secondaries are transactions
where a PE/VC fund manager
sells their stake to another fund.
Since January, secondaries stood at
$12.9 billion. Exits in October were
dominated by secondary deals worth
$4.9 billion. In fact, in its best year
in 2018, exits through secondary
sales were recorded at $5 billion.
October also recorded the two
largest secondaries in the Indian
ecosystem which includes Carlyle’s
buyout of IT services ﬁrm Hexaware
from Baring Asia PE for $3 billion. The
other big deal was Blackstone Group’s
buyout of 75 percent stake in visa
processing ﬁrm VFS Global Services
for $1.9 billion from EQT Partners.
“Secondaries as an exit strategy has
been consistently gaining prominence
over the last few years. We have
done close to 10 large exits in private
secondaries this year. The later-stage
investors are now comfortable giving
exits to early investors because they
see an IPO (initial public offering) as a
viable liquidity option for themselves,”
says Pankaj Naik, executive director
and co-head, digital & technology,
Avendus Capital. He adds that the
maturity of the business models is
helping traditional PE and growth
investee ﬁrms to take a longer call on
digital-ﬁrst companies. “We are also

PE EXITS
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are open to buying into companies
which are yet to break even and make
money. PE ﬁrms had traditionally
distinguished themselves as those
undertaking select investments and
nurturing them through the lifecycle
of the deal, while VC funds believed in
the concept of spraying capital across
deals in the hope of a few winners.
It is not just the large PE ﬁrms, but
now late-stage VC companies such
as SoftBank India, Steadview Capital
and Tiger Global, among others, are
also writing bigger cheques while
providing an exit to early backers.
As a lot of investments are being
exited by vintage funds, which earlier
found it difficult to liquidate their
position, one question that pops up
often in the circles is are we going
to see more such examples. Naik
explains that vintage funds can exit if
liquidity is available. “This is available
now because of increased conﬁdence
and many new funds are being raised
for India alone. The cycle of fear
and greed repeats itself even if we
expect investors to mature and learn
from past experiences. However, in
general, VCs are far more disciplined
in this cycle to take reasonable
liquidity. This is also because many
of them ﬁnd themselves at the fag
end of their ﬁrst funds and hence
need to return capital,” he says.
Suffice to say, most of the funds
have at least a few multi-baggers
and, thus, on an overall fund level,
most of the VC funds have met their
internal rate of return targets and
sent back cheques to the fund’s
investors. But things weren’t this
great until 2018, when a bunch of
VC funds had to sell off portfolio
companies to other funds and exit
those investments or write down
investments from their vintage funds.
In late 2018, New Quest Capital
Partners, the Hong Kong-based
secondary specialist, had acquired
the India portfolio of US-based
New Enterprises Associates (NEA).
And the NEA team moved on to
launch a new fund. Two years
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

prior to that, in May 2016, Draper
Fisher Jurvetson sold a bunch of
its India portfolio to New Quest
Capital Partners for a discounted
valuation; the numbers were not
made public. Thus the ability of
early-stage VC funds to return capital
allows them the window to raise
further capital for their new funds.
As tech-enabled companies hit
the capital markets, Soni of EY adds
that successful listings of VC-backed
companies that are not proﬁtable
is a paradigm shift in the Indian
markets. While a lot of people did
not understand the dynamics earlier

“Almost every
growth stage fund
raise has a secondary
component today
and, for the first
time, these are being
driven by buying
investors than
selling investors.”
KASHYAP CHANCHANI

CO-FOUNDER, THE RAINMAKER
GROUP

and only focussed on proﬁtability,
they are now open to these ideas.
“Domestic mutual funds, insurance
companies and family offices are
now participating in these listings
as they understand that the metrics
are different and these companies
need capital to corner market share
before delving into proﬁtability.”
Until September end, PE and VC
funds have exited $2.6 billion through
exits via IPO. Blackstone exited `5,250
crore from Sona BLW Precision
Forgings, Temasek and Highdell,
and others exited CarTrade Tech
for `2,999 crore. General Atlantic
exited Krishna Institute of National
Sciences for `1,320 crore. As part
of the largest IPO in the country,
One97 Communications, which owns

Paytm, raised `18,300 crore from its
IPO while `8,300 crore was fresh
issuance. Existing investors like
Alibaba’s Ant Group, SoftBank and
others have offloaded shares worth
`10,000 crore through offer for sale.
But in the midst of all the
IPO frenzy and easy exits by
large institutional investors, the
markets regulator, Securities and
Exchange Board of India (Sebi),
has now proposed to tweak
rules governing these IPOs to
bring more accountability.
As most of these tech-enabled
companies are yet to become
proﬁtable and retail investors are
lapping up such issuances, Sebi on
November 16 put out a consultation
paper on review of certain aspects
of the public issue framework.
When it comes to exit through IPOs,
it has proposed that companies where
there are no identiﬁable promoters,
divestment of stake by shareholders
holding over 20 percent be capped
at, say, 50 percent of their pre-issue
holding. Further, for such signiﬁcant
shareholders who are selling
through offer for sale in IPO, their
remaining post issue shareholding
can be locked-in for a period of six
months from the date of allotment
in IPO. It has also proposed to
increase the lock-in period for anchor
investors from 30 days to 90 days.
One of the key points of the
proposal also includes clear
identiﬁcation of use case of proceeds
under ‘funding of inorganic growth
initiatives’ objective. Companies are
currently raising capital without
clearly identifying the target
acquisition or speciﬁc investments
proposed to be deployed out of
issue proceeds, at the time of ﬁling
the offer document. According to
Sebi, raising funds for unidentiﬁed
acquisition leads to some amount of
ambiguity and thus it has proposed
to prescribe a combined limit of up
to 35 percent of the fresh issue size
for deployment on such objects of
inorganic growth activities.

VODAFONE

Will Vodafone Idea Manage
to Stay in the Game?
The Q2FY22 earnings brought some relief for the debt-ridden
company, but raising funds and Arpus are critical for its survival
as focus shifts towards 5G technology
By Salil Panchal

T

he longer Vodafone
Idea (VI) struggles
to raise fresh capital
from existing or a
new set of investors,
the deeper it sinks into the abyss

of uncertainty. The marginally
improved operating performance
which VI showed in its Septemberended Q2FY22 quarter, for which
results were announced in November,
is acknowledged. But short- and

long-term uncertainties—including
repayment of non-convertible
debentures, servicing of total debt,
the urgent need to invest in 4G
technology and buying 5G spectrum
next year—are real investor concerns

VI has continued to lose subscribers and market share to leader Jio and rival Bharti Airtel over the past three years. The uncertainties
surrounding its fresh fund raising towards investments and the need for higher Arpus are weighing the stock down
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(`49) prepaid plan, hiking it by 61
percent to `79. VI took a similar step
with its own corresponding plan by
discontinuing its `49 plan in most
of its circles and hiking rates.
Airtel, on November 22, announced
the second hike of its minimum
voice plans by 20-25 percent (to
`99). Vodafone Idea followed Bharti
in raising prices for its prepaid
users. VI will now offers a `99
prepaid package for 28 days with
99 worth of talk time along with
200 MB data 1p/sec voice tariff.
Analysts say the new raising of
tariff plans—which was not expected
until 2H2022—has come as a positive
surprise. “[For Vodafone Idea] the

Telecom Arpus
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India has the lowest average
revenue per user (Arpu) in the
world at $1.45 which came about
in previous years as companies
chose to offer low-cost voice plans
to attract and retain subscribers. In
the September-ended quarter, all
the three telecom companies saw
a rise in Arpus, particularly after
Airtel, in July, raised its entry-level
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“Though VI’s
survival prospects
have improved,
it is still far from
being considered
competitive enough
to stem its revenue
market share
decline.”

Q2FY19

and continue to weigh down the stock.
VI and Bharti Airtel, to some
extent, got lifelines from the
government in September, through a
four-year moratorium for companies
to pay up statutory dues. VI has,
like Bharti Airtel, accepted the
moratorium for spectrum dues. The
VI board in October-end also agreed
to opt for a four-year moratorium
on payment of Adjusted Gross
Revenues (AGR) dues. It means
that additional funds will ﬂow
to the company and not towards
paying back the government.
But the telecom landscape will
become more competitive at the start
of FY23, starting April 2022. India
is likely to start the 5G spectrum
auctions in April-May, media reports
have quoted communications minister
Ashwini Vaishnaw as saying, after
the regulator Telecom Regulatory
Authority of India (Trai) submits
its ﬁnal report in early 2022.
Reliance’s Jio Platforms and Bharti
Airtel are planning on allocation of
capital towards 5G, but VI needs to
intensify its need for fund raising
before planning for the future.
Once the fastest-growing telecom
company, VI has continued to lose
subscribers and market share to leader
Jio and rival Bharti Airtel over the
past three years (see charts). And until
clarity on fresh capital raising does not
emerge, it is impossible to envisage
how VI will not only gain market
share from here on but also continue
to retain it. The VI management
declined to comment on its fund
raising plans and growth strategy.

price increase raises the visibility
on near-term improvement in
ﬁnancials and may aid VI’s fundraising efforts,” says analyst Balaji
Subramanian at IIFL Securities.
VI’s Arpu rose to `109 for the three
months to September from `104 in the
June-ended quarter. The one positive
for VI is that its Arpus will continue
to rise in coming quarters, though
slowly, as its subscribers upgrade to
4G from 2G plans. The number of 4G
subscribers grew by 3.2 million in the
sequential quarter to 116.2 million.
IIFL’s Balaji forecasts Arpus for
Bharti to rise to `157 by FY22 from
the current `151 estimate while for VI
the new Arpu could be `114 in FY22
from an earlier estimate of `109. IIFL
Securities has Bharti on a ‘buy’ call
after the latest November tariff hikes.
But for any substantial gains in
Arpus (not just for VI), the tariff hike
needs to take place in the 4G prepaid
segment, where Jio is possibly at its
strongest. But Jio reported relatively
weak Q2FY22 earnings, where it
lost over 10 million subscribers-for the ﬁrst time in ten quarters.
With two tariff hikes in July and
November, the pressure is on Jio
to raise prices. Jio’s plans will now
be at a 30-35 percent discount to
those of Airtel and VI. If Jio does
not hike rates, subscriber inﬂux
from Bharti and VI could potentially
result in capacity constraints for
Jio, especially in metros and urban
areas, analysts say. Analysts believe
that Jio is expected to follow Airtel
and VI in hiking its rates soon.
VI needs higher revenues to
improve its weakened debt position.
VI has a total debt of `1.94 lakh crore,
of which the majority is in the form of
dues to the government. The company
owes around `22,800 crore to banks
and ﬁnancial institutions, including
the State Bank of India (`11,000 crore),
Yes Bank (`4,000 crore), IndusInd
Bank (`3,500 crore) and IDFC First
Bank (`3,240 crore). The smallersized banks such as IDFC First and
Yes Bank have a higher exposure

VODAFONE

The VI top management told analysts
at their November earnings call
that it is in active discussion with
potential investors and “expects
to conclude the fund raising
plan during FY22”. This rhetoric
needs to shift into action soon.
“Though VI’s survival prospects
have improved, it is still far from
being considered competitive enough
to stem its RMS (revenue market
share) decline,” says analyst Balaji
Subramanian at IIFL Securities.
VI’s RMS is estimated at 19 percent,
while Jio’s is much higher at 44
percent and Bharti’s is at 31 percent.
Balaji estimates that VI will need
to raise $2.5 billion in equity and
double its capex (of `1,300 crore) if
it has to preserve its current RMS.
Though this fund raise ﬁgure is not
a deﬁnitive number, VI will need to
raise something close to this ﬁgure to
stay competitive in the medium term.
VI reported a quarterly loss of
`7,132.3 crore—its ninth successive
quarterly loss—while revenues
for the company grew by 2.8
percent from the previous quarter

Bharti Airtel

Jio Platforms
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to VI, as a percentage of their loan
book and will obviously hope that
it does not turn into a bad loan.
The VI management at the
November 15 earnings meet with
analysts reiterated its previous stand
of increasing rates “when the time
was right”. But in recent years VI has
not been in a position to be the frontrunner in hiking rates. It cannot risk
losing more subscribers while pushing
up rates across key prepaid offerings.
VI lost 2.4 million subscribers (mainly
2G subscribers) in Q2FY22 from its
June levels, to 253 million, though
it curtailed the pace of the loss.
While the government relief
package has clearly increased visibility
and chances of survival for VI for at
least a four-year horizon, it also came
with an unwritten condition from the
government: That the telcos will need
to devise their own tariff hike plans.

* Bharti Airtel customer base is for India; excludes Southeast Asia and Africa
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to `9,410 crore. Jio and Bharti
reported a higher 3.6 percent and
6.2 percent rise in Q2 revenues
through Indian mobile operations.
The uncertainties surrounding VI’s
fund raising towards investments and
the need for higher Arpus is weighing
the stock down. Piyush Pandey of Yes
Securities says the stock trades at an
EV/Ebitda of 9.5x on FY24 estimated
earnings and adds that the continuing
migration of subscribers from 2G to
4G will drive growth in VI’s Ebitda.
IIFL’s Subramanian says he is yet to
build in any 5G spectrum purchases.
If one assumes a lower capex run
rate, VI is likely to see subscriber
losses and, hence, the required
Arpu for 10x net debt-to-Ebitda by
end-FY24 [his current estimate is
34x] would remain close to `200.
Balaji and Pandey have a ‘sell’
rating for VI while Aliasgar Shakir,
an analyst at Motilal Oswal Financial
Services, is maintaining a ‘neutral’
rating for VI. “A signiﬁcant amount
of cash required to service its debt

leaves limited upside opportunity for
equity holders,” he said in a note to
clients post Q2FY22 earnings. The
current low Ebitda would make it
challenging to service debt without
an external fund infusion. VI’s stock
has ﬂuctuated in a narrow range of
`4.8 to `13.7 since June 2019 at the
stock exchanges, ever since reports
of the government dues emerged.
VI continues to pay attention to
its 5G trials. It has been allocated 26
GHz and 3.5 GHz spectrum in the
mmWave band by the DoT, for 5G
network trials and use cases. It has
achieved peak speeds in excess of
1.5 Gbps on 3.5 GHz, more than 4.2
Gbps on 26 GHz and up to 9.8 Gbps
on backhaul spectrum of E-bands.
The coming 2-3 months will
be most critical for VI as it faces
NCD redemptions and has to
ﬁnalise the fund raising plans
(which the management has
promised) by March 2022.
● RELIANCE INDUSTRIES IS THE OWNER OF
NETWORK 18, THE PUBLISHER OF FORBES INDIA
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Showtime!

A clutch of companies is offering live commerce services
to merchants for a monthly fee as well as a cut of their
sales. Do they hint at the future of retail?
By VARSHA MEGHANI

S

COURTESY: SWIRL
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oon after Unlock 1.0
was announced in July
2020 after the ﬁrst wave
of Covid-19 infections
receded, Chitresh
Parihar found himself in Bengaluru’s
Indiranagar shopping for his “sartorial
needs”. But stores in the otherwisebustling neighbourhood were still
mostly shut. If open, they barely
had a trickle of customers coming
in. “I asked one shopkeeper what
he was doing to stay aﬂoat in these
conditions,” says the 31-year-old.
“He said, ‘We did not take online
channels seriously earlier, but now
we have to do something on that
front’. I asked if he was thinking
of making a website,” continues
Parihar. “And he said, ‘We have
spoken to a few vendors but that
is not something that can generate
results for us immediately, so, on
customers’ demand, we are providing
them with WhatsApp video calls
to showcase our products. Then
whichever products they like, we
send them payment links separately.
After receiving the payment, we
courier the products to them.’”
The shopkeeper’s response got
Parihar, who was building Playlyfe—
an enterprise gaming platform
used to drive sales performance—at
the time, thinking. This so-called
live video experience was broken.
Instead, something that would allow
the shopkeeper to not just showcase
his products using live video, but
also interact with shoppers in real
time, and enable them to select,
purchase and pay for products all in
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

one screen was needed, he recalls.
Fast forward to 2021 and Baaz,
a B2B SaaS (software as a service)
offering built by Parihar and his cofounder Ruben Gregory Savio, does
just that—and more. An Indiranagar
shirt store owner, for example, can
now host live videos to hawk his
products online in real time while
simultaneously answering shoppers’
queries in real time. Think of it
like a Zoom link that one uses to
join a virtual meeting. There’s a
messaging service built in too for
shoppers who prefer to type out
their questions, and an inventory
management system. Customers can
select a shirt of their size straight
off the live feed, add it to their cart,
check out and make the payment. All
within the same stream window.
The results are eye-popping:
Baaz’s add-to-cart rate is 40 percent,
the conversion rate is 11 percent
and critically, the return rate—
“which is the biggest pain point for
merchants adopting ecommerce”,
says Parihar—is zero. In 2021, so far,
the retailers on Baaz, largely from
the fashion, home décor and beauty
categories, achieved a collective gross
merchandise value (GMV) of `11 crore.
This “live commerce” trend is
massively popular in China where it
is projected to become a 961 billion
yuan ($135 billion) industry this year,
according to Chinese data provider
iResearch. That is double the yearearlier ﬁgure and nearly one-tenth
of all Chinese online shopping. In
India, the trend is slowly catching
up, thanks to the tailwinds provided

by the Covid-19 pandemic.
To be sure, social commerce—
which combines commerce with
social media but is not necessarily
live or “complete” in that different
windows or applications need to be
opened to, say, process payments
or manage inventory—is already
buzzing in India. Meesho, the
SoftBank-funded unicorn that focuses
on social reselling, is the market

The ‘live commerce’ trend
is popular in China where
it is projected to become
a $135 billion industry this
year, according to Chinese
data provider iResearch. It is
slowly catching up in India

LIVE COMMERCE

leader. Resellers on the platform
buy from large merchants and sell to
followers on their social networks.
BulBul and Simsim are other
key social commerce marketplaces.
The latter for example, which was
acquired by YouTube in July, allows
creators to post video reviews about
products from local businesses.
Viewers, largely hailing from Tier II
and Tier III cities, can then buy those

products directly through the app.
According to RedSeer, a Bengalurubased consultancy, the ecommerce
industry will grow to $140 billion by
2025, up from $38 billion in 2020, and
major social commerce players will
contribute at least 5 percent by then.
The idea of selling products
through video demonstrations
dates back to the 1980s when Home
Shopping Network and QVC appeared

on US televisions. While those demos
were one-sided, new-age video
shopping is live, allowing sellers
and shoppers to interact with one
another in real time. “It shortens the
discovery to awareness to conversion
cycle,” says Arijit Mukherjee, a
former IBMer who set up SaahiHain,
a Kolkata-based live commerce
service for merchants, in July 2020.
“Unlike BulBul and Simsim, which
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are marketplaces, we offer a SaaS
product to individual retailers,” says
Kaizad Hansotia, co-founder and
CEO of Swirl. A critical difference
is the ownership of customer data.
“Rather than give 30 percent share to
marketplaces [be it BulBul, Simsim
or even Flipkart and Amazon],
retailers are telling us that they
would rather invest that in building
their own customer data. Part of
that goes in buying software like
ours, and the majority would go
in acquiring customers, building
content, paid ads to bring traffic to
their website etc,” explains Hansotia.
His platform, which was launched
in January, boasts of more than 100
clients, including big-name ones such
as ITC, Pantaloons, Aravind, as well
as smaller D2C brands that rope in
their own salespeople or inﬂuencers
to peddle their products. Clients
are charged anywhere between
$99 to $999 per month (roughly
`7,000 to `75,000) depending on
their requirements. Sometimes it
even goes up to $10,000 per month
(Rs750,000) depending on the
enterprise’s usage, says Hansotia.
The startup recently raised
$250,000 from strategic angel
investors spread across the US,
Middle East, Europe and Singapore.
“Large enterprises want to build
their own D2C channel. They do
not want to depend on the Amazons
and Flipkarts of the world because
they are walled gardens. Sales on
their platforms depend on whether
they promote you. If they do not,
your sales disappear, and you do
not share any customer data either.
There is no loyalty,” he says.
It is an idea Jason Holland of
Firework concurs with: “From our
research, we know that brands are
willing to upgrade the customer
experience and deploy a commerce
connection to that experience within
their owned and operated ecosystem.
They are far more likely to convert
that customer into a sale and a
repeat customer, rather than if the
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

Baaz, a B2B SaaS offering by Chitresh Parihar (right) and Ruben Gregory Savio, hosts live videos

transaction were to happen in a walled
garden ecosystem like Facebook,
Instagram or Amazon.” These “walled
gardens”, he says—a term that refers
to any environment that controls the
user’s access to content and services—
do not care whether the brand in
question makes a sale or not. They
just care that someone converts, be it

China: Leading From
The Front
Gross Merchandise Value (GMV), $ bln*
171

67

22

for brand A or brand B. The Silicon
Valley-based startup raised $55
million in Series A funding backed by
GSR Ventures, IDG, and Lightspeed,
among others, in March. Clients in
India include Fabindia, cosmetics
maker Plum and several D2C brands.
Other startups are combining the
best of B2B and marketplace models
to offer a B2B2C experience, like the
Kolkata-based SaahiHain. Customers
can log on to a link provided by a
merchant to log onto a live stream
or they can log on to SaahiHain’s
platform and choose to watch a stream
from any merchant. “This allows
for discovery also for the customer,
which is important, especially
when it comes to smaller, lesserknown brands,” says Mukherjee.
Since it was launched in July
2020, SaahiHain has seen over 100
registered merchants use its services.
At present, the startup processes
350 orders per month with an average
order value of `800. Merchants pay
`3,000 in monthly subscription fees
and also 5-10 percent of the sales
they generate through SaahiHain.
Baaz, by comparison, focuses on
higher value items, and has an
average order value of `1.3 lakh
and charges merchants anywhere
between `999 to `3,000 per month.

3
2017

2018

2019

2020

*Total GMV generated by live streaming in B2C; includes
mainstream brands, inﬂuencer brands and refunded items
SOURCE Everbright Securities, iResearch, McKinsey

A NEW APPROACH TO ECOMMERCE

While Amazon and Flipkart are
good for buying basic necessities,

LIVE COMMERCE

Brands are willing to upgrade the customer experience and deploy a commerce connection, says Jason Holland (right) of Firework

startups and social networks will
drive sales in categories like fashion,
beauty, jewellery, home décor,
and lifestyle products, which are
recreational purchases, according to
Connie Chan of venture capital ﬁrm
Andreessen Horowitz. She dubs the
term “shopatainment” where content,
community and commerce converge.
In China, live video shopping is
a core feature of the biggest
ecommerce apps like Taobao
Live, JD.com and Pinduoduo.
Social video apps like Kuaishou
and Douyin, ByteDance’s Chinese
version of TikTok, also have
shopping features. The share of
Chinese online shopping done this

way is set to grow to 20 percent
by 2022, according to iResearch.
Will India see similar success?
While it may be too early to
make predictions, a blog post
by Lillian Li, a former venture
capitalist at Eight Roads Ventures,
provides some insights. She writes
about the factors that enabled
live video shopping to take off in
China, including an ecosystem
of modern-day talent agencies to
cultivate live-streaming talent and
a fandom culture where inﬂuencers
are looked up to as idols, so much
so that fans are happy to support
them. China’s “Lipstick Brother”
for example, a beauty products

CEO Kaizad Hansotia’s (right) Swirl is focussed on roping in global clients

inﬂuencer, sold $1.9 billion worth of
goods in one day over a livestream.
He has close to 40 million fans on
Douyin, China’s version of TikTok.
Sajith Pai of Blume Ventures
notes that these two factors are
lacking in India; fandom especially
is a cultural phenomenon and
might take time to play out. In the
meantime, believes his colleague
Kunal Bajaj, reselling is to India
what live-streaming is to China.
“Reselling is the Tupperware sales
model reinvented for the internet. And
reselling (reimagined for the internet
era) is ideal for serving the customers
in India 2 and India 3, who ﬁnd
almost every step of the traditional
ecommerce (search, pick, ship, pay)
experience intimidating,” Bajaj writes
in a blog. Reselling, because it is done
by a trusted person, removes the
friction in the purchase experience.
As the market builds out,
Swirl’s Hansotia is focussed on
roping in global clients. “Live
commerce in India is very nascent.
It is roughly a $1 billion market,
whereas in the US it is a $25 billion
market,” he reasons. Moreover, live
video shopping adoption is rapidly
occurring in the organised retail
space, which is most developed
in the western markets, he says.
“So we are automatically seeing
more opportunities outside
India. But it is a matter of time
before India catches up.”
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Small To Mall
Recently-minted autotech unicorn CarDekho
has opened India’s biggest used-car mall in
Jaipur and plans to replicate more such outlets
across India. Can its offline gambit pay off?
By Rajiv Singh

I
90

n early November, when
Ramesh Gupta decided to
buy a used car, he did not
think small. “I was curious
to see how it is like to buy
from a mall,” says the kirana owner
in Jaipur. “I wanted to explore
options.” The 40-year-old travelled 15
kilometres from his home to reach a
sprawling 40,000 square feet facility
located at Poddar Circle in Sitapura
industrial area of Jaipur, Rajasthan.
The mall had some 500 used cars of
all shapes and sizes—small, sedan,
compact SUVs, hatchbacks—neatly
parked, spruced and ready for sale.
If Gupta was dazzled by the
massive ﬂeet on display, he was
set to be astonished by a bunch of
enticing offers. The salesman at the
mall started dangling the carrots,
one by one. The ﬁrst selling hook
was a seven-day ‘no questions
asked’ money-back guarantee. Then
came six months of comprehensive
warranty on the engine and all parts.
It was followed by a year of free
roadside assistance cover, seamless
paperwork in a few minutes, hassle
free transfer of RC (registration
certiﬁcate) and free service. All the
cars, the salesman stressed, have
undergone a 217 point-evaluation
process which includes checks on
ownership, challan and accident
history, and odometer tampering.
“We also provide ﬁnance and
insurance,” he sweetened his pitch.
Gupta was ﬂoored. “Local dealer
se khareedna bekaar hai (It’s useless
buying from a local car dealer),” he
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says, as he drove away in a Hyundai
i20. The salesman, too, was excited
to have one more customer buying
from CarDekho Mall, which opened
in the last week of October. “They
are not used to such experience
in buying a used car,” he says.
Around nine kilometres away,
Amit Jain explains why a mall for
pre-owned cars makes ample business
sense. The most crucial thing missing
in a used-car transaction, underlines
the co-founder of recently-minted
autotech unicorn CarDekho, is
trust. Consumers have to grapple
with scanty options, abject quality,
deﬂated prices for selling and an
inﬂated tag while buying vehicles.
“We want to change the playbook by
providing exceptional experience in
choice, quality and trust,” he says.
CarDekho plans to roll out 30 to 40
malls across top cities and Tier II
towns over the next 18 months. The
idea is to give a new-car experience
to a used-car buyer. The company
is about to open refurbishment
centres across the country, and
get into service of the cars.

“We have become a
complete ecosystem
for car buying,
lifecycle management
and selling.”
AMIT JAIN

CO-FOUNDER AND CEO, CARDEKHO

Brothers Anurag (left) and Amit Jain run
CarDekho out of Jaipur, Rajasthan

Jain’s game plan is simple:
To double down on the used-car
business. “If you want to cut a cake,
you need to go deep,” he says. From
buying, selling and servicing of used
cars to ﬁnancing, insurance and
selling of accessories, Jain wants
customer stickiness by being the
one-point place during the entire
journey of a used car. “The magic,”
he underlines, “lies in going deep.”

CARDEKHO
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The used-car market in India
is estimated to touch over 70 lakh
vehicles by 2025-26, up from 38 lakh
in 2020-21, according to a recent
study. The pre-owned car industry
is set to grow at a rate of around
15 percent in FY22 on the back
of pandemic tailwinds, booming
digitalisation, changing demographics
and aspirations, ﬁrst-time buyers, and
availability of ﬁnancing, says an OLX
Autos-CRISIL study conducted in
October. The share of the organised
player is likely to increase from 20 to

“CarDekho is
an outstanding
platform for large
scale social impact,
making vehicles
more accessible,
affordable and
trustworthy.”
STEWART LANGDON

PARTNER, LEAPFROG INVESTMENTS

30 percent over the next ﬁve years.
“Think of us as the OEM (original
equipment manufacturer) of used
cars now,” says Jain, who started
a small software ﬁrm along with
brother Anurag from a garage in 2007.
A year later, the brothers rolled out
CarDekho, which started as a search
platform for new cars, and stayed
bootstrapped and proﬁtable till 2013.
Eight years later, Jain reckons
the timing is right to step on the gas.
The reasons are many. First, the
company has grown at a fast clip. The
DECEMBER 17, 2021 • FORBES INDIA
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Journey to Unicorn
2007: Brothers
Amit and Anurag
Jain start Girnar
Software from
their garage in
Jaipur

2008: Roll out
CarDekho as a search
platform for new
cars;
bootstrapped,
proﬁtable

2019: Raise Series D of

$70 million (`525 crore)
from PingAn, Sunley House
and others
Start ofﬂine store for
buying pre-owned vehicles
Foray into motor and health
insurance by launching
InsuranceDekho, an online
insurance platform
Acquire Carmudi in the
Philippines to expand
Southeast Asian role

2013: Raise

2014: Acquire

$15 million
(~`112.5
crore) from
Sequoia

Gaadi.com
to foray into
used-car
business

2018: Raise Series C of

$110 million (`825 crore)
from Sequoia and others
Buy YouTube auto content
platform ‘Powerdrift

2016: Start
international
operations under
the brand name OTO.
com in Indonesia

2015: Raise
Series B of $65
million (`487.5
crore) from Hill
House, Capital
G and others
Acquire
auto portal
Zigwheels and
Buying IQ, a
comparative
shopping portal

2021: Launch online
retailing of preowned cars in July
Raise $250 million
in October and enterr
the unicorn club

2020:
Foray into
used-car
retail
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operating revenue has jumped from
`82.5 crore in FY16 to a staggering
`884.4 crore in FY21. Second, the
new car and ﬁnance business are
proﬁtable, the insurance vertical
is at a breakeven point, and the
international operations in Indonesia
and Philippines have taken off. Third,
the company is planning to get listed
in 18 months. “We have found the
right place, it’s an exciting time and
we have to play it right,” Jain says.
Backers of CarDekho are equally
excited with Jain’s ‘small to mall’
game. LeapFrog Investments, the
global impact investor focussed on
ﬁnancial services and health care
access, decodes why CarDekho is
best placed to make a splash in India
and Southeast Asian markets.
Overall, CarDekho’s products
and services reach 3.6 million [36
lakh] emerging consumers (those
with a monthly household income
of less than $600, which is around
`45,000), underlines LeapFrog in
its report, explaining its investment
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

thesis behind backing CarDekho.
The investor led the unicorn round
of funding in CarDekho last month,
alongside Canyon Partners, Mirae
Asset, Harbor Spring Capital and
existing investors such as Sequoia
Capital India and Sunley House.
The $250-million round polevaulted CarDekho into the unicorn
club with a $1.2 billion valuation.
LeapFrog is betting big on
CarDekho’s bigger play. Out of 3.6
million users, LeapFrog points out, a
majority purchase vehicle insurance

(3.3 million, or 33 lakh), but there is
an increasing segment seeking used
vehicles and used vehicle ﬁnance. An
average used-car buyer on CarDekho
earns a relatively small salary or runs
a small business and may not have a
fully documented recurring source of
income, points out the report. Three
quarters of those who accessed usedcar ﬁnance through CarDekho earn
less than $10,000 per year, adding
that the low-income consumers
are dramatically under-served.
While used-car loan penetration

“Several of their business
units hold leadership
positions, and are now
building further expertise
in used cars and financial
services.”
SHAILESH LAKHANI

MANAGING DIRECTOR, SEQUOIA INDIA

CARDEKHO

CarDekho is making a transition from being largely an online player to an offline business

in India is around 17 percent, it is
75 percent in developed markets.
The headroom for growth is
massive. CarDekho, points out Stewart
Langdon, partner at LeapFrog,
will be an important platform
in enabling India’s transition to
electric vehicles. In Q1 FY22, there
were 3.3 million searches for EVs
(electric vehicles) on CarDekho’s
sites. India, he reckons, is on the
cusp of making EVs affordable, with

a range of domestic manufacturers
launching affordable EVs in a
revolution similar to the proliferation
of cheap petrol cars a decade ago.
It is important to help CarDekho
grow its reach into the emerging
consumer segment through improved
delivery of its ﬁnance and insurance
products, while also support the
company to aggressively expand
low-emission vehicle sales across
emerging Asia, Langdon adds.

REPORT CARD

Recovery Post-Covid

(Operational revenue)

419.6

`884.4 cr
377

`706.3 cr
263
216.1
183.8

Revenue
(` crore)
118.2

`265.2 cr

60.5

`159.2 cr

Unique visitors (million)
103 79 146 157
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FY16
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FY20

FY21

FY20
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Q2

Q3
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161

133

167

Q4

Q1
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The big, bold offline bet, however,
has a huge ﬂipside. Jain is aware
of the challenges. “It is easy to buy
cars but hard to sell,” admits Jain,
adding that it is easy to buy a car for
`100 and sell it for `90. But selling
it for `120 is where the game lies.
CarDekho, he says, is making
a transition from being largely an
online player to an offline business,
which changes the nature of the
game in two ways. First, from an
asset-light model, CarDekho is going
deep into the asset-heavy business.
What this means is buying used cars,
which will weigh not on its books
but might drag the bottom line. For
FY20, the losses reportedly surged
to `326.4 crore from `127.9 crore in
the previous ﬁscal. The company
declined to share losses for FY21.
Second, an offline business—selling
through malls—also means learning
new ways of delighting consumers.
“We are changing our DNA. A ﬁeld
company is quite different from
an online company,” he says.
Jain, though, believes that despite
the operationally heavy nature of the
offline business, CarDekho is placed
on a sound footing. Reason: The
company stayed bootstrapped for the
ﬁrst eight years, and knows the value
of keeping a ﬁrm eye on the bottom
line. “We are more focussed on unit
economics as opposed to others,” he
says, alluding to low marketing and
advertising expenses incurred by
the company. The expansive offline
bet, he underlines, is not going to
change the ﬁscal DNA much.
“We are not going out guns
blazing,” Jain says, claiming that
the company is well placed to grow
even without an additional round of
funding. “My comfort as a founder
is that one should have at least
three years’ money in the bank,” he
smiles. CarDekho, he underlines,
will keep growing in a sedate
manner. “We will go for an IPO as
a sustainable company,” he says.
“It is still Day 1 for us, and we are
going on a long and deep ride.”
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A

mong the big
surprises of the
pandemic economy
was the housing
boom. As ﬂeeing
city dwellers and cramped workfrom-home families bid up the
price of spacious suburban homes,
rock-bottom interest rates enticed
existing homeowners to reﬁnance
in record numbers. By the end of
last year, 13.6 million mortgages
worth $4.3 trillion had been closed,
shattering the previous all-time
record of $3.7 trillion in 2003. It
was a miraculous feat, considering
that most of that lending was done
while in-person meetings were
taboo and overworked loan officers
operated from ad hoc home offices
as their dogs barked and children
ﬁdgeted through remote classes.
Truth is, the mortgage market
probably would have melted down
were it not for a secret weapon: Nima
Ghamsari, a 35-year-old Iranian
immigrant who made hundreds of
thousands of dollars playing poker
online while at Stanford; joined
secretive big-data startup Palantir
Technologies upon graduation;
and then, at just 26, quit that
dream job to start his own software
company, Blend Labs, in 2012. “I
have always felt like I wanted to bet
on myself. I’m willing to take a lot
of risk,” he says matter-of-factly.

ETHAN PINES FOR FORBES
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Paper Shredder
Former semipro poker player Nima Ghamsari bet big
that fintech wasn’t just for startups. He has built
Blend Labs into a business worth more than $3 billion
by weaning the nation’s biggest mortgage lenders off
their steady diet of reams of dead trees—and he’s
about to go public
By ANTOINE GARA AND MARGHERITA BEALE

Blend provides
digital infra to
287 US banks; its
software was used
to process $1.4
trillion in mortgage
and consumer
loans, and revenue
doubled to about
$100 million
Hot Hand: Nima Ghamsari in the Beverly Hills home where he has worked during the pandemic
as his business exploded and his software powered nearly a third of the US mortgage market
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BLEND LABS

Though invisible to ordinary
borrowers and comparatively lowproﬁle in its Silicon Valley home,
Blend has had a staggering impact. It
now provides digital infrastructure
to 287 US banks, including such big
mortgage lenders as Wells Fargo and
First Republic Bank. In 2020, Blend
software was used to process $1.4
trillion in mortgage and consumer
loans, up nearly threefold from the
prior year. Its staff grew to 750 from
425 before the pandemic. Blend’s
revenue doubled last year to about
$100 million, Forbes estimates.
Thanks in no small part to
Blend, the mortgage application,
underwriting and closing process—
once a weeks- or months-long
slog of paperwork, emails, faxes
and phone calls—can now be done
almost entirely digitally. Blend saves
an average of 7.3 days and $520
in operational costs per loan and
allows a typical banker to close 14
mortgages a month, consultancy
MarketWise Advisors estimates.
Blend seamlessly integrates with
CoreLogic for credit scores, Plaid to
check on bank accounts and Google
Maps for location data. This enables
some banks to offer home hunters
quick tentative mortgage approvals
with a few mouse clicks—a huge plus
in a white-hot housing market.
“We all got stressed last year
with the crush of volume,” says Tom
Wind, president of US Bank Home
Mortgage, one of Blend’s largest
customers. “We were able to serve
more customers last year because
of efficiencies we have with Blend.”
In 2020, US Bank saw a 136 percent
increase in mortgage fee revenue
without having to increase staff.
Ghamsari and Blend have produced
results by bucking convention on
Sand Hill Road. Instead of seeking
to disrupt the banks (a common
ﬁntech goal), he decided to retroﬁt
them, charging for the service.
His rationale: He wouldn’t have to
waste time and money on consumer
marketing and could potentially

make ﬁnancial services easier to
access for 100 million consumers
instead of maybe a million or two.
In January, fresh off its banner
year, Blend raised $300 million from
blue-chip investors including Chase
Coleman’s Tiger Global and Philippe
Laffont’s Coatue Management at
a $3.3 billion valuation, doubling
its worth in a span of ﬁve months.
In April, Blend ﬁled conﬁdential
documents with the Securities and
Exchange Commission for a possible
initial public offering, which (given
that Blend has an incentive-laden
compensation structure similar to
Tesla’s) could launch Ghamsari
on the road to billionaire status—if

“I optimise my time
around doing the
things that I want
to do. I try to make
everything that I
don’t want to do be
as efficient—ideally
nonexistent—as
possible.”

Blend performs well. There are
whispers that SPACs have shown
interest in merging with Blend at
double its latest valuation, though
Ghamsari won’t comment.
Blend is a standout on this year’s
Forbes’ Fintech 50, which celebrates
private startups transforming
ﬁnancial services. Twenty of the
Fintech 50 are new this year,
reﬂecting the energy and record
venture capital pouring into the
sector, the impact of Covid-19 and
the fact that six of last year’s picks,
including crypto exchange Coinbase
and Opendoor Technologies, which
buys homes quickly for cash, have
since gone public. Counting Blend,
at least four current members of

the Fintech 50 are considering
listing on the public markets.
Yet few have had so much impact
on ordinary folks’ lives. Since the end
of World War II, owning a home has
been at the center of the American
Dream—as it was for Ghamsari’s own
family. He moved to the US from Iran
in 1987 when he was a year old, as his
parents pursued graduate studies at
the University of Michigan and then
settled down in Cincinnati, where
his dad taught math at the University
of Cincinnati and his mother taught
chemistry at Xavier University. After
years of renting, Ghamsari’s parents
were ﬁnally approved in 1998 for
a low-down-payment mortgage
and purchased a no-frills twostory home in Cincinnati for about
$100,000. It was the rock their family
prospered upon. They later became
franchisees of a tutoring company,
employing their brainy teenage
son to grade and tutor students.
That wasn’t the only way the
ambitious Ghamsari kept busy before
graduating from high school ﬁrst in
his class. He worked at McDonald’s,
Starbucks and Circuit City, rebuilt
Dell computers and taught himself
to code. At Stanford, a need-based
scholarship helped cover tuition, but
Ghamsari tried his hand at online
poker to help pay for living expenses.
Soon, when he wasn’t studying, he
was playing day and night, with his
winnings extending well into the
six ﬁgures. “It was my ﬁrst taste of
something where, if I really put a
lot of energy and effort into getting
better, how good the outcomes could
be over a very long run,” he says.
To make more time for poker,
Ghamsari bought a gas-powered
golf cart to get around Stanford’s
sprawling 8,000-acre campus faster.
“I really optimise my time around
doing the things that I want to
do. I try to make everything that I
don’t want to do be as efficient—
ideally nonexistent—as possible,’’
he explains. (Stealing a page from
Steve Jobs’ playbook, he has 30
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black T-shirts, he says, because “I
don’t like spending time thinking
about what I’m going to wear.”)
With little regard for the brilliant
undergraduate’s precious time,
campus police impounded Ghamsari’s
forbidden golf cart. “It was totally
obnoxious for me to have, in
retrospect,’’ he concedes. No matter.
By the time he graduated with a
computer science degree in 2008, he
had bought an Aston Martin and been
recruited by the ultra-secretive bigdata startup Palantir Technologies,
originally funded by the CIA’s venture
arm. He was assigned to Palantir’s
push to deploy its software inside
America’s then-teetering big banks,
whose patchwork, decades-old
technology infrastructure gave them
a poor grasp of their problematic
mortgage exposures. Ghamsari saw
up close the massive opportunity to
disrupt banks—or to transform them.
“The insight Palantir had was that
there was this immense growth in
the amount of data being captured by
organisations, but there was no way
to harness that data for operational
things,” he says. “You had to literally
read pieces of paper, because all the
data in the mortgage industry at the
time was done in an analog way.”
Like other employees, Ghamsari
had stock options and could have
cashed in when Palantir eventually
went public in 2020. Instead, in 2012,
he and two other young colleagues
(former quant trader Rosco Hill
and engineer Eugene Marinelli)
founded Blend together with Erin
Collard, the head trader of billionaire
Peter Thiel’s hedge fund, Clarium
Capital, to bring new cloud-based
technology to the earthbound banks.
They gained early backing from Thiel
and Max Levchin, now worth $1.4
billion thanks to his newly public
ﬁntech, Affirm, which allows people
to pay for items in installments. The
four founders ﬁrst worked out of
Ghamsari’s cramped San Francisco
apartment, until his roommates
complained. So they rented a
FORBES INDIA • DECEMBER 17, 2021

Mission Bay apartment, which they
used as offices, hauling sleeping
bags into closets for naps during
round-the-clock coding sessions.
At ﬁrst, venture capitalists,
focussed on fast, disruptive growth,
were sceptical of Blend’s approach.
Winning business from stodgy banks
was uncertain, they warned, and
there were only so many banks to
sell to. “Venture capitalists doubted
us. I can’t even count how many
times I’ve heard them say, ‘This
will never work,’ or ‘[banks] won’t
actually use it,’” Ghamsari recalls.
But changes in the mortgage
market eventually played into

“Through the first
half of 2017, Blend
received just $67
million in outside
funding. But after
VCs saw it had
won Wells Fargo
and US Bank as
customers, they
started calling.”

Ghamsari’s hands. In an effort to cut
risk after the 2008 ﬁnancial crisis,
large lenders like Bank of America
and Wells Fargo started offloading
hundreds of billions in mortgages
to third-party servicers. Those
servicers needed help managing
their massive new portfolios and
were more open to getting it from
young tech wizards than banks might
have been. Early Blend customers
included Nationstar Mortgage
(now Mr. Cooper), the country’s
third-largest mortgage servicer.
Blend’s big break, however, came
courtesy of a competitor. In 2015, Dan
Gilbert, the Quicken Loans billionaire,
launched Rocket Mortgage, which cut

mortgage closing times from over 40
days to just a month—similar to what
Blend was offering. “Every bank’s
board woke up and said, ‘Oh, my God,
we need to ﬁnd a solution to compete
with this, because if we don’t, we’re
going to lose volume to Rocket.’
Blend was one of those answers,”
recalls Jeffrey Reitman, a partner at
Blend investor Canapi Ventures.
Through the ﬁrst half of 2017,
Blend received just $67 million
in outside funding. But after VCs
saw it had won Wells Fargo, US
Bank and mortgage originator
Movement Mortgage as customers,
they started calling. In August 2017,
Blend raised $100 million at a halfbillion-dollar valuation in a round
led by Greylock with Emergence
Capital, 8VC, Lightspeed Venture
Partners and Nyca Partners.
With that cash, Ghamsari was able
to add hundreds of smaller banks
as customers. He also expanded
functionality, giving borrowers the
ability to upload documents and
banks the ability to manage more of
the closing process, as well as the
applications process, digitally. In
2019, Blend raised a further $130
million and hired Tim Mayopoulos,
the now 62-year-old former CEO of
Fannie Mae, as its president, giving
it instant credibility with banks and
government-backed mortgage ﬁnance
agencies, known in the trade as GSEs.
Ghamsari “came and visited me in
my office, and he was this scruffy
guy in a black T-shirt’’, Mayopoulos
recalls. “But it was clear that he had
the same vision about how the system
ought to work that I did: It should all
be driven by reliable data that gets
shared with all the key participants
in the process, from the consumer
to the lender to the ultimate holder
of the credit risk [the GSEs].”
Blend isn’t stopping at
mortgages—or banks. By 2019, it had
launched paper-reducing software
for homeowner’s insurance and
home-equity and auto loans. It’s
also enabling homebuilder Lennar

BLEND LABS

to offer mortgages. In March, it
agreed to acquire title-insurance
and settlement company Title365
for $422 million, with the aim of
integrating even more of the home
closing process into its services—
and collecting insurance fees.
Ghamsari’s vision is hardly modest.
He argues that software can eliminate
tens of billions of dollars a year of

“In 10 years, finance
will be digital and
proactive in real
time [and] Blend
one of the biggest
firms in the world.”

unneeded friction in the ﬁnancial
system. “In 10 years, ﬁnance is going
to be truly digital and proactive
in real time,’’ he says. Consumers
will open an app and get real-time
recommendations, based on their
individual ﬁnancial picture, with
Blend powering it all. If that happens,
he adds, “This will be one of the
biggest companies in the world.”
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THE MOST INNOVATIVE FINTECH
COMPANIES IN 2021
TWENTY OF THE STARTUPS ON OUR SIXTH ANNUAL LIST—INCLUDING THE FIVE BELOW—ARE FIRST-TIMERS,
REFLECTIVE OF THE MONEY AND IDEAS FLOODING INTO THE INDUSTRY.
ALL 50 COMPANIES ARE PRIVATE (FOR NOW) AND HAVE HEADQUARTERS OR SUBSTANTIAL
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Edrizio
De La Cruz 40

Joshua
Motta 37

Wole C.
Coaxum 51

Stephany
Kirkpatrick 40

Charles Cascarilla

ARCUS, CO-CEO
AND CO-FOUNDER

COALITION, CEO
AND CO-FOUNDER

MOCAFI, CEO
AND FOUNDER

ORUM, CEO
AND FOUNDER

PAXOS, CEO
AND CO-FOUNDER

At age 12, he emigrated
from the Dominican
Republic to the South
Bronx. Six years later, he
started working at JFK
Airport as an airplane
mechanic and ﬁnally,
at 23, enrolled in Baruch
College. After stints in
investment banking
and earning a Wharton
MBA, he co-founded
New York–based Arcus
in 2013. Its software
enables companies
to offer digital wallets
and online payments
to Latin American
consumers. With $19
million in funding from
SoftBank, Citi Ventures
and others, Arcus has
85 customers, including
Walmart, BBVA
and fast-growing
Mexican food-delivery
startup Rappi.

This CIA and Goldman
Sachs alum was helping
build Cloudﬂare when
a former Goldman
colleague offered to
back him in a startup.
Founded in 2017,
Coalition sells small and
midsize businesses tools
to manage cybersecurity
risk, packaged with up to
$15 million in insurance,
covering everything
from ransomware
attacks to fraudulent
fund transfers and
personal-information
breaches. With capacity
commitments from Swiss
Re and Arch, it already
has 42,000 customers
and gross written
premiums running at a
$240 million annual rate.
Coalition has raised $300
million and was last
valued at $1.8 billion.

The 2014 police shooting
of Michael Brown in
Ferguson, Missouri,
prompted Coaxum to
leave his two-decade
banking career (he
was a senior VP at
JPMorgan Chase) to
work on economic
solutions to inequality.
In 2015 he started
MoCaFi, which aims
to reach underserved
communities by teaming
with local governments.
Its app provides fee-free
direct deposit, ATM
withdrawals and a debit
card that gives users
access to partnered city
services like discounted
transit fares. Striking
deals with cities takes
time, but backed by
Mastercard and Citi, he
expects 100,000-plus
app users by year end.

As a certiﬁed ﬁnancial
planner (and early
employee of LearnVest),
Kirkpatrick observed
consumers’ reluctance
to put money into highyield savings accounts
because transferring
the cash back to their
checking account
took too long in an
emergency. In late 2019,
she launched Orum,
which uses machine
learning to assess the
risk of transactions,
allowing ﬁntechs and
banks to make fund
transfers available in a
day, instead of the ﬁve
days often required.
With $29 million in
VC funding, she has
signed up 15 customers,
including digital bank
SoFi and First Horizon
Bank, to use her software.

An early investor in
Bitcoin, this former
Goldman ﬁnancial
analyst has quietly
built a blockchain
infrastructure ﬁrm
valued at $2.4 billion
that serves as the
backbone for PayPal,
Venmo and Credit
Suisse’s crypto services.
The co-founder of
Cedar Hill Partners,
he shorted mortgages
before the Great
Recession and sees
the blockchain as a
way to shine light into
the opaque markets
he proﬁted from. His
ﬁrm’s PAX stablecoin,
valued at $1.3 billion,
is designed to make
transactions easier
to audit. Paxos also
has a cryptocurrency
exchange, itBit.
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Growing old is
mandatory,
but growing up
is optional!
—WALT DISNEY

American film producer

It’s not how old you are.
It’s how you are old.
—PIERRE-JULES RENARD

French author

We are always
the same age inside.
—GERTRUDE STEIN

American novelist

Count your age by friends, not years.
Count your life by smiles, not tears.
—JOHN LENNON

98

AFP

British singer-songwriter

Getting old is like
climbing a mountain;
you get a little
out of breath,
but the view
is much better!

—RABINDRANATH
TAGORE

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU

Poet, novelist

AFP

Minds ripen
at very different ages.
—STEVIE WONDER

American
singer-songwriter

—PHILIP JAMES BAILEY

English poet

Forty is the old age
of youth;
50 the youth
of old age.
—VICTOR HUGO

French novelist
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Nature gives you
the face you have
at 20; it is up to
you to merit
the face
you have at 50.

AFP

SHUTTERSTOCK

It matters not how long
we live but how.

Age considers;
youth ventures.

American philosopher

—INGRID BERGMAN

Swedish actress

None are so old
as those
who have outlived
enthusiasm.

Age is an issue
of mind over matter.
If you don’t mind,
it doesn’t matter.

Another belief of mine;
that everyone else
my age is an adult,
whereas I am merely
in disguise.

—COCO CHANEL

—MARK TWAIN

French fashion designer

American author

—MARGARET ATWOOD

Canadian author

