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Competitive
How competitive are we? We threw the issue open to more than 1,000
Indian citizens of varying levels of responsibility. A BT-ORG-MARG SURVEY

D
ISSECTING STATISTICS, BURROWING THROUGH

the library, wracking the brain and pontificat-
ing for the record are all very good. But for
clues on what Indians at large think about
our business competitiveness, there’s no

better device—short of mass-telepathy—than a
sample survey. 

There are two particularly alluring aspects of
such an exercise. One, the respondents are picked
randomly, so their opinions could be taken to
represent those of the larger population, at least
within a fairly acceptable bracket of accuracy.
And two, the responses are anonymous, which al-
lows people to voice their minds freely. 

To get a good cross-section of opinion, the
sample of 1,053 respondents includes a diverse set

of thinkers, from CEOs, executives, bureaucrats and
economists to housewives, students, ordinary cit-
izens and politicians. The questions concern such
issues as competitiveness, protectionism, success
factors and even the attitude of current super-
powers towards India’s own quest for super-
power status.

One may think that respondents would require a
high level of business awareness, but the point is that
almost everyone has an opinion on these matters.
Which is good. More interestingly, the responses do
not vary all that much from one respondent category
(say, executives) to another (say, students). In fact, the
only category that stands out for its exceptionalism
is that of politicians. Interesting, is it not? Go
ahead—read on. 
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T HE MESSAGE IS CLEAR.
Indians have gotten over
their initial fears related to

the opening up of the Indian
economy. In fact, the survey’s
results display a reasonably
healthy degree of self-confi-
dence in facing global busi-
ness—though it is also amply
clear that most people would
also like the Indian govern-
ment to continue with some
form of support for Indian
business. This sounds contra-
dictory, but sentiments are not
always rationally consistent.

Interestingly, the competitive-
ness perceptions of politicians are
at variance with those of people in
the actual hurly-burly of business.
While the politicians haven’t quite
abandoned their paternalistic ins-
tincts, businessmen seem content
to be left to do their own thing,
even though they know only too
well that they cannot escape the
inevitable churn that results from

exposure to world competition—
with the weak dying and the
strong surviving. This suggests
that it is time that Indian policy-
makers take their cues from busi-
ness—for the latter have become
the country’s true opinion leaders,
at least for those aiming to be
globally competitive.

The one area where the res-
pondents appear rather unrealis-
tic in their assessment, is their

opinions on China. It appears
that Indians, by and large, are
quite clueless about the real
reasons behind China’s grow-
ing economic strength, pre-
ferring to view that country
only through political lenses. 

That stands out in con-
trast to the realism displayed
in picking business sectors
where respondents detect a
clear competitive edge (herbal
products, software and gar-
ments, for example), and in
identifying the key resource

enablers for global success. Most
of these enablers are the result
of private pursuits, and if the gov-
ernment were to remove the last
remaining artificial constraints on
Indian business, self-confidence
would go up further.

It would also help if we could
put the ‘victimhood syndrome’
behind us, once and for all, and
stop whining about a world alle-
gedly ganging up against the

What To Make Of It All
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country. That shouldn’t even be an
issue. No superpower wants to see its-
elf eclipsed, but no force can stop a nat-
ion that is determined to make a suc-
cess of itself.

For that, goal-orientation is a must.
And for that, a sense of global real-
ism. “In engineering and lot of other
manufactured goods, India, much like
China, won’t be the technology or R&D

base, but just sourcing and manufac-
turing one,” says Raj Jain, Managing
Director, Whirlpool Of India.
However, for actual competitiveness
in manufacturing, says Bijou Kurien,
Chief Operating Officer, Titan
Industries, some more policy hurdles
will have to be cleared, and the requi-
site infrastructure put in place.

The sectors where regulatory poli-
cies and infrastructure have only been
minor hindrances, and where compe-
tition has been a fact of life, Indian
business has done remarkably well.
Computer software is the best example
of this, and it is best placed to spear-
head India’s shot at superpowerhood.
“Agriculture and manufacturing should
keep pace at the same time, for the
dream of becoming a superpower to
become a reality,” adds Rajiv Kaul,
Managing Director, Microsoft India.

Agriculture offers some natural
advantages, and value-addition possi-
bilities are aplenty, but the fight for a
level-playing field worldwide will have
to be strong and sustained. While
crushing costs, India will also have to
work at differentiating its produce—all
the serious money is in uniquely bran-
ded stuff, not commodities. “We must
think big, and build a mental attitude to
market uniquely Indian stuff on a glo-
bal basis,” says Sorab Mistry, Chairman
and CEO, McCann-Erickson India. It is
possible, of course, to give a unique dim-
ension to any product or service. But
before all that, Indian business must get
under the skin of the global consumer.
Understanding the overt (and more
importantly, latent) needs of this unf-
amiliar creature could make the diffe-
rence. Do we know anything about the
Chinese video-game jock? bt


