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Try not to become a man of success but a man of value ~ Albert EinsteinBEYOND
BORDERS

By Heather Fraser

ESTABLISHED North
American enterprises
are struggling to survive
(at minimum) and grow
(at best) by evolving busi-
ness models. Meanwhile,
India is creating radical-
ly new models.
Ambitious, resourceful
and unencumbered by
the handcu�s of conven-
tion, India o�ers the

western world a dramatic demonstration of
breakthrough business design. A recent trip to
India gave me new insights into the incredible
potential being unleashed in the country at
this time, and the potential for it to rede�ne
the game rules in every sector.

Visiting Mumbai as a delegate at the
Association of Indian Management Schools
(AIMS) conference, I had the opportunity to
engage in an important meeting of the minds.
Hosted at the Welingkar Institute of
Management, participants included B-school
delegates and industry leaders from across the
country. What stood out in this conference was
the collective ambition to radically reinvent
models for India and the world. With a mindset
driven by extreme circumstances, the country
could bring to life a dramatic demonstration of
'business design' at its best, and teach the west
a few good lessons.

THE CHALLENGE SHAPES 
THE MINDSET
The country's challenges have set the stage for
dramatic design. From a demographic stand-
point, 50% of the population is under 15 years
old. That's a lot of people to educate with lim-
ited means and infrastructure. Furthermore,
it is forecast that while most of the world will
be facing labour shortages in 2020, India will
have the largest labour surplus in the world -
45 million. To employ this workforce, the coun-
try has to build domestic business with an eye
to global competitiveness.

But, to build the domestic market, they must
consider the '10% rule' — delivering goods and
services to the marketplace at 10% of the west-
ern world average price. And, above all, India
is all about scale. Slow development and ‘baby
steps’ is not in their strategy. As such, they
often mentally ‘leapfrog’ North American
frameworks, using technology and social net-
works in radically e�ective ways.

With limited infrastructure and legacy mod-
els, India is for the most part free to create new
models to deliver goods and services to the
market. Leveraging their innate entrepreneur-
ial spirit, Indians are creating new models in
every social and business sector, bringing
together resources and competencies in a
unique and economically sustainable way. If
successful, these new models will provide
important cues to the rest of the world as they
challenge current models.

A MATTER OF DESIGN
The role of 'business design' is paramount in

driving the economy. Those schools and enter-
prises that embrace design-based principles
and practices will play an important role in
shaping the country's future. Based on the
research we are doing at the University of
Toronto's Rotman School of Management,
there is compelling evidence that design-based
principles and practices in �elds such as engi-
neering and industrial design are also instru-
mental in creating major business break-
throughs. But, one only has to look at India's
recent track record to know that the country
not only gets it, but also does it quite e�ective-
ly.

The fastest growing companies in India are
fundamentally asking: “What do people need?”
Examples like ITC's e-Choupal demonstrate
how quickly an idea inspired by an unmet
need can take o�. By providing know-how and
services to rural farmers through the internet,
ITC's 6,500 e-Choupal centres are transforming
the way farmers conduct business and open-
ing windows of opportunity to rural India at
large. Embracing constraints as a source of
creativity may very well be the country's great-
est advantage. That's where the '10% rule'
could drive competitiveness to a whole new
level.

Many of India's successes have been born
out of constraints that inspired resourceful-
ness and ingenuity. Aravind has become the
largest provider of eye care in the world
(examining over 1.7million patients and oper-
ating on 250,000 annually), overcoming the
challenges of remoteness, limited resources
and poor clientele. And it's hard to argue that a
$2,500 Tata Nano is a more creative solution
than a $20,000 Ford. Instead of building from
our current economic equation, we should
more often zero-base our future-forward devel-
opment projects.

MODELS FOR PROSPERITY
Creating new models demands thinking holis-
tically about how all of the strategies, activi-
ties, partnerships and stakeholders relate to
one another. Sometimes these systems are
organisational and operational, sometimes
technological. But sometimes, the most valu-
able system is a human network that doesn't
work in overly ‘controlled’ ways. A case in
point is Mumbai's extraordinary network of
dabbawalas — an organic delivery network
using a sophisticated scheduling and dispatch
system to handle deliveries in a cost and time-
e�cient manner.

One could say that the stakes are too high
here but this is the mindset that also restricts
growth. By carving out complementary
streams that take a more radical approach to
future-forward development projects, we
might just �nd that we too can leapfrog our
own models. Hence, it's important to look to
developing countries with high ambitions like
India. They o�er an important source o� nspi-
ration in the development of new models for
prosperity.

(The writer is the director of the Design
Initiative at Rotman School of Management,

University of Toronto, Canada)
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