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anjitPunja’sfirstassignment

at Citibank 20 yearsago wasto

setupan ATM network in

India. Hehad nocluehowan

TMmachinelooked, or
where they were manufactured, and how
they integrated with a bank’s back-end.
“Still, we wentahead and did it because
there wasalotof independence intaking
decisionsat the bank. In many ways, we
were workinglikea startup then,” re
membersPunja, whosetup
CreditMantri,a Chennai-based startup
that suggests an individual borrower on
ways toimprove his credit score. Before
that, he was in the US working with
where he had worked in Citifor23 years.
Like Punja, armed with technology,

some of the bankers are steppingout of
theregulated world of banking to chal-
lenge, even unsettle, businesses they, as
bankers, had once helped to grow.
Nimble companies working in the fi-
nancial services space—such as Citrus
Pay and Transervthat run mobile wal-
lets, online loan aggregators likeRu-
bique, online credit assessment compa-
niessuch as Credit Sudhaar and
CreditMantri--all areled by ex-bankers
who have cut their teeth in institutions
like Citibank, Standard Chartered,
HDFC Bank and ICICI Bank.

EARLY LESSONS
Indeed, most entrepreneurs, who are now
drivingthe payments revolution in India
through e-wallets and instant credits,
have spent their formative years with
banks. “WhenIwas with ICICI Bank, it
was pretty technologically advanced
compared to its peersthen. It used tech-
nology extensively not only for dealing
with customersbutalso in itsinternal
processes. Oneof my
lastassignments was

inthe payments
vertical...Inot

STARTUP
& THE CITI

Working with bigbanks honed the entrepreneurial skills of many
who later stepped out of that regulated world. Pratik Bhakta
narrates experiences of ex-bankers who set up their own shops

onlylearnt the intricacies of paymentsat
thebank, I wasalso exposed to thelatest
technology in that sector;” said Jitendra
Gupta, whonow runs the Mumbai-based
paymentsfirm Citrus Pay after spending
eight yearsat ICICI Bank.

Late 90s and 2000s were years when
Indian banking was undergoing a sea
change. While foreign lenders like
Citibank had introduced 24/7banking
by rolling out automatic teller ma-
chines (ATMs) with the tagline ‘Citi
Never Sleeps’, private banks were try-
ingto changeretail banking through
credit cards and corporate accounts.
Having been management executives,
heading teams and executing projects,
atthat point in time, many who worked
there were turning drawing board con-
cepts into reality.

Having worked in an environment
that had the challenges of a start-
up but the backing of large es-
tablished brands, these execu-
tives took a leap of faith to step
into an exciting, though more

There was a lot
1 of independ-
ence in taking
decisions at Citi.
In many ways, we were
working like a startup then
(20 vears ago).
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| think the best
thing that we
were taught
was to be
bankers while also

being innovators.
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N As ex-hankers,
j we know how
Rl we can
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banks and help them get
more business.
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uncertain, world. They were —and still
are—banking on their ability and be-
lief to succeed on their own. The arith-
metic was flavoured by optimism of
youth. Many felt if they could putin 16
hours a day for their employers, they
could surely put in the hard work to es-
tablish their own ventures.

Anish Williams had left Citito start
his own payments firm TranServ, in-
spired by PSJayakumar who quit his
senior position in the same bank to es-
tablish his own low-cost housing unit
before moving on to become the chief
executive of Bank of Baroda. “Ithink
the best thing that we were taught was
tobe bankers while being innovators
atthe same time. There was a time
when Citibank had come out with its
miles card with Jet Airways which got
regular travellers at least two tickets
free at the end of the year. These were
innovative products that caught the
people’simagination,” says Williams.

FILLING THE GAPS

While independence at work was one of
themajorfactors which shaped their
thoughtprocesses, global brandslike Citi
gave them the exposure that later helped.
For instance, Punjahad spent yearsat the
creditdivisionof Citibank USA.“Sincel
was spearheadinguse of technology in
collection of duesandloanrestructuring,
Iknew with minor tweaking similar
things could be done in other countriesas
well,” says Punja.
HereturnedtoIndiatojoinhands with
GowriMukherjeeand Sudarshan R (both
ex-bankers)tostart CreditMantri, which
talksabout differentmodesof creditassess-
mentand creditrecovery. While great ex-
periences shaped their early thoughts
and motivated them to turnentrepre-
neurs, the meltdown of 2008 forced bank-
ersacross markets torethink credit, re-
paymentand collection. Arun
Ramamurthy, who had worked with
Citibank, Deutsche Bank and StandC,
talks about how banks then went bigon
credit, and forced credit cards on people
withouteducatingthem onrisks.
“Iwasmaderesponsibleforthe setting
up of personal bankingbusiness of Citi

in Chennai. We were hiring staff, training

them even buildingrelationships with di-
rectsalesagents in order toexpand the
business. WhileI wasnot scared of start-
ingfromascratch,Isawlossrates going

< upby3times,loansbeingdisbursed with-
; © outanon-bureauframework and even
< theentire capital base of the bank getting

wiped out,” says Ramamurthy:
Today, Ramamurthy runs his own

THE ECONOLI

company Credit Sudhaar and has au-
thored a book, ‘Unlock the Power of
Your Credit Score’. His company is
largely into helping people improve
their credit scores and suggesting
means of repayment so that they do
not default.

Then infirmities in the system, inac-
cessibility of credit, and untapped
pockets were opportunities for some.
Even as banks dumped cheap loans to
some, for many credit remained as elu-
sive as ever. Loans for business expan-
sion and commercial vehicles or first
time borrowers were never easy to
come by. Rules, requirements and loan
formalities differed from bank to bank
and loan application processes were
complex and time consuming. Sensing
how technology could dramatically
change lives of customers, Manavjeet
Singh quit his 15-year banking career
tofloat Rubique, his new firm.

Having worked with institutions such
as Yes Bank and HDFC Bank as well
non-banking finance companies like
Reliance Commercial Finance, Singh
knew the hurdles for customers as well
as the pain points for banks. He looked
for solutions in technology.

“Technology has the ability to simpli-
fy loan application processes, through
e-KYC, integration with credit bureaus
for instant checks, digital signatures.
Banks will take time to adopt to these
things because of the baggage they
carry. But for small fintech companies
like usit’s easy. Thus as ex-bankers, we
know how we can complement banks
and help them get more business while
simultaneously increasing our reve-
nue generation,” says Singh.

Compared to many other entrepre-
neurs, ex-bankers are better at han-
dling money. When they set up their
own shops, they are careful about de-
ploying funds. “The parlance in the
startup world might be unit econom-
ics, but we as bankers always spoke
about branch viability, business viabil-
ity and product viability. This type of a
background makes investors feel se-
cure that bankers will always try to
runarevenue generating business,
rather than burning cash for meaning-
less customer acquisition,” says Singh.

ONCE A BANKER...

While a background in banking honed
their skillsas money managers, it could
alsomake them overtly risk-averse—
more so, in the brave new world of start-
ups. As Shyam Srinivasan, CEO of
Federal Bank, once said, “The challenge
for abanker is to move away from the
naturally conservative mindset toa
more entrepreneurial mindset and be
ready to take the bet. They need tounder-
stand how to do it better.” He was speak-
inginthe context of hisbank floatinga
separate fund to invest in startups.

Perhaps, another side which work tothe
disadvantage of formerbankersistheir
impatience, which occasionally borderon
arrogance that can put off potential cli-
ents. “While Citibank taughtushowto
think innovatively and execute ideas,
what itdid not teach us was patience and
this wassomethingthatIhad todevelopat-
CreditMantri, which isthekeytosuccess
inastartup,” says SudarshanR,aco-
founder of CreditMantri.

The stodgy world of Indian banking
that grapples with amountain of sticky
loans every decade has had few stars
like Aditya Purior Deepak Parekh.
These gentlemen built great institu-
tions, but unlike Punja, Gupta, Singh
and Ramamurthy, they did not navigate
the unchartered terrain of startups.
They may be enjoying their journey;
even if they don’t know what lies at the
end of it.
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