
N
ot too long ago, a leading
Indian telco approached
one of us to deliver a key-
note address. The brief: to
motivate executives in the

wake of reddening bottomlines and
imminent layoffs induced by the ‘Jio
effect’. We marvelled at how lethar-
gic these leading telcos had become,
even though they were cognisant of
the Jio launch a year earlier.

What is visible, clearly, is the inep-
titude of Indian companies to lead
disruption from inside out. While all
the existing players imagined Jio to
commence a price war, they were
struck by a disruptive vicissitude in
the unit of business itself.

Disruption is everywhere. From
telecom to retail, financial services to
IT, and pharma to travel. Take, BFSI
(banking, financial services and in-
surance). With the regulatory thrust
for better liquidity and digitisation
post-demonetisation, financial insti-
tutions need to think differently now
more than ever.

The sector is also seeing incursio-
ns into its traditional businesses by
new entrants offering services that
are either cheaper or delivered differ-
ently. Payments, share-trading, mon-
ey management, forex and investme-
nts are all seeing the impact. From
Bitcoin and Paytm to BHIM (Bharat
Interface for Money) and Freechar-
ge, India is following the world.

Disruption is at its everyday best in
another industry: travel. Technology
is making it easier for travellers to
get information, compare prices and
make their own arrangements. Thi-

rd-party advice sites such as TripAd-
visor, Yelp and Zagat make and break
businesses: a few bad reviews can ra-
dically trim business. At the same ti-
me, new entrants such as Airbnb,
Uber and Lyft have the potential to
replace today’s middlemen at the cen-
tre of the most critical transactions.

In the developed world, there is a
continual decline in ROA (return on
assets) in the last 40 years. The ‘topple
rate’ — a measure of the rate at whi-
ch companies lose their leadership
positions — has increased by 39%.
Share buyback and stock incentives
are creating ‘profitless prosperity’ in
which executives and investors reap
rich rewards, while corporations are
hollowing out basic capabilities.

The tenure of companies on the
S&P 500 has declined from 61years in
1958 to 18 in 2012. Two decades from
now, 75% of the S&P 500 companies
will have turned over. Company lead-
ers understand they need to innovate
and adapt, but they seem to be stumb-
ling on just how to make this happen.

Tomorrow is Another Day
Most companies in India stick to a bu-
siness model and execute against it
repeatedly, although shoddily. Worse,
they pay only lip service to corporate
entrepreneurship in finding ‘transi-
ent advantages’, while their employ-
ees continue to ignore competition
from other industries, the need to ma-
nage both cyclical and structural ch-
anges, and obtain early warnings and
make decisions faster.

The remedy to ride the disruptive
wave is to mount disruption itself. Dis-
covery-Driven Disruption (DDD) is a
means to scout for opportunities or
‘transient advantages’ and frame op-
tions. For most firms, the core busi-
ness is largely about today’s offerings
for today’s customers.

The idea is that ‘Platform Launch’,
or ‘Horizon 2’, is tomorrow’s potential
core businesses. In the outer edges of
uncertainty, or ‘Horizon 3’, lies ‘opti-
ons’. These options are small invest-
ments an organisation makes today

that give them the right, but not the
obligation, to make future investments.

DDD will help firms to draw their
new strategy playbooks that will con-
tinually reconfigure, engage and dis-
engage in new opportunities for Ho-
rizon 3, allocate resources between
projects deftly as options evolve, bu-
ild innovation proficiency and entre-
preneurial mindset. This will also le-
ad to managing careers of employe-
es in radically different ways.

DDD uses a five-step process: creat-
ing a climate supporting continuous
opportunity-hunting; establishing
the entrepreneurial frame; creating
a well-stocked opportunity register;
building real options; and driving
adaptive execution.

Just as entrepreneurs orchestrate
opportunity search and scale up per-
sonally, DDD will pave way for ‘intre-
preneurship’. The process for estab-
lishing a frame involves working th-
rough certain expectations of vario-
us stakeholders and looking at what
minimum revenue and ROI targets
the firm will consider as a major win.
Reverse income statements will ana-
lyse resultant possibilities. The opp-
ortunity register will inventory all
new business ideas identified for
funding and it will have a rich set of
prioritised items.

Real options reasoning involves

making small investments that give
you the right to make a decision later.
The idea is to limit your downside ex-
posure until the upside potential of
the opportunity is demonstrated. In
conjunction with limiting risk, an op-
tions approach allows one to create
focus and strategic alignment across
a portfolio of initiatives.

Coming Apart at the Teams
One would imagine a group like, say,
Tata, which has been ‘experimenti-
ng’ with innovation in multiple ways,
to lead disruption in many industri-
es globally. Instead, 70% of its profits
come just from TCS. The trouble is
that most companies invest in set-
ting up innovation teams, building
incubation centres, sending teams to
Silicon Valley, but don’t follow a se-
amless approach. Instead, they add-
ress systemic issues unique to India,
such as risk-aversion, a copy-and-
paste culture and jugaad.

DDD adapts the ‘If you have to fail,
fail cheap and fast’ policy that encou-
rages more disruptive initiatives at
lower downsides. Bottomline: if you
don’t disrupt your own business, so-
meone else will.

McGrath is professor, Columbia Busi-
ness School, US, and Muneer is co-
founder, Medici Institute

Now, Snap Yourself Into It
Disruption isn’t just a buzzword. If you don’t disrupt your own business, someone else will

It’s always worth a shot

Most companies in India stick to a business model and
execute against it repeatedly, although shoddily. Worse,
they pay only lip service to corporate entrepreneurship

Rita McGrath &
M Muneer
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Buzzwords like “big data” typi-
cally bring to mind quantitative
exercises like the application of
algorithms and analytics. Whi-
le these are certainly critical
steps to gaining insight, a more
fundamental building block of
the data market is access. Easi-
er access to data has become a
hot topic in all industries, none
more so than financial services.

For instance, the G20’s Anti-
Corruption Working Group has
identified open data as a priority
to advance public sector trans-
parency and integrity. From a
commercial standpoint, data
can serve as a catalyst for new
products and business models.
The European Union has been
proactive on this front, setting
the rules of engagement thro-
ugh the updated version of the
Payment Services Directive.

Data-sharing is often accomp-
lished through an application
programming interface (API),
an intelligent conduit that allo-
ws for the flow of data between
systems in a controlled yet se-
amless fashion. APIs have been
leveraged in banking settings
for years. Given breakthroughs
in advanced analytics and the
market traction of numerous
non-bank fintech companies,
however, APIs are receiving re-
newed attention as a means to
enhance the delivery of financi-
alservices to both retail consum-
ers and business customers.

While open banking stands to
benefit end users and foster in-
novations and new areas of com-
petition between banks and non-
banks, it is also likely to usher in
an entirely new financial servi-
ces ecosystem, in which banks’
roles may shift markedly.

From “Data Sharing and Open
Banking”

Banking on
Analytics

Citings

M G KAPAHY

Mysticism is the pivotal point
of Sufi poetry. The Sufi way is
direct communion and absorp-
tion in the Supreme with sheer
love and devotion. Sufis believe
that God is present in every
human being but He is hidden
from us by khudi, or ego, what
is called aham in Sanskrit. We
need to overcome khudi before
we can become one with the
Supreme. The path chosen by
Sufis for this purpose is Ishq
Majazi to Ishq Haqqiqi.

In Ishq Majazi, lovers have nor-
mal earthly feelings of joy, pain,
agony and ecstasy. In Ishq Haq-
qiqi, the lover is a human being
and the beloved is God. But the
Sufis do not ask for worldly
comforts. They neither yearn
for Heaven nor live in fear of
Hell. They seek only the ench-
anting sight of the Beloved.

In Punjab, many love lores
are sung but the Sufis adopted
the theme of Heer Ranjha by
Waris Shah for illustrating Ishq
Majazi. Ranjha of Takht Haza-
ra had heard a lot about the en-
chanting beauty of Heer of Say-
als. He went to Heer’s village
and met her in her garden. They
fell in love at first sight. There
were impediments to their me-
etings but this only made their
love more intense. In this love
lore, Heer is the human being
and Ranjha, the beloved, is God.

Shah Hussain describes their
union thus, “Yesterday, I was
away from my Ranjha/ Today,
I have become one with my
Lord/ He is Heer/ He is Ranjha/
Friends, do not call me Heer/
Call me Ranjha.”

The Sufi Way
is to Love

‘You can’t work in a steel mill and thi-
nk small,’ said American poet Jack
Gilbert. We, in India, know this to be
afact. After all, India became the wor-
ld’s third-largest steel producer in
2015, the second-largest stainless st-
eel producer in 2016, and the second-
largest net exporter of steel in 2016-17.

But the National Steel Policy 2017 is
a proof of that India won’t sit on its
laurels. The policy lays down a future
roadmap of the steel industry till 2031.
By then, it proposes to more than dou-
ble the present levels of production
and consumption of steel in India.
The overarching objective is to sub-
stantially enhance the contribution
of steel to GDP from today’s 2%.

The government has provided an
enabling environment and a level
playing field. This has led to building
an edifice for the industry, which will
serve as the foundation for future
growth and development. While GoI
came forward with policy and regu-
latory support, it goes to the credit of
the steel industry as a whole that it
demonstrated grit and resilience to
bounce back when the headwinds

changed to tailwinds.
In the transformation and turnaro-

und of the steel industry, GoI has
played a proactive role by safeguard-
ing the interest of all the stakeholde-
rs. Realising that the industry was in
the doldrums, a situation aggravated
by burgeoning non-performing as-
sets (NPAs) and a downturn in the
world steel market, several measures
were taken in quick succession to en-
sure that interests of all key stakehol-
ders are protected.

The finishing touch to the ‘steel turn-
around’ story is being given through
the cleansing of NPAs. The stressed
assets are being restructured to bring
back financial strength and credibi-
lity to the sector.

Since July 2016, GoI has been focus-

ing on five thrust areas: (1) producti-
on and productivity increase; (2) re-
search and development; (3) Indian-
made steel concept; (4) demand boo-
st for steel; and (5) excellence in qua-
lity and efficiency.

This strategy has given desired res-
ults with India’s emergence as a lead-
ing country among steel-producing
nations. India happens to be among
the few countries to have a positive
demand growth for steel.

A‘preference to domestically manu-
factured iron and steel products in
government procurements’ policy is
a big step in the direction of promot-
ing India-made steel. For demand ge-
neration, amendment in general fin-
ancial rules (GFR) and several other
initiatives have been put in place th-
rough joint inter-ministerial efforts,
to enhance steel consumption in India.

Steel-intensive houses that are cost-
effective, durable and can be built
easily in difficult terrains are being
promoted. Steel toilets contribute to
the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan, and
more and more roads have steel crash
barriers so that fatalities in road acci-
dents can be minimised.

While laying stress on improving
production, a focus on quality has
also been sharpened, resulting in 75%
of steel product categories now cov-
ered under the Bureau of Indian St-
andards (BIS) regime. India is stead-
ily moving towards a 100% quality
regime in the steel sector so that the
health and safety of the general pub-

lic is not adversely impacted.
Secondary steel producers, who pro-

duce more than half the steel in India,
are also being given their due impor-
tance. Organising a national confer-
ence for secondary steel producers,
taking up their technological hurd-
les for R&D, the decision to rank sec-
ondary steel producers, and to insti-
tute awards for them are a few of ini-
tiatives to this end.

Environment preservation also mat-
ters, which is why the working towar-
ds producing ‘clean and green’ steel.
The feasibility of setting up scrap-ba-
sed steel plants — so that scrap from
cars, white goods, etc, that have rea-
ched end-of-life stage can be recycled
— is also being examined, which will
result in sustainable development.

GoI is reviving steel processing uni-
ts in different parts of the country to
contribute to economic growth of the
region and to create more employme-
nt opportunities. GoI and public sec-
tor units (PSUs) have provided skill
training to thousands, making them
self-sufficient.

Two major digitisation initiatives
by the PSU MSTC are MSTC Metal
Mandi and e-RaKAM (e-Rashtriya
Kisan Agri Mandi). While the former
provides a platform for metal buyers
and sellers, the latter is for farmers
and agriculture-related business-
men. Both will make systems faster,
transparent and easier.

The writer is Union steel minister, GoI

We Also Make the Economy
STEEL INDUSTRY

Chaudhary Birender Singh
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Steel life in mixed media

8 Breaking Ideas
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Data Security is
What Matters
Apropos the Edit, ‘For a Law to
Protect Privacy and Data’ (Sep
15), in these times when our
data is already out there and
being analysed by every other
company, why this fuss about
Aadhaar? The US has social se-
curity number (SSN), a de facto
national identification that is
meant to track individuals for
social security purposes. The
SSN captures all the data. Wh-
ile over-monitoring is not acc-
eptable, security comes at a pri-
ce. Tax evasion, money laund-
ering and so on can be checked
only if we have a database. The
only thing that should hold
merit is data security, else, we
would be demanding too much
and willing to share too less.

GAURAV GUPTA
Hyderabad

Chat Room

Petroleum minister Dharmendra Pradhan has done well
to rule out government intervention to disrupt the daily
revision in petrol and diesel prices. A U-turn on the re-
form is wholly avoidable. There is no case for reducing
taxes on petro-products. There is a clamour now to lower
excise duty on petrol and diesel to rein in retail prices. It
may be recalled that the UPA government had progressi-
vely reduced the tax burden on petro-fuels as crude pri-
ces rose, to protect consumers. Now that crude prices are
less than half their peak levels under the UPA, it makes
sense to bring back the taxes that were withdrawn, to yi-
eld much-needed revenue. Fossil fuels, including petrol
and diesel, qualify for disincentivising taxes, from the
point of view of their environmental cost as well.

Petrol and diesel attract a specific excise duty of .̀ 21.48
per litre and .̀ 17.33 per litre respectively, and that inclu-
des a cess to fund road projects. The two products also at-
tract a 2.5% import duty. It would make sense to levy an
equivalent import duty on crude as well. The tax reform

petro-fuels need is to bring them un-
der the goods and services tax (GST),
with a cess on top to protect states’ re-
venues. Today, fossil fuels bear a cas-
cade of taxes that makes production
inefficient. With GST, refiners will be
able to claim all the credit on taxes pa-
id on inputs across the value chain, lo-

wering their tax burden, and potentially leading to lower
retail prices. Transport and logistics companies would
be able to claim input tax credits on their fuel bills, and
that would bring down freight costs.

In parallel, the government must open up marketing
of petro-fuels, abandoning the current policy of restrict-
ing marketing rights to a handful of companies. The or-
ganised retail industry, for example, should be free to buy
fuels in bulk and retail them at their outlets, as happens
in most developed markets. Storage and distribution in-
frastructure would need to be made accessible by pure re-
tailers as well. A policy on independent oil retailers will
mean more competitive prices that will benefit consu-
mers. And the government’s subsidy burden on cooking
gas and kerosene would come down as well.

No Case for Cutting
Taxes on Petro-Fuels
Bring them under GST and open up marketing

We welcome the opening up of domestic coal for commercial
mining. This is one piece of reform that is entirely to this gov-
ernment’s credit. One can crib that it comes late in the day, af-
ter fossil fuels have fallen firmly into disfavour. But, with so-
me of the world’s largest reserves of coal, India needed to re-
move the self-inflicted constraint of an inefficient state mono-
poly to avoid coal imports. Unions are hostile to the move but
should be made to see reason. It is necessary to draw up mo-
dern safety codes and a credible scheme for its enforcement, to
get the unions on board.

Instead of captive mining of coal characterised by rigidities
and diseconomies, commercial mining that seeks multiple

customers would unlock economies of sc-
ale and would be very much in the nation-
al interest. Ten coal blocks across four st-
ates have been identified for commercial
mining, although no timeline has been
set for their auction. Note that following
the Supreme Court’s order of September
2014 cancelling allocation of 214 captive

coal mines, and the passage of the Coal Mines (Special Provisi-
ons) Act, 2015, some 45 coal blocks were auctioned off in three
phases. But the mines allocated were all very much for captive
use, and several of them are yet to be worked.

Coal will remain India’s main source of commercial energy
in the medium term. Hence the pressing need to put in place
norms for safe and efficient mining, evacuation and beneficia-
tion of coal, with least damage to the environment. In tandem,
we need to boost thermal efficiency and mandate ultra-super
critical and advanced ultra-super critical boiler technology.
India must pursue clean coal technologies, including coal gas-
ification and ‘quick starts’ in thermal plants, for better syste-
mic integration with renewable energy.

Welcome Move on
Commercial Coal Mining

More Proof that India
Was the Hero of Zero
Making much ado about nothing may not seem a very profit-
able exercise. But zeroing in on an important clue to a histo-
rical mystery is anything but a zero-sum game, as India’s ga-
in by the recent carbon dating of the Bakhshali manuscripts
by Oxford University to the 3rd century CE will not be any-
one’s loss. In any case, many experts have long averred that
ancient civilisations as geographically distant as the Baby-
lonians and Mayans had independently conceived of a non-
numeral “placeholder” for their calculations, though it was
an Indian mathematician, Brahmagupta, who finally gave
this non-entity, so to speak, its current orbicular depiction
in the 7th century CE. Now it seems other Indians a few cent-
uries before Brahmagupta not only had an idea of the notion
of zero, they included it as discernible dots in handy mathe-
matical ready-reckoners such as the Bakhshali birch bark
cache, in verse that too.

Whether this culminated in the zero as we know it as a result
of the ancient Hindu contemplation of the void or shunyata
— as many experts contend after studying other texts — will
always be a matter of research if not debate. But a revival of
the ancient Indian practice of explaining mathematical con-
cepts in verse could certainly prove to be a worthwhile way
to make the subject more interesting to current students.

The Bakhshali bark adds bite to our
claim to discovering nothingness

At a recent conference on intellect-
ual property (IP) and innovation in
Europe, one of my policy colleagues
from Switzerland on being asked ab-
out how the world shall achieve har-
monisation of IP across nations, quip-
ped, “We will get there. Let’s not quib-
ble how or what are the tastes and pre-
ferences here of Hindus and Christi-
ans for innovation and IP.” I didn’t
expect religion coming in at this con-
ference unheralded. But, voilà, it did.

Separately in offline conversations,
colleagues from Spain, France, Ger-
many and the US expressed concern
about how things are now back in
Chandigarh where I reside, given
the recent chaos unleashed because
of a ‘Guru’.

As I finished my panel on IP and ac-

cess to medicines, another colleague
asked me as to how long I thought In-
dia will use weak IP as an excuse for
its deteriorating national health in-
frastructure. She had read about the
death of children in Uttar Pradesh
and the nonchalant reaction of many
Indian policymakers to it. It was dif-
ficult for me to counter her arguments.

Then there was another colleague
who pulled out a rabbit from the hat,
talking macroeconomics and the con-
sequences of what he saw as an “in-
sane and heartless policy experime-
nt with demonetisation”. Wish India
was as strong with an IP regime, in-
centivising innovative ideas, jobs,
kick-starting the economy and era-
dicating the negative externalities
of the lack (or outdating) of skills,
solving unemployment as a result,
he noted. I was tempted to carry on
the conversation, but I moved on.

The drift in national policy circles
seems to be continuing towards more
of policy-based evidence, rather than
evidence-based policy. A bunch of th-
ese policies, where evidence is arriv-
ing ex post (about their perverse wel-
fare effects), are not going through

course corrections it seems. And
herein, the most wistful experience
comes from interacting with fellow
Chinese colleagues.

They see people like me bristle a bit,
well almost, chat politely thereafter,
and then walk away knowing perhaps
what India is going through in their
great reforms, or should I say trans-
formation. ‘We have seen the losses
of today start dominating the promi-
ses of gains from tomorrow with our
Great Leap Forward,’ they seem to
suggest, wishing me luck in silence.

In a few weeks, India prepares to

celebrate the 149th birthday of Moh-
andas Gandhi. One is then reminded
of what Rabindranath Tagore, who
named him the ‘Mahatma’, mention-
ed in 1924 during his first talk at Sh-
anghai, “A poet’s mission is to attract
the voice which is yet inaudible in
the air; to inspire faith in the dream
which is unfulfilled; to bring the ear-
liest tidings of the unborn flower to
a sceptic world.”

We are not all poets, but we are all
still probably aware of ‘Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakam’ — the world is one fa-
mily — despite tumult everywhere.
The issues are all known, be that in
social and economic inequality, poli-
tical upheavals, climate change, im-
migration, terrorism or rogue nati-
ons. And they are no less in India.

Like it once did with non-violence,
will the country be able to shake off
its evolving reputation and show a
new way forward? As an optimistic
social scientist, I am hopeful as one
awaits evidence-based credible
responses.

The writer teaches economics and
public policy, Indian School of Business

Breathtaking, or Out of Breath?
INDIA FROM THE OUTSIDE

Chirantan Chatterjee

Hold on, I see movement in the Indies
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