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From the 

Pawan Goyal
Chief Business Officer - Naukri.com

In the month ending September 2021, there are a 
little more than 56,500 start-ups across India that 
are recognized by the Department for Promotion of 
Industry and Internal Trade (DPIIT), a department 
under the Ministry of Commerce and Industry.

Each of these start-ups, on average, created 12 jobs 
taking total employment to roughly 7 lakh people; 
out of these, about 1.7 lakh jobs were created in 
2020-2021 alone, as per numbers provided by DPIIT. 
To top it, the total funding raised by Indian start-
ups in 2021 breached $20 billion in the first half of 
the financial year. This means, on average, Indian 
start-ups raised $100.2 million per day this year, 
notes an Inc42 report two months back.

The country is already amongst the largest start-
up ecosystem in the world, and it is set to witness 
exponential growth going forward.

On that note, it is important to know these start-ups 
live and die by the talent they hire—start-ups are a 
product of the team the founders build. It is more 
important to hire a “right fit”! It is like putting the 
right piece into a puzzle.

However, it turns out, getting the right people on 
board is never easy—start-ups have to compete 
with business behemoths and job seekers mostly 
lean towards larger organizations. The stakes are 
always higher for an early-stage venture. Between 
managing co-founder relationships, raising funds, 
building company culture, and carrying out a 
diverse array of activities to keep the start-up afloat 
and poised for growth, continually optimizing for 
the right fit is a tedious activity. 

However, hiring doesn’t have to be a chokehold for 
growing start-ups. Successful ventures find ways 
to organize and streamline their hiring activity 

CBO’S Desk

from sourcing, job posting, interview scheduling 
and offers, while still being able to communicate 
to potential hires how reliable they are as an 
organization. A founder's vision needs to seep 
into the foundations of a start-up as it is crucial 
to find someone who fits in with your company’s 
burgeoning culture, values, and long-term vision. 
Once hired, a start-up has to work relentlessly to 
provide the resources to help employees develop and 
invest in maintaining a robust, supportive culture. 

The founder needs to have clarity on compensation 
tools like ESOPs that can help to attract and retain 
motivated talent. Also, having a framework in 
place in the form of comprehensive HR policy and 
hiring for diversity in the early days -  an absolutely 
critical aspect!

Sankar Bora, Founder and COO, DealShare.in, and 
our leader in Spotlight for this edition shares his 
insights on hiring the right fit, early start-up hiring 
challenges, and the value of ESOPs. As a part of this 
edition, we have also interviewed Girish Kukreja, 
Founder and CEO of FlexC, Mrinal Sinha, CHRO 
at CARS24, Sumit Ghosh, CEO and Co-Founder of 
Chingari, Manmeet Sandhu, Head of HR, PhonePe, 
Ruhie Pande, CHRO, Godrej Housing Finance, Rohit 
Chokhani, Founder of Easy Home Finance and 
Anjali Chatterjee, Head, People and Culture, AirAsia 
India.

Sharing with us some wisdom nuggets, we also 
have Ankita Singh, Yash Vardhan Singh, Nagaraja 
Prakasam, Abraham George, Akanksha Awasthi, 
Anjali Chatterjee, Ashok Shah, Maitreyee Roy 
Chowdhury, Malvika Varma, Ninad Karpe, Reema 
Devi Thottathil, Vishwanadh Raju, and Pankaj 
Srivastava. We’d like to thank each of them for their 
contributions. 
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Starting a company is 
exhilarating, but it’s also 
hard, and the truth is, only 

10% of startups succeed (fortune.
com). Various studies point out 
that team-related problems might 
be responsible for 60% of new 
startup failures. Basically, “team-
building” is one of the biggest 
challenges founders face at the 
beginning of their journey and it 
also defines the future success of 
the entire startup. For a startup 
to win, it needs to build a winning 
team and for a team to win, it 
needs to have the right people!

Hiring, especially early on, is 
crucial for the success of any 
startup. When you make an 
early hire at a growing company, 
hiring decisions directly impact 

"Teamwork makes the 
dream work, but a vision 
becomes a nightmare 
when the leader has a big 
dream and a bad team" - 
John Maxwell, Author

6

a company’s performance and 
its bottom line. Therefore, hiring 
wrong leaders and employees 
can cost a startup a great deal of 
money and waste a lot of time. 
But, as fundraising has become 
easier these past few years (Indian 
startups raised a record $12.1 
billion from venture capitalists 
and private equity firms till June 
of 2021, beating the last year’s 
overall funding by $1 billion, as 
per economic times), recruiting top 
talent is only getting harder. 

Competition is brutal, it takes time, 
the appropriate amount of thought 
and research, and getting it wrong 
can be detrimental—it can slow 
down or kill your startup. Data 
from specialist staffing agency 
Xpheno indicates that as of August 
2021, there are over 70,000 active 
openings in top tech roles due to 
the massive demand for new-age 
tech skills. This has prompted 
companies to roll out extravagant 
pay packages and incentives to 
attract top candidates. Today, 
candidates are going shopping, 
with 4-7 job offers on their plate, 
leaving recruiters high and dry. 
Recruitment is the hardest thing 
to get right in the early stages 
for startups as they do not have 
as much capital at their disposal 
as big companies or late-stage 
firms. However, this doesn’t mean 
startups should go on a hiring 
rampage, instead, they should take 
the time to build a team arduously. 
The reason?

According to a study by 
Leadership IQ, a global leadership 
training and research company, “of 
all the newly hired employees, 46 
percent will fail within 18 months.” 

This is the result of the hasty 
hiring decisions which lead to high 
employee turnover, low attrition, 
increased costs of replacing a bad 
hire, lost productivity, negative 
impact on team’s morale, and 
more. When making an early hire 
at a growing company, founders 
need to take into consideration 
business sustainability: long-term 
business success, succession, 
team dynamics, and long-term 
role effectiveness, rather than just 
short-term goals and business 
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Business Credit 1.4

COMPANIES THAT TURNED 
UNICORN IN 2021 

Mobile Premier 
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needs. Airbnb took about six 
months to make their first hire. 
Brian Chesky, co-founder and CEO 
of Airbnb, ran through thousands 
of applicants and interviewed 
hundreds of people to onboard the 
company's first employee (who 
was an engineer). 

So why did he spend so much time 
searching for one employee?

In a speech given at Stanford in 
2014, Chesky said that he viewed 
bringing the first employee as 
analogous to bringing in new DNA 
into the company. He didn’t view 
it as the person to build a few 
features. He viewed it much more 
long-term because there were 
going to be a thousand people 
just like him. He also emphasized 
that building a culture is like an 
investment, in the short term it 
can slow progress (because you’re 
deliberate about decisions) but 
pays off over the long term.

Often, a bias for speedy results 
combined with the pressure for 
high-performance growth drives 
many startups to ‘hire fast’. 
Claudio Fernández-Aráoz, an 
author and global expert on talent 
and leadership in his Harvard 
Business Review article based on 
his book, It’s Not the How or the 
What but the Who argues that 
hiring decisions are pressure-
filled and a bad hiring decision 
can cause a negative ripple effect 
through the organization, where 
teams are left with the burden of 
damage control and a new hire 
shoulders much of the burden 
when a role doesn’t fit. He also 
explains the evolution of "talent 
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TOP 10 REASONS 
STARTUPS FAIL 7 SIMPLE RULES FOR HIRING 

EARLY EMPLOYEES

1    Know who you are looking for

2    Leverage unique sourcing strategies to reach 
       candidates

3    Build an effective hiring process

4    Hire slowly and take time with critical hires

5    Don’t lose good hires chasing for the potential 
       of someone better

6    Cultural fit trumps academic qualifications 
       and experience

7    Build a compelling employer brand

No Market Need                                      42%

Ran Out of cash                                          29%

Not the Right Team                                   23%

Get outcompeted                                         19%

Pricing/Cost issues                                       18%

Poor Product                                                      17%

Lack of Business Model                                 17%

Poor Marketing                                                   14%

Ignore Customers                                                14%

Product Mistimed                                                  13%

Source: statistic.com
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spotting" where the evaluation 
of hires should be based on their 
potential.

To build a successful company, 
the principle of prioritizing the 
right people (who are core value 
fit) over the temptations of scale 
and speed is critical. It's what 
determines the workplace's 
culture.

So how do you ensure that you are 
hiring the right people?

Outline the specific 
competencies you’re 
looking for: Fernández-Aráoz 
says we are wired to recruit 
people who are like us based 
on familiarity, similarity, and 
comfort—but that does not always 
yield the best hire. Founders need 
to be aware of these unconscious 
psychological traps and reflect on 
what the candidate can bring to 
the table.

Investing in experience 
alone is not enough: While 
prior experience like product 
knowledge and industry skills are 
important, it alone can’t help a 
team thrive. A team also needs 
to share entrepreneurial passion, 
shared strategic vision, and 
soft skills to make the startup a 
success story. 

Onboard people that can 
attract talented individuals: 
Two of the many traits when hiring 
people is intangible magnetism 
(that draws other people to them) 
and superior networking skills 
(that helps a startup to source 

other candidates and leverage its 
employer branding in a powerful 
way). 

Hire to define your 
company culture: If your 
employees aren’t on the same 
page as you and if they don’t share 
the same beliefs and values, it can 
spell disaster. Hiring for culture 
fit is a critical way of ensuring a 
venture’s success.

As we continue to navigate an 
environment typified by VUCA 
(volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 
and ambiguity), especially in the 
post-pandemic reality, startups 
will continue to face one of the 
toughest employment markets 
in history—for recruiters, not job 
seekers. Bhavish Aggarwal, the 

founder of Ola Electric, tweeted 
two weeks before the company's 
massive launch in August: 
“Engineering hiring situation in 
Bengaluru - thinking of offshoring 
some work to a lower cost center 
in SF, Bay Area!” India’s startup 
hiring frenzy is going to get more 
intense and while there’s no magic 
potion for what works and what 
doesn’t, investing in ‘best people’ 
and ‘creative hiring strategies’ is 
our only safe bet. Winning the 
talent war is not easy. It takes 
leadership. It takes having hard 
conversations. Still, if we can do it 
then, ultimately, individuals, teams, 
and startups will prevail in the end.

As the saying goes, “If you want to 
go fast, go alone; if you want to go 
far, go together.” 
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In an exclusive interview with All Things Talent, Sankar Bora, Founder and 
COO, DealShare.in, talks about DealShare’s journey, the key challenges in terms 
of talent availability, the value of ESOP, the company’s future plans, and more.

SPOTLIGHT

AQ&
Building for Scale: The Value of Purpose-Led Startup

25 October 2021 October 2021 26

By

Sankar Bora
Founder and COO

Sankar Bora is the Founder and Chief 
Operating Officer at DealShare.in. An 
industry veteran with 19+ years of 
multi-functional experience in scaling-up 
business profitably from inception, he 
has been founding management team 
member at various startups like Myntra.
com, aeonlearning.net(avagmah.com, 
acadgild.com) and Miraistore.com.
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Q. How important 
is D&I in the initial 
hiring process and 
how did DealShare 
navigate it?

D&I is very important and very 
close to DealShare’s value 
system. We believe that having a 
diverse and inclusive workforce 
will help us better understand 
our customers and, therefore, 
empathize and serve them 
better. As we grow our team, 
we want to be purposeful about 
fostering diversity, inclusion, 
and belonging at DealShare. We 
have individuals from various 
cultural backgrounds, educational 
backgrounds, and each person 
has an equal voice in decision 
making. We are committed to 
improving our gender ratio as well, 
especially in the middle and senior 
management roles.

Q. What is an ideal 
number of employees 
to begin with, if there 
are any?

There is no right answer to this 
question, it depends on the 
organization’s growth plan. 

Q. What’s the best 
time to look for 
senior roles and turn 
a function into a 
department? What 
was DealShare’s 
first function 
that turned into a 
bonafide department 
and with how many 
employees?

Every organization has its 
own unique journey. Some 
organizations tend to hire senior 
folks and build teams under 
them. There is another set of 
organizations that apply the 
bottom-up approach. DealShare 
took up a hybrid model approach 
which worked successfully, and we 
take pride in stating that our hiring 
process has been very robust.

Q. What’s the ideal 
procedure of hiring 
in the early days 
of an e-commerce 
startup?

While for an early-stage start-up, 
it is very important to add high-
quality, passionate talent to the 
team, typically there’s a shortage 
of funds to be able to afford the 
premium talent. At this stage, it is 
important to focus on quality over 
quantity and identify individuals 
that would be a good culture 
fit, and most importantly, the 
ones who believe in the mission 
and goals of the company. It is 
imperative to not rush through the 
process, as building the right team 
is the key that can make or break 
the company. The people hired 
depend on the business-specific 
requirements, but at the same 
time, there are some core values 
or attributes that they should 
exhibit, like passion towards the 
common goal, flexibility to achieve 
objectives, being nimble and 
trustworthy. While interviewing 
prospective hires, one should ask 
probing questions to understand 
if they fit the culture of the 
organisation and the job role.

SPOTLIGHT
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COO, DealShare.in, talks about DealShare’s journey, the key challenges in terms 
of talent availability, the value of ESOP, the company’s future plans, and more.

SPOTLIGHT

AQ&
Building for Scale: The Value of Purpose-Led Startup

25 October 2021 October 2021 26

By

Sankar Bora
Founder and COO

As we grow our team, we want to be purposeful about fostering 
diversity, inclusion, and belonging at DealShare. We have individuals 
from various cultural backgrounds, educational backgrounds, and 
each person has an equal voice in decision making.
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way of wooing the 
first few talents? 
We understand 
startups are actively 
considering SARs 
and RSUs. 

Equity has been on the table 
since we boarded our earliest 
employees. Also, we’ve observed 
that people in their mid and senior 
level, since they have a better 
understanding of the value of 
ESOP, tend to opt for it more. 
We also bring in benefits and 
incentives packages from time to 
time wherein employees get well 
incentivized for their performance. 
We’ve moved the yearly increment 
process to 6 months.

Q. DealShare is 
looking to scale up 
operations rapidly 
and is aiming to hire 
5000 people. How 
is this being done? 
Which are the roles 
or departments that 

the organization 
wants to have more 
people on and why?

DealShare is at a rapid growth 
stage. We are aiming to strengthen 
all teams and departments 
across the board, with a strong 
focus on strengthening the Tech 
and Product teams. We are 
actively hiring Engineers, Product 
Managers, Operations enthusiasts, 
Human Resources to name a few.

Q. Headquartered 
at Jaipur, what have 
been DealShare’s 
key challenges in 
terms of talent 
available in the 
market initially? 
Please elaborate 
a bit on the salary 
trends, skills 
available, talent 
source that the firm 
noticed and worked 
on?

Q. How has 
DealShare's journey 
from the start to 
now being one of the 
e-commerce brands 
been like?

Backed by great leadership and a 
passionate workforce, DealShare 
has been able to weather various 
ups and downs. Most recently, in 
the wake of Covid-19, we have 
taken the pandemic in our stride 
and eventually turned online 
shopping into a habit for our target 
audience in the 2nd and 3rd tier 
cities of India.

Q. What role ESOP 
played in early 
hiring; what other 
benefits convinced 
early employees 
to travel the 
unexplored startup 
journey? What has 
been DealShare’s 

We have a huge focus on on-the-job learning and giving diverse, 
stretch opportunities to individuals to learn and grow. Standard 
training modules related to technical skills, introduction to various 
systems and processes as well as leadership/managerial training are 
included as part of the induction and on-the-job training.
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recruitment strategy 
transformed keeping 
in mind such a vast 
expansion? Which 
are the departments 
that you are looking 
to hire the most for 
this?

We are currently at the best phase 
of our growth journey so far. We 
are equipped with a robust plan 
that would help us navigate the 
growth path at a pace that we aim 
to achieve. The key milestones 
and checkpoints are in place for us 
to review our progress from time 
to time. We have put in a strong 
impetus around Tech and Product 
hiring, and we need to augment 
all departments to ensure that we 
reach the next level.

Q. What is the 
division of employees 
in the organization? 
Which functions 
have the majority of 
your workforce and 
how do you look to 
increase it further?

As an e-commerce company, 
the majority of our workforce is 
aligned towards Supply Chain and 
Support roles. We have a strong 
Talent Acquisition team that has 
consistently enabled us to secure 
skilled talent across departments. 

DealShare has grown over the past 
year and with the current growth 
trajectory and our expansion plans, 
we will be aggressively hiring 
across functions, majorly on the 
operations front.

Q. Did the existing 
talent pool from 
other e-commerce 
organizations 
help DealShare in 
their recruitment 
process? Did they 
act as a market 
maker for talent 
availability or did 
DealShare invest 
heavily in training 
early on?

We have a large team of market 
experts who bring in the right 
people with the required expertise 
for the key domains. Our hiring 
strategy entails not only hiring 
people from similar backgrounds 
but also hiring promising talent 
from diverse industries and 
backgrounds. While hiring from 
other portfolios, we ensure 
that the candidate is given 
adequate support to ease into 
the organization and onboard on 
to the new role. DealShare has 
a diverse and inclusive working 
environment, democratizing 
opportunities for all.

At the initial stage, we did face 
challenges around the availability 
of quality candidates. While we 
were new in the market, we tried 
expanding our reach through 
online and offline networks 
to widen our talent pool. The 
trends around salaries have been 
encouraging and over the years 
we’ve observed steady growth as 
one of the employers of choice.

Q. What kind of 
training modules 
or programs were 
set up for people 
recruited from non-
metro or Tier-II or 
Tier-III cities to 
upskill them initially 
and how has it 
evolved now?

We have a huge focus on on-
the-job learning and giving 
diverse, stretch opportunities to 
individuals to learn and grow. 
Standard training modules related 
to technical skills, introduction to 
various systems and processes 
as well as leadership/managerial 
training are included as part of the 
induction and on-the-job training.

Q. DealShare has 
huge expansion plans 
of reaching 100 
cities by the end of 
2021. How has the 
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Founder, Easy Home Finance 

From Funding a 
Startup to Founding 
One - Tracing Easy 
Home Finance’s 
Startup Journey
It would be great if starting a great company would be easy, 

but truth be told, it’s not! Making it successful is even harder. 

Rohit Chokhani, MD, Easy Home Finance Limited, poured 

all his savings into his budding business, spent 1.5 years 

researching home finance in smaller cities, chased his first 

hire for eight months, and the list goes on. In this interesting 

article, we trace Rohit’s journey of founding Easy Home 

Finance - from navigating new terrains to jumping through a 

lot of hoops - and ultimately, finding success.

Rohit Chokhani

Rohit Chokhani is a founder and managing director at 
Easy Home Finance Ltd. Previously, he founded White 
Unicorn Ventures, a single family office investment 
firm. He also held directorship at Swadeshi India 
Foods, Revelador India, Lakshachandi Group. His angel 
investments include Square Yards, Drivezy, Inc42, 
ShaadiSaga, Aisle, GoodEd, NeetPrep.com and X1 
Racing League.
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A s an angel investor, Rohit 
Chokhani has made 33 
early-stage investments 

in his personal capacity as well as 
through his single-family office 
investment firm White Unicorn 
Ventures, mostly in the technology 
space. 

By 2018, just when he was taking 
active strides in the investing 
space including plans to go big by 
managing third party capital, he 
cut his four-year investing stint 
short to turn to entrepreneurship 
after the 29-year-old stumbled 
upon his start-up idea by 
witnessing his friend with no credit 
history struggling to get a home 
loan.

Following a 1.5 year-long market 
study, he floated Easy Home 
Finance Company, which aspires 
to use technology efficiently to 
reach the unbanked and provide 
them the customer service that is 
on par with their counterparts in 
the cities. 

Although his investing career 
is anything but brief, Chokhani 
believes he has cut his teeth on 
the significance of storytelling 
and identifying the right talent as 

a basis for a successful business 
venture.

In a way, angel investors are 
also talent investors who bet on 
the individual rather than the 
company because many investee 
companies may not even have a 
proof of concept or a go-to-market 
strategy. Only this time, the tables 
have turned from being a funder 
managing a corpus of $20-30 
million to being a founder.

Chokhani decided to bet all 
his money earned from his 
investments into the home finance 
segment, which is a crowded 
space that has close to 100 
companies - some even backed 
by diversified conglomerates with 
financial muscle. 

However, the company, two 
months back, wrapped up $15 
million in Series A funding from 
marquee investors led by private 
equity firm Xponentia Capital 
Partners that believed in the 
growth potential of a largely 
untapped market and the ability 
of the company to attract the right 
talent that can take the venture to 
profitability. 

In a detailed interaction, Chokhani 
explains how he chased his 
first joinee for eight months, 
and is creating an ownership 
culture among employees. He 
is also providing insights on the 
importance of a compelling story 
and the value that investors 
like Xponentia Capital bring in 
supporting human capital needs. 

Chasing the First 
Joinee

In 2017, Easy Home Finance 
applied for the housing finance 
license from National Housing 
Bank. “I went whole and soul into 
it so I put $2mn that I made in the 
last 4-5 years into the venture. We 
raised our first investment from 
Japanese investor Harbourfront 
Capital in August 2019”, said 
Chokhani.

Early on, the mortgage lending 
company understood the need 
for grey-headed top management 
as banking & finance companies 
typically found themselves closely 
engaging with the regulators 
as well as interacting with 
other public and private banks 

He was open to being a mentor and guide. I convinced him that 
if he is on board then he is invested in me. You have that sense 
of bonding. It took a couple of trips to Bengaluru. We three are 
the first directors who started the company because we need 3 
minimum directors in a public limited, which is the basis for a best 
corporate governance structure’
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for borrowing capital. Young 
entrepreneurs are generally easily 
dismissed by legacy bankers. 

He knew his early team needed 
to be industry stalwarts with 
years of experience in managing 
operations, compliance, and most 
importantly, an understanding of 
the reality in extending loans in 
Tier 2 & 3 markets with a similar 
service experience of borrowers in 
cities. 

One such person is Sarkar, who 
is part of the committees of RBI 
& NABARD and was previously 
the ex-Chairman of Union Bank of 
India.

“It took me eight months to 
convince Sarkar. He used to walk 
in a park in Khar, a suburb in 
Mumbai. I used to go to that park 
at 7 am and stand outside to get 
him on board. He was irritated out 
of his brains after a few months’’, 
says Chokhani jokingly.

“At that time, it seemed it was 
the toughest job in my life. To tell 
you candidly, Sarkar told point-
blank on my lack of experience or 
background in the HFC. Nor did I 
have the backing of the corporate 
bigwigs. My capital was meagre. 
However, I spelled out all the 

real-world issues in availing home 
finance loans to him’’.

Two critical factors that worked 
in Chokhani’s favour in getting 
Sarkar on board was that the 
state of affairs of customers in 
the unbanked segment who gets 
treated unequally. The entire 
service aspect is missing for the 
labourers for their financial needs. 

The second that really resonated 
with him was “Sir, we want to find 
houses for people with respect and 
dignity. If you see, I never said loan 
dena hai’’, added Chokhani.

The key experience that Sarkar 
brought was that he was a career 
banker who started as a credit 
manager and retired as a chairman. 
“That is the journey I wanted. 
His first posting was in a branch 
called Jhumri Telaiya in Jharkhand. 
This is the kind of experience 
I was seeking. Someone who 
understands my set of customers 
and takes me through the journey 
with the governance factor that he 
gained in later years of his career’’, 
he added.

Sarkar is currently the chairman of 
the company. In a similar fashion, 
after getting him on board for his 
banking and finance aspect, the 

company wanted to solve the 
regulatory aspect. It managed to 
get TV Rao as an independent 
director.

“Rao was associated with NHB 
and Exim Bank, he was an expert 
on regulation with regard to 
housing finance. His story was 
completely different. He refused 
to come on board. While Sarkar 
never said a no and always gave 
me a reason. But Rao denied 
categorically as he was on the 
board of CanFin Homes and LIC 
Home Finance’’, he added.

Both CanFin Homes and LIC Home 
Finance are industry-leading 
players and are more than three 
decades old. Each has loan books 
running in several thousand crores.

“Both Sarkar and Rao were on 
the board of LIC Housing Finance. 
To avoid conflict, they left LIC 
HF, which was the largest HF in 
India. Then they came to the 99th 
smallest HFC, which was us’’, he 
added. 

Ground Realities

India’s growing urbanization 
and government initiatives like 
Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana 

Creating a value proposition while competing with big brands is 
always a challenge. We need to create a compelling story and value 
proposition that will interest some of the early joiners. It’s always 
a challenge. 
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(PMAY) fuelled an unprecedented 
demand for affordable housing. At 
the same time, the lower-income 
group segment was always 
considered to be the hardest for 
financial institutions to reach out 
and provide a reasonably decent 
service offering. 

This is where Chokhani saw an 
opportunity through technology 
that can bring operating efficiency 
in the segment and superior 
customer experience.

“Once I decided to venture into the 
housing finance space, I spent 1.5 
years researching home finance by 
visiting smaller cities. I didn’t know 
city names like Surendranagar 
and Ratlam existed before my 
research’’, he said.

After studying the ground realities 
in these cities on the problems 
faced by customers in availing 
loans and inefficient use of 
technology, Chokhani realised 
that a Rs 5 lakh Maruti Suzuki car 
can be purchased in two hours in 
contrary to a home loan of Rs 10 
lakh that takes about 40-50 days 
- even when the income criteria 
remained the same.

“Everyone was using a computer 
but all of them were using 
enterprise resource planning 
(ERP). No one was using 
technology to secure loans. Their 
reasoning is that buying a home 
is a one-time job, so why do you 
want to give it up fast? What is the 
point of giving it fast? This is how 
we started our journey’’, Chokhani 
said. 

Hard Sell to Early 
Members

The Dewan Housing Finance 
Corporation disaster was a bad 
run and made it difficult for 
the existing housing finance 
companies because everyone 
was mistrusting the HFCs. “We 
could tide over that situation, only 
because of the techplay and talent 
we could attract’’, he observes. In 
fact, tech is also people.

As an entrepreneur, he believed 
in overcoming his limitations by 
getting experts who can fulfil 
those limitations and enable him to 
go faster. 

“Never be shy of asking for help. 
The entire hiring process was 
interesting because every person 

that we got was very difficult to 
sell. After all, we are an unfunded 
company. It is a difficult sell even 
for your friends and family. For 
example, the first person I got 
in was Prerak Mehta who leads 
technology for the company. 
He was earlier working with 
Enova Financial with a half a 
million-dollar pay package as VP 
engineering giving payday loans 
since 2009. A Carnegie Mellon 
University alumni and an American 
dream guy. I have to go out of 
my way to convince him of how 
his parents are in India. I have to 
weave a story to even attract my 
school friend to join me. When 
you start, you need people who 
believe, trust in you’’, he said about 
his first employee. 

The second critical person to be 
roped in was Rohan Shah, who 
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went to college with Chokhani in 
the UK. “We lost connect for 10 
years. He was a credit head at 
another housing finance company. 
When I pitched, even that was a 
hard sell because he had ESOPs 
which were running into crores 
at that company. At the time of 
selling the ESOPs, he had to take 
the risk of quitting that company, 
and joining us’’, Chokhani added. 
A lot of people made a lot of 
sacrifices throughout the entire 
journey. 
 

Creating a 
Compelling Story

Why did the lead investor 
Xponentia Capital decide to back 
the company and what role did the 
early hiring play in the funding?

Prashant Karmalkar, Partner – 
HR, Xponentia takes through the 
entire process and the reason 
for holding several meetings 
with the team members of the 
company before investing in the 
company. Prashant has more than 
25 years of experience in various 
HR and consulting roles. He has 
worked with Accenture, Deloitte, 
Al-Futtaim, and Tata Group in 
both Line HR and management 
consulting roles at the senior level. 

Now, as an operating partner with 
the fund, he helps and advises 
deals on conducting due diligence 
from a talent perspective. Also, 
help investee companies in growth 
from a people perspective. 

As part of the diligence, Karmalkar 
had to interview about one-fourth 
of the employees across the 
different seniority levels to check 
on the factors like transparency, 
leadership willingness and 
openness, shared vision among 
the employees, etc.

“Creating a value proposition 
while competing with big brands 
is always a challenge. We need 
to create a compelling story and 
value proposition that will interest 
some of the early joiners. It’s 
always a challenge. Scaling up 
is another challenge. In the case 
of a lender like Easy home, loan 
growth is linked to geographical 
presence. Then you need proper 
structure and proper performance 
management roles, structure, 
hierarchy, and a backbone to 
manage this. All start-ups go 
through this phase’’, he explains. 

Initially, most start-ups have 
fluid processes. As they grow 
and scale, they need to put in a 
structure, process, and practices 

that will create an employee value 
proposition that everybody can 
consistently articulate. 

This means we need to train the 
core group of managers who are 
going to hire to make sure they 
give the right message. In the 
same way, Chokhani, for example, 
has to passionately articulate the 
vision of Easy Home Finance. 

“This is not easy and we have 
to keep training our managers. 
My job is to help Rohit and his 
team to create this architecture 
for themselves so that they can 
grow at scale with the speed that 
they like too’’, he informs them on 
the objective of the role played 
by investors. The key is how they 
can be human, and keep that 
entrepreneurial spirit. 

“How do we translate the 
entrepreneurial spirit that Rohit 
has into his team. The sense of 
ownership. The kind of ownership 
Rohit will show. As a start-up, you 
always look to hire somebody who 
is smarter than you. If you start 
to hire people who are less smart 
than you, you are never going to 
succeed’’, he added.

The start-ups also need to create 
a team which has complementary 
expertise. 

You need to go out, engage and sell. I think selling to customers 
is easier than selling to talent. A value proposition is nebulous 
in the mind of people and you have to spell it out very clearly and 
specifically.
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The key question for Chokhani as 
a start-up entrepreneur is how 
do you translate the sense of 
ownership and passion that you 
have to the next level. And check 
whether it has transferred to the 
next level or not. 

“For the last mile employee in 
Rohit’s team, like somebody 
at a territory level or area level 
who is actually dealing with the 
customer – that person needs 
to have the same ownership 
about his customer and area as 
much as Rohit has for the entire 
organisation’’, he added.

A big brand is built this way 
and not through large-budget 
advertisements. A job for the 
entrepreneur is to ensure that 
he can cascade his passion, his 
ownership down to the next line. 

Most entrepreneurs start their 
hiring with friends and family but 
very soon they are going to realise 
that their network wouldn’t suffice 
for the entire organisation.

“You need to go out, engage and 
sell. I think selling to customers 
is easier than selling to talent. A 
value proposition is nebulous in 
the mind of people and you have 
to spell it out very clearly and 
specifically. That is what we help 
Rohit and the team. That’s how the 
journey started for Xponentia with 
Easy Home’’, explained Karmalkar.

No matter how much you 
articulate, there are only certain 
people who can sell a dream. 
“Because we got the guidance 
from Karmalkar in the last six 
months, we have been trying to 

put the story to cadre till the last 
employee. What do we stand 
for? We stand for customer 
service, for us, a customer comes 
first, we stand for specialised 
loan servicing, and we stand for 
transparency. Why do people 
love Swiggy? It is because you 
know where your food is. And 
if you ask for a refund, you get 
it, no questions asked. That is 
what we wanted to achieve. I am 
not ashamed to say that I have 
learned from somebody. If I see 
their customer service is amazing, 
I want to create that customer 
service for my company’’, added 
Chokhani.

However, this service attitude 
needs to resonate with everyone 
in the field in order to make it a 
success. “This aspect was missing 
before I started getting this 

guidance from the investor. Only 
the top 4-5 people were selling 
the company. These aspects have 
to be part of the talent acquisition 
strategy. All this plays a very big 
role in everyone’s mind today”.

Today, the company believes that 
it has to offer the same service 
quality to its employees as well as 
the customers. “We have a service 
level matrix and escalation level in 
HR. At present, we are 150 people. 
If I inculcate these processes, it will 
follow through in the future. This 
will be the company foundation for 
tomorrow”, Chokhani said.

One of the ways that the company 
plans to achieve this is through 
frequent interaction with the 
management. “We have suggested 
to Rohit that fieldwork is an 
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important aspect of managing 
our people like how pharma 
companies do where senior 
folks, even the President of the 
company does fieldwork with the 
representatives’’, added Karmalkar.

The same concept has also been 
explained to the company and 
how much time the management 
spends in the office is very crucial. 
“The less time you spend in the 
office, the more time you spend in 
the market with your people going 
around helping and coaching 
them on the ground. It will help 
you to translate the passion to the 
employees at the ground level. 
They need to see you, observe you, 
listen, and engage with you. Only 
then they will learn”, the investor 
added.

After the COVID crisis is over, 
all its senior people need to be 
present with field staff helping, 
coaching, and grooming so that 
the translation happens.

“These visits can be with minimum 
scheduling and without creating a 
chain of command. This way, the 
fieldworker also learns and gets 
a kick out (motivation) of working 
with the top bosses. We believe 

technology is a great leveller, 
however, in my opinion, dialogue 
is the greatest leveller”, Karmalkar 
added. 
 

Keeping the Hiring 
Pipeline Warm

Capital and technology are 
relatively freely available. Talent is 
much harder to acquire and retain. 
If any position is vacant, then there 
will be a significant cost. 

“I understand the cost of keeping 
a position vacant is important for 
entrepreneurs like Rohit. How do 
you use services that are already 
available to you to keep the talent 
pipeline warm so that you don’t 
keep a position vacant longer? Any 
position remaining vacant means 
our customer becomes an orphan. 
Orphan customers are the worst 
thing that can happen to a start-
up. If your value proposition is 
service, you can’t keep an orphan 
customer’’, points out Karmalkar. 

The less time you spend in the office, the more time you spend in 
the market with your people going around helping and coaching 
them on the ground. It will help you to translate the passion to the 
employees at the ground level. They need to see you, observe you, 
listen, and engage with you. Only then they will learn.
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Product Offering

The company caters to an average 
income group of Rs 2.5 lakh a year. 
Its average loan size is Rs 10 lakh 
with the range being Rs 5-35 lakh. 
About 60% of its customers are 
salaried, including police, reserve 
force, and railway. The remaining 
40% are self-employed where 
the company’s forte lies. Those 
segments include small shop 
owners, auto-rickshaw drivers, and 
vegetable vendors. 

“The interesting part we are 
doing here is that we are bundling 
insurance with loans so if anything 
happens - health issues, loss of 
livelihood or income, the customer 
is fully covered on the loan front. 
This way we measure the impact, 
in terms of the financial shock 
impact and how much financial 
shock they can measure. So, at 
least, the house becomes free 
and the customer’s family never 
needs to pay an EMI ever again. 
While the insurance penetration 
is low in the country, our typical 
customer base doesn’t have access 
to insurance by themselves’’, he 
added. 
 

Key Suggestion for 
Easy Home by the 
Investor

1)  Don’t have many managers. 
Our span of control is also 
limited so it is restricted that 
one person can only manage 
5-6 people. That is optimal 
utilisation of that person’s 
capabilities. 

2)  For recruitment, use a crack 
team. The interview panel has 
folks from various departments. 
For example, a tech person 
is part of a sales interview 
because he understands 
the process of the company 
through the digital journey of 
the borrower. 

3)  We also keep the hiring 
pipeline warm. Even after 
filling the vacancy, we don’t 
take down the vacancy post. 
That way we are keeping the 
pipeline open. The biggest 
mistake startups make is hiring 
super-fast and firing super-
fast. 

4)  Introducing variable pay on 
every level. Even the finance, 
admin – got the variable pay 
concept. 

5)  Establish key performance 
areas management and star 
rating. It is still in an evolving 
stage. 

6)  Standardisation of policy and 
procedure.

7)  Hand holding and training, 
inculcating the vision to 
even the territory level sales 
employees. The company has 
explainer videos, Zoom training 
schedule. Between 1 & 12 of 
every month, it has an entire 
travelling plan system where 
the top 10 people in the head 
office should not be present in 
the head office. 

As told to Bruhadeeswaran R
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Ninad Karpe is a Partner at 100X.vc – a VC firm, which 
invests in early-stage start-ups. Prior to this, he was 
the MD & CEO of Aptech Ltd. for more than seven 
years. He is also a published author and has written a 
book on business strategies, titled “BOND to BABA”.

Partner 100x.vc

Hiring by 
Startups -  
Challenges & 
Opportunities
When it comes to hiring the best talent for a startup, 

compared to a corporate, it comes with a few extra challenges. 

Hence, it becomes crucial for startups to define those 

challenges and tackle them effectively by offering talent 

what it desires.

Ninad Karpe
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offering is probably a harbinger 
of the times to come. Startups 
come in various shades – early 
stage to mature startups; early 
revenues to robust revenues; and 
seed-funded to well-funded by 
VCs. At each stage the challenges 
of recruiting are different. Most 
startups are built on a technology 
platform and by far, the biggest 
challenge for startups is to recruit 
and retain the top technology 
talent. So, here are some of the 
important considerations for hiring 
by startups:

Sharing the 
Vision
Why would a young graduate 
join a startup and not take a 
cushy job in an MNC or a large 
Indian company? The Founders 
need to be able to articulate the 
vision of the company and any 
potential hire will have to identify 
with this vision. Often, Founders 
have a broad vision of disrupting 
an industry or changing the 
world. To attract good talent, 
this vision needs to be properly 
communicated and shared. If a 

Hiring by 
Startups -  
Challenges & 
Opportunities
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Often, Founders have a broad vision of disrupting an industry or 
changing the world. To attract good talent, this vision needs to be 
properly communicated and shared. If a new hire does not identify 
with this vision, it is bound to create challenges for the company 
and the individual.”

W hen I read the news 
item of the offers by 
BharatPe for new 

hires, I had to rub my eyes in 
disbelief. Wanting to build a strong 
tech team for growth, BharatPe 
is offering all new joinees an 
option to choose between a "Bike 
Package" or "Gadget Package". 
The Bike Package has 5 bikes 
as options – BMW G310R, Jawa 
Perak, KTM Duke 390, KTM RC 
390, and Royal Enfield Himalayan. 
The Gadget Package includes 
- Apple iPad Pro (with Pencil), 
Bose Headphone, Harman Kardon 
Speaker, Samsung Galaxy Watch, 
WFH desk and chair, and Firefox 
Typhoon 27.5 D bicycle. Further, 
BharatPe will host its entire Tech 
Team in Dubai for ICC Men’s T20 
World Cup. Members will get a 
chance to watch the matches 
of their favourite team for the 
matches to be held from October 
17 – November 14, 2021.

What is happening? Is this the 
beginning of a mad rush for “top 
gun” talent by startups? Will 
startups attract the very best 
talent and become an oasis of 
innovation and excellence?

BharatPe is an exception and 
at the same time what they are 
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new hire does not identify with 
this vision, it is bound to create 
challenges for the company and 
the individual.

ESOPs
“Take-home” cash is an important 
tool to attract good talent by 
startups, but that cannot be the 
only tool. Most startups and 
more particularly early-stage 
startups, will not be able to match 
the “take-home cash offered by 
large companies. ESOPs are a 
potent way to attract good talent. 
However, any ESOP plan needs 
to be strategically designed 
and implemented. Good talent 
can be attracted with the long-
term prospect of rewards. After 
all, anyone joining a startup is 
prepared for a financial journey 
which is likely to be arduous, but 
ultimately rewarding. 

Challenging 
Work
Attracting good talent for startups 
may be difficult, but it is probably 
more challenging to retain good 
talent. If the startup is unable to 
constantly throw challenging work 
at its employees, it will witness a 
flight of talent. Not only good work 
but the workspace also needs to 
be innovative and contemporary, 
allowing collaboration and 
conviviality. In the present 
environment of “work from 
anywhere”, allowing work and time 
flexibility is also important. There 

is nothing more critical to a startup 
than losing good talent and 
founders need to do everything 
possible to constantly engage with 
their employees and keep them 
motivated.

Many young graduates from Indian 
universities may no longer hanker 
for stable government jobs or jobs 
with large companies and may be 
willing to join startups. However, 
the challenge for any startup is to 
ensure that they are able to attract 
the very best talent by offering 
what they desire – a good work 
environment, challenging work, 
and financial rewards (which could 
be structured for the medium or 
long-term). A bigger challenge is 
to fight brand perception. Working 
with a big brand has an easier 
societal acceptance, as opposed to 
working with an unknown startup 
brand. Conceiving an idea, building 
an MVP, getting early revenues, 
and raising funds is a difficult 
journey for a startup founder. 
However, it may sometimes be 
more difficult to hire good talent. 

On the other hand, founders need 
to tap the opportunities to get the 
very best talent. India is witnessing 
a huge surge in the number of 
startups and funding available 
to them. As more startups 
gather momentum and become 
mainstream, joining a startup will 
not become an exception but will 
be conceived as a good career 
decision. By their very nature, 
startups offer a work environment 
which most large companies will 
not be able to replicate. They are 
unique in many ways and founders 
need to highlight their innovation 
and uniqueness in attracting good 
talent.

India is on the cusp of an exciting 
journey for startups as they grow 
and disrupt the existing large 
players. Both will co-exist, but 
good talent will invariably flow 
to those who are able to offer a 
wholesome career – challenging 
work with good rewards. And for 
this, startups have a head start!

·  Year of Incorporation - 2019

·  Number of portfolio companies - 50 as of August 2021. Out of 
50, 13 are from 2/3 tier cities

·  Employee count in portfolio companies  - After 100X.vc's  
funding 478 jobs were created,  20% of the portfolio companies 
are led/co-led by women founders

·  Top 5 sectors funded by 100X.VC - Deeptech & SaaS, Fintech, 
Healthtech & Wellness, Edtech and HR Tech

Snapshot
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Manmeet Sandhu heads HR at PhonePe Pvt Ltd. She 
joined PhonePe in December 2018 after 9 years at 
Amazon. In her last role, she had led HR for the Prime 
Video Business in Seattle.

Head HR, Phonepe 

Creating an 
Employee  
Sticky Company 
Culture
In a conversation with us, Manmeet Sandhu, Head of HR, 

PhonePe talks about the challenges in hiring for a startup, 

sourcing the best talent, ensuring employee long-term 

stickiness and engagement, and more.

Manmeet Sandhu
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Q. What is the best 
source to hire when 
a start-up is still 
building its team and 
why?

The first 250 people who joined 
us were all the people who knew 
the founders and had faith in 
the vision. They frequently took 
pay cuts to join us, knowing that 
working at a startup was about 
wanting to build for impact and 
leave a legacy. The financial 
rewards would come if we get the 
inputs right - they would merely be 
a side effect. 

More than at any other time, a 
company in its initial stage needs 
missionaries. It needs people who 
are not limited by the boundaries 
of their jobs and can put the 
organisation first. It needs people 
who are not worried about rolling 
up their sleeves and solving the 
problems that need solving. Doing 
this requires faith, commitment, 
and an ability to think beyond 
personal goals - something that is 
much easier to do when you have 
an existing relationship. 

Q. Should a startup 
opt for a generalist 
team or a specialist 
team initially?

Startups need experts who are 
fungible. People who are curious 
about the world around them and 
willing to leverage their expertise 
in a way that best serves the 
organisation’s goals. This is usually 
a lot more about motivation and 
willingness than skills. People 
in a startup need to own their 
space and bring their deep 
understanding to the problem, 
but they also need to understand 
the other factors influencing the 
solution and be open-minded 
enough to build new perspectives. 
Curiosity, open-mindedness, IN

TER
VIEW

More than at any other time, a company in its initial stage 
needs missionaries. It needs people who are not limited by the 
boundaries of their jobs and can put the organisation first. It 
needs people who are not worried about rolling up their sleeves 
and solving the problems that need solving. Doing this requires 
faith, commitment, and an ability to think beyond personal goals.

Q. What are the 
key roles to hire first 
in terms of startup 
recruitment and 
why? In the case of 
PhonePe, what has 
been the process? 
Product/tech leadership. We 
recently celebrated 5 years of 
PhonePe with a group of 20 
core employees who were there 
at the launch of the PhonePe 
app in August 2016. For us, 
the first priority was to get the 
fundamentals of technology 
right, a tight group of inter-
functional teams including tech, 
product, and business with a 
deep understanding of their 
own craft and perspective to put 
the organisation first. Once the 
product was out there, ensuring 
tight discipline on the numbers 
through the business finance and 
accounting teams was the next 
priority. 
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and rigour are more important 
than a specific set of educational 
qualifications or experience. 

Q. What are the 
key challenges in 
hiring for a startup 
business?

When hiring for a startup you need 
people to give up the security, 
financial stability, and comfort of 
their job to come and join you for 
a dream. Frequently, at the early 
stage, there will not be enough 
money or any of the niceties of a 
large company. This means that 
they must really be bought into the 
dream and be hungry to create the 
impact they would never be able 
to make in their current role. They 
must be bold enough to take on 
unsolved problems and experiment 
till we have the right solution even 
while working with rigour, quality, 
and focus. 

Hiring for a startup requires direct 
attention by the existing team, 
without it being relegated to a 
junior recruiter. Your passion for 
the organisation is the strongest 
tool you have to get the right 
people in, meaning that each 
individual in the company must be 
willing to be a recruiter.

Q. What are the 
lessons you would 
share with the 
startups today 
on early hiring 

challenges based on 
your experience?

Startups don't have the brand 
pull and the resources of a large 
organisation. So they really have 
to put everyone in the company 
willing to push to hire. In the 
absence of fancy budgets or a 
shiny new product out there, 
startups can only sell their own 
depth of expertise and experience 
and the power of their dream. So 
they have to be willing to invest a 
disproportionate amount of time 
sharing their expertise, their vision, 
and the culture they want to build.

Q. How do 
startups ensure 
employee stickiness 
considering most of 
them may see their 
runway (milestones) 

get extended due 
to the present 
scenario?

Long-term stickiness and 
engagement for a startup are really 
the same as in any established 
organization - spending time 
with the team to communicate 
vision, understanding individual 
motivations and aligning to those, 
and making sure that they see you 
as someone who cares about them 
and will take care of them in times 
of need. Startups are about buying 
into the dream of disproportionate 
long-term gains, the chance to 
create a huge impact, and solve 
unsolved problems. They are not 
for everyone. 

There will always be short-term 
blips where throwing money will 
work, but that strategy never 
works for the long term, and never 
for the talent you really want. 

·  Year of incorporation: December 2015 (went live in August 
2016 as an app on Google Playstore)

·  Employee size: 2400+ (full-time employees)

·  Gender parity metric: 20% (gender diversity ratio)

·  CAGR of headcount over the last 3 years: 265%

·  Differentiating Factors: High levels of ownership and 
opportunity to solve complex problems impacting a billion 
Indians

Snapshot
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Mrinal Sinha is the Chief Human Resources officer 
at CARS24. He is an HR Professional with 19+ 
years of experience in Talent Management, Talent 
Acquisition, Performance Management, and Leadership 
Development. Before this, he headed HR at Bajaj 
Allianz Life Insurance Co. Ltd.

CHRO, CARS24

Hiring Your 
First (Right)
Employees  
for the Win
Mrinal Sinha, CHRO at CARS24, talks about company's 

journey, the role of ESOPs and D&I in early hirings, and 

the importance of defining hiring goals.

Mrinal Sinha
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enables us to boost productivity 
and create a healthy work 
environment. Our main goal is to 
enhance customer experience and 
inclusion helps in understanding a 
wider base of customers. 

This year, we went global and 
it gives each employee a great 
sense of pride to be working with 
people from different nationalities. 
To give an estimate, I feel, right 
now we have employees from 17+ 
nationalities working with us. 

Q. What is an ideal 
number of employees 
to begin a startup, if 

there is any?

The ideal number of employees in 
any organization always depends 
on the priorities and goals of the 
organization at that particular 
timeline. There is no ideal number, 
to begin with.

For a business like us, a huge 
base is occupied by customer-
facing staff, technicians, and 
customer experience and service 
teams along with other functions. 
Simultaneously, being an auto 
company, we are also investing 

heavily in building and further 
strengthening our data and tech 
teams. Currently, we are 7000+ 
employees strong.

Q. When is the 
right time to look 
for senior roles and 
turn a function into 
a department?

We just turned 6 in August and  
we are definitely focusing on 
building our C-suite. We feel it 
is important now more than ever 
as we are growing exponentially 
and also venturing into newer 
territories globally. I joined the 
company this year as CHRO, Kunal 
Mundra as CEO for Cars business 
in India, Jitendra Agrawal has 
joined us as the Global CTO. 

Q. Can you 
elaborate on 
CARS24's journey 
from the start to 
now being one of the 
leading brands in the 
space?

SPEC
IA

L IN
TER

VIEW

Emphasis on diversity and inclusion is a necessity in the current 
scenario. It can bring more creativity and innovation to the table. 
We have always ensured to keep a diverse employee base as much 
as practically possible. This enables us to boost productivity and 
create a healthy work environment.

Q. What was the 
procedure of hiring 
in the early days of 
CARS24?  
The biggest asset to a company 
is its employees. The founders 
of a startup cannot do all the 
work on their own. CARS24 co-
founder Vikram Chopra and Mehul 
Agrawal learnt this from their 
earlier furniture venture - ideas 
are easy but you need a team to 
execute them. Keeping all the 
factors in mind, the hiring process 
focused on searching the right fit 
for CARS24 and creating a family 
of smart individuals that enabled 
them to create the leading brand in 
the pre-owned cars industry. 

Q. What is the 
importance of D&I 
in the initial hiring?

Emphasis on diversity and 
inclusion is a necessity in the 
current scenario. It can bring more 
creativity and innovation to the 
table. We have always ensured to 
keep a diverse employee base as 
much as practically possible. This 



31 October 2021

SP
EC

IA
L 

IN
TE

R
VI

EW

CARS24 journey began in 2015, 
Co-founders Vikram Chopra and 
Mehul Agrawal, along with Ruchit 
Agarwal and Gajendra Jangid 
together founded CARS24. In the 
very first month, CARS24 was 
able to sell 18 cars. It reached 50+ 
outlets in 2016 itself. In 2019, 
CARS24 was awarded the most 
innovative startup of the year. 
In 2020, we became the first 
Indian startup to achieve unicorn 
status in the automotive sector. 
This year we went global by 
launching operations in the UAE 

and Australia, and also launched 
the new business model of online 
buying, which makes more sense 
post-pandemic. 

While I have already highlighted 
the landmark achievements in 
our journey, each year, since 
our inception, we have faced 
challenges as an industry: 2016 
- demonetization, 2017 - GST, 
2018 - the collapse of IL&FS, 2019 
- migration from BS-IV to BS-VI 
engines, and 2020 - the pandemic. 
Yet, we are pioneering the online 

vehicles buying culture in India, 
became a unicorn, and are now a 
global company. And we attribute 
this success to our stakeholders, 
partners, investors, and most 
importantly our employees.

Q. What 
characteristics 
do you look for 
in a prospective 
candidate when 
hiring?

I have had long discussions with 
the co-founders to understand 
what they look for in a potential 
employee. Through these 
conversations, I have come to 
realize that we as a company have 
that hunger to grow and work 
like it is Day 1. They are open to 
collaborating with people who can 
challenge them. This just reflects 
that the company is open to 
feedback and constructive criticism 
and every employee should work 
towards the common ultimate goal 
of making CARS24 the biggest 
auto company. 

COVID-19 stood as a barrier in front of many organizations 
and we were not concealed from it either. The question arose of 
whether to let our employees go or innovate, much as we do on 
a daily basis. And we did! We introduced a voluntary pay cut for 
employees that would be invested in the form of 2x vested ESOPs. 
The price at which they were issued was $11.12 with the roll-back 
price we offered at $18.26.”
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Q. What are 
some remote work 
challenges while 
hiring for startups?

In the current scenario, work from 
home and the hybrid work model 
are most suitable in practice. 
Remote working requires better 
connectivity and coordination among 
the employees in the organization. 
Technology being the enabler, remote 
working and hiring can be performed 
seamlessly through the digital remote 
route. The goals of hiring should 
be clearly defined and the right 
employees can be found.

Q. What role ESOP 
played in early 
hirings? What other 
benefits convinced 
early employees to 
travel the unexplored 
startup journey?

Building Trust. One of our core values 
was born from the train of thought of 
having a ‘give and take relationship’ 
with our employees, whom we deem 
no less than a family. Each and every 
one of them has been an immense 
contributor to the innovation and  
dynamics of CARS24. In them, we 
lay our faith and invest in all possible 
facets. 

COVID-19 stood as a barrier in front 
of many organizations and we were 
not concealed from it either. The 

question arose of whether to let 
our employees go or innovate, 
much as we do on a daily basis. 
And we did! We introduced a 
voluntary pay cut for employees 
that would be invested in the form 
of 2x vested ESOPs. The price 
at which they were issued was 
$11.12 with the roll-back price we 
offered at $18.26. 

Following this, in the 3rd quarter 
of the last financial year, we held 
a liquidation event to tell one and 
all, the grandeur of what their faith 
in us meant and rolled our regular 
ESOPS as well! This not only made 
employees regain their faith in us 
as an employer but defined a new 
nexus between them and us. 

Q. Who are 
your first set of 
employees, names, 
and designation? 

How and why did 
they choose to join 
the company? Are 
they still in the 
company?

You know it speaks volumes about 
us as a workplace and we are 
ever grateful to these employees, 
who have been part of our journey 
from the very initial days and are 
still with us. For example, Nida 
Naushad, Head of Brand, has 
been with us for 5+ years. Sonam 
Lama, People & Culture Head has 
been with us for 5 years now. 
Ashita Sharma, AVP, Customer 
Experience has been with us for 
over 6 years now. Pooja Dudani, 
Director - HR (Leadership & 
Talent development) for 5 years. 
And there are so many more who 
believed in us. 

·  Date of incorporation of the company- CARS24 was 
founded in August of 2015

·  Employees size- 7000+ across all locations

·  The differentiating factor for employees compared to the 
peer companies - All of our employees are aware of the key 
business matrix. All of us are aligned with what we care most 
about. We care about quality and providing an enhanced 
customer experience. Our combined main goal is to increase 
customer satisfaction through our offerings, which is the key 
differentiator.

Snapshot
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U sually, startups are 
praised for their high 
energy and open culture. 

A company’s culture generally 
shares a set of values, goals, and 
practices that make it unique. It 
also includes other facts, such as 
how well different teams function 
together. Forming a good team 
is undoubtedly a big challenge 
for a startup because its vision 
can be realized only when a great 
team propels it. Every industry, 
organization, and group has its 
challenges, and the approach to 
problem-solving that works for 
one might not work for another. 
So, building a strong company 
culture and set of values for an 
early-stage startup is essential to 
ensure its success in the long term.

While hiring for a startup, we must 
be very careful before making 
any decision because one wrong 
hire can derail the vision of the 
startup and the right one can make 
it big. Before hiring, we should 
define the job role and growth 
path of the position well to new 
talent to ensure they are engaged, 
developed, effective, and most 
importantly, retained in the long 
term. A well-defined job role in 
conjunction with best pay perks 
always drives employees to their 
best. We must do compensation 
benchmarking to offer the talent 
the well-deserved benefits their 
role attracts. 

For early stages, the first few 
positions are most important as 

Maitreyee Roy Chowdhury is the 
Head of Human Resources

at EarlySalary, India’s largest 
consumer lending application 
for salaried individuals. She 
has been associated with 

EarlySalary for more than ten 
months now. Before this, she 
worked with Happy, a digital 

lending fintech company, as HR 
Head and Business Conversion.

Head HR, EarlySalary

Startup Hiring: 
Procedures, 
Principles,  
and Policies
The success of your early-stage startup depends on your 

ability to build a solid team. You just don’t want to recruit 

anyone and everyone. Therefore, it’s crucial to find good-fit 

employees that will buy the potential and the vision of your 

company and work in tandem to achieve long-term goals.

Maitreyee Roy 
Chowdhury
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they set a tone of the company's 
culture and for keeping culture 
fit as an essential pillar while 
evaluating potential hires, ask 
current employees to recommend 
future employees.  

Investors will look for a startup 
with experience in the sector or 
with entrepreneurial capabilities, 
so it will be good to have the right 
mix of generalist and specialist 
employees because generalists 
are the jack-of-all trades. They are 
good at what they do and know 
well about other domains. They 
are inquisitive, which helps them 
to think out of the box. Specialists 
are experts in the field and well-
versed with the tricks of the trade, 
and their experience can benefit 
startups immensely.

Defining a company's vision and 
mission for all the employees 
can be kept on the same page 
and aligned to a single building 
vision. As a startup grows and 
new employees join, it will help 
them understand its ethos and 
make decisions that align with 
its vision and mission. Each 
employee should understand what 
is expected from them from day 
one, and they should also know 
how they will achieve their goals. 
We can also set SMART (specific, 
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A well-defined job role in conjunction with best pay perks 
always drive employees to their best. We must do compensation 
benchmarking to offer the talent the well-deserved benefits their 
role attracts.

measurable, attainable, relevant, 
and time-based) goals for each 
team member. Through this, we 
can allow them to take ownership 
of their work and abstain from 
micromanaging because they 
don't feel trusted when you are 
micromanaging them.

Before hiring for the startup, we 
should remember that we are not 
recruiting just another employee 
but a team member who will 
influence the company's growth 
and culture because businesses 
are run on people. Therefore, 
building a solid team is especially 
critical for early-stage startups. 

Here, the challenge is finding 
individuals with the right skills who 
share the same enthusiasm as you 
to join you on your mission. The 
first thing to do is to communicate 
your purpose, why the company 
was born, what aim you need to 
achieve, and then you can talk 
about your expectations from 
them to accomplish this purpose. 
It also helps them feel part of the 
organization and how integral they 
are to the mission. Attracting the 
right talent for your organization is 
not less than pitching your startup 
in front of investors. That’s why 
hiring is one of the most critical 
factors for startup success.

·  Date of incorporation - 4th October 2015

·  Employee size - 300+

·  Gender parity metric - 55% male and 45% Female

·  CAGR of headcount over the last 3 years - 55.36%

·  Differentiating factors - High people value and culture, 
consistent career growth & best pay and packages 

Snapshot
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Head-People & Culture, AirAsia India

AirAsia India: 
Spotting An 
Opportunity  
In A Crisis
The COVID-19 crisis had a significant impact on business and 

its people. AirAsia India realised that they needed to quickly 

adapt to the changes which the pandemic had brought in. The 

article discusses several measures and behaviours which helped 

leaders at AirAsia to navigate the pandemic and recovery.

Anjali Chatterjee

Anjali Chatterjee, heads the People and Culture 
Department at AirAsia India. She is a Global Talent 
Management and Development professional with over 
three decades of experience across Hospitality, Service, 
Manufacturing and Telecom. She has earlier worked in 
companies like Tata Communications, LG Electronics, 
Jet Airways.
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L ockdowns and gradual 
easing of restrictions 
last year have pounded 

the airline industry globally. An 
ICRA report reveals that in FY21, 
India’s domestic passenger traffic 
slipped to a 10-year low. This 
had an inadvertent impact on the 
jobs in the sector which includes 
airlines, airports, ground handling 
agencies, and cargo operators. 
Money Control reports that 
between March 31, 2020, and July 
31, 2020, 18,027 jobs were lost 
in the aviation sector, as shared 
by civil aviation minister Hardeep 
Singh Puri in Rajya Sabha in 
September 2020. 

However, AirAsia India, a 
joint venture of Tata Sons and 
Malaysia's AirAsia Investments, 
managed to keep the jobs despite 
the fact that the sector was 
bleeding last year. While the senior 
management decided to take pay 
cuts, the airline decided not to levy 
the same on any staff member 
earning less than Rs 50,000 per 
month. In fact, the organisation 
undertook several measures to 
keep the employees engaged and 
productive during the lockdowns 
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as 90% of the employees were in 
operations. 

All Things Talent spoke to Anjali 
Chatterjee, Head – People 
and Culture, AirAsia India to 
understand how the airline 
navigated tough times last year 
and how they look forward to 
making it an aspirational place for 
job seekers.  
 

Adapting to 
COVID-19 
Challenges

When the first nationwide 
lockdown hit in March 2020, 
AirAsia India realised that they 
needed to quickly adapt to the 
changes which the pandemic had 
brought in. Most of the employees 
are in operations i.e. pilot, cabin 
crew, ground services, and others. 
They don’t carry laptops and 
use only mobiles. Engaging with 
them continuously was the need 
of the hour. They used this time 
for learning and development 
and reskilling people along with 
engaging with them during the 
lockdown with a focus on health & 
wellness. 

“We created clusters of Allstars – 
that’s what we call our employees, 
led by a Cluster Head and further 
supervised by cluster managers. 
We made sure every Allstar was 
connected every morning. On a 
daily basis, they would connect 
with the team, chalk out a plan 
for the day and at the end of 
the day, every employee filled a 
google sheet about the number 
of hours clocked in learning and 
engagement. This data helped 
us understand how many people 
were learning something new 
and how many of them had 
been engaged in a positive way,” 
Chatterjee shares.  
 

Cluster Story

The clusters created were based 
on the location and department 
of the employees and grouped 
20-25 employees in one cluster 
with a manager overseeing them 
and reporting to the Cluster 
Head. Every morning, the cluster 
manager would connect with 
the 25 people on video calls and 
plan the day in terms of learning 
programs and other courses in 
mind. When operations started 
again, we had the employees 

Apart from that, live sessions with leaders, one-on-one coffee 
conversations with senior leadership across departments, wealth 
and wellness initiatives, and also loads of Zoom parties were 
organised. The organisation has traction metrics to see how the 
engagement has been received by our employees and these get 
reviewed every day.
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connecting with the managers at 
the airports. The clusters were 
largely homogeneous. 

Apart from that, live sessions 
with leaders, one-on-one coffee 
conversations with senior 
leadership across departments, 
wealth and wellness initiatives, 
and also loads of Zoom parties 
were organised. The organisation 
has traction metrics to see how 
the engagement has been received 
by our employees and these get 
reviewed every day. 

“Our intra-communication platform 
Workchat along with our chatbox 

AskHR go a long way in engaging 
with and helping our Allstars 
with their queries. Coffee With 
Sunil - where employees from the 
grassroots level have one-on-one 
sessions with Sunil, our CEO & 
MD. It’s an hour-long conversation 
and very free-flowing, but the 
important part is that while the 
employees are highly motivated 
to meet our CEO, he also learns 
a lot through these interactions,” 
Chatterjee explains.  

The Chief Medical Officer 
interacted with everyone on 
engagement platform Facebook for 
business through video sessions 

where awareness was raised on 
COVID care.  
 

Shifting to Mobile 
Learning 

The fact that AirAsia has a very 
young and vibrant workforce, 
adapting to mobile learning was 
swift. One interesting initiative 
created here was peer-to-peer 
learning. Certified AirAsia internal 
trainers called C.A.T. 's (Certified 
Airasia Trainers) was launched. 
It developed a pool of internal 
trainers consisting of cabin crew, 
ground operations engineers, who 

Furthermore, in aviation, I would like to see more women pilots. 
I would like to see diverse talent across departments and that’s 
what I am going to work on. Being digital savvy is important as 
understanding data analytics has become pivotal. Going forward, 
technology will take over. Cultural and emotional intelligence 
would become a priority.
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volunteered. This group of people 
went through a rigorous train-
the-trainer process and conducted 
virtual training and workshops 
regularly including live discussions, 
brainstorming sessions, etc. 
Nearly 2000 of the existing 3000 
employees connected through the 
trainers and received knowledge. 
It created a very positive outcome. 
“The peer-to-peer process is the 
best practice in the TATA group 
as well. We picked up this idea 
from the Taj Group and adapted it 
to our needs. It has now become 
a standard process,” Chatterjee 
informs. 
 

No Gig or Passion 
but Skill Economy

Chatterjee will call it a skill-based 
economy rather than a gig or 
passion economy. Passion is not 
enough, skills are imperative. It 
has nothing to do with which 
college one has studied in. It is 
completely based on skills like 
robotics, analytics, communication, 
etc. Going forward, the days of 
hiring from just business schools 
and engineering and other colleges 
will go away. Skills will matter 
the most, especially in the digital 
space. “Furthermore, in aviation, 
I would like to see more women 
pilots. I would like to see diverse 
talent across departments and 
that’s what I am going to work on. 
Being digital savvy is important as 
understanding data analytics has 
become pivotal. Going forward, 
technology will take over. Cultural 
and emotional intelligence would 
become a priority,” predicts 
Chatterjee. 

Top Upskilling 
Initiatives Taken Up

Apart from technical learning, 
it was also about customer 
eccentricity. Air Asia India tracks 
Net Promoter Score(NPS) closely 
on a regular basis and observes 
some key areas emerging. The 
CATS programme started with 
customer eccentricity. The team 
used real videos to come up with 
content to dictate the course 
of action during these learning 
programs. They started this in 
May 2020 with the first batch and 
saw a remarkable improvement in 
NPS. We also developed our own 
competency framework and looked 
at TATA’s model of competencies 
for research. “There are also top-

level business competencies like 
tech-savvy, business acumen, data 
science, etc. As we went up the 
ladder, we also concentrated on 
managerial and leadership skills 
because many of our frontline 
managers had grown up in the 
ranks. We collate weekly insights,” 
Chatterjee reveals. 

Chatterjee sums it up by saying 
that digitising everything with 
a human touch is the future of 
business.

As told to Moumita Bhattacharjee 
and Bruhadeesswaran R

FEATU
R

E



39 October 2021

Ruhie Pande is the Chief Human Resources Officer at 
Godrej Housing Finance & Godrej Fund Management. 
She is a seasoned HR professional who is passionate 
about coaching, leading HR transformation strategy, 
and diversity & inclusion.

CHRO, Godrej Housing Finance

The Entrepreneurial 
Mindset:  
Hiring for Potential 
over Experience
In a conversation with All Things Talent, Ruhie Pande 

CHRO, Godrej Housing Finance, talks about the challenges 

of identifying and hiring ‘cultural fit’ candidates, the 

importance of investing in the potential of an employee, and  

how hiring and upskilling needs changed due to the pandemic.

Ruhie Pande
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leadership, to get women on 
board. We also hired from different 
industries and companies. Our 
first 100 people came from 50 
different companies. Also, we 
were open to hiring from different 
sectors like real estate, consumer 
products, etc. In order to be an 
agile startup, we decided to have 
a flat structure and create roles 
that are empowered.  For many 
that we hired, it was a step-up 
role, something they haven’t done 
before.

Since we had no background in 
BFSI, we leveraged the Godrej 
brand to showcase what we were 
as an organisation. We showcased 
to the hiring managers what they 
are capable of. We also expanded 
our footprints on social media. 
We got senior management to 
talk about culture. Even before we 
started talking about our products, 
we chose to talk about our culture. 
One of the first videos that we put 
out on social media was by our MD 
and CEO Manish Shah which was 
about his vision of the company 
and the culture he wants. 

Q. What kind of 
hiring challenges 
did you face due to 

the pandemic and 
an altered mode of 
working?

We were the early adopters of 
the digital way of working, be it 
for consumers or our employees. 
Starting from onboarding to 
engaging our employees, we went 
ahead with the digital approach. 
We amped up communication in 
the first few days. We were hiring 
from four locations, Mumbai, 
Delhi, Bangalore, and Pune. We 
got leaders to talk to people, our 
HR team connected with people 
one on one. The biggest challenge 
was since it’s a startup, connect 
is important. It is natural to have 
coffee conversations, impromptu 
town halls, and others. We missed 
that. Second, as we were scaling 
up and expanding, how to manage 
employee safety and business 
pressure was on our mind. Another 
aspect is the fatigue from work 
from home that was building up. 

In terms of hiring challenges, 
we are very lucky that we have 
a brand like Godrej behind us. 
That opened a lot of doors even 
when we didn’t have a presence 
in the BFSI space before that. 
People were willing to talk to us. 
But the challenge basically was 

But the challenge basically was how to identify who is the ‘right fit’ 
for Godrej Housing Finance particularly. The second thing was 
how to get them excited enough to the idea of what we are trying to 
create here - pitching our value proposition to the identified people. 
We wanted to ensure that people join us for the right reasons.

Q. Godrej Housing 
Finance began 
operations last year 
during the pandemic. 
What kind of a 
hiring strategy did 
you employ to find 
the right people for a 
startup?

Godrej Housing Finance is a 
ground-up startup and I was 
pretty much the first employee. I 
moved from Godrej properties as 
CHRO. The first team that we set 
up together was the management 
committee or the Founder team. 
There we looked at two-three key 
things apart from the functional 
expertise. For these players, it isn't 
an individual win but a team win. 
So we looked at the co-founder 
team mindset. Second, we were 
clear about how we will build 
diversity as a way of being. Not 
just representation but also as an 
organisational strategy. We want 
to be a gold standard in the BFSI 
industry. The first year already saw 
34% hiring diversity in terms of 
gender. We did a lot of targeted 
hiring for business, technology, 
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how to identify who is the ‘right 
fit’ for Godrej Housing Finance 
particularly. The second thing was 
how to get them excited enough 
to the idea of what we are trying 
to create here - pitching our 
value proposition to the identified 
people. We wanted to ensure 
that people join us for the right 
reasons. We onboarded 2/3rds of 
our workforce virtually. 

Q. How much 
talent was available 
in the existing talent 
pool in the BFSI 
sector?

In that entire pool, we looked 
for people who are a very good 
cultural fit for us. We also looked 
at a few roles differently while 
hiring if we couldn’t find a ready 
talent in the existing talent market. 
For channel partnering, we looked 
at the real estate business and for 
certain roles in my team, I looked 
for them in the FMCG sector. We 
were looking for people from 
the industry in the case of risk 
operations and sales. Since we 
didn’t have too much talent, we 
recruited externally, including the 
top team.  But in the case of HR or 
Finance, we did float IJPs. 

Q. A digital-first 
approach also means 
a lot of reskilling 
and upskilling needs. 
How did Godrej 
Housing Finance 
address it?

We hired people with a digital 
mindset. But yes, it doesn’t 
mean that we aren’t upskilling 
our employees. Digital formats 
keep changing. We have internal 
L&D teams. We used tools like 
gamification, shorter e-learning 
modules, and more. We didn’t do 
much reskilling but upskilling and 
constant training are the ways we 
will run. 

Q. Do you have 
plans to hire in rural 
areas or top 4 cities 
only?

As you expand your operations to 
tier-II cities, one has to understand 
the talent realities of that market. 
The environment is perfect to hire 
folks from Tier-II cities and get 
them into the workforce. One of 
the ways to reach out to them is 
social media platforms where the 
penetration is equal in Tier-I or 
Tier-II.

Q. You mentioned 
that the first 100 
people were hired 
from different 50 
companies. How 
do you define those 
roles?

For instance, we have got a person 
in our HR team. He handles the 
HR Business partnering and the 
entire rewards folio. He came to 
us from an FMCG company where 
he worked for 8-9 years. We 
were looking for someone who 

could anchor the entire business 
partnering portfolio, understand 
sales and distribution, and best HR 
practices. So we felt FMCG could 
be a good place to look at.

Q. Can you 
elaborate on the 
culturally fit 
talent hiring in 
case? How does a 
potential employee 
view the culture of 
Godrej HFC being 
a differentiating 
factor?

We truly believe that talent that 
culturally fits is able to adapt to 
the core beliefs, attitudes, and 
behaviour that are intrinsic to any 
organisation. 

In line with this belief, at Godrej 
Housing Finance, our values, Be 
Bold and Be Entrepreneurial, 
define the very core of every role 
and that the role holder has the 
freedom to set processes from 
ground zero. Unlike other players 
in the space, we have ensured that 
we enable our employees, across 
verticals, the opportunity to ignite 
an idea and implement it. 

This is only possible when our 
talent resonates with our value 
system. Thus, we hire for potential 
over experience and give bright 
talent the chance to get into 
leadership roles earlier in their 
career. 
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 Q. The financial 
services industry 
is known for its 
attrition rates. What 
HR policies need to 
address this issue? 
Is there anything 
unique for the HFCs 
from the policies of 
other Godrej Group 
companies?

An important element of 
talent acquisition is to look for 
potential over experience. When 
organisations invest in the 
potential of a candidate, it enables 
them to nurture young and bright 
talent to grow into their leadership 
roles. This talent path not only 
supports retention but drives 
talent to excel and succeed by 
doing work that has purpose and 
meaning. 

As a young organisation, at Godrej 
Housing Finance, we too invest 
in our talent and groom them 
into new leadership roles across 
all levels. Since inception, we 
have been continually working to 
create processes such as MDCs 
and other coaching and nurturing 
programmes for our employees. 
Furthermore, we have devised 
a performance model where 
employee efforts are recognised 
with attractive bonuses and 
incentives.

We truly believe that employees 
stay with an organisation when 
they truly and deeply believe 
in their work and company, 

irrespective of the industry. And 
this is what we strive to be each 
day. 

 Q. In an interview 
with VCCircle, CEO 
Manish Shah said 
the company wants 
to build a balance 
sheet of around Rs 
10,000 crore over 
the next three years. 
Keeping that target 
number, what kind 
of hiring pipeline 
are you trying to 
devise for the coming 
years?

As a new entrant in the retail 
financial space, we, at Godrej 
Housing Finance, are guided by 
the ambitious growth plans of the 
organisation and ensure there is a 
comprehensive ‘build vs buy talent 
strategy’ in line with it. 

To this end, we are continually 
looking to hire talent with high 
potential and not limit the talent 
assessment of prospective hires 
against current role requirements. 
We also ensure that we evaluate 
each candidate to assess their 
potential to grow and step 
up to take larger roles and 
responsibilities. Furthermore, 
there is a clear classification of 
‘sought-after’ skills, for example, 
tech and analytics to suit the 
current demands and a strategy 
of how we engage with and hire 
these resources as we evolve our 
business and product offerings. 

Going forward, in addition to 
lateral hirings, campus as a source 
of talent acquisition will play a 
pivotal role in the organisation’s 
talent expansion plans. This will 
not only enable us to engage 
with minds that will bring fresh 
innovative ideas and skillsets but 
will also tie up well with Godrej 
Housing Finance’s plan to build a 
young and dynamic organisation. 

·  Date of incorporation of the company: October 5, 2018

·  Employee size: 300

·  First 10 Employees: CEO, CHRO, CTO, Talent Acquisition team, 
CBO, CRO, CC & Ops Head, CFO

·  Gender parity metric: 33% diversity

·  Number of employees onboarded during the pandemic: Close 
to 100 employees

·  The differentiating factor: Our values: Be Bold & Be 
Entrepreneurial

Snapshot
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Abraham George is the Chief People Officer at 
Ennoventure and Founder Partner at Peoplsense. He 
has over 25 years of rich corporate experience in senior 
management roles across many leading companies like 
Ooredoo, Airtel, Oberoi group, BPL across India & the 
Middle East. 

Chief People Officer, Ennoventure and  
Founder Partner, Peoplsense 

Employee 
Ownership -  
A Startup  
Value Additive
Employee ownership generally increases a firm's 

productivity, growth, and longevity, improves individual 

outcomes, and provides opportunities for a more equal wealth 

distribution. Let us understand how Ennoventure is making 

use of “Employee ownership” to ensure that employees become 

financially free by owning a piece of Ennoventure business, 

benefit from its success, and create long-term wealth. 

Abraham George
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A ny good intention 
necessitates 
significant action. 

A belief leads to behavior, 
which leads to results.

Why Do People 
Work for a 
Company? 
If the pandemic has taught us 
anything, it is that employees 
want the organization to be more 
human. Nothing can take the place 
of pay, bonuses, and benefits. 
But the employees crave shared 
identity and purpose, wealth 
creation, a sense of belonging, and 
interactions.

Management approaches to 
employee-employer relations have 
always been 'transactional'— 
“we pay for your work,” or “your 
bonus is linked to the target.” 
Transactions used to run the 
business daily, and they still do, 
but things were changing faster.

More employees became 
entrepreneurs, customers 
demanded different things, and 

technology has democratized 
this world. But the approaches 
remained somewhat similar. Cash 
was the king in the ‘employee 
game.’ However, like a chessboard, 
the king has limited powers. 

Everyone wants a fundamental 
shift, at a faster pace, in how we 
think about work, employment, 
and people. 

The World of 
‘Totality’ 
Ennoventure founded in 2018, 
solves an age-old problem — the 
need was always there, and the 

world has been fighting fake, 
counterfeit products for a long 
time. However, our novel approach 
and technology provide solutions 
that make your life safer, easier, 
and more informed. 

Employees are partners in this 
Ennoventure journey. We're in it 
for the long haul, together. Our 
vision is that employees will be 
invested in the company, benefit 
from its success, and create long-
term wealth. 

With the help of peoplesense, 
our people partner, we are 
evolving our “total value creation” 
model that lays equal emphasis 
on our short and long-term 
commitment to employees. 

Employee 
Ownership -  
A Startup  
Value Additive
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For Ennoventure, our vision is that employees should be 
financially free by owning a piece of Ennoventure business. 
Moreover, successful startups grow at an exponential rate. 
Employee salaries, on the other hand, are mostly increasing by 
single digits or lower double digits.  We want our employees to 
drive our growth and benefit from it as well.
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Wealth 
Creation for All
Naval Ravikant, in his famous 
2018 tweetstorm of ‘How to get 
rich without being lucky?’ did 
mention that 

“You’re not going to get rich 
renting out your time. You must 
own equity - a piece of a business 
- to gain your financial freedom.”

For Ennoventure, our vision is that 
employees should be financially 
free by owning a piece of 
Ennoventure business. 

Moreover, successful startups 
grow at an exponential rate. 
Employee salaries, on the other 
hand, are mostly increasing by 
single digits or lower double 
digits.  We want our employees to 
drive our growth and benefit from 
it as well. 

Our Journey 
towards 
Long Term 
Incentives 
(LTI) 

Long Term Incentives originated 
from the philosophy of 
revolutionizing capitalism and 
‘Employee Ownership”. Ownership 
fosters trust and commitment, 
as well as a sense of shared 
belonging.

For any startup, choosing the right 
plan becomes immensely critical. 
The factors that impact decision-
making are manifold. Other than 
the typical parameters of the 
type of organization, valuation, 
funding, etc, the parameters like 
type of workforce, tax efficiency 
in multiple locations, impact on 
employees, legal and regulatory 
clarity on different plans also affect 
your choice. 

It was a learning process at 
Ennoventure to come up with the 
most feasible plan. With the help 
of peoplsense, we dissected this 
process using a ‘decision tree’ 
model and asked ourselves the 
questions like:

• Should we offer equity or cash? 

• What are employees going 
to value? Which is the most 
straightforward plan to 
communicate?

• Should we offer it to all 
employees or a select set of 
employees?

• Should we have single or 
multiple LTI plans?

• Should we offer the LTI for the 
global entity from HQ or the 
subsidiary entities? 

• If it’s equity, do we want it for 
the Full Value (ESOP) or just 
for the appreciation (e.g. Stock 
Appreciation rights)?

• Do we want it to be 
performance-based 
(performance shares), restricted 
(restricted stock), or stock 
units?

• If we do not want to grant 
equity, do we want long-term 
cash based on the equity 
valuation?  

• How will we offer this LTI 
plan for employees spread 
in different geographies and 
multiple legal entities? 

• What are the legal and 
regulatory requirements linked 
to different LTI vehicles, and 
how is it impacting our choice?

Furthermore, factors such as the 
stage of business, workforce plan, 
business plan, employee value in 
the market, and growth strategies 
all have a significant impact on the 
choice.

The decision tree assisted us in 
developing a logical pattern that 
will lead us to a solid conclusion 
through the process of elimination. 
It also enabled us determining the 
type of long-term incentive plan 
that will best fit Ennoventure's 
profile. Such an analysis was 
critical in deciding the LTI plan 
that will fuel growth while staying 
within the financial parameters 
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that ownership is willing to 
consider. 

We were able to narrow down 
two options. Then we went down 
the rabbit hole of each option to 
discuss its pros and cons.  Finally, 
the Employee Stock Option Plan, 
based on the common stock, was 
chosen as the most suitable one 
for Ennoventure. 

The first employee equity plan was 
launched in the US in 1956 and 
the first ESOP plan in India was 
given by Infosys in 1994. Now 
LTI has many more vehicles using 
equity, phantom equity, units, or 
even cash but  ESOP still remains 
the “Xerox '' of the LTI plans. Even 
the Indian Income-tax rules of 
India also call it an ESOP plan or 
scheme. 

The Next Steps 
Once the vehicle (ESOP) has 
been finalized, the next step is 
to fuel the vehicle, identify the 
travelers, and map the journey and 
milestones.

An LTI plan (for all or a select set 
of employees ) is typically for 3-4 
years, with shares vesting at equal 
intervals (Graded) or at the end 
(Cliff). The trend has been to buy 
back the shares to fund their future 
VC rounds after employees elect to 
purchase the options. Employees 
can also choose to own shares and 
use them once the company goes 
public.

Conclusion
The must-have factors for an 
entrepreneur are a) people who 

are smarter than you, b) who are 
committed to your purpose, and 3) 
who travel with you on the journey. 
Here, employees should feel that 
vibe of autonomy, flexibility, trust, 
and ownership. 

A business cannot be considered 
"responsible'' unless it is 
committed to employee ownership. 
More than the sense of ownership, 
it gives the comfort for employees 
to speak up and hold their 
leadership accountable. 

The key here is to create a plan 
that is in sync with the company's 
vision, strategy, expectations, 
and financial parameters. We 
clearly understand that the right 
plan can help Ennoventure attract 
and retain the right people, and 
ultimately increase economic 
value for both shareholders and 
participants.

SHRM defines inclusion as 
“the achievement of a work 

environment in which all 
individuals are treated fairly and 
respectfully, have equal access 
to opportunities and resources, 
and can contribute fully to the 
organization’s success.” Going 
with this definition, employee 
ownership or LTI  is not just a 
reward strategy but an inclusion 
plan as well. 

About 
Ennoventure
Ennoventure Inc, started in 2018, 
uses its patented cryptographic 
technology to control parallel 
imports and counterfeit menace. 
Their solutions ensure brand 
protection, tracking & tracing, 
and enhance brand engagement 
through AI, Cryptography, 
Blockchain, Geofencing, and 
embedded systems. 

·  Year of Incorporation - 2018 

·  Founders - Padmakumar Nair, Now CEO at Ennoventure Inc. 
          Shalini Vanaja Nair, CTO at Ennoventure Inc.

·  Key Executives - John Lincoln, Chief Business Officer  
       Rangarajan T N, Chief Operations Officer  
       Abraham George, Chief People Officer  
       Amjad C, Director Finance 

·  Names of the first 5 hires - Sruthi Tharol, Josna Mary C, 
Pramod Dilip Chalanaik, Komal N, Khushal Bapna

·  Total employee count - 42

·  Expected hiring pipeline - 18 more by December 2021

Snapshot
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Malvika Varma is the Human Resources 
Business Partner at Gameskraft. An alumna of 
XLRI Jamshedpur, she comes with a decade of 
experience in HR.

Human Resources Business Partner  
at Gameskraft

Hiring the 
Right Talent 
in a Gaming  
Start-Up
Hiring the right-fit employees can be a significant milestone 

for any start-up since good talent is what gives companies 

a competitive advantage over their rivals. It thus becomes 

imperative to develop a comprehensive HR policy that will 

help gaming startups to hire suitable candidates, shape the 

corporate culture, and adapt to changing corporate realities 

and employee needs.

Malvika Varma
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In the early stages of a 
start-up, there is very 
little time spent on 

areas other than product 
development and engaging 
with users. However, as 
hiring begins and the 
team is built, there are 
HR fundamentals worth 
investing in place. Human 
Resource strategies are 
integral to the survival of 
any business, especially 
start-ups, and can help 
them in scaling quickly 
while eliminating any 
unforeseen circumstances 
down the road.

Ready to 
Learn 
According to the IT industry 
association NASSCOM, India’s 
entrepreneurial ecosystem is very 
strong and ranks among the top 
three in the world. A common 
theme that runs across all start-
ups is that they have a volatile 

environment that demands 
thinking on your feet and quick 
decision-making. In such a setting, 
empowerment goes a long way in 
a growth-oriented setup. Human 
resources play a key role in the 
entire process of identifying, 
selecting, attracting, and retaining 
the top talent. Adapting to the 
changing environment and being 
a pioneer is a key aspect of 
successful entrepreneurship, and 
human resources must play a role 
in preparing for this.

In the current pandemic situation, 
whether it be a large corporation 
or an SME, all are adopting 
industry best practises to improve 
employee experience in the 
workplace and ensure smooth 
business operations. During 
this period, it can be difficult for 
start-ups to survive with limited 
resources. In such situations, it 
becomes imperative to develop a 
comprehensive HR policy that will 
keep organizations on track while 
improving employee retention and 
morale.

The Culture 
Fit
At Gameskraft, with a headcount 
of over 300 employees, our 
focus has been on building the 
fastest-growing online gaming 
company. Hiring the right fit for 
the organization and its context 
is of utmost importance. People 
thrive in environments where one 
can work with ambiguity, thus 
establishing such an environment 
at the workplace is also important. 
The focus should be on creating 
a culture that is focused on the 
ownership, customer centricity, 
respect for one another, and 
working together towards 
achieving one common goal. Talent 
always considers the reputation of 
the company before applying for 
a position, and most employees 
prefer to be part of an organization 
with a great and progressive 
culture.
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The focus should be on creating a culture that is focused on the 
ownership, customer centricity, respect for one another, and 
working together towards achieving one common goal. Talent 
always considers the reputation of the company before applying for 
a position, and most employees prefer to be part of an organization 
with a great and progressive culture.
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New 
Perspectives 
From an internal and external 
perspective, the diversity of the 
workplace also brings a wealth of 
benefits. When recruiting people 
of different backgrounds, races, 
sexual orientations, genders, 
and cultures, new perspectives 
emerge. This can help in better 
problem solving and increased 
productivity. At Gameskraft, hiring 
is done smartly so that everyone 
has the opportunity to learn from 
their team members. Most of 
our workforce is in their 20s and 
have never worked in the gaming 
industry before. We believe a 

young pool of talent will contribute 
their unique perspectives in 
such a way that can lead to 
breakthroughs in thought.

The Ideal 
Initial Team: 
The Risk-
Takers 
Hiring an early set of employees 
can be exciting and a significant 
milestone for any start-up. As the 
company develops beyond the 
founding team, every new member 
of the team can fundamentally 

change the company's DNA. 
During this process, the greatest 
contribution HR can make is 
to shape the corporate culture 
itself. Inspiring goals, values   that 
guide behaviour, and a work 
environment that allows people to 
think about how to make a positive 
contribution to the organization 
can be long-term goals for start-
up HR departments.

Building a successful startup can 
be challenging. There is a need 
to develop the right product at 
the right time and have sufficient 
resources available to enable you 
to outgrow your competitors. 
Considering that the gaming 
industry is highly competitive 
and technologically advanced, 

Hiring an early set of employees can be exciting and a significant 
milestone for any start-up. As the company develops beyond the 
founding team, every new member of the team can fundamentally 
change the company's DNA. During this process, the greatest 
contribution HR can make is to shape the corporate culture itself.
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·  Date/year of incorporation of the company - 2017

·  Number of employees at Gameskraft - 310+ employees

·  First 5-10 employee names – Client is not comfortable 
answering this.

·  CAGR of headcount growth over the 3/5 year period - 
CAGR 80% for the 3-year duration

·  Workforce pie (in%) across different departments - 
Customer support has the highest headcount, followed by 
Tech & product and then followed by Marketing, Business, 
Finance & HR.

·  Key management people - Prithvi Singh – CEO Of 
Gameskraft

·  Any interesting metric like gender parity - Not gender parity 
but one interesting fact, more than 60% of our workforce is 
below 30 years of age.

·  Differentiating factor – Our work culture is one of the biggest 
differentiators compared to our peers

Snapshot
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building a great team has been a 
prerequisite where employees get 
excited about their work and are 
passionate about the problems 
they’re solving for their audience.

Employees should be the best 
brand ambassadors one could 
ask for and at Gameskraft, we 
are looking to add to our talent 
base by hiring graduates and 
postgraduates from universities 
and colleges. For individuals who 
are excited about solving problems 
and making an impact, and having 
the freedom to think out of the 
box while constantly learning and 
improving, then a start-up work 
environment could just be the right 
fit.

The Changing 
Roles of HR in 
the Pandemic 
In this scenario, the human 
resources department in start-ups 
must wear several hats at different 
stages of the organization. It is 
responsible for hiring suitable 
candidates, fostering a culture of 
ownership and accountability, and 
adapting to changing corporate 
realities and employee needs. To 
do all of this, the HR department 
needs to be a mentor to young 
leaders and often needs to act as 
a listener for employees trying to 
deal with ambiguity. HR practices 
of organizations that demonstrate 
that they have a strong will to 
grow and the capacity to adapt to 
the trending culture of the industry 
will thrive in these challenging 
times.
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Ashok is a senior partner at  N. A. Shah Associates 
LLP where he heads the firm’s Tax Advisory and 
Compliance practice. He has a legal and tax background 
with nearly 40 years of experience.

Senior Partner, N. A. Shah Associates LLP

Understanding 
Tax Benefits  
for ‘Eligible’ 
Indian Startups
The article explains in detail various tax benefits and 

exemptions available to eligible startups under the Government 

of India’s flagship program “Startup India”. 

Ashok Shah
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• Should not be a result of any 
business already in existence, 
i.e., a company incorporated 
as a result of the scheme of 
rearrangement.

As of 13th September 2021, 
55,396 startups across India have 
been recognized by Department 
for Promotion of Industry and 
Internal Trade (DPIIT) and out of 
that 396 startups have received 
a certificate from Inter-Ministerial 
Board (IMB). The sectors having 
the maximum registered startups 
include food processing, IT 
consulting, and business support 
services.

The Government of India has 
allowed various tax exemptions/
benefits to eligible startups who 
have received a certificate from the 
IMB. Following are the tax benefits 
available to eligible startups: 
 

Tax Holiday for 
Three Years: 
The startups which are 
incorporated between 1st April 
2016 to 31st March 2022 are 
eligible for 100% tax deduction 

of their profit for any three 
consecutive years out of ten 
years beginning from the year of 
incorporation. The other conditions 
for deduction under section 
80IAC are – (a) total turnover from 
business does not exceed Rs. 100 
crore in the year of deduction, (b) 
holds a certificate issued by IMB, 
and (c) does not form by splitting 
up, or reconstruction, of a business 
already in use.    
 

Relaxation from 
Angel Tax: 

Section 56(2)(viib) of the Income 
Tax Act provides that issue of 
shares by a closely held company 
to a resident shareholder at an 
issue price higher than the fair 
market value (‘FMV’) will be 
considered as deemed income 
of the issuer company. Since 
the startups are raising capital 
from angel investors, hence it is 
known as angel tax. In order to 
provide relief to the startup from 
angel tax and to ensure the flow 
of investment, the government 
has made changes in section 
56(2)(viib) of the Income Tax 
Act. A start-up should satisfy 
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As of 13th September 2021, 55,396 startups across India have 
been recognized as startups by Department for Promotion of 
Industry and Internal Trade (DPIIT) and out of that 396 startups 
have received a certificate from Inter-Ministerial Board (IMB). 
The sectors having the maximum registered startups include food 
processing, IT consulting, and business support services.

Any new business in its 
infancy is a start-up 
and generally founded 

by one or more entrepreneurs 
with an innovative idea to scale 
up and grow significantly. The 
Government of India encouraged 
startups under its flagship 
program “Startup India” where 
it introduced the concept of an 
“Eligible Startup”. Under the 
Startup India initiative, an entity is 
considered a start-up:

• Up to ten years from the date 
of incorporation/registration, 
if it is incorporated as a 
private limited company, or a 
registered partnership firm, or 
a limited liability partnership.

• Annual turnover should not 
exceed Rs. 100 crores for any 
of the financial years since 
incorporation/registration.

• The entity is working towards 
innovation, development, or 
improvement of products or 
processes or services, or if it is 
a scalable business model with 
a high potential of employment 
generation or wealth creation.
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the following conditions to claim 
exemption from applicability of 
section 56(2)(viib):

• It is registered with DPIIT

• The aggregate amount of 
paid-up share capital and 
share premium after issue 
or proposed issue of shares 
does not exceed Rs.25 crore. 
Further, for the purpose of 
computing the threshold limit 
of Rs. 25 crores, shares issued 
to the following persons shall 
not be considered:

 ‒ A non-resident person

 ‒ A venture capital company 
or venture capital fund or 
other fund registered as 
Category-I and II Alternate 
Investment Fund

 ‒ A listed company whose 
shares are frequently traded 
and whose net worth 
exceeds Rs.100 crore on the 
last day of the preceding 
financial year or turnover 
exceeds Rs.250 crore for 
the financial year preceding 
the year in which shares are 
issued at a premium

• Start-up does not invest in any 
of the following assets for a 
period of 7 years from the end 
of the year in which the shares 
are issued at a premium:

 ‒ Land or building (residential 
or other), other than that 
occupied by the startup for 
its business, used for the 

purposes of renting or held 
as stock-in-trade in the 
ordinary course of business

 ‒ Loans and advances, if not 
engaged in money lending 
business

 ‒ Capital contributions to any 
other entity

 ‒ Shares and securities

 ‒ Motor vehicle, aircraft, 
yacht, or any other mode of 
transport, if the cost of such 
an asset exceeds Rs. 10 
lakhs other than that held by 
the startup for the purpose 
of plying, hiring, leasing, 
or as stock-in-trade in the 
ordinary course of business

 ‒ Jewellery held otherwise 
than as stock-in-trade

 ‒ Archaeological collections, 
drawings, paintings, 

sculptures, any work of art 
or bullion

• A registered startup that 
fulfills the above conditions 
shall submit a duly signed 
declaration in Form 2 to the 
DPIT for exemption under 
section 56(2)(viib) of the 
Income Tax Act and DPIT shall 
forward it to the CBDT.

ESOP 
Taxation: 

Under the provision of section 
17(2)(vi), ESOP given to 
employees is taxable as perquisite 
on the date of exercise of ESOP, 
and the employer is required to 
deduct applicable TDS. In order to 
allow the startups to employ highly 
talented employees by giving 
initially low salary, compensating 



October 2021 54

C
O

VER
 STO

RY

by granting ESOP and ease the 
burden of immediate tax in the hands 
of employees at the time of exercise, 
has provided deferment of TDS or tax 
payment on ESOP and now it has to 
be deducted or paid within 14 days 
from the earliest of the following 
events - 

• After expiry of 4 years from the 
end of the relevant assessment 
year; or

• From the date of sale of the 
ESOPs by the employee; or

• From the date of cessation of the 
employment

Tax Saving 
on Sale of 
Residential 
Property by 
Investing 
into Eligible 
Startups: 
Section 54GB of the Income Tax 
Act provides long-term capital 
gain exemption arising from the 
sale of residential property by an 
individual or HUF if net consideration 
is invested in eligible startups. The 
benefit under this section is available 
for transfer of residential property 
on or before 31st March 2022. The 
taxpayer is required to utilize the 
net consideration arising from the 
transfer of residential property for 

subscription in the equity shares of 
an eligible startup on or before the 
due date of furnishing of return of 
income. There are other conditions 
that are required to be satisfied 
by the eligible startup and the 
taxpayer who wishes to avail of 
the benefit under this section. 

Relaxation in 
Carry Forward 
of Losses: 

Under the provision of Section 79 
of the Income Tax Act, a closely 
held company is not allowed to 
carry forward losses (other than 
unabsorbed depreciation) and 
set off such losses in the year in 
which the shareholders holding 

more than 51% voting power 
have changed. However, in the 
case of an eligible startup, such 
losses will be allowed to be carried 
forward and set off in subsequent 
years even if the total voting 
power of original shareholders 
reduced below 51% provided all 
shareholders as on the last day of 
the year of losses continue to hold 
those shares in the year in which 
loss is sought to be set off. 

Conclusion: 

The Government of India has 
provided various tax benefits to 
the startups and their founders/
investors and employees. It is up 
to the stakeholders to avail such 
benefits by complying with the 
relevant provisions.  
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subscribe to the company’s shares 
at a predetermined price. This 
way, grantees are offered equity 
compensation instead of or in 
addition to their remuneration 
and in turn, become a part of 
the growth of the company and 
enjoy the sense of ownership 
thereby boosting the morale of 
the workforce. This ESOP/VSOP 
structure helps the organizations 
to negotiate salary structure 
with the employees and carefully 
strategize the manpower 
recruitment considering the cash-
strapped status.

What the ESOP/VSOP poetically 
is at its core is an option against 
mediocrity for a startup. 

Indian startups were initially 
tempted by the commercial sense 

in ESOPs/VSOPs - save money 
while building quality products at 
scale. That vision is beginning to 
blur. Through ESOPs/VSOPs, scale 
is achieved on the back of under-
compensated, over-performing 
employees in the present. 
Profitable startups then pay back 
such employees in the future. 
Everybody wins. 

While that commercial principle 
underlying the instrument hasn't 
changed, its testimonials in India's 
new tech economy have shifted. 
India is now steadily seeing proof 
of it having actually worked. Be 
it the fortuitous case of Udaan, 
fortuitous because of the unique 
combination of facts in its favour 
that are not available to most 
of the startups, currently. India 
is envisioning ESOP-backed 
success, scaling and exit stories, 
or even enough exit or IPO stories 
in the startup ecosystem. In the 
meantime, the eroded confidence 
of employees in this option is 
beginning to pace up. The reason 
is straightforward. Foundationally, 
the three big hopes from an ESOP/
VSOP scheme for a start up are:

ESOPs can be an ideal business transition solution for many 

early stage startups, providing a way to preserve their legacy 

with employees and the community, get a fair price, retain a role 

in the company if they like, and get unmatched tax benefits in 

the process. Then why do startups tend to overlook their immense 

potential and what are some of the common myths around 

ESOPs that keep startups from taking the leap? Let’s find out.
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Founders need to understand ESOPs inside out and play their 
cards right as the dilution of founder equity is involved at every 
stage. Some wrong moves and the house of cards might crumble! 
Investors in order to avoid their dilution generally ask the 
founders to carve out an ESOP pool of 11%-12% pre-investment 
such that post investment the ESOP pool is left with 10% which 
is used to incentivize and retain the employees.

T he workforce is the 
metaphorical brick and 
mortar to any business 

and startups are no exception. 
If anything, there is an even 
more direct correlation between 
scaling and workforce quality 
in the startup ecosystem. For 
startups, the missing privilege 
is affordability. Enter the Silicon 
Valley-inspired textbook approach 
to compensation: The option!

The option is better known as the 
Employee Stock Options Program/
Plan (ESOP) or the Virtual Stock 
Option Program (VSOP). It is an 
option for employees to exchange 
parts of compensation for a stake 
in their employing organisation's 
equity structure. An ESOP is 
essentially a long-term incentive 
granted to employees to buy or 
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i) To attract a driven core team of 
management and initial employees 
who have their interests aligned 
with the interests of the startup 
because they have literal financial 
ownership in it, on a small, 
uncompetitive budget. 

ii) Reduce employee churn through 
a limitation on when employees 
can sell their stake back to the 
company. Replace attrition with 
entrepreneurial behaviour and 
long-term thinking. 

iii) Reward lasting impact (in a 
startup's growth) with lasting 
impact (in the employee's life) 
instead of one-time bonuses. A 
no-brainer.

Achieving these results will truly 
fulfill the work of the ESOPs 
to help start-ups shift from an 
imprudent "Cash is King" to a far-
sighted "Cash preserving" policy.  
Founders need to understand 

ESOPs inside out and play their 
cards right as the dilution of 
founder equity is involved at every 
stage. Some wrong moves and 
the house of cards might crumble! 
Investors in order to avoid their 
dilution generally ask the founders 
to carve out an ESOP pool of 
11%-12% pre-investment such 
that post investment the ESOP 
pool is left with 10% which is 
used to incentivize and retain the 
employees. 

We are now seeing the new 
trend of founders adopting the 
ESOP pool for themselves in 
order to increase their stake in the 
company and keep their skin in the 
game as their equity percentage 
is crucial for future fundraising. 
This new trend has emerged since 
DPIIT vide its notification dated 
19th February 2019 has allowed 
promoters of  DPIIT recognized 
startups to participate in the ESOP 
scheme.    

However, it is still an option which 
many start-ups are not keen to 
consider,  either due to the fact 
that they don’t know what an 
ESOP is or have been misled about 
how these work. ESOPs can be an 
ideal business transition solution 
for many early stage start-ups, 
providing a way to preserve their 
legacy with employees and the 
community, get a fair price, retain 
a role in the company if they like, 
and get unmatched tax benefits 
in the process. But startups tend 
to overlook its immense potential 
through unadvised ESOP/VSOP 
life cycle management practices.

Life cycle management would 
include the step by step 
progression that takes startups 
from assessing whether an ESOP 
fits into their company culture 
and stage of growth, setting up 
ESOP structures, to deciding 
the pool size, the vesting period, 
and, where applicable, the cliff 
period, the contingencies that 
support company culture - such 
as a good leaver/bad leaver policy, 
to compliance with company 
and tax laws, tax calculations, 
documentation to keep employees 
informed on ESOP management 
and making sure everyone fully 
comprehends benefits and 
pitfalls, comparing the change of 
ownership alternatives, feasibility 
study and administering ESOPs. 

Any of this done or skipped in a 
hurry causes experiences that 
trigger some bad beliefs about 
ESOPs. We've identified six such 
misconceptions.
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Cost And 
Complexity of 
Set-Up
Startup owners may frown upon the 
perceived advisory costs of setting up 
and managing the ESOP. Associated 
advisory services fees may appear 
to intimidate them. And the cost 
of dilution without comprehending 
the direction the ESOP scheme is 
taking may intimidate founders 
even more. We believe that along 
with the cost we must also ensure 
that the advisor working with the 
company that is setting up the ESOP 
scheme should be well versed with 
the concept of ESOP. We have dealt 
with many companies who have got 
their ESOP implemented from some 
consultants who are not well versed 
with the concept of ESOP and have 
missed on key aspects such as what 
will happen to the options granted 
to the employees which are vested 
and the employee has resigned from 
the company without cause. We 
deal with such kinds of situations 
by incorporating a clause that if the 
employee resigns, he/she needs to 
exercise the vested options within a 
predetermined time of resignation, 
if the employee does not exercise 
their vested options within such 
time, the vested options shall lapse. 
When we draft an ESOP scheme for 
the company we take a holistic view 
that the ESOP scheme is a win-win 
document for both the company and 
the employee and the employees 
specifically should not be left behind 
with crumbs.

Cost of 
Repurchase /  
Liquidity
Founders worry about opening 
yet another cycle of constant 
repurchase obligations by opening 
the door on an ESOP scheme. But 
that is just what it is. "Another" 
repurchase obligation. Repurchase 
obligations are tied up into the 
definition of companies. Renowned 
pitch-deck coach Alexander Jarvis 
jokes: "Dilution happens like shit 
happens."

What he means is that going 
into business with a multiple 
stakeholder entity is by definition 
a cycle of dilution and repurchase. 
If you raise money, hire staff, 
engage in M&A, give shares to 
lawyers when you are broke, you 
are going to get diluted. Similarly, 
any closely held company has a 
100% repurchase obligation all 

the time; ESOPs are no different. 
If employees buy shares directly, 
such as in a management buyout, 
they too will want liquidity for their 
shares at some point, however, 
the company should be able to 
structure it well in no uncertain 
manner. 

At some point, the employee 
would be keen to liquidate their 
shares which can either be 
achieved through repurchase, 
either by the company or in any 
other liquidation event which 
should be a win-win for all. To get 
to the winning strike, the start-
ups generally connect exercise 
of ESOPs with liquidity event 
which can be defined as an event 
wherein the company has an offer 
for merger/acquisition, company 
going for an IPO, or an event by 
which the majority of the assets or 
voting power has been sold to any 
other entity. The rationale behind 
the connecting exercise of ESOPs 
with liquidity events is that just 
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after exercising, employees get an 
option to sell their shares. Paytm 
has followed the same structure. 
It has given out the largest ESOPs 
as a startup in the company 
amounting to INR 6.1 crore shares 
just before its $2.2 billion IPO.  

Business 
Transition Cost
Founders may also be sceptical 
about the opportunity costs 
associated with opting into the 
ESOP.  "Can't I get more out of a 
synergistic buyer than an ESOP 
investor/employee?" they may ask. 
The first principle to consider is the 
company in the stage of benefiting 
from a part-cash, part-earnout 
consideration? Because that is 
what competitors pay. ESOPs, in 
contrast, pay whole cash.  Also, 
in the case of a sale, there may 
also be financing or personal 
contingencies, such as earn-outs 
or requiring the seller to stay or 
leave. 

Also, forget about the deferred 
capital gains tax on the sale, as 
compared to having that benefit 
in the case of ESOP. Pragmatism 
says that ESOP as an ownership 
transition strategy is the way to go 

for a majority of startups and only 
an exceptional minority can get 
a meaningfully higher price from 
their company's acquisition. 

Cost of 
Transparency
Startups work in the private 
investment ecosystem because 
they are wary of disclosing too 
much competitive information. 
By extension, they are also wary 
of disclosing too much financial 
information and governance to the 
employees.

However, ESOP schemes have 
no such mandatory sharing 
requirements. Companies need 
only provide annual account 
statements indicating the total 
value of the account, vesting 
status, and share value.  The ESOP 
is governed by a trustee appointed 
by the Board of the company or 
the Board itself.

That said, choosing to be 
transparent works in favour of 
companies with ESOP schemes. 
India's tech ecosystem is fast 
evolving into a space where 
everyone wants ESOPs but as 
a cherry on the cake and not 

as a trade-off of the actual 
compensation. To the extent 
that start-ups now not providing 
ESOPs over and above salaries 
are acquiring the flawed brand 
perception of bad employers. 

However, how many employees 
have been able to effectively cash 
out ESOPs, in a way that makes 
for great testimonials for the 
company? There aren't many such 
stories because employees do not 
really comprehend the full scope 
of ESOP and the strategy for their 
ESOP looks to be a long road 
ahead but not unachievable.

Another scepticism on the part of 
under-compensated employees 
could be that ESOPs are one-sided 
(in favour of the company) because 
they are not diversified. So it 
would help to have documentation 
to explain how employees' 
sensitivities are kept in mind while 
carving out the scheme including 
the tax deferment on the exercise 
of options.

Research in the US indicates that 
companies that combine ESOPs 
with what we call an "ownership 
culture" (they share financial 
information and get people 
involved in work-level decisions) 
grow 6% to 11% per year faster 

India's tech ecosystem is fast evolving into a space where everyone 
wants ESOPs but as a cherry on the cake and not as a trade-off 
of the actual compensation. To the extent that start-ups now not 
providing ESOPs over and above salaries are acquiring the flawed 
brand perception of bad employers.
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than would have been expected; 
companies with top-down cultures 
grow more slowly post-ESOP than 
would have been expected. In other 
words, an ESOP works if part of 
an overall culture, not all by itself. 
Just having the culture without the 
ownership, by the way, doesn't work 
very well either. 

Considering the employee is required 
to bear the tax as a perquisite paid 
by the employer to the employee 
under Section 17 of the Income Tax 
Act, 1961, the moment the options 
are exercised, we advise the ESOP 
schemes to connect the exercise with 
the liquidity event (as also discussed 
above). This practice allows the 
employee to exercise the options 
only prior to the liquidation of those 
shares and the employee will be more 
than happy to bear the burden of tax 
at that moment when there is sure 
shot cash coming to such employee. 
With no connection to the liquidity 
event, the employee could have 
been burdened with tax implications 
without being surety to the liquidity 
event happening in the near future 
or even at all. This inculcates greater 
confidence in the employees and they 
will be keen to consider the ESOP 
being part of their compensation 
structure. 

Cost of 
Incompatibility
Startups question if their niche 
is even in an ESOP-friendly 
industry, to begin with. But our 
experience suggests that ESOPs are 
industry-agnostic, in terms of their 
effectiveness.

Cost of Esop 
Loans
ESOP loans have a very low 
default rate, so banks that have 
some experience in this area 
typically will view them more 
favorably than other highly 
leveraged transactions. If bank 
credit is not available, however, 
sellers can finance the sale directly 
by taking a note, with the ESOP 
paying an equivalent arms-length 
interest rate. However, the ESOP 
loans are still to see the day 
of light in the Indian start-up 
ecosystem. 

Good Reasons 
Not to Do an 
ESOP
Cost Of Ownership Culture

Some company managements are 
culturally just not comfortable with 
the idea of giving more information 
about, and more say in, the affairs 
of the company to the employees. 
In such cases, to literally give out 

ownership, without culturally 
creating "ownership" may 
demotivate employees and 
backfire. 

DOUBLE TAXATION ON 
EMPLOYEES

Another very important reason 
why the ESOP fails to attract 
employees is the double whammy 
of taxation which employees are 
subject to under the Indian tax 
regime. The employees have to 
pay tax initially at the time of 
exercise and also in the form of 
capital gains at the time of sale. 

DOWN ROUND IN THE 
COMPANY

Whenever the start-ups raise 
an investment which is a down 
round, i.e. the valuation of the 
company falls from what was 
there in the previous round, the 
employees lose confidence in 
the company because the value 
of options granted to employees 
under the ESOP scheme also goes 
down thereby demotivating the 
employees.
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that with the new kind of business 
models being introduced every 
coming year, the emphasis is laid 
more on the human treasure than 
the infrastructure of a company. 
The initial step towards recruiting 
and finding the best talent for your 
company is building the right job 
description.

Thinking about 
Building a 
Startup? 
Well, if you think that all you 
have to do to build a successful 
startup is look for investors and 
explain your idea, then you are 
wrong! In fact, you are missing 
the key element here - finding 
the right people who align 
with your organization’s vision. 
Creating a pool of employees with 
appropriate job descriptions is 
one of the most essential aspects 
of any organization, especially a 
startup.

A startup needs a visionary in 
the role of a CEO who is capable 
enough of leading the pack with 
the right decision-making. The 

CEO is the highest-paid individual 
in an organization, so he is likely 
to be the most liable person 
for every progress or decline 
recorded by the organization. He is 
supposed to be someone who can 
collaborate with every section of a 
startup.

A product manager is the next in 
the hierarchy who is responsible 
to know the customer requirement 
through research and studies. 
Then work on the product to be 
introduced in the market along 
with his team and get the product 
ready for the client. Doing the 
right marketing and pricing of the 
product so that the profits are 
established and the startup gets 
recognition in the market. 

No business can run without 
managing finances as it is like 
oxygen to a living being. A good 
chief finance officer with in-depth 
knowledge will be able to handle 
core financial operations from 
employee salary and tax issues 
to taking care of the financial 
payments of the company. 
He is like a finance minister of 
the company who does all the 
budgeting for the company. 

The Importance 
of Hiring  
a Passionate 
Workforce for 
Your Startup
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We wanted our employees to get as involved as they could - even if 
it meant enthusiastically going the extra mile to cross the line of 
“job duties” and reach the other side of learning. So, you can say 
that one of the most important conditions of our job description 
was passionate individuals and the most rewarding part for our 
employees at that time was in-depth and invaluable learning.

If you think about it, hiring is 
all about match-making. It’s 
about finding the perfect “fit” 

for your organization and trusting 
your instincts as you embark on 
this eventful journey. It’s also about 
understanding that only exposure 
and rich experience can bridge the 
gap between your instincts and a 
great hiring decision.

Hiring is also about building 
bonds with individuals but most 
importantly, hiring is about 
inspiring - to trust your (potential) 
organization, to grow as the 
organization grows, and to work 
on the organization’s goals like 
your own (which can only happen 
if your personal goals align with 
them).

An employee is the biggest 
asset of a company and finding 
appropriate talent for your 
organization is very important. To 
help grow a process rapidly, you 
need the best-fit employees. After 
all, the company you establish is all 
because of the people you hire. 

Many talent recruiting agencies 
through their research have been 
highlighting the importance of 
human resources. We may say 
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There are many more sections too 
in an organization that has really 
important roles such as sales, 
customer grievances, etc which 
completes the organization.

Back in 2011, when we were a 
newbie in the gaming industry, 
our hiring objective was to find 
passionate individuals who were 
leaders at heart and who were 
greedy to learn. In a nutshell, we 
were looking for Masters of all 
Trades! We came to the realization 
that along with accomplishing 
all the job-related duties, it was 
important for potential employees 
to know how to thrive in a startup 
culture by being willing to go 
beyond their job roles and making 
the organization’s goal their own. 
We wanted our employees to get 
as involved as they could - even 
if it meant enthusiastically going 
the extra mile to cross the line of 
“job duties” and reach the other 
side of learning. So, you can say 
that one of the most important 
conditions of our job description 
was passionate individuals and 
the most rewarding part for our 
employees at that time was in-
depth and invaluable learning.

Fresh Vs 
Experienced 
Talent
When we talk about new ventures, 
we usually think about the fresh 
talent just out of colleges who are 
ready to prove to the world their 
capabilities. Though, I believe that 
a startup must be the right mix 

of new and seasoned talent to 
create a perfect balance. As far as 
sources are concerned, startups 
can look for fresh graduates from 
universities who have a zeal to 
learn the concept of adapting 
to a workplace. They are full of 
energy with an out of box thinking 
which can prove beneficial to the 
organization by being creative.  
In this competitive scenario, we 
need new ideas every single day 
and freshers can prove to be the 
best source of it. As a new startup 
cannot hire people for every 
section of the company, so they 
need someone who can be a jack 
of all trades, and a fresher is the 
right candidate for that, as he is 
curious to learn.

To balance the equilibrium of the 
organization, a set of seasoned 
talent can also be captured from 
the market. There are certain 
sections in an organization where 
it is almost impossible to expect 
the accomplishment of a task 
without prior experience. Such as, 

the finance and account section 
which needs years of experience 
as they are required to be well 
acquainted with the financial laws 
and process. Also, for example, the 
HR section should have someone 
well acquainted with labour laws 
and employee rights in that nation. 
The experienced employees must 
be open to teaching their juniors 
about the professional traits 
without any hesitation. 

  

Key Challenges
When the whole world is in the 
clutches of a pandemic one cannot 
expect to conduct interviews 
physically. So it is highly 
recommended and feasible to go 
with the flow when we are not left 
with any other option.

The challenges that a startup 
faces while hiring remotely are 
numerous. We will discuss a few 
of them.
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• Job application in bulk - 
It is impossible to go through 
every job application coming 
in bulk. As a candidate is 
not required to be present 
physically, so we all depend 
on a call or video interview to 
finalize the hiring. The main 
challenge is the screening 
of applications out of bulk. 
To overcome this, there are 
a few software that can pick 
the application based on 
experience and qualification 
as per the requirement, also 
giving them scores to create a 
list.

• Conducting interviews 
online - It is a challenge to 
sit for long hours conducting 
video interviews. Poor internet 
connections, misquoting 
the applicant are also few 
issues associated with it. It 
is advisable to fix interview 
timing with the candidate so 

that he can make arrangements 
well in time thereby avoiding 
any last-minute rush. 

• Ice-breaking with 
office fellows - While 
onboarding, a recruit is unable 
to understand the office culture 
as he is available only online. 
There should be unofficial 
meetings planned so that 
the recruits get to know their 
coworkers and the office 

culture so that they could feel 
more comfortable with the new 
workplace.

Final Thoughts
With every phase of an 
organization, its hiring strategies 
evolve. If you want your 
organization to grow, you must 
adapt to its structure and policies. 
That being said, it is important 
to remember that even after 
evolution, the crux remains the 
same. For example, when Adda52 
was at its initial stages, the hiring 
strategies were a tad bit different 
than the present ones. However, 
now that the gaming organization 
has matured, the strategies might 
have taken a different shape 
(more so because of the pandemic 
and the remote working) but 
the essence of the organization 
remains unchanged. In simpler 
words, our organizational values 
of Collaboration, Authenticity, 
Learning & Innovation, and 
Perseverance are still the most 
important traits we look for while 
hiring individuals.

·  Date of incorporation: June 10, 2011 

·  Employee size: 200-250 

·  Gender parity metric: 3.5:1 

·  CAGR of headcount over the last 3 years: 20% 

Snapshot
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Q. Does it have any 
impact on hiring 
better talent or 
talent in general? If 
yes, how?

Having a celebrity brand 
ambassador always adds value to 
the corporate identity of the brand. 
The popularity and reputation of 
the brand ambassador determine 
the company’s success in all 
aspects. It has further helped us 
in gaining positive momentum 
among a good pool of talent in the 
market.  

With a brand ambassador, we see 
the referral playing an important 
role in increasing employee 
strength. Instead of searching 

for talent, people have started 
approaching us directly as well.

Q. What was the 
thinking behind 
having a celebrity 
investor for your 
brand? The core 
reasons.

We are a content creation and 
consumption platform that aims 
to reach out to every state of 
the country/human life. It was 
a conscious decision to have a 
celebrity investor who can give a 
human touch to the brand. 

Salman, one of the country’s 
biggest superstars is adored by 
the people of India as “Bhai” will IN

TER
VIEW

Having a celebrity brand ambassador always adds value to the 
corporate identity of the brand. The popularity and reputation 
of the brand ambassador determine the company’s success in all 
aspects. It has further helped us in gaining positive momentum 
among a good pool of talent in the market.

Q. Does having a 
celebrity investor 
add to employer 
branding? In the 
case of Chingari, 
how has having 
Salman Khan as an 
investor impacted 
the same?

We are fortunate to have Salman 
Khan as the brand ambassador 
and investor for Chingari. Having 
a celebrity investor gives an edge 
to employer branding. Here, the 
persona of Salman Khan resonates 
with the Chingari audience which 
includes internal employees as 
well.

Having Salman Khan on board has 
brought credibility and authenticity 
to the brand Chingari. It has 
given an edge to the company’s 
corporate identity, where we have 
seen a significant increase in the 
number of downloads and the 
user’s base. Along with this, we 
have witnessed good talent who 
want to associate with the brand. 
It has worked as an advocate.  
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resonate better with the audience. 
Since we make digital stars, it 
only made sense for us to have 
someone from the industry with 
whom people can relate.

Q. In the case of 
Chingari, how has 
been the journey 
of evolving from a 
thought process to 
a company with a 
credible employee 
strength?

Our journey has been both exciting 
and challenging. Hiring and 

retaining the best from the vast 
talent pool has always been one of 
our priorities. Internal employees 
are not our only strength but 
the content curators are also our 
employees as they are the users 
of the app. Since inception, we 
have received much love from the 
people. It is a great feeling to see 
a set of people growing with us, 
believing in the idea and sharing 
the same passion as we do.

Q. What are the 
sources of talent 
Chingari sticks to 
for most of its hiring 
needs and why?

Chingari hires talents from various 
hiring platforms like LinkedIn, 
Naukri.com, Twitter, Corporate 
Website, and the internal 
employee’s referral as well. The 
hiring platform adds value to our 
process and makes it easy to find 
the right talent for the company 
very easily and quickly. 

We have a robust human resource 
department that has developed a 
rigorous hiring process and does a 
deep dive into the talent pool. We 
rely more on the recommended 

candidates that stay in the 
organization for long due to the 
authenticity. 

Q. Why are early 
hires crucial in 
a startup? Who 
were the first five 
employees at your 
company?

The first few employees are crucial 
as they can make or break the 
success of your venture. Making a 
new startup successful is a team 
effort hence it becomes important 
to onboard the right people. 
This depends on your startup’s 
specific needs, but any employee 
that you hire should have a few 
key qualities like a broad skill set, 
flexibility, and trustworthiness 
so that they can take on diverse 
responsibilities until you can 
expand further. Chingari’s first 
employees are Sumit Ghosh, 
Biswatma Nayak, Aditya Kothari, 
Deepak Salvi, and Kamal Sain. 
They are also the founding team 
members.

We have a robust human resource department which has 
developed a vigorous hiring process and does a deep dive into the 
talent pool. We rely more on the recommended candidates that 
stay in the organization for long due to the authenticity.
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Girish Kukreja is the Founder and CEO of FlexC, an 
AI-enabled platform that connects consultants and 
agencies to businesses seeking specialized solutions. 
He is a seasoned professional with over two decades of 
experience working in the Information Technology and 
Services Industry.  

Founder and CEO, FlexC

Crafting a Perfect 
Recruiting Pitch  
to Gear Up for  
the Gig Economy
Speaking to All Things Talent, Girish Kukreja, Founder 

and CEO of FlexC discusses early hiring bottlenecks in a 

startup, the gig economy and changing workforce, and how 

FlexC is helping organizations transition to the new Hybrid 

Workforce Model.

Girish Kukreja
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Q. How do diversity 
and inclusion play a 
part in the early days 
of startup hiring 
to make it a more 
inclusive workplace?

I believe having diversity in the 
founding team will bring varied 
opinions to the table from the 
conceptualization stage itself. For 
every organization, diversity and 
inclusion both are more self-driven 
principles than a standard rule 
book to be followed. However, 
companies should not achieve 
diversity at the cost of skill-set. 
Nor should they differentiate 
between genders based on pay 
and cerebral opportunity. At the 
time of hiring, every candidate 
should be given an equal chance to 
put their best foot forward, but the 
selection should be made solely on 
the basis of their skills and not on 
gender. 

Q. While hiring gig 
workers, what do 
startups look for the 
most in the initial 
stages and how are 
the demands met?

During the initial stage, every 
startup experiments and looks 
for value. If the scope of what 
needs to be done is clear, working 
with the gig workforce helps in 
experimenting, getting new-age 
skills, timely execution, and value 
for money. 

The gig is all about the output-
based model and for startups, 
throughput is more important. The 
demand for the right talent can 
be met either through references 
or through the talent marketplace 
platforms like FlexC and our 
competitions. 

Q. The gig economy 
is on the rise. How 
does that benefit a 
start-up while hiring 
in the initial stage?

The gig economy is definitely on 
the rise as the internet and digital 

During the initial stage, every startup experiments and looks for 
value. If the scope of what needs to be done is clear, working with 
the gig workforce helps in experimenting, getting new-age skills, 
timely execution, and value for money.

Q. As a startup, 
what are the biggest 
bottlenecks in hiring 
in the early stages 
and how can they be 
worked on?

Hiring for a startup is like doing 
the sales pitch of your ideas to 
your future employees. Since the 
organization is still new, one of the 
key bottlenecks is the reputation of 
the CEO and co-founders at stake. 
Hence, relying on referrals is much 
better than trying to attract talent 
directly.

Another bottleneck is attracting 
the right value for money 
especially in the case of the 
bootstrap venture. You need the 
right talent at a reasonable price 
because every penny saved will 
go into business. I suggest going 
with a combination of senior-level 
and fresher candidates who are 
diligent and will stick for the long 
term. 
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technologies have expedited the 
democratization of work. Also, 
the gig is all about challenges and 
freedom of work, which the Gen-Z 
& Millennials are used to during 
their growth stage. As I mentioned 
above, experimentation, getting 
complementary skills at the right 
value are the key benefits startups 
can seek from the gig economy.  

Q. Does FlexC also 
employ gig workers 
for their services 
apart from giving 
them a platform 
to reach out to 
organizations?

We are into a gig economy 
business and our first principle 
was to ‘internalize’ rather than just 
selling. It was not easy because we 
are trained to have people at hand 
rather than carve out work and get 
executed from a gig workforce-
like model. But at the peak, we 
had more than 50% of people 
employed as gig workers. 

 

Q. Could you give 
us an overview of 
the growth of the 
marketplace as a 
business model for 
talent needs?

Almost everyone is talking about 
Hybrid Workplaces. It is the 
next big thing HR has to think 
about.  In 2020, 43% of the 
US workforce was employed in 
freelancing, and as per Forbes, $1 

Trillion is estimated to be spent 
by companies on the contingent 
workforce by 2025. India has 
to follow suit. With more Gen-
Zs searching “how to become a 
freelancer” on Google every day, it 
is clear that the world is heading 
towards a freelance revolution.

The new need of the hour is 
hiring and managing the hybrid 
workforce including Contractors 
and Freelancers. We at FlexC are 
addressing this market, helping 
organizations transition to this 
new Hybrid workforce Model. 

As I said, classified/job portals were good innovations for 
hiring during the early 2000s. Right now the business is all 
about networks. A platform like FlexC has a good network of 
organizations, contractors, freelancers, and HR agencies that get 
to look at the channel of demand and supply on the platform.



October 2021 72

Q. Based on the 
initial growth 
numbers, where 
does a majority of 
the growth is coming 
from? Be it sector-
wise, skill-wise, or 
startup/corporates?

In our journey so far, our initial 
focus was on creating a digital 
platform with AI capabilities which 
is almost a market fit. The second 
stage was to get the right supply 
of consultants for organizations 
to come and hire. Currently, we 
are in our third stage, where we 
have seen our model work in 1x, 
and are working towards making 
this 10x. At present, our platform 
has more than 15K+ consultants 
with 200+ skills, 200+ agencies 
for our talent aggregation model 
and 500+ organizations. Sector-
wise, IT and finance have been 
our focus as recruitments in IT 
rose by at least 15 percent during 
the pandemic. Our focus so far 
has been on startups and mid-tier 
organizations. With that working, 
we have now started to go for 
large corporations and are seeing 
good traction. 

Q. From classifieds 
to the marketplace, 
how do job seekers 
and contractors 
ensure that results 

are met? How does 
the SAAS platform 
ensure that?

As I said, classified/job portals 
were good innovations for hiring 
during the early 2000s. Right now 
the business is all about networks. 
A platform like FlexC has a 
good network of organizations, 
contractors, freelancers, and HR 
agencies that get to look at the 
channel of demand and supply 
on the platform. For instance, 
a YouTuber needs content and 
followers to create a reputation. 
Similarly, on this platform, one 
needs skills and ratings. We intend 
to ensure there is enough demand 
from the organization and enough 
supply to fulfil this demand. Our AI 
engine does the work of not only 
matching but complete activity 
monitoring to ensure contractors 
get the right project opportunities.  

Q. What are your 
growth expectations 
on how startups seek 
shared services (like 
shared CFO)?

There are enough roles in the 
organizations and startups that 
can either be shared or time-
bound such as content writing, 
digital marketing, and leadership 
roles like CFO as well.  However, 
shared services of senior roles 
like CFO are currently sourced 
more through referrals or personal 
networks, rather than companies 
paying for the same. 

I think over time, the expectations 
from these roles and their market 
price will be much more mature 
for people to use them as a service 
model. Like anything in the digital 
age, it won't take long enough for 
us to see this as a proven model. 

·  Date of incorporation: 22-June-2020

·  Employee size: 25

·  Gender parity metric: M: F - 40:60

·  CAGR of headcount over the last 3 years: from 7 last year to 25 

·  Differentiating Factors: A virtual first company so allow 
permanent work from home. 

 Work Culture based on employees feedback. Very high ratings of 
the company and CEO on Glassdoor.

Snapshot
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Vishwanadh Raju is a seasoned Talent Acquisition 
professional with over 18 years of experience in 
managing Talent Acquisition in Product Development 
and Investment Banking Captive organizations. 
Currently, he is the Head-India Talent Acquisition at 
Dun & Bradstreet.

Head-India Talent Acquisition, Dun & Bradstreet

How Blockchain  
in Human 
Resources is a 
Game Changer in 
Early Startups
Blockchain, the technology powering cryptocurrency, is ready 

to establish itself in human resources. In this article, the author 

explains in detail HR blockchain use cases and why we can’t 

afford to ignore its presence on the horizon.

Vishwanadh Raju
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How 
Blockchain 
Works  
• The below 6 steps expresses 

the way it works:

• A transaction is requested

• A block representing the 
transaction is created

• This block is sent to every node 
in the network

• Nodes validate the transaction

• Nodes receive a reward for the 
proof of transaction

• The block is added to the 
existing blockchain

Concept of 
Blockchain in 
HR
A recent report by Gartner 
which essentially talked about 
how Blockchain can be used 
in HR discussed concepts 
like Distribution, Encryption, 

Immutability, Tokenization, and 
Decentralization. 

Distribution: Blockchain 
participants are connected on a 
distributed network.

Encryption: Technology records 
data securely and can control 
their personal identity and other 
information.

Immutability: Completed 
transactions are cryptographically 
signed, time-stamped, and 
sequentially added.

Tokenization: Value is 
exchanged in the form of tokens, 
which can represent a wide variety 
of asset types.

Decentralization: No single entity 
controls a majority of nodes or 
dictates the rules. 

Blockchain 
in Talent 
Acquisition
The tedious tasks of screening 
individuals, confirming work 
records, and reviewing resumes 
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The tedious tasks of screening individuals, confirming work 
records, and reviewing resumes may be eliminated with 
blockchain. It also eliminates the red tape associated with 
timecard approvals, hence, saving time. Because blockchain cuts 
procurement cycle times from weeks to days (or even hours), it 
has the potential to revolutionise talent acquisition.

Blockchain is quickly 
gaining attention and 
is seen as an enabler 

in the journey to the future of 
work. Start-ups, which are early 
adopters of this technology, are 
at the forefront of creating an 
architecture for human resources 
professionals across different 
functions. 

In a detailed view we will discuss 
day-to-day HR activities and 
what are possible applications of 
blockchain currently and in the 
near future. For anyone who has 
heard of blockchain, but is still 
unsure of what it is and what are 
its applications in HR, this article 
will try to explain everything you 
need to know. 

What is 
Blockchain?  
A blockchain is essentially a digital 
ledger of transactions that is 
duplicated and distributed across 
the entire network of computer 
systems. In other words, it is a 
system of recording information 
in a way that makes it difficult or 
impossible to change, hack, or 
cheat the system. 



75 October 2021

C
O

VE
R

 S
TO

RY

may be eliminated with 
blockchain. It also eliminates 
the red tape associated with 
timecard approvals, hence, saving 
time. Because blockchain cuts 
procurement cycle times from 
weeks to days (or even hours), it 
has the potential to revolutionise 
talent acquisition. 

When it comes to the difficult 
and time-consuming process of 
validating candidate information, 
blockchain technology has a lot 
to offer. It enables educators, 
former employers, and accreditors 
to pre-verify a candidate's CV, 
saving recruiters substantial 
time and money. Candidates 
may provide recruiters access to 
all their previous positions and 
work experience, as well as their 
qualifications, accreditations, on-
the-job training, and schooling, 
and they can be certain that 
everything has been examined and 
confirmed.  

Blockchains may also make 
recruiters’ jobs simpler by allowing 
them to construct a candidate 
profile based on employee 
records, which allows for a better 
cultural fit and prevents data 
from being erased. Recruiting 

from overseas might become 
easier because of the blockchain's 
ability to store right-to-work and 
permission papers. Blockchain 
technology allows recruiters to 
instantly access a prospect's 
employment information, speeding 
up the application process and 
giving them more time to focus 
on improving the candidate 
experience. 

Blockchain in 
Learning & 
Development
Incentivization is a major problem 
in staff training, as any company 
knows. Organizations can use 
blockchain to make reward points 
and achievements valuable in the 
real world and improve employee 
performance. When an employee 
learns a new subject, performs 
a new task, or completes a 
curriculum, that information may 
be recorded in the blockchain as a 
transaction. 

Achievements and incentives will 
not be confined in a central place 
in a decentralised blockchain 
environment, allowing employees 

to use them without limitation. 
Employers may also utilise 
blockchain to track their workers' 
qualifications and certifications. 
This will be more efficient than 
using paper or having to scan each 
employee's statistics. 

Employers may also use blockchain 
to see whether an employee's 
qualification is about to expire. 
In such cases, the employer can 
develop an automated procedure 
that evaluates all employees' 
credentials on a regular basis.  

Blockchain in 
Payroll
The distributed ledger idea is used 
by blockchain to offer real-time 
payment verification without 
the usage of middlemen such as 
banks and clearing institutions. 
Payroll payment procedures 
may be simplified, sped up, and 
made substantially cheaper by 
eliminating intermediaries, with 
banks playing a less role resulting 
in lower bank fees. On-demand 
pay, which can be achieved 
through the use of "smart 
contracts" is recorded on the 

The distributed ledger idea is used by blockchain to offer real-
time payment verification without the usage of middlemen such 
as banks and clearing institutions. Payroll payment procedures 
may be simplified, sped up, and made substantially cheaper by 
eliminating intermediaries, with banks playing a less role resulting 
in lower bank fees.
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ledger, enables money to be given 
as soon as the activity is completed, 
and would benefit gig economy 
employees such as freelancers and 
contractors considerably. 

The enhanced speed and 
transparency of blockchain payments 
also provide an opportunity to 
enhance and automate the employee 
experience while simplifying the 
payroll process. Payroll has always 
been important to the employee 
experience as a touchpoint for each 
and every employee. By branding a 
wallet app and possibly combining 
loyalty programs, pension benefits, 
financial advice, and more, the 
company may better engage its 
employees by delivering an all-in-one 
financial solution that is always at 
their fingertips. 

It also helps to build a more 
meaningful relationship between the 
employee's work and the lifestyle 
that it funds by allowing them to 
pay for items with their digital 
wallet. Payroll that is backed by 
fintech blockchain will improve the 
transparency of payroll history and 
information while reducing the risk of 
financial transaction mistakes. 

Blockchain in 
HRBP Function
In a variety of workplace scenarios, 
blockchain enables a decentralised 
cloud network to ease internal 
interactions. Its features include 
secure corporate communication, 
distant learning, remote worker 
healthcare, and ready-to-use 
software development kits (SDKs) 
for specialised communication 

capabilities. Its distributed ledger 
technology may be utilised in 
the rewards and recognition 
module, which also contains 
communication, collaboration, and 
employee empowerment elements, 
all of which are built on an open-
source technological base. It 
allows users to exchange sensitive 
data with internal and external 
users while retaining control, 
ensuring that employee data rights 
are protected.   

Blockchain supports healthcare 
by creating an end-to-end data-
sharing environment linked 
to wearables and other data 
sources. A blockchain-based 
reward/incentive is given to 
users depending on their fitness 
behaviour. In other words, it uses 
its own token to commercialise 
health and fitness data in order 
to increase employee well-being 
while also allowing wiser business 
decisions. Apart from that, it 
keeps a unified set of data records, 
which encourages confidence and 

openness by storing everything 
from workers' drug-testing records 
to performance assessments.

Blockchain 
Platforms 
Enabling HR 
Function
Some of the platforms 
based on blockchain 
enabling human resources 
function are:

• eXo Platform: Its rewards and 
recognition module makes 
use of distributed ledger 
technology. It caters to top 
enterprises such as UCLA and 
HSBC Bank. 

• Beowulf: A decentralised cloud 
network is being used by this 
business to facilitate internal 
interactions in a number of 
working circumstances. Its 
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clientele includes Vietnam's 
University of Science, Asian 
Life Insurance Group (AIA), and 
OPSWAT, a cybersecurity firm 
based in the United States. 

• BeSure Network is a firm 
founded with the goal 
of eliminating cases of 
uncertified individuals working 
in hazardous situations. 
Managers (for example, plant 
floor supervisors), employees, 
and regulatory agencies can all 
securely access data. 

• Etch is a blockchain-based 
payroll solution that allows 
employees to get paid 
whenever they choose. Etch 
drastically reduces the amount 
of time and effort needed to 
manage payroll.

• Job.com has recently 
relaunched in a new guise, 
utilising AI and blockchain 
to link job seekers with the 
right employers. Employers 
pay only 7% of a candidate's 
annual salary when they join 
up on Job.com, rather than the 
customary 20% commission. 
And 5% of this is delivered 
to the candidate as a signing 
bonus right away. 

• WurkNow is a blockchain-
based HR business that aims 
to improve the experience 
of blue-collar job seekers. 
Employers can easily obtain 
prevalidated onboarding 
documentation and any cases 
of labour violations using 
WurkNow, making the blue-
collar recruiting process easier. 

• Peoplewave has a number of 
products under its belt, but 
Wavebase is its most recent 
innovation. Wavebase uses 
blockchain technology to 
simplify applicant sourcing, 
selection, and screening. 

• Wavebase integrates easily 
with Peoplewave's bigger 
ERM system, creating a single 
source of employee data for 
everything from recruitment 
through engagement and 
performance management. Its 
current concentration is Asia, 
with a significant presence is in 
Australia as well.

• Lympo was founded as a 
healthcare and employee 
wellness platform. It creates 
a complete data-sharing 
ecosystem that connects 

wearables and other data 
sources. 

Limitations of 
Blockchain 
Although blockchain offers 
many benefits, it also has certain 
drawbacks. Nowadays, blockchain 
is about more than just technical 
labour. The issue arises due to the 
flexibility of blockchain legislation 
and political considerations. 
Thousands of hours must be 
put into evaluating, developing 
the software design, and back-
end programming necessary 
to incorporate blockchain into 
existing business networks. 
There are some challenges 
that are widespread across the 
organizations:
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•  Technology Cost 
The majority of HR tasks have been 
carried out using HRMS software 
that utilises blockchain technology. 
However, creating one takes a 
significant amount of computer 
power. Assume $0.03-$0.05 per 
kilowatt-hour power expenses. As a 
result, blockchain uses a lot of power 
at the back end and costs a lot of 
money to invest in.

•  Speed in Efficiency 
It takes roughly 10 minutes to add a 
new block to the blockchain using the 
blockchain's "Proof of Work" system. 
The blockchain network can only 
handle around seven transactions 
per second at that rate, according 
to estimates (TPS). However, there 
are blockchains that can handle over 
30,000 transactions per second right 
now.

•  Illegal Activity 
Despite the fact that blockchain 
prevents hacking and safeguards 
data, it also permits users to 
engage in criminal trade operations 
on the network. As a result, the 
blockchain network's legitimacy is 
called into doubt.

Conclusion
The future of blockchain is 
near and banking isn't the only 
industry affected. Blockchain is 
making inroads into the realm of 
work, despite its origins in the 
cryptocurrency sector. Blockchain 
technology has a lot of potential 
applications, including disrupting 
employment, payroll, taxation, 
benefits administration, data 
storage, and a lot more. Despite 
present pricing and scalability 
issues, the argument for 
blockchain HR is compelling. 

HR professionals must prioritise 
openness and confidence in 
corporate procedures as they 
manage human capital in a 
competitive hiring environment. 
While the technical performance 
of blockchain technology, such 
as its capacity to encrypt and 
deliver sharp accuracy which 
is undeniably impressive to 
the success of blockchain will 
ultimately be determined by how 
effectively it can instill confidence 
and transparency into an 
organization's processes. 

Blockchain is an unstoppable 
force that no one can control. It's 
already causing havoc in several 
businesses. Companies that use 
blockchain technology are now 
safeguarding their position in 
an ever-changing ecosystem. In 
truth, businesses will face a worse 
problem if they do not invest in 
this technology.
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In a post-pandemic world 
where work, workplace, and 
workforce have undergone 

a fundamental reset, human 
resources leaders are taking 
charge of inventing a new vision 
for the future of work. In the All 
Things Talent webinar series, 
we collaborate with the most 
influential minds in Human 
Resources where they share 
powerful, thought-provoking 
insights and lessons learned 
with our listeners on workforce 
transformation, employee 
empowerment, future of work, 
learning, technology, and much 

more post-covid-19. The aim of 
these webinars is to bring together 
the HR fraternity, promote an 
environment of mutual growth, 
and inspire HR professionals to 
discuss, share ideas and develop 
as leaders by learning from the 
experiences of industry stalwarts. 
These talks take place once a 
month and are available virtually 
to enable people to participate and 
interact with our panelists.

In the third episode of the ATT 
webinar titled, ‘Empowering Top 
Talent - Hi-Po Culture’, we had 
the pleasure of collaborating with 

Empowering 
Top Talent -  
‘Hi-Po’ Culture
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two extremely experienced and 
dynamic senior leaders—

Pradnya Kulkarni, Regional 
Head, Talent & Learning at 
Western Union

Ekta Singh, CHRO at AGS 
Health

In a conversation with Prashant 
Sharma, Manager - Marketing at 
Info Edge India Ltd, our esteemed 
panelists explore everything from 
cultivating a high-performance 
culture to retaining hi-pos and 
share insights that can help you 
empower and develop your top 
talent.

Q. What has been 
one personal positive 
and one professional 
positive for you in 
these last 18 months 
of the pandemic?

Ekta Singh: On the professional 
front, I had ample time since I 
couldn’t travel due to the pandemic 
and had to stay at home. Earlier, 
I used to travel for three weeks a 
month. So I used that free time to 
do a lot of reading that I used to 
miss out on. I also binge-watched 
a lot of documentaries and tv 
series. Personal positive for me has 
been getting to spend time with 
my family and discovering that I 
am a good mother. 

Pradnya Kulkarni: On the 
personal front, I spent time on 
mundane things like learning a 
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new language (German) and doing 
terrace gardening where I have 
managed to freshly produce all 
kinds of vegetables and fruits. 
I also managed to attract some 
beautiful exotic birds to my 
balcony. Professionally, I have 
mastered the art to say ‘no’ 
without being apologetic. I have 
learnt to politely refuse late night/
early morning calls, and I feel 
comfortable doing that which I 
wasn’t before. 

Q. How to identify 
current and future 
employees in a 
judicious manner?

Pradnya Kulkarni: The key 
aspect is to ensure you are able 
to differentiate performance 
(behaviour demonstrated while 
completing various tasks) from 
potential (capabilities and 
aspirations of an individual). In 
many cases, managers confuse 
performance with potential and 
mix up the two. Needless to say, 
potential can’t be a substitute for 
performance. Only when the two 
of them gel together well, we have 
something to build on. Having said 
that, the important thing is to spot 
the difference between these two 
and that is why having a Talent 
Management function is important.

Most of the time, a potential 
employee is hiding in plain 
sight—someone who can read 
between the lines, who’s not 
afraid to stick his neck out and 
take risks, and someone who 
demonstrates strong execution 
skills. This is the hallmark of  a 

high potential employee. I would 
advise managers that when you 
are assessing and hiring talent, 
think more enterprise-wide and 
the potential for that talent to 
move around. Also, the talent’s 
values should align with the 
organization's strategic vision. 
That would then make sense for 
the organization as a whole to 
invest in that talent. And finally, 
when hiring, organisations need to 
be aware of biases. 

Ekta Singh: For me, a high 
potential employee is someone 
who steps up to the plate without 
being asked. Someone who has 
the drive to learn, wants to do 
more, wants to do something out 
of the box but won’t compromise 
on their own job. 

Q. How should we 
communicate to Hi-
Po's that they are the 
chosen ones?

Ekta Singh: I believe we need 
to maintain complete transparency 
whenever we have this 
conversation with the employee. 
I always let the individuals know 
that they are high potential, give 
the reasons why I believe so, and 
most importantly, advise on how 
to continue and sustain being a 
high potential. Here, transparency 
in communication is crucial.

Q. While 
empowering top 
talent and promoting 
hi-po culture, is 
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there a need for 
internal mobility, is 
vertical progression 
a must?

Pradnya Kulkarni: Most 
people look at development as 
only ‘vertical development’. The 
importance of retaining hi-pos 
can’t be overstated—they are 
more likely to leave and look for 
other jobs. With the competition 
for top talent intensifying, talent 
assessment is crucial but talent 
engagement has become more 
crucial than ever. One of the ways 
you can engage the talent is 
through ‘Job Rotation’. I personally 
used to change roles every 
eighteen months. 

Another way you can engage 
employees is by ‘changing the 
scope of the role’. This will give 
hi-pos new challenges, new 
stakeholders to deal with, expand 
their horizon, and make them 
understand the organization 
better. Hence, vertical progression 

is not the only way to develop 
talent, internal mobility plays an 
incremental role in promoting hi-
po culture significantly.

Q. What would 
be non-monetary 
methods to retain hi-
pos?

Pradnya Kulkarni: The 
monetary rewards matter to 
certain roles (from an early career 
perspective). Once you are at 
slightly senior roles the monetary 
aspect doesn’t motivate you as 
much, it is the other aspects you 
start looking for. For example, 
what kind of quality of work 
and challenges you are getting, 
the degree of respect, learning 
opportunities, etc. Enabling hi-pos 
to make independent decisions, 
allowing them to experiment and 
make mistakes, letting them have 
a seat at the table, will allow them 
to grow and help organizations to 
retain them.

Ekta Singh: In my opinion, there 
are three important non-monetary 
methods to retain hi-pos. Firstly, 
giving hi-pos cross-functional/
global projects to make work 
challenging and interesting. 
Secondly, ‘job shadowing 
programs’, where hi-pos are 
invited to strategic meetings to 
observe their superiors and other 
people. This will help in developing 
their skills and abilities, as well 
as their understanding of how 
the organization functions best. 
Thirdly, mentoring and coaching, 
which can help in fostering 
mutually beneficial relationships 
and increase retention.

Q. Your favorite 
best practice for 
retaining top talent?

Pradnya Kulkarni: I am a 
strong proponent of investing in 
the immediate line manager. 

Ekta Singh: For me, it is 
managing by being a coach.

Yes Cant say No

87%

8% 5%

Is retaining your top talent a challenge?   

90%

10%

What's the most crucial factor when 
trying to retain top talent? 

Source: Live Poll

Access to company’s 
vision for future
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Health and 
Safety: A 
Fundamental 
Business 
Foundation
In addition to the workforce, office space, payroll, and 

other practical considerations, a safe and healthy workplace 

is a fundamental right of every person and also a business 

imperative. Organizations that prioritize the health, safety, and 

well-being of their employees, master organizational resilience 

and boost employee innovation, creativity, and agility. 

Pankaj Srivastava
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invest and put in those additional 
working hours. However, this is 
not sustainable in the long run. 
In line with Maslow's hierarchy 
of needs theory, it is necessary 
to use the principles of basic, 
psychological, and fulfilment 
needs to create a framework to 
unlock the full potential of your 
people. By prioritizing employees, 
you ensure that your workplace 
is future-ready and sustainable 
because thriving employees who 
feel appreciated and fulfilled are 
at the core of a resilient company. 
Adopting these practices has 
numerous advantages including 
the following:

Reduce Risk 
and Ensure 
Continuity
Achieving decent, safe, 
healthy work creates working 
environments that positively 
impact productivity and reduce 
employee absences through 
injury or illness. It can help 
enhance talent recruitment and 
retention, it addresses poor or 
inconsistent quality, overcomes 

low productivity, boosts morale, 
and can help achieve compliance 
with legislation. A fundamental 
driver for investment in your 
people’s health, safety, and well-
being is the improvement it can 
deliver for your organization’s 
reputation and brand equity 
– something that increases 
the likelihood of investment 
in your start-up. Compliance 
reinforces commitments to 
corporate social responsibility, 
supporting growth and further 
investment. Organizations 
can meet their people’s basic 
safety and physiological needs, 
reduce operational costs, avoid 
prosecution and litigation, increase 
organizational and workforce 
efficiency, and strengthen brand 
reputation.

Route to 
Improved 
Performance
Trust is at the heart of doing the 
right thing and demonstrates to 
internal and external stakeholders 
that you are prioritizing the 
psychological, as well as physical 

Health and 
Safety: A 
Fundamental 
Business 
Foundation
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In line with Maslow's hierarchy of needs theory, it is necessary 
to use the principles of basic, psychological, and fulfilment needs 
to create a framework to unlock the full potential of your people. 
By prioritizing employees, you ensure that your workplace is 
future-ready and sustainable because thriving employees who feel 
appreciated and fulfilled are at the core of a resilient company.

India has the third-largest 
start-up ecosystem in the 
world and it is estimated 

that here, two to three tech 
start-ups are born every day. As 
this number increases, each of 
those organizations is competing 
for a smaller pool of investment, 
talent, and customers. This fervent 
competition can lead to start-up 
leaders feeling that both time and 
resources are extremely limited but 
no matter what type of business 
you want to start, there are some 
areas that cannot be overlooked..

In addition to the workforce, office 
space, payroll, and other practical 
considerations, there are some 
factors that might seem hidden 
to first-time business owners: 
these elements often relate to 
compliance around employee 
health, safety, and well-being and 
it is imperative that rather than 
being overlooked, these elements 
are approached in a way that 
goes beyond compliance with 
employees being put first.

The like-minded people that work 
at your business will have a lot 
of enthusiasm and commitment 
to contribute to business goals, 
and consequently, they will 
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health, safety, and well-being of 
your people. In fact, it is essential 
for the psychological contract 
– the unwritten bond between 
worker and employer that unlocks 
motivation and potential – and 
supports both engagement and 
performance. Unlocking your 
people's potential enhances 
organizational resilience, boosts 
innovation, creativity, and agility. 
When people are prioritized, it 
helps to unlock stifled growth, 
address nagging quality and 
output issues, overcome poor 
productivity and skills shortages, 
enhance innovation and agility 
and reduce impacts from health 
and safety incidents and customer 
complaints. This can be done 
by implementing proactive 
risk management processes, 
enhancing brand reputation, and 
increasing growth, innovation and 
learning. Rewards, beyond just a 
pay packet, are also essential to 
show your appreciation to your 
workforce and other benefits like 
longer holiday time, collaborative 
work environments, etc need to 
be part of the reward package. 
This will help achieve an engaged, 
committed, and productive 
workforce that can deliver multiple 

returns of investment for the 
organization.

A Strategic 
Driver of 
Organizational 
Resilience
In this ever-changing world, 
creating a culture where 
employees are empowered and 
trusted creates a loyal and creative 
workforce, attracts and retains 
the best high-performing talent. 
This enables the development 

of innovative solutions to grow 
the organization, ensuring that it 
is agile and future-ready. It also 
strengthens brand reputation 
and competitiveness and opens 
up new ethical investment 
opportunities.

There are four categories that 
organizations must consider with 
organizational resilience in mind: 
leadership, people, process, and 
product. Whilst all categories need 
to be effectively addressed, it is 
the leadership category that drives 
resilience, but it must be supported 
by the people category to achieve 
the organization’s goals, as this 
is where the culture of trust is 

BSI’s recent Organizational Resilience Index 2021 found that 
organizations that prioritized the health, safety and well-being of 
employees, clients and communities over the last year were more 
resilient, not only weathering the disruption but going on to build 
back better more quickly
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created. Mastering organizational 
resilience means adopting best 
practices to deliver ongoing 
business improvement by building 
competence and capability across 
all parts of an organization.

Against (all) expectations, a year 
of working from home increased 
the trust between people and 
their employers, as a “we’re all 
in this together” mentality took 
over. Productivity remained high 
or increased, and a new path 
was paved for a new approach 
that recognizes that people 
are critical to an organization’s 
long-term survival. BSI’s recent 
Organizational Resilience Index 
2021 found that organizations 
that prioritized the health, safety 
and well-being of employees, 
clients and communities over the 
last year were more resilient, not 

only weathering the disruption but 
going on to build back better more 
quickly. Flourishing workers who 
feel fulfilled are at the centre of 
resilient organizations.

In the current Indian startup 
ecosystem, health and safety is 
still seen as the responsibility 
of the workers themselves, 
there are gaps in regulation and 
enforcement for employers. The 
value of looking after people is 
not recognized as a business 
benefit which reflects a lack of 
awareness and access to health 
and safety information and 
training and knowledge of rights. 
Organizations want to do the 
right thing but they’re not sure 
where to start and they’re not 
sure how to verify they’re getting 
it right. That’s where standards 

come in. They are a practical 
tool, developed by experts, that 
are specifically designed to help 
organizations navigate and deliver 
the best solutions in a given area. 
For health and safety, there is 
ISO 45001, Occupational Health 
and Safety Management systems, 
and published this summer, the 
supporting guideline standard, ISO 
45003 on psychological health and 
safety.

We are now living in the new 
normal and by using standards 
that focus on health and safety, 
all the evolving and emerging 
challenges can be met so that 
organizations can take advantage 
of the opportunities today and 
become future-ready – by being 
more trusted, resilient, and 
sustainable.
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Integrating 
ESG into  
Your Startup's 
DNA
A responsible business model is one that integrates the culture of 

doing good in companies’ DNA from day one. Companies that 

establish CSR and ESG policies and integrate sustainability and 

fair treatment of employees as a part of their firm’s DNA have 

a long-lasting positive social and environmental impact.

Nagaraja Prakasam
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(ESG). One of my earlier 
investments, the Bengaluru-
based Solaron Sustainability 
Services, which does ESG 
research, monitored around 1,000 
stocks listed on New York Stock 
Exchange (NYSE) and the London 
Stock Exchange (LSE) for their ESG 
impact.

An adverse report by Solaron on 
any of these mega-companies 
regarding their ESG practices 
can bring down their value 
significantly. Many corporates 
have taken this very seriously and 
have implemented it pretty well, 
as their stocks are measured not 
only by their quarterly results but 
also by the ESG score. This has 
increasingly become a good tool 
globally.

However, in India, we could 
do more on that. Compared to 
the rest of the world, India is 
a pioneer in making corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) a law, 
mandating corporations to spend 
2 percent of their profits for the 
good of society. This has helped 
the country immensely, according 
to India Data Insights, Rs 71,909 
crores were spent by 29,655 
companies during the period 
2014-19 in 10 sectors (education, 
health care, livelihood, rural 

development projects, and more) 
trying to get people out of poverty. 
Many corporates have solid CSR 
teams in place. I used to say that 
the 2 percent (kept aside for CSR) 
is like a holy dip in the Ganges. 
What about the other 98 percent?

Instead of wanting to do good for 
only 2%, how can we integrate 
a culture of doing good in 
companies’ DNA from day one? 
Doing good is today getting 
rewarded as Elon Musk of Tesla 
is able to get billion-dollar selling 
carbon credits. Finally, doing good 
has a reward mechanism as well. 
When I visited a startup that 
advises others on ESG, I found 
chemical-based hand wash and 
cleaners in their washroom. When 
I asked them, how can they preach 
when they are not practicing it 
themselves, I got the answer, 
"when we become profitable, 
we will do it". This attitude has 
resulted in inequality and climate 
issues haunting the world today 
and now we’ve to create a 
separate watchdog to see if the 
companies are taking care of the 
planet and people properly. 

While we look at corporate as a 
whole and expect people from 
the top to adhere to doing good, 
every individual employee needs 
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The question I often hear is, what can I do? I see advertisements 
and buy things based on what is sold to me. As a consumer, 
everyone has the power to change what they buy. If we change 
what we buy, what’s being sold to us will change automatically.

When a nationwide 
lockdown was 
imposed in the 

country in March 2020, stranded 
daily wagers and their vulnerable 
families - with no work and 
abandoned by their employers - 
started to run out of food. Then, 
citizen-led initiatives - from 
extending financial support to 
several charities, creating a food 
bank to mapping out the needy 
via social media, came as a silver 
lining for the people in distress. 
Then came the second wave with 
oxygen shortage where people 
came forward with assistance for 
specific medicines and oxygen 
cylinders. Companies said 
they’d take care of vaccines for 
employees. It is amazing to see 
how kindness prevailed in those 
uncertain times. But is 'doing 
good' reserved for calamities only? 
Why not all the time? I wonder.

Silicon Valley, over the last few 
years, has been blamed for many 
things where its business models 
have been questioned. Across 
the world, there seems to be an 
ongoing dialogue about corporate 
intentions, which is why the field 
ESG has come into action to 
measure corporates in terms of 
their impact on Environmental, 
Social, and Corporate Governance 
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to look from the Individual Social 
Responsibility (ISR) perspective - 
like everything we eat, live, wear, 
is it sustainable or not? 

The question I often hear is, what 
can I do? I see advertisements and 
buy things based on what is sold 
to me. As a consumer, everyone 
has the power to change what 
they buy. If we change what we 
buy, what’s being sold to us will 
change automatically.

How We Live 
We need to incorporate this into 
every aspect of our businesses 
by asking questions like why in 
a tropical place like India, glass 
buildings are covered with blinds 
and why do we need to switch 
on lights during the daytime? Do 
we ever think about that? I always 
get an answer that the sun glares 
on computer screens – then let’s 
collectively find a solution for that.

When I ran my IT company, our 
interior designer gave me a big 
budget for decorating the office, 
lots of dry flowers and ornamental 
things in an enclosed space 
with the AC circulating the air. I 
suggested buying living plants and 
keeping them across the office, 
which would give us free oxygen. 
Our admin objected saying it’s 
tough to maintain the plants inside 
since the office floor was carpeted. 

However, we ended up getting 
plants, maintenance problem is not 
an issue since there is someone 
constantly looking after and 
tending the plants, and we get 
fresh clean oxygen. So, if we try 
we can find ways otherwise all we 
have is excuses.

The aim of sustainability is to 
“Reduce” first, reduce what you 
consume, reduce the waste you 
create. Then proceed with “Reuse 
and Recycle”. You might think that 
the best form of sustainability is 
living in caves as our ancestors 
did. We all know that it's not 
possible. The idea is to be aware of 
your carbon footprint and always 
look for ways to “Reduce”. If we 

keep reducing everything we do 
and buy, we can ultimately start 
making a difference. Calculate 
all of this all the time so that 
it’s measurable. If you are in a 
company, then the company 
collects all of it and tries to use it. 
Today the new gold is carbon!

Stairs Vs 
Treadmill
I’ve seen people waiting for the 
elevator to get to the first floor. 
Those same people will pay hefty 
amounts and sign up for gym 
memberships. Exercise can be part 
of everyday life without having to 
do it as a separate activity and by 

The idea is to be aware of your carbon footprint and always look 
for ways to “Reduce”. If we keep reducing everything we do and 
buy, we can ultimately start making a difference.
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doing that you are automatically 
saving on carbon. Using an 
elevator uses electricity and later 
you want to use a treadmill that 
uses electricity as well. Doing 
household chores from mopping, 
cleaning, washing is a form of 
exercise only. But we outsource 
these jobs to our maids and hit 
gyms for fitness. It’s unfortunate 
but as you study more you end up 
doing more work with your head 
than your hands, and people using 
their hands make less money than 
people using their heads. 

Today, we want to spend more 
time on computers and hire 
someone else to do our work, 
thus creating lifestyle diseases. In 
developed countries people cannot 
afford house help, they have to do 
most of the chores themselves. 
Today, many people’s lifestyle 
is subsidized by a poor migrant 
from a village. 99% of people in 
India should not be able to afford 
a maid, if they do then someone is 
living in poverty. A country that’s 
becoming the startup capital of 
the world, has around 86 million 
people living on Rs 140 or less 
a day. An IT couple who avails 2 
weeks of vacation, team outings, 
unlimited sick leaves, will hire a 
driver, cook, maid, baby sitters 
paying them peanuts. The same 
person will quit his/her job if not 
getting a big raise, but would not 
raise his/her employees’ salaries. 
No holidays for them and we’ve 
startups mushrooming saying we 
will provide reliable maids. 

We need to take the people along 
as well, that’s the “people'' part of 
the triple bottom line. Recently one 
IT company approached me to do 

CSR for helping poor people. I’ve 
told you all your housekeeping, 
security staff is poor. Why don’t 
you make them part of your 
payroll and pay them well, then 
you may not need a CSR budget 
at all. We cut costs everywhere 
and produce profit and use that 
profit as CSR to help others. Many 
of the companies having crores 
of assets inside are protected by 
a person (security staff) who is 
paid the least. This attitude needs 
to change. Recently, one wealthy 
person called me to inquire about 
a cheap hospital for the poor, since 
her maid needed it. I told her, why 
don’t you pay her 1L/month and 
she would know what to do. Why 
does your maid need to use the 
system set up for the poor?

What We 
Wear? 

Are we wearing clothes according 
to climatic conditions or fashion 

trends? Why do we need to wear 
a suit in India? You wear a woolen 
3-piece suit to the office and 
keep the air conditioning at 17°C. 
This contributes to the carbon 
footprint - more A/C consumption 
means more greenhouse gas 
emissions. Your sartorial choices 
are contributing to major climate 
change - most of the clothes are 
made from synthetic materials 
like polyester. As we look at the 
ingredients list in the food label, 
we need to start looking at the tag 
in the clothing that we buy and see 
what’s in it. We should vehemently 
protest against using plastic 
grocery bags and carry cloth bags 
to grocery shops. 

To sum it up, integrating ESG in an 
evolving startup will play a vital 
role in long-term value creation, 
enhance the competitiveness 
of an organization, and have a 
long-lasting positive social and 
environmental impact.
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Paycheques are 
Passé, Shift to 
‘Employee Delight’ 
Model to Retain 
Employees
Employee engagement is paramount for attracting and 

retaining every single employee, even the most actively 

disengaged ones in the new normal. So, how can organisations 

keep a tab on attrition amid uncertainties? Which retention 

strategies work in the new remote work ecosystem? Keep 

reading to find out.

Rema Devi Thottathil
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As companies baffled by 
the global disruption 
are slowly settling into 

the new-normal, old challenges 
have resurfaced in manifolds. 
Indian organisations are currently 
facing a massive talent flux and 
exodus. The attrition rate in the 
Indian IT sector is at an all-time 
high—analysts anticipate 22-23% 
attrition in 2021, which works 
out to one million resignations on 
a projected base of 4.6 million IT 
employees. 

Gone are the days when a 
paycheque was the single 
most important factor to keep 
an employee glued to his/her 
organisation. Employees want 
more. It doesn’t necessarily 
mean an overdose of perks or an 
exhaustive list of benefit plans. All 
play and less work don’t make the 
cut either. 

Today’s employee is a microcosm 
of the fast-paced external world. 
He is quick to respond, easily 
influenced, and decides to jump 
the boat when slightly dissatisfied. 
Millennials are a different theme 
altogether as they often juggle 
with jobs, multiple interest areas 
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and need help to focus and chart 
out their careers.  
 

How do you keep 
a tab on attrition 
amid such a diverse 
pool of talent? 
Which retention 
strategies work in 
the new remote work 
ecosystem?   

Organisations are evolving a 
model similar to that of customer 
retention to keep  the employee 
engaged.  Surveys have proven 
time and again that job satisfaction 
is as important as salary packages. 
Job security is estimated to 
be another key criterion for 
satisfaction at the job. Now with 
the pandemic resetting the realities 
— healthcare benefits also have 
come into focus. 

As attrition soars, companies 
are reinventing their employee 
engagement strategy. Gallup’s 
latest study on the U.S. market 
states, “after a rollercoaster of 
2020, U.S. employee engagement 

increased to 39% in January, up 
from 36% late last year.” Employee 
engagement efforts have been 
on the rise in India too. Indian IT 
companies are offering “cool perks 
and heavy pay hikes to attract and 
retain employees.” The list of perks 
includes the likes of luxury bikes, 
foreign trips, high-tech gadgets, 
generous incentives, and retention 
bonuses. 

But the pertinent question 
remains—how much luring can we 
do with gadgets, perks, and trips? 

Employee engagement needs to be 
holistic, all-inclusive, and real-time. 
It ought to look to engage every 
single employee, even the most 
actively disengaged ones. 

A resolute employee engagement 
strategy must appeal to 
these three broad categories 
of employees (based on the 
pattern of their association with 
organisations)—the loyalist (who 
usually has long innings with any 
company), the smart-shifter (who 
shifts jobs when time is right or 
sees a benefit to his role), and the 
amateur (who is still experimenting 
and has a track record of serving 
less than a year in his jobs).  

Surveys show that new employees tend to stay when they are better 
informed about their role during the hiring process. Hiring right 
is not limited to looking for the right skill set, but also ensuring the 
hired resource fits well within the company culture, managers, and 
co-workers.
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Before setting out to revamping 
the retention plan, let us get to the 
basics. 

Calculate the Turnover Rate 

Gauge your turnover rate and 
compare it with the previous years. 
Among these numbers, what 
costs your company the most 
are ‘regrettable’ and ‘avoidable’ 
turnovers—where an employee 
who is deemed important leaves 
and the reasons for his/her 
departure are within the control 
of the employer. The Wall Street 
Journal in a survey found that “a 
high employee turnover rate can 
cost twice an employee’s salary to 
find and train a replacement.” 
 

How do we mitigate 
and circumvent high 
turnovers in the new 
normal? 

Here are a few strategies you dive 
into.

Upskill All-Year-Round: 
About 94% of employees surveyed 
by LinkedIn for its ‘Workplace 
Learning Report’ state that they 
would stay in a company if it 

invested in their professional 
development. Creating an active, 
all-year-round learning ecosystem 
is key to reducing attrition. 
Upskilling programmes that are 
constant, engaging and operate 
at employees’ convenience yet at 
the same time motivate them to 
raise the bar, are important. BCT-
Learning Gateway is a specialised 
upskilling program we launched 
as we moved to complete work 
from home mode and had been 
a tremendous success. An agile 
anytime-anywhere learning 

platform and a structured learning 
path, accessible through mobile 
and other platforms, can result in a 
minimum of a twofold increase in 
reskilled talent. 

Adopt a Preemptive Hiring 
Strategy: Glassdoor claims that 
35% of employers hire thinking 
that one-third of their new 
employees will leave that year. 
Surveys show that new employees 
tend to stay when they are better 
informed about their role during 
the hiring process. Hiring right is 

At Bahwan CyberTek, we have launched BCT Relaunch, a career 
program exclusively for women professionals who have left their 
careers for personal reasons, to rejoin the workforce. This garners 
a lot of high-end talent and we support such professionals with 
mentoring to ensure a smooth transition into the mainstream.
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not limited to looking for the right 
skill set, but also ensuring the 
hired resource fits well within the 
company culture, managers, and 
co-workers. Adopt a strategy of 
preemptive hiring where the HR 
team can inform the management 
on the attrition rate in the 
market for a particular role and 
preemptively adopt contingency 
measures to keep it in check. This 
should be done across all roles, 
especially critical roles and mid-
level technology roles where talent 
poaching is the highest. 

Onboard Smartly, Mentor 
New Hires: Smarter onboarding 
is the cheat sheet to ensure that 
your new hires are set for success. 
Communication on company 
culture, values, and leadership are 
critical within the time period of 
the first 30 days and hand-holding 
them to settle down into the 
folds has shown amazing results 
in retention. Research shows 
that organizations with strong 
onboarding practices improve 
employee retention by 82% and 
productivity by more than 70%. 
Buddying up your new hires with 
seasoned employees acts as one 
of the best retention plans—the 
hires get direct, first-hand, and in-
person inputs about the company 
and its work culture. BCT Amigos 
have done an amazing job of 
anchoring the new joiners into the 
system. Choosing employees who 
are actively invested and engaged 
with the company as mentors/
buddies are the key here.

Invest in Flexible Work 
Models: Employees today look 
for flexible options and are against 
the regular 9-hour routine. Flexible 

work hours and remote models 
allow them to spend time with 
family, travel around, and still 
keep the lights on. This is one of 
the major repercussions of the 
pandemic and companies should 
meet their employees halfway 
here. The Talent Accelerator Study 
conducted by Citrix states that 
88% of knowledge workers claim 
to look for flexible work options (in 
hours and location) when they look 
for a new position.  

Look beyond the Regular 
Talent Pool: Often  companies 
subscribe only to the regular talent 
pool. This means that if you’re 
hiring high-end talent, you need to 
invest more, and there is more at 
stake. Develop a lateral hiring plan. 
At Bahwan CyberTek, we have 
launched BCT Relaunch, a career 
program exclusively for women 

professionals who have left their 
careers for personal reasons, to 
rejoin the workforce. This garners 
a lot of high-end talent and we 
support such professionals with 
mentoring to ensure a smooth 
transition into the mainstream. We 
also look to bring ex-employees 
back to the company—this has 
been rewarding in more ways than 
one and has spiralled our employer 
brand value. 

Keep a Tab on Employee’s 
Pulse: It is important to 
constantly keep in touch with your 
employee. Knowing the pulse 
of what your workforce thinks 
about a particular policy, a new 
development, and the general 
workflow is a must. We have 
deployed a simple tool called 
Mood-o-Meter to gauge the mood 
of our employees several times 
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a day. At the click of a button in 
email communication, an employee 
is able to tell us what he/she feels 
like at that moment. Leveraging 
the experience management 
platform, DropThought, we 
analyse the mood of our 
employees periodically. Anyone 
who is consistently unhappy 
or perturbed is a cause for 
concern—we set out to find 
the reasons through diverse 
channels (teammates, manager, 
HR personnel) and alleviate and 
support them.  

Recognise, Engage and 
Build a Cohort: Recognition 
is the icing on the cake for any 
employee. Ensure you have a 
strong recognition platform that 
considers all possible parameters 
and rewards for employees not 
just during appraisals but all year 
round. Our R&R platform allows 
employees to appreciate each 
other even for a simple task. To 
boost morale and liven up work, 
we orchestrate talent engagement 
activities all through the year. BGT 
(BCT’s Got Talent) forum allows 
employees to showcase their skills 
outside of work. HumansofBCT 
is a weekly long-running and 
most successful social media 
series, features the human side of 
BCTians, their interests, hobbies, 
and favourite pastimes. Charge 
is a series of motivational talks 
by renowned speakers aimed at 
transforming and empowering 
employees with health, hope, and 
positivity for a more inspired life 
and career. 

Build a Culture That Cares. 
Build a culture that is inclusive, 
supportive, and inspiring. Invest 

in caring for employees and 
make them feel appreciated and 
recognised. WATER (our Women's 
Advancement, Transformation, 
Empowerment, and Recognition 
forum) encourages women 
professionals to excel in their 
careers and strike out a work-life 
balance with talks, interviews, 
sessions, and professional training. 
Long-term employees need as 
much support and pampering as 
new hires. We have initiatives to 
recognise and reward long-termers 
as well. BCTCare4U has been 
anchoring a series of healthcare 
initiatives and assistance to keep 
the employees and families safe 
and healthy through the pandemic 
phase.

In addition, we have multiple 
measures that take ‘Employee 
Delight’ to a whole new level—
compensation intervention, growth 
acceleration through promotion, 
sponsorship of esteemed 

university learning programs for 
nurturing key talent, health, and 
insurance policies to promote 
employee and family well-being, 
etc.  
 

Earning Your 
Employees Trust is 
Pivotal to Employee 
Retention

A one-size-fits-all strategy that 
rains benefits, higher salary 
packages, or extravagant 
gadgets might work, but not 
in all cases.  Fostering a strong 
working relationship with your 
employee and cultivating a culture 
of inclusion, appreciation, and 
trust works in the long run. Your 
future employee wants a role that 
is meaningful, rewarding and an 
organisation where he/she feels 
belonged.  


