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AUTHORS’ NOTE

WRITING CLICK! HAS BEEN BOTH challenging and enjoyable.

It’s not often that authors get the opportunity to write on perhaps the hottest topic in business around the world, and it has been a pleasure delving into it and presenting a comprehensive portrait of an exciting phenomenon. Yet, surprisingly, it is the ubiquitous nature of e-commerce that presented the greatest challenge for us. We have constantly grappled with how to present facts and how much to present of them. For instance, what might be easily comprehensible to readers of a particular segment might be abstruse for another. In trying to emphasize a point for the latter, we could end up disengaging the former. The reverse is true, too. If we were to assume that an example is self-explanatory – as it might well be for some – there could always be another reader who would expect, even need, more elaboration. While writing this book we have endeavoured to draw a balance among various reader segments while either explaining a concept or drawing our analyses.

Another area that posed a challenge pertained to the inclusion of categories within e-commerce. The sector is replete with success stories of entrepreneurs creating disruption in areas as diverse as retail, technology, finance, education, classifieds, online tour agents, among several others. While we have addressed most of the critical categories in the analysis section (Part 3 of the book), we have covered in detail only a few of the categories where we share the stories of eight entrepreneurs and their disruption (Part 2 of the book). We realize that there might be readers who would like to know more about the other categories and businesses in detail, and it could well become the subject of a sequel to this book.

Given the dynamic nature of the business, incorporating every recent development (and there have been many) has not been possible, though we have tried to cover as much as we could till the time of the book going to press. However, we would like to believe that we have, through the stories and analysis we have presented, given readers a comprehensive a study of the past, present and future of India’s e-commerce industry.

The readers who have entrepreneurial dreams will find in this book valuable insights on how ‘unicorns’ have been built within the space of five to ten years by people who have exhibited a knack for coming up with good ideas and the determination to follow through on them. They will get insights into the strategies that have worked and read analyses of the ones that haven’t. They will realize that most of the businesses that have been included here weren’t built for success from day one. The majority of them faltered initially and it was only after the founders pivoted or otherwise persevered that they tasted success. Those who have been following this sector over the years will particularly relate to the analysis section as it covers all that has happened in the sector till date and explores future possibilities. There is thus something in this book for all readers.

Finally, we realize that while the book may answer a lot of unasked questions, it may well throw up some of its own. Readers with an interest in getting answers to their queries or desiring to know more about a particular aspect of e-commerce are welcome to interact with the authors on LinkedIn (https://www.linkedin.com/in/komalbhanver/; https://www.linkedin.com/in/jagmohan-bhanver-15396b24/); Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/AuthorKomalBhanver; https://www.facebook.com/AuthorJagmohan); or Twitter (@KomalBhanver; @authorjagmohan).


PROLOGUE

THE YEAR IS 2030. IMAGINE people staring blankly at you when you say you’ve sent them a Facebook request. Sounds ridiculous? Perhaps it isn’t. The history of the business world is replete with instances of the most legendary of companies disappearing into a black hole because they failed to read the future clearly.

One such tale is that of Kodak. In 1976, Kodak had cornered 90 per cent of the total revenue earned from the sale of camera films in the whole of the United States of America (US). Their revenues from the sale of cameras in the same market accounted for 85 per cent of the total. Yet, by 2012, Kodak had filed for bankruptcy. A company that had ruled supreme in a market segment for decades was relegated to oblivion in a matter of a few years.

What led to this was primarily Kodak’s own mindset, which prevented it from riding the next wave – that of digital technology. It wasn’t as if the company didn’t have the tools to transition to digital. Few people are aware of the fact that Kodak was actually one of the first companies to come up with the technology that powered digital cameras. Way back in 1975, Steve Sasson, a Kodak engineer, had come up with the initial plan for a filmless camera. But, instead of being the first to transition to digital, the company decided to ignore the writing on the wall and pressed forward with their existing technology which was destined to become obsolete not too long in the future. In fact, the company had earlier made timely, strategic shifts – first from the dry-plate business to film and then to investing in colour film – but this time around they had failed to recognize the potential of digital imagery as a whole.

In Sasson’s words, Kodak’s management’s initial response to filmless photography was, ‘that’s cute, but don’t tell anyone about it’. Their reason? The new technology threatened their main line of business – films and film-based cameras. By the time Kodak realized they had dug their own grave, the death-knell had already sounded. Although they got into the digital business later, they were left behind by nimbler players like Fuji, Sony and Canon. When they did manage to catch up, technology had reached yet another turning point and smartphones had replaced expensive digital cameras. Today, the world no longer talks about the ‘Kodak moment’; it is the selfie that rules.

[image: img]

If you are an automobile enthusiast, you will recall that a few years ago the annual turnover of General Motors (GM) could be compared to the gross domestic product (GDP) of some nations. It took GM 107 years to achieve that iconic status. But it took Uber, the online transportation network company, only five and a half years to beat GM in valuation. Today, at $68 billion, Uber’s value exceeds that of GM, Ford and Honda, the three giants that account for the bulk of automobile sales around the world. The irony is that Uber doesn’t own or produce a single car. All it has is its software.

Then there is Airbnb, Inc. At $25.5 billion, this website – which connects you to people all over the world looking to rent out rooms or properties – is valued at more than hospitality stalwarts like Marriott and Starwood. Like Uber, Airbnb does not own hotel property anywhere in the world. Yet its user base of more than 35 million dwarfs the number of customers that any leading chain of hotels might have.

As these instances demonstrate, with rapid advancements in every sphere of technology, changes that earlier evolved over hundreds of years now manifest in less than a decade. In many cases they cause a particular way of doing things to become passé even before it has completed its natural life-cycle. When used effectively by businesses to a transformative effect, these advancements perform the singular function of changing the way business has been conducted or a product has been used so far. In short, they disrupt existing paradigms of conducting business.
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In the digital space, the ideas that disrupt take this a step further – they have a ‘butterfly effect’ on other businesses, sometimes even unrelated ones.

As a high-school student, I remember my father being tasked by the Indian government to bring home one of the country’s first supercomputers from Europe. He had explained to me that the supercomputer was housed in a temperature-regulated environment spanning almost 2,000 square feet of area. Today, a regular pocket-sized smartphone wields more computing power than that supercomputer. This technology, which was once available to just a handful of people, is available in more potent forms to anyone who owns a smartphone. The number of people who use smartphones today exceeds a billion, and the transition has come about in less than 25 years.

Now consider 3G and 4G networks. Technological breakthroughs in themselves, these networks have taken the use of the ubiquitous smartphone a step further. The phone, once an instrument of basic communication, is now an indispensable part of most people’s lives, used to fulfil almost every need a person may have. This, in turn, has resulted in the invention of a plethora of mobile apps, which have brought about a sea-change in the way certain industries conduct their business. For instance, today, people don’t need to read a printed newspaper to get their daily dose of news. News apps on the mobile are the preference of a cross-section of society, taking in second-by-second updates of events on the phone in real time, consuming them as items to be read in long and short forms, to be viewed as videos or even to be listened to, at any location of their choosing. Apps like Ola and Uber that owe their existence to the smartphone have transformed the way people view car ownership as well as the functioning of the entire cab industry.

On a parallel plane, the increased speed and efficacy of Internet connectivity has brought about significant changes in the education sector. At one time, a handful of people could access superior education from a limited number of colleges and universities. Today, high-speed web applications have ensured that through portals like Khan Academy, Udacity, Coursera and several others a person can access world-class education from the best institutions irrespective of their location. Online courses have transformed millions of lives all over the globe by changing the way knowledge is shared and are relevant alternatives, if not replacements, for brick-and-mortar institutions.

An example closer home would be that of TRUEtest. TRUEtest, and similar platforms, are aiming to solve the problem of unemployability in India. Almost 75 per cent of the working population in small towns and 55 per cent in India’s metro cities is considered unemployable. One of the major difficulties in addressing the problem of widespread unemployment is the inability to assess skill gaps, and to mentor the young and help them avail of the right kind of vocational training that will empower them. The other big challenge for India’s youth is the lack of industry connect. Given the vast spread of the country, this problem has been practically impossible to address through offline solutions, even by means of public–private partnerships. This is where players like TRUEtest are making a significant difference. The platform scientifically assesses students as well as working professionals for skill gaps; guides them to higher-education courses or occupations that are ideal for them given their interests, aptitude and personality; and, through a sophisticated algorithm, automatically connects them to a career counsellor suited for them. Beyond this, the recommender engine of the portal connects individuals to relevant industry mentors who are able to give advice; systemically prompts for appropriate skill development, learning programmes and courses, and even takes individuals on a virtual tour of a company or college they are interested in joining. All of this is at the user’s fingertips at a click from any location. One could strongly argue that at a certain level TRUEtest has already made traditional career counselling and classroom learning redundant.

Consider also the disruption that players like Google and Tesla have wrought on the automobile industry. Google has been experimenting with self-driven cars for the past few years. Recently, Tesla, Microsoft and Apple have also spent billions on driverless car technologies. It is no longer hard to imagine a time when drivers may become redundant. Cabs as we know them may cease to exist; parking would cease to be an issue. Laterally, the car insurance industry would see a significant impact; businesses offering driving courses would need to look for alternative opportunities; and services like Uber and Ola, which have disrupted the cab industry today, would become redundant unless they reinvent themselves. (To its credit, Uber has already begun working with Carnegie Mellon University’s robotics programme to stave off this eventuality.)

Clearly, we live in exciting times. All over the world, paradigms are changing faster than they ever have before, and more and more people are establishing disruptive ventures to reshape the way businesses function. Among them are visionaries who, through their innate ability to anticipate future consumer needs and market trends, succeed in revolutionizing a whole business sector, and the quick and effective adapters who (unlike Kodak in the 1970s) recognize the early onset of shifting paradigms and evolve their businesses so that they are in tandem with where the world is headed.

The world has come a long way from traditional modes of doing business. This age is not about who has more financial muscle, or who has been around longer. The future is up for the taking, and it is going to be driven by people with ideas and the early movers with the gumption to take the right direction at the right time. These are the people and organizations to watch out for. These are the ones who will make it click!
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