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Strategic Management of Indian Companies  
in a Globalising Arena1 
 

A Series of Six Articles 
 
 
 
 
1. Strategy in Indian Organisations  
 
 
India Inc needs strategic management approaches that are rooted 
in and are aligned to the country’s socio-cultural and economic context 
 
 
Strategic management is much misunderstood in India. It is a relatively younger and more intricate 
subset of the discipline of management. And being concerned with the overall performance and 
long-term direction, it is the most important mechanism for managers to build successful companies. 
The complexity and criticality of strategic management, is further compounded for Indian 
organisations, by two additional aspects.  
 
 
Firstly, market and globally integrated economic environment, which underlie the strategy sub-
discipline, is about a decade old in India and there are many legacy issues at both macro and micro 
levels. Secondly, most of the findings and approaches in strategy have originated in the United States, 
which raise concerns related to relevance and applicability in other contexts. These constraints have 
inhibited the full, and more importantly the proper, use of strategic management approaches in 
Indian organisations. They have often left the Indian managers bewildered, when the ‘latest’ tended 
to contradict what was recommended a few years before! On the other hand, companies in major 
industrial geographies, such as Europe, Japan and South Korea, have followed strategic trajectories 
very different from that of American enterprises. And there is a case to search for strategic 
management approaches that are rooted in and are best aligned to India’s socio-cultural and 
economic-institutional situation. The novel or original approaches will bestow inimitable advantages, 

                                                           
1 Slightly abridged versions of these articles were carried, in the six weekly editions of “Corporate Dossier” 
magazine of The Economic Times, from 30th March to 4th May 2007.   
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essential for Indian companies to grow and successfully compete with their global counterparts, in 
the coming years.      
 
 
This series of articles, based on a forthcoming book, takes up the whys, whats and hows of strategic 
management in Indian companies. In the first article, we consider the constraints and possibilities, 
with respect to ‘temporality’, ‘contextuality’ and ‘originality’ of the strategic management sub-
discipline and the Indian situation.  
 
 

TEMPORALITY Since the beginning of strategy research in the early-1960s, there have 
been four major approaches, in terms of the analytical techniques and the recommended 
responses. SWOT, the dominant framework during 1960s, emphasized growth and 
opportunity-lead diversification. Strategic planning matrices during 1970s, brought 
profitability into consideration and recommended calibrated diversification aimed at 
achieving balanced corporate business portfolio. Competitiveness framework shifted 
emphasis to profitability in 1980s, and suggested considered withdrawal, based on the 
attractiveness and the sustainability of individual businesses. In the 1990s, core competency 
highlighted market capitalisation and recommended aggressive focus and withdrawal from 
businesses that do not fitted with a company’s few unique capabilities.  
 
The strategy approaches not only shifted in terms of the objectives emphasised but also 
swung in the recommended means from one extreme of unbridled diversification to that of 
extreme focus. They held considerable sway on strategic behaviour of American companies 
during their respective decade of influence, and were sort of supplanted afterwards. This 
shows that the strategy approaches are temporal, and can differ significantly from one period 
to another, even within a country or geography.  
 
 
CONTEXTUALITY Strategy approaches were closely aligned with the changes in major 
patterns in the business context of American companies – continuation of post-world war 
boom and opening of new industries such as chemicals and new overseas markets, in 1960s; 
sobering influence of oil price shocks and realisation that profitability is linked to market 
share and industries go through ‘S’ type lifecycle curve, in 1970s; challenge from Japanese 
companies and disappointing results of earlier mergers and acquisitions wave, in 1980s; and, 
continued success of Japanese companies and below par profitability and market 
capitalisation of conglomerates, in 1990s.  
 
From the changes in American business context, two important conclusions can be drawn – 
one, the appropriate strategy approach needs to align or fit with the prevailing business 
patterns; and two, the approach needs to be different, sometimes dramatically so, when the 
context changes significantly. This also highlights the limitations and the dangers of 
transplanting any strategy framework and recommendations therein, to a new geographical 
context, such as India.    
 
 
ORIGINALITY The emerging business context of Indian companies is not only different 
to any decade when the strategy approaches were evolved in America but it is also 
significantly altered from that prevailing in the country in mid-1990s. For instance, exploiting 
the strategic implication of information and communications technology and responding to 
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the socio-political realities and the organic and inorganic growth opportunities thrown open 
by venture capital and private equity, are important patterns in the current Indian context. 
And building upon the early successes against multinational corporations and in overseas 
markets and fully capitalising on about the fastest growing and diversifying economy in the 
world, are major patterns that have emerged during the last few years.       
 
The differences, in fact newness, of the context, calls for the development of original strategy 
approaches for Indian companies. Such approaches would include – the analytical techniques 
and frameworks to suitably distil the patterns and their imperatives, the concepts for evolving 
responses and tying them into strategies, and, the methods to implement requisite business 
and organisational initiatives and changes. In addition, they should also be able to 
appropriately draw upon the techniques and the accumulated insights of the strategy 
approaches developed earlier, in the American context. 
 
 

Temporality, contextuality and originality put strategic management in perspective in the Indian 
situation, and enable appropriate understanding and application. They are also the whys or raison 
d’etre and the three conceptual pillars, of this discussion on the appropriate strategy approaches for 
Indian organisations. Perhaps the only parallel to the potential scale, speed and impact of the 
emergence of Indian companies in global business arena, is that of Japanese companies from 1970s 
onwards. Remarkably it was brought about by major innovations in strategy and other management 
approaches. And Indian organisations need to evolve original approaches, and go well-beyond 
transplantation or adaptation of techniques and concepts developed in other contexts. This is 
necessary for engendering inimitable and sustainable advantages in global marketplace, and it will also 
take the management theory forward. In the subsequent articles of this series, we evolve an analytical 
framework and a typology of viable and effective strategies for Indian companies. Thereafter each 
type is elaborated upon, with respect to the whats of business and organisation and the hows of 
transformational and incremental change processes.       
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2. Four Strategic Configurations 
 
 
Here are four strategic configurations that are contextually  
appropriate and also original and novel for Indian companies 
 
 
In this article, we take up the “whats” of the strategic management approaches in Indian companies. 
Such approaches would suitably address the three “whys” or requirements outlined earlier, i.e. 
temporality – having an appropriate strategic horizon; contextuality – developing adequate responses 
to the major trends and imperatives of the Indian business context; and, originality – enabling novel 
thinking and difficult-to-copy advantages in Indian companies. We bridge and draw upon the theory 
and the practice of strategic management, as per the Indian situation.      
 
 
Indian business environment has seen extraordinary change, since the onset of economic reforms in 
early-1990s. While the 1990s was a decade of transition, the ‘market oriented – globally integrated’ 
economic framework has now stabilised. Macro-level shift is unlikely in the foreseeable future, and 
the framework will guide the business environment in coming years, though under a variety of 
domestic and global forces and trends. Learning from the American context, where strategic 
management approaches tended to change almost every ten years, the temporality is best addressed 
by taking the horizon of one decade. The horizon is adequate, because strategies tend to fully play 
out for most of the companies and industries in about a decade, even for businesses with long 
investment cycles such as steel and insurance.   
 
 
Research in strategic management is reaching three important conclusions. Firstly, a company needs 
to respond to a set of imperatives, which emanate almost equally from the path of evolution it has 
taken till now and the key trends in its emerging business context. Secondly, a company is an 
organism like configuration, with the various components of its business and organisation in a 
gestalt-like fit among themselves. Thirdly, there are only a few configurations that are viable and 
effective. And a company can secure superior long-term performance, by choosing the right 
configuration as per its imperatives and by improving the degree of fit among the components. 
These conclusions sufficiently equip us to outline successful configurations, which are not only 
contextually appropriate but also original and novel.  
 
 
Over the last few years, I have been exploring the context of Indian companies at an aggregate level. 
The companies – owned by domestic promoters, investors, institutions and government – have 
shared the Indian context in the past and will do so in the future. The economic and regulatory 
framework and the socio-cultural milieu, has had a considerable impact on the path of evolution of 
Indian companies till now. And shared context will remain a major influence, on the nature of trends, 
possibilities, and the advantages that the Indian companies will base themselves upon in the future. 
The commonalities in evolutionary and emerging imperatives are significant and pervasive enough, to 
enable delineating successful configurations for Indian companies in the coming decade.  
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FIGURE: The Viable and Effective Configurations for Indian Companies 
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The evolutionary imperatives are essentially the implications of business and organisational choices 
of Indian companies, during the pre-liberalisation phase, transition decade of 1990s and the early part 
of this decade, which they need to address and take further. For example, corporate India has been 
vulnerable to exuberance more than once, which lead to unsubstantiated investments and diversion 
of managerial attention from the basics of business, i.e. satisfying needs of customer in a way 
superior to the competitors and by incurring costs lower than the value perceived. Similarly, they 
need to build upon the initial success against multinational corporations in the domestic market, and 
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be able to compete with the best, in the industries and markets of their choosing. The five emerging 
imperatives, which are relatively independent, together capture the ensuing scenario for Indian 
companies.    
 
 
Drawing on the research and reflecting on the imperatives, the viable and effective configurations for 
Indian companies fall into two dimensions – Scope, whether “focused” on a single or tightly related 
business activities or whether “diversified” into multiple and unrelated businesses; and, Market, 
whether targeted market is primarily domestic and similar countries or “India” or whether it is 
worldwide or “global”. While focused is applicable in any business context; the diversified is an 
equally attractive approach for Indian companies, especially due to the imperatives of ‘large, growing 
and internationalising Indian economy’, ‘sustain, evolve and extend competitive orientation’, and 
‘significantly enhance the scale and scope of activities’. On the other hand, corporate strategies along 
the market dimension represent two possible logics, for Indian companies to suitably build over the 
process of transition that started in mid-1990s and to respond to the considerations of operating in a 
market and global economy. 
 
 
As configurations are akin to organisms, it would be relatively sub-optimal and contradiction ridden 
to simultaneously belong to more than one configuration. For instance, Tatas firmly in ‘India-
diversified’ configuration till about year 2000, are aspiring and committing themselves to shifting to 
‘global-diversified’ configuration. This not only changes the criteria for business decisions but also 
requires a shift in the world-view of management and in the organisation culture. At the group level, 
which has now become the loci of strategy, the configuration will take some time to take effect, 
depending upon -- the progress of other businesses in becoming global on the lines of software, the 
decisions on businesses that cannot make it or fall lower in the resource allocation priorities, the 
implementation of appropriate structural-systemic changes at the levels of group and individual 
businesses, and, adoption of consistent managerial styles. However the configuration of Tatas, while 
containing some attributes similar to global-diversified companies such as General Electric, will be 
different – incorporating attributes inherited from its past and those shared by other global 
corporations having home bases in India.  
 
 
The choice of configuration depends upon – presence of India based global advantages in business; 
relative gap between resources required and available for realising the business potential in a single 
business, in domestic market or globally; characteristics of the existing structure and management 
systems, whether suited for managing single or multiple businesses; and, orientation of the top 
management and cultural attributes of organisation, whether tuned to domestic market or outward 
looking. Given these factors, the configurations are sort of mutually exclusive, for Indian companies. 
Examples of Gujarat Ambuja as ‘India – focused’, ITC as ‘India – diversified’, and Infosys as ‘global 
– focused’, further illustrate the organism-like conception of configuration. The quest is to realise 
and maintain the configuration in its internally consistent form. However there could be variants, 
depending on company specific factors. The switch from one configuration to another, is inherently 
strenuous and uncertain, and needs to be precipitated by significant change with respect to one or 
more factors – in the case of Tatas, configurational change is being enabled by the recognition of 
India-based global advantages in a majority of businesses and by dramatic change in resource 
position after initial public offering of Tata Consultancy Services and sharp upturn in steel and 
automobile businesses.  
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3. On Thinking and Acting Innovatively 
 
 
Strategy and organisation design are closely related 
 
 
Indian companies need to create and follow novel strategic management approaches. It comes as 
much as from the limitations in transplanting approaches developed in other contexts as from the 
possibilities and potential of doing business in a large, fast growing and globalising Indian economy. 
This also implies that we need to create new conceptual frames and techniques and to break new 
ground in terms of the effective strategies and evolution processes.  
 
 
The concept of strategic configuration is based on the realisation, that the various aspects of the 
business model or strategy and the organisation design of a company, are symbiotically related. The 
aspects need to not only be in fit with the context but also among themselves internally, and better 
still be mutually reinforcing – as if in a living being. For instance, the strategy of high growth through 
diversification need to be backed by the organisation design of divisional structure, profit centre 
based planning and review systems, decentralising style of top management and a culture of openness 
and risk taking. The configurations, which have high order of external fit with the context and 
internal fit among the various aspects of strategy and organisation design, are arguably better 
performing and over the long periods.   
 
 
Strategic configuration of a company as analogous to an organism, can be handily extended to 
visualise strategy as akin to brain, structure as bone frame, plans and procedures as nervous system, 
and managerial style and organisational culture as personality traits and soul! Conceiving companies 
as organism-like configurations, is the point of convergence in the organisation theory research, 
currently. Taking the conception further to include strategy, and integrating with the work in strategic 
management, is an advancement of the management theory. Indian companies can use this new and 
a more comprehensive conceptual frame, to develop innovative strategic management approaches.  

 
 

FIGURE: The Concept of Strategic Configuration 
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Drawing on the overwhelming evidence, that the strategic approaches of a company are influenced 
almost equally, by the patterns acquired along the path of evolution till now and the trends in its 
emerging landscape, a new analytical technique is developed. It juxtaposes the implications of the 
nature of evolution i.e. evolutionary imperatives with that of future trends i.e. emerging imperatives, 
to analyse the context. This technique can be used in consonance and be superimposed on others, 
such as SWOT, strategic planning matrices, industry attractiveness, and competitor analysis.  
 
 
We used the new “imperatives” technique, to analyse the context of Indian companies as a genre – 
the group of companies owned by domestic promoters and institutions. From a suitably chosen 
horizon, extending about a decade into the past and into the future, we found five evolutionary and 
five emerging imperatives in the context of Indian companies. And in the context defined by these 
imperatives, there were four viable and effective configurations. The outcome was startling, as rarely 
do the positions of focus vs. diversification and of primary attention on domestic vs. overseas 
markets, are equally and simultaneously attractive in a context. The new analytical technique equips 
Indian companies to assess their context in a far more holistic manner, covering the past and future 
and the macro, industry and resource scenarios, to outline better informed and clearer approaches. 
 
 
Shifting gears to the context of an individual Indian company, the concept of configuration and the 
imperatives technique, are creditably appropriate to outline possible strategic configurations that best 
fit with its specific context. Four generic configurations of ‘India – focused’, ‘India – diversified’, 
‘global – focused’ and ‘global – diversified’, can act as a useful guide. For instance, a leading Indian 
cement company identified three possible configurations for the future – of becoming ‘India 
diversified inorganic materials company’ or ‘a cement multinational’, besides continuing as ‘India 
cement focused’ company. Similarly, a shipping company toyed with the new strategic configurations 
of becoming ‘an integrated global shipping’ vs. ‘India diversified’ company.  
 
 
This brings us to the question of ‘how’, or the process of a company evolving, either into the most 
effective state of existing configuration or into the newly chosen one. Notably, here the organism 
analogy of configuration breaks down a bit, as unlike living beings, company’s can move from one 
configuration to another. There are two processes by which the configurations evolve, namely of 
transformation and momentum. The transformation process is evidently deliberate and quantum, 
involving replacing one or more aspects of strategy and organisation design. It requires enormous 
amount of energy and conviction, and generally driven by the quest for markedly superior 
performance or new opportunities. Some aspects such as new competitive capabilities and 
organisation culture, take relatively longer to put in place. However changes in business portfolio and 
in organisation structure and management systems, which are faster to carry out, can be used to 
signal irreversibility and to engineer and catalyse slower changes.     
 
 
Once a majority of the aspects of desired configuration are in place, the momentum process get 
going. It will not only speed up slower moving aspects but also engender mutually reinforcing 
routines. Change will move on its own momentum and generally be incremental. One of finest 
examples is Ranbaxy in mid-1990s, when it moved from ‘India – focused’ to ‘global – focused’ 
configuration. New strategy of drug discovery and overseas expansion was pushed forth, by the 
implementation of new international geographies based structure and the research oriented and 
outward looking managerial style of Parvinder Singh. In a couple of years, the momentum processes 
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settled in, and the company went to register and sustain vastly improved growth and profitabilities 
for nearly a decade.  
 
 
The understanding of evolution in the terms of transformation and momentum, and more 
importantly the linkages and sequentially vis-à-vis the momentum, is another important insight that is 
valid in the Indian context. Transformation and momentum in evolution, along with the concept of 
configuration and the imperatives technique, are an adequate toolkit for Indian companies to chart 
original and path breaking strategic management approaches.  
 
 
 
 
 
4. Focused vs. Diversified 
 
 
The systems and structures in a diversified company are necessarily 
 very different from their focused counterparts 
 
 
The ‘India focused’ and ‘India diversified’ configurations, rake-up the longest standing debate of 
strategic management discipline. However both the strategic stances – being focused on one or 
closely related businesses or being diversified into multiple unrelated businesses – are equally viable 
and effective in the Indian business context. They imply fairly distinct advantages and requirements. 
And the success of a company depends, on making the right choice and on fitting the strategy and 
organisation design components suitably.  
 
 
The choice is governed by three major considerations. Firstly, degree of uncertainty and cyclicality in 
the major business, that necessitates balancing market risks among multiple businesses.  Secondly, 
whether the financial and organisational resources available to a company outweigh the opportunities 
and potential in a single business. Thirdly, whether the existing organisational structure and systems 
and the orientation of top management, is tuned to handling single or multiple businesses. A 
company – the locus of strategic management, could be the group in many Indian entities – can take 
cue from any one to all the three considerations, and decide to be focused or diversified. For 
example, ITC has all the three considerations going for becoming a diversified company. And 
Pantaloon has all the considerations, pointing to remaining a focused company.  
 
 
For the majority of companies, the three considerations often direct in opposing directions, and it 
has to make a critically important choice. For instance, RPG Group has chosen to be diversified and 
to establish an organisation design suitable for managing multiple businesses; though at least two of 
its businesses, such as retail and power, have the potential to soak up all the financial and 
organisation resources of the group. An interesting case is of Bharti, which functioned as a focused 
company in the 2001 to 2005 period. The success of telecom business and the vast improvement in 
financial resources is enabling, it to move into unrelated areas such as retail. This has necessitated the 
redefinition of its organisation design and has bestowed the advantage of spreading risks of telecom 
market. .    
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Moving on from the choice, a company whether focused or diversified, needs to put in place a 
configuration that has adequate external and internal fits and builds ‘difficult to copy’ advantages. 
The ideal or the best possible characteristics of strategy and organisation design components, for the 
two configurations, are remarkably different. The strategy of a focused company is aimed at 
mobilising all possible resources for fastest possible growth and at sustaining profitability higher than 
the industry average during the up as well as down-cycles. The stress on growth is intended to 
quicken scale economic and learning curve effects. Focused companies, such as Gujarat Ambuja and 
Bhushan Steel, sustained profitability much above the industry average during the last ten years, in 
notoriously cyclical cement and steel industries, respectively. The growth and profitability is balanced, 
among the customer, product and geographical segments and through vertical and horizontal 
integration.  
 
 
Organisation structure, which tightly fits with focused strategy, is functional i.e. separate departments 
for marketing and operations, and project teams and task forces for cross-functional initiatives. The 
functions could be converted into quasi-profit centres through transfer pricing technique, for value 
addition based yardsticks for planning and accountability. Direct linkage between salary and 
performance yardsticks, are bolstered by the presence of strong CEO and top management team and 
the high order of cohesive spirit and sense of identification with organisation goals.  
 
 
On the other hand, the diversified configuration plays at two levels, of the corporate centre and the 
individual business units. While business units tend to mimic the focused configuration, the 
corporate centre tries to balance business portfolio for steady growth and profitability, along the 
short, medium (3 – 5 years) and long term (6 – 10 years) horizons. Strategy is aimed at not only 
supporting each business in realising its potential but also at identifying and incubating new 
businesses on an ongoing basis – so that the new business created in say last five years account for 
over 25% of company’s revenues. Managing the support, especially the timing, in terms of financial 
and managerial resources, is an important element of strategy e.g. strengthening business units 
through acquisitions during down-cycles, when the valuations are low.  
 
 
Organisation design in diversified companies is governed by the twin needs, of adequately meeting 
the corporate centre’s requirements and of developing the linkages that are adequately integrative as 
well as enabling for business units. The structure is divisional, with considerable autonomy to 
business units on operational decisions; management councils for strategic and corporate-wide 
decisions; and, functions such as human resources and finance and new business incubation cells, at 
the corporate centre. Highly sophisticated planning systems, built around the profit centre or the 
investment centre concept, are backed by formalised review mechanisms and forums and by rigorous 
performance management systems. Managerial style at corporate centre is in equal parts 
entrepreneurial and ‘numbers driven’. The culture is largely business specific, though along with few 
clearly articulated organisation-wide attributes, that act as foundations.  
 
 
The focused as well as the diversified configuration, evolve through transformation and momentum 
processes. Transformation trims out and patches new aspects of strategy and organisation design. 
And momentum tends to refine and strengthen the existing aspects, through incremental changes. 
However the triggers and the nuances are different, for the two configurations. For instance, the 
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transformation is more likely to be performance driven in case of diversified companies and be 
aspiration driven in focused companies.  
 
 
Diversified companies are relatively more complex, so that the agglomerated corporate picture tends 
to hide market realities of individual businesses and the diffusion of power and accountability 
obfuscates problems and builds inertia. But when the performance declines cannot be ignored any 
longer e.g. Crompton Greaves and there have been highly visible business and organisation failures 
e.g. ITC, the response can be dramatic and transformational. Therefore it is very important that the 
strategy and organisation design components, which emerge are the most appropriate. The next crisis 
that will create the sufficient energy, for initiating the transformation process, may be too dangerous 
and too far, for diversified company.   
 
 
The transformation is a deliberate and carefully timed move, in the cases of both focused and 
diversified companies. Given the stakes involved and enormity of task and the need to question 
fundamental business and organisation assumptions, it is preferably carried by a new CEO or with 
the help of expert external advice and support. The inappropriate and incomplete transformation 
could be ruinous for a company. Momentum is best carried out along the annual planning exercise, 
with fresh strategic assessment of the individual businesses in diversified companies and of the 
various product-market segments in case of focused companies. It can be monitored and taken 
forward through the calibrated business and organisational initiatives and through deft touches 
during the review meetings.    
 
 
 
 
 
5. Domestic or Global 
 
 
Domestic companies are configured differently than their global counterparts 
 
 
We are at an exciting point in the history of business enterprise in the country. Indian companies 
currently stand shoulder to shoulder to the best of corporations in the world, whether in domestic or 
in overseas markets. Two overarching trends have lead to dramatic alteration in the scale and scope 
of possibilities and the perception and beliefs, of the Indian companies.  
 
 
Firstly, the over a decade-long period of liberalisation and globalisation, has placed India alongside 
China as the most significant market of future and has imbued Indian companies with the 
competitive capabilities and orientation. Given the size and growth rate, India is one of the most 
attractive markets to do business in. And no company of consequence in the world can afford to 
ignore Indian market, and expectedly, most of them are already here or are planning to make 
aggressive entry.  
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During the period, Indian companies have been quick to restructure and learn. They have generally 
been able to not only retain but also enhance competitive positions, and to expand into newly 
emerging segments and industries. And many have built over their success in domestic market, to 
make aggressive overseas forays. For example, in pharmaceuticals, Indian companies have acquired 
multinational subsidiaries and increased domestic market share by over 10% in the last decade, and, 
have also created significant presence in overseas markets.   
 
 
Secondly, the transforming impact of information and communication technologies (ICT), which has 
facilitated the splitting-up of value chains globally and lead to the outsourcing of various elements to 
more efficient locations. Outsourcing, especially in services, in effect represents the globalisation of 
labour and skill markets. It is an essential component of a globally integrated economic system, 
which had fallen behind globalisation of product and capital markets, and for which the 
developments in ICT provided a socially and politically less abrasive and economically more efficient 
method.    
 
 
Indian companies have capitalised on the availability, the lower costs and the skills of technical and 
scientific manpower, to ride on the outsourcing trend. Many companies were ‘born global’, by 
primarily targeting overseas markets from the beginning. In software services, Indian companies are 
building over the national endowment based advantages, with the industry and firm level advantages 
i.e. offshore development model and specialised tools and subroutines. And companies such as 
Infosys and HCL are now in a position to directly challenge global leaders IBM and EDS. Somewhat 
similar is the case, although on a smaller scale and with a lag, in outsourcing of business processes 
and of automotive ancillaries. We are in the early stages of outsourcing, and it is going to move wider 
and deeper, in both manufacturing and services sectors.    
 
 
The two overarching trends make the strategic stances – primary target market being the ‘domestic’ 
or the ‘global’ – attractive and viable for the Indian companies. The opportunities are adequately 
large and the capabilities required are attainable, for both the stances. However it would be difficult 
to sustain both the stances within a single company, as the required organisational capabilities and 
orientations are very different. In addition, the competition is going to be intense and the industry 
dynamics volatile, to allow companies much latitude for slack and ambiguity. An individual company 
needs to make a clear choice, and the success will depend on fitting together the strategy and 
organisation design components of their configuration and on getting the evolution process right.   
 
 
Strategy is governed by the sources of advantages for Indian companies vis-à-vis their foreign 
counterparts and the feasibility of building few distinctive and sustainable advantages. In the 
domestic market, Indian companies have advantages of the superior understanding of macro and 
micro factors and the flexibility and speed of responses. For instance, Reliance could use superior 
knowledge of regulatory mechanisms in India, to create inimitable market positions in infrastructure 
sector. And Paras Pharmaceuticals could launch products such as Krack and Livon, based on the 
intimate understanding of consumer needs and the quick decision making, while its domestic market 
MNC competitors were inhibited by the formulations and the elaborate product development 
procedures of their parents. While primarily attention is on domestic markets, the companies can also 
harness opportunities in nearby and similar countries through exports. 
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Similarly in the global markets, the India-based advantages, which are further overlaid by firm level 
advantages, will be the source of distinction for Indian companies. It applies as much to the ‘born 
global’ companies such as Infosys and WNS as to the ‘reoriented global’ companies such as Bharat 
Forge and Ranbaxy. Advantages built around the distinctiveness of home base, have been found to 
act as a fulcrum and tend to last long, e.g. technical capabilities based for German and Swiss 
companies, brand and design based for Italian and French companies. The overseas acquisitions are a 
useful vehicle to quickly increase the scale and scope and to overcome entry barriers. Though the 
integration needs to be carefully managed, so as to add new features and to embellish the distinctive 
attributes of the company.       
   
 
Organisation design of domestic companies will emphasise the growth imperative and the flexibility 
to learn and respond, through flatter and decentralised structure. Planning and review systems, 
though less elaborate, will be clear and aggressive. And the style of top management and organisation 
culture, will be highly entrepreneurial and innovation inducing, respectively. The primary 
organisation design issue in the global companies is to balance the need of integration globally with 
that of local responsiveness. This is generally achieved by having few functions such as product 
development and procurement centralised for the entire organisation. And having considerable 
degree of decentralisation and flexibility in the functions like sales, in terms of authority, style and 
cultural orientations. The integrative forces, of strong top management and elaborate planning and 
review mechanisms, back the diversity among functions.    
 
 
There are two elements to the ‘how’ or evolution of successful companies. One, the domestic as well 
as the global companies evolve in stages, from one ‘strategy and organisation design’ configuration to 
another. And two, each stage involves transformation and momentum processes. The transformation 
trims or patches new aspects of strategy and organisation design, and the subsequent momentum 
process refines and aligns the various aspects. However the nature of processes are very different for 
the two strategic stances. Stage changes are more frequent in domestic companies, because of the 
rapid changes in size and variety in industries and the volatility in competitive dynamics e.g. telecom 
and organised retail. Companies need to transform quickly, and the momentum periods are also 
shorter. And very often, a company will need to embark onto the next stage, when some aspects of 
the earlier configuration are not yet fully institutionalised. 
 
 
The financial and organisational risks are higher and the diversity of strategy and organisation design 
aspects are more, in case of global companies. And it requires considerable conviction on the part of 
leaders and preparedness in terms of thinking through the various aspects, to embark on a global 
strategy. Therefore the transformation and the momentum periods are longer, and cover a larger 
number of aspects. For instance, Bharat Forge took in excess of two years for the transformation 
process, and Infosys’ strategy and organisation design has seen primarily the momentum-based 
refinements during the last five years.   
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6. Morphing for Success 
 
 
With growth and profitability as objectives Indian companies  
need to get the three phases right 
 
 
It’s axiomatic to say that a company ought to strive for success. But success is rather enigmatic to 
define and ascertain. A successful company has to do much more than merely survive, by earning a 
certain minimum profitability or return on the capital employed and by growing at a rate 
commensurate with the expenses. The important yardsticks are of superiority and sustainability in 
performance, over the strategic horizon. 
 
 
The superiority is in comparison to the existing and potential competitors, and the sustainability in 
terms of the continuance of performance trend over the years. The two yardsticks are in the nature 
of ‘not only – but also’, rather than ‘either – or’. And a company’s superior and sustainable 
performance is generally based upon the significant and difficult to copy market and organisational 
advantages, rather than on one-time windfalls or on industry wide up-cycles. Bob Lane of Deere, 
who has lead remarkable improvements at world’s leading agricultural equipment company, 
insightfully observes “the big test is whether each business unit can maintain strong performance 
over an entire business cycle. The average target of a 20% margin is supposed to encompass 28% at 
the peak of the cycle and no worse than 12% at the trough – perhaps, in the year 2014, we could 
declare ourselves a great business”.       
 
 
Growth in revenues and profitability are the appropriate parameters for ascertaining performance. 
They are directly linked to the actions and decisions of managers, and are generally strategically 
interrelated along the path of achieving superior and sustainable performance. For instance, the 
number of players is reducing in the software services since 2000, as TCS, Wipro and Infosys are 
cumulatively building upon their scale and efficiency based advantages in the customer and human 
resource markets. The emergent players are overseas companies Accenture and IBM, and the task is 
cut out for other Indian claimants such as Patni and Satyam in the coming years.  
 
 
Market capitalisation as a parameter of corporate performance, can be construed to be a derived one, 
as it flows out of the other two. It is a multiple of the earning per share (EPS) and the price-earning 
ratio (PE), and while EPS is calculated out of profitability and PE ratio is best correlated with the 
rate of profitability enhancement. In addition, market capitalisation in the Indian context, has been 
found to be strongly influenced by exogenous factors such as the liquidity in domestic and 
international capital markets and the momentum and moves of stock market players, to act as a 
reliable and robust measure of company’s performance. Being a very visible and easily communicable 
measure, market capitalisation tends to get over-emphasised, promoting short-termism and 
distracting mangers from the long and arduous task of creating strategically successful companies. 
However managers needs to be aware of the movements in market capitalisation, as it is a useful 
instrument for strategic moves – for example the timely mobilisation of funds and the use of equity 
as means of acquisitions, while being observant of the costs and requirements of servicing additional 
equity.  
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In the Indian context, therefore, successful companies need to ‘sustain growth and profitability in the 
top bracket, of a carefully selected peer group of Indian and global companies, throughout its 
strategic horizon’. Bob Lane defined the horizon of about ten years for Deere, and for most of the 
Indian companies, the appropriate strategic horizon would be in excess of five years. By this 
criterion, many Indian companies such as Infosys, ITC and Bharti can be classified as successful, in 
the decade gone by. While these companies have created a strong platform, success in the next 
strategic horizon is by no means guaranteed.  
 
 
The external and internal factors are not only fast changing but also shifting quite dramatically, for 
Indian companies. The agenda is decidedly more strenuous and complex for the companies that had 
either inferior or patchy performances in the past. Therefore irrespective of the past performance, 
the Indian companies need to be willing as well as able to morph – in order to appropriately stake the 
aspirations and respond to the demands of a fast growing and globalising economy.   
 
 
The dynamics of morphing into a strategically successful company is arguably complex, high stakes 
and sensitive. And it is useful to divide it into three sequential phases, which are fairly distinct, 
conceptually and actionably. The phases enable an Indian company to take stock of the overall 
situation, define the very best of configuration and change processes, mobilise the organisation, and 
achieve performance criterion of being strategically successful.   
 
 

1. UNDERSTANDING is about getting a holistic feel of a company’s ‘snapshot’ and ‘movie’ 
in its business environment. It involves – identifying the major evolutionary patterns and the 
emerging trends; analysing their implications and imperatives, singly and in combination; 
comparing performance vis-à-vis that of strategically successful companies; and, assessing 
efficacy of the existing configuration and its strategy and organisation design aspects. This is 
a demanding task, as the patterns are often embedded deep in the business and organisational 
evolution, the trends may still be in the realm of speculation and conjecture, and the cause 
and effect relationships could be circular and confounding. A company can use analytical 
frameworks such as SWOT, industry attractiveness and strategic planning matrices, to 
unravel the maze and understand the situation clearly.    

 
 

2. CONCEIVING leads to the delineation of whats and hows of becoming strategically 
successful and the creation of requisite ownership and commitment among key 
constituencies. It involves building upon the understanding, to map company’s possibilities 
along the two basic strategy stances for Indian companies, of focused vs. diversified and 
domestic vs. global as primary target market. It is helpful to work with more than one 
possible configurations and fleshing out each one, for the various aspects of strategy and 
organisation design and the concomitant change requirements. And having carefully 
structured debates among senior team members not only elicits their contribution but also 
prepares the core team for requisite efforts and changes. Formally documenting, preferably 
visually, the contrast between existing and desired configuration and the sequence and 
schedule of business and organisational changes, enhances preparedness and clarity.     
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3. REALISING is patching and trimming the relevant aspects of strategy and organisation 
design, developing needed competencies and behavioural attributes, and achieving superior 
and sustainable performance. The completion of earlier phases tends to create an air of 
conviction and excitement in the company, even when certain rationalisations in business 
portfolios and changes in managerial personnel are necessary. This stage is guided by two 
major considerations. Firstly, to make the push towards conceived configuration irreversible, 
as soon as possible, through quick execution of changes in the business portfolio and the 
structure and planning – performance management systems. Secondly, to weave changes in 
managerial style and organisation culture, which are critical but morph slowly, onto the earlier 
ones.  

 
 
As the companies evolve not in continuum but in stages, the short periods of configuration 
redefining transformation changes are followed by long periods of momentum driven incremental 
changes. A company needs to assess afresh its strategic configuration at a carefully chosen time, 
definitely so, when the performance is far from being superior and sustainable, to consider evolution 
to the next stage. First two phases take about three months, and the process of morphing could 
become irreversible in another few months. The resulting strategically successful configuration will 
be able to register top bracket growth and profitability levels – and by implication attractive market 
capitalisation – for many years to come.      
 


