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SEE YOU LATER

ehadbeen asenior executive

at Hindustan Unilever before

hejoined the six-year-old

startup as chieffinancial of-

ficer. Then, in 13 months, he
quit. Apparently because it wasn’t how
any company should be operating.

The finance professional poured out
hisfrustration at the exit interview.
Every day, the former CFO said, the
three promoters would think up new
ideas, many of which would be scrapped
inthe coming weeks or days and be
replaced by other new ideas. He com-
plained thathe couldn’t getanedgein
for his opinionsand findings.

Anothersenior hire at a startup com-
plained in his exitinterview thathe had
become unsure about who the compa-
ny’sactual chiefexecutive was. The des-
ignated CEO would give an instruction
and the company would begin moving
inthat direction. But shortly after, the
other promoter would say ‘no, thisisnot
how it should be done’ and change orre-
verse course. “It wasnot as if the promot-
ers were fightingamong themselves but
this was how they worked,” he had said.

Giventhe startup boom inIndiathe
pastfew years, seasoned corporate ex-
ecutivesjumped at any chance to get on
the bandwagon. Primarily lured by the
excitement of doing something great and
entrepreneurial and the huge potential
to create wealth for themselves from
stock options.

Recently, though, astring of man-
agement-level exits at India’s biggest
technology companies hasraised ared
flagcalling attention to their hiringand
retention policies, and become the big-
gest malaise the industry is grappling
with. Amongthe high-profile resignees:
Anand Chandrasekaran (who was chief
product officer at Snapdeal); Punit Soni
(chieftechnology officer, Flipkart);
Tanmay Saksena (chief product officer,
Zomato); and Vikas Purohit (senior vice
president, Paytm).

The magnitude of the problem seems
life-threatening to any business. On
average, as per industry estimates, em-
ployees with corporate pedigrees and
at CXOroles in startupslast only about
ayear. “Thedisenchantment starts
settingin after thefirstfive-six months
itself,” said Suresh Raina, managing
partner at executive search firm Hunt
Partners. “Then both partiestryto
make it work because alot is at stake, but
often it does not work.”

While about 80% ofthe hiring at start-
ups isthroughreferrals, companies say
they have specific policies for hiringand
retaining people in key roles. At Paytm,
the human resources department holds
initialtalks with a senior candidate as
anice-breaker, which is followed by the
company’s senior leadership holding
multiple meetings with this person be-
forereachingadecision.

Often, the hiringideaisto offer apo-
tential senior hire multiple roles tofind
theirfit. “We don’t want people who have
been there, done that, but those who
want to come in and are excited to build
somethingnew,” said Amit Sinha, vice
president-business and people, at Paytm.

The biggest retention policy, not count-
ing stock options, is the potential for
fast career growth, he said. “A guy who
joined ayear agoand washandlinga
business worth afew crore rupees might
be handling a business worth hundreds
of crores of rupees today. We need people
who canscaleuptothat.”

Online classifieds company Quikr,
which became a billion-dollar company
last year, believes that while functional
expertise isagiven, chemistry and
culturalfitare of greater significance
for senior employees. “Wehavehad a
few instances wherein people who were
extremely well-qualified did not fitin
with the company’s culture,” said CEO
Pranay Chulet, who is closely involved
insuchhiring.

Asaretention policy, Quikr has cre-
ated amatrix structure with people
havingdualreportingroles. The senior-
most employees are handed responsi-
bilities under business verticals such
as C2C or customer-to-customer, cars
and homes, as well as under functional
heads such asmarketing, legal and hu-
manresources.

Despite these and other measures,
there are afew overarchingreasons
causing the high-profile exits. The big-
gest factor contributing to executives

with corporate backgrounds calling it
quits at startups is the complete lack of
training on how to cope with the high
pressure of a quick results-driven, cha-
otic work environment. Thisrequiresa
different sort of personal maturity and
professional integrity to survive and
perform.

“A startup isrisky and you are ex-
pected tobe a contributor from day
one. But there isnomajor orientation
period and youdon’t getenough time to
begin producingresults,” said Anand
Chandrasekaran, Snapdeal’s former
chiefproduct officer who quit in May
afterayear-longstint.

Thepressureis “even more soin India
where there is somuch media attention
onthese companies. It’s just not possible
tojustgoanddo quietly what youare
doingasyouare under thefull glare of
competitive dynamics,” he said.

Many startups are helmed by young
people with little or no experience at be-
inginajoborrunningabusiness. And
that’sarecipe for a clash of personali-
ties, even ifother things are goingfine.

“Everythingelse is bearable for me
aslongas you know that the folks who
aredrivingthe company and are the
decision-makers have strong values,
principlesand the ability tokeepa
stable mind in times of uncertainty,”
said Tanmay Saksena, who left Zomato
in February after about a year there.
“That is essentially the core thing that
makes or breaks a startup and binds the
folks in a startup especially when times
aretough.”

Saksena quit Zomato about amonth
after he was promoted to chief product
officer from global business head. He
later joined healthcare startup Imgas
chiefoperating officer.

“Alot of times people don’t seelight
atthe end of the tunnel—whether this
company will go for IPO or whether I

will see a huge upside
— intermsofvariable
Employees bay ar’1’d S'F()Ck op-
with corpo- tions,” said Shallja
rate back- D.utt’ managing
grounds and dnfectpr_ atleader-
in CXO-level ship hlr}ng—focused
roles at India’s searchfirm Stellar
top startups Search. “Rewar.ds
last only that were promised
abouta year sixmonths or one
asperin dus-' year later mayAactu—
try estimates ally now look like

happeningthree or

four yearslater.”

Correctiveactionsareneeded ur-
gently before it’s too late, says experts.
Many ofthe failed recruitmentsarea
result of decisions driven by gut-feel
and chit-chat interviews that don’t prop-
erly assess a person’s entrepreneurial
capabilities or their ability to work in
ambiguity.

“Itisvery importanttodoin-depth
psychometricanalysis, create simulat-
ed questions and detailed assessments
since youarebringingthem intoanen-
vironment they are completely not used
to,” said Dutt. “Also, although anumber
of times investors in startups play akey
role in helping with crucial hires, there
canbespecificagreements within the
investment deals to make hirings more
objective.”

Some attribute the current turmoil to
the startup world going through alearn-
ingcurveasopposed toevolved eco-
systems such as that of Silicon Valley,
where there is ahigh level of precedence
of companies that have become corpora-
tions from startups.

“Thebiggest difference in my experi-
ence...isthat while here I worked with
avery young, inexperienced team
thatrequiredloads of mentoring, in
the Valley you get very experienced
people to work with even at startups,”
said Amitabh Misra, Snapdeal’sfirst
chieftechnology officer who stayed
with the company for over five
years.

“Thetalentpoolinthe

Valley is accustomed to work- i

e

inginstartups with the right
kind of mentorship, which
ismissinginIndia,” said
Saksena. “It will take at least
one or two more generations
of startups to gothrough
multiple cyclesto get there.” l '
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Many Indian startups which have scaled quickly have not been very successful at retaining senior
management personnel. Taslima Khan finds out why, and what can be done about it
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Thinkphi ‘Thinks’ of a Smart Way
to Conserve Rain Water

Thinkphi

The startup’s ‘Ulta
Chaata’ helps collect
rain water and provides
solar energy too

JVignesh@timesgroup.com

The ‘eureka’ moment for Samit
Choksi, an engineer, and his archi-
tect wife Priya Choksi happened
in 2013 when their rudimentary
‘drum-based water collector and pu-
rifier’ placed near Mumbai’s Race
Course received the approbation of
drivers, who stopped by to sample
its offerings. “This is good water,”
declared one driver spurring the
Choksis to craft a clean technology
product that delivers both clean wa-
terandsolarenergy.

Termed as ‘Ulta Chaata’, the in-

verted umbrella-like structure,
provides potable water by captur-
ingrain water during the monsoon
and solar energy during the rest of
the year. The design was inspired
by atripto Europe where the couple
spotted several inverted canopies,
which helped them conceptualise
thedesign fortheir product.

Each unit, which costs anywhere
from %99,000- 2.5 1akh, depending
on size, can filter water around
80,000 litres during the rainy sea-
son and can provide a maximum

Samit Choksi and Priya Choksi (thlrd fromright and fourth fromright,
respectively) with the Thinkphi team

solar capacity of 1.5 kilowatts. The
product also includes a program-
mablelighting system and a charg-
ingunit. This whole setup is pow-
ered by a central operating system
called the “phi-box”, which moni-
tors, captures data, and allows us-
ers to communicate with a cluster
ofunitsoverthecloud. Thestartup,
which outsources its manufactur-
ing, promises at least 10 years of
durability.

“If you have say 20 Ulta Chaatas,
they provide shade and all are con-

nected through a pipeline to a big
box called ‘phi-box’. This box has
a fine filtration UV system that
removes microbial content, once
water passes through this, you can
drink the water,” said Choksi.

Thinkphi has raised around 6
croreinangel fundingand willlook
for more once it attains its target
of 300 units by the year end. The
startup’s business model is primar-
ilythroughdirectsalesanditsearly
customers include Godrej Interio
and realty developer Rustomjee. “I
think it is important to make this
siteasamodelsite... we could prove
how sustainable products can help
in reducing the water problem,”
said Anil Mathur, chief operating
Officer, Godrej Interio.

Choksi is also in talks to partner
with the cities picked for the ‘smart
city’ initiative and aims to expand
globally by 2017. The next plan for
the startup is to tackle home-waste
generation through smart bins.
“Our next product is in the paper
prototype stage. We want to under-
stand home waste -- what you are
consuming and throwing away,
using sensors. This will help re-
duce waste and saves money,” said
Choksi.

ing the product,” said Soni \.

subscription-based service.
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ambiguity, fast-changing decisions
o Expectations to deliver results fast

inexperienced promoters

unlikely to yield in time

Myntra CMO
invests in All
Things Organic

BENGALURU: Marketplace for
organic products and groceries
All Things Organic has raised 2
1 croreinanangel round from
Gunjan Soni, chief marketing
officer at fashion portal Myntra
and SK Tuteja, a former secre-
tary at the department of food
and public distribution.

The company launched in
September 2015 will use the
money to expand its portfolio of
private label brands and grow its
marketing network.

“We are looking to (introduce private labels ) in categories
like cosmetics and clothing,” said Aditi Gokhale, who co-
founded the company with Aman Singal. The company also
retails fresh fruits and vegetables in offline outlets like Godrej
Nature’s Basket and others in Delhi, apart from an online tie-
up with Amazon for its F&B label Organic Origins.

“Asanavid organic products consumer, | appreciate the
farm traceability of the products retailed on the platform.
They also use 10% of their profits working with farms grow-

The marketplace which also retails products from other
manufacturers of organic products will also start their

everybody run-
ning around to
cope. And since
you are ina hurry to hire a
replacement, you repeat the
same mistake that you
made the first time around.
It's a vicious cycle

SHAILJA DUTT
Managing director, Stellar Search
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3‘ expected to be a
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day one. But
A there is no major
orientation period and you
don't get enough time to
begin producing results

ANAND
CHANDRASEKARAN
Former chief product officer, Snapdeal

@ we do not hire for any specific skills
or past experience. We look for the
capability of the person in terms of
fitting in with the company culture.
Only if he is a company-fit, we will see
if it is a role-fit or not

AMIT SINHA
Vice president-business and people, Paytm
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year or so, the disenchantment
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SURESH RAINA,
Managing partner, Hunt Partners
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RKSV Launches
Customer App
for Stock Trading

BENGALURU: Online
discount stock broker-
age startup RKSV will
soon launch ‘Upstox
Invest’,a mobile applica-
tion to help consum-

ers make goal-based
investment decisions,
according to one of

its founders, Raghu
Kumar. The Kalaari Capital-backed fintech player,
which has hit over $1 billion in daily retail trading
turnover, also plans to change its name from RKSV
to Upstox. “The idea is for the new product app to
enable millions in India to achieve their financial
goals, for instance, buying a car or a house by so-
and-so date, through an incredibly user-friendly
app,” said Kumar.

Upstox will carry features including an Aadhar-
enabled account, guest login with live market data,
stock price alerts, advanced charting indicators,
curated news and advanced options trading tools.
Through their flagship product Upstox Pro, users
canreceive zero brokerage on equity delivery
trades and a flat Rs 20 per order pricing model on
all other segments.Launched in 2012, the com-
pany recently raised $4 million in series A round of
funding led by Kalaari Capital and GVK Davix.




