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Foreword

We live in a VUCA world, that is Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous. 
Rapid disruptions have become the norm rather than the exception. 

The nature of  disruptions is also changing. The coronavirus 
pandemic was the most disruptive in 100 years - the disruption was not 
only massive but also rapid. In just 100 days in the year 2020, the world 
changed dramatically. 

In such a case, how do we not only recover, but reimagine, reinvent 
and redesign so that enterprises can create the magic of  strong resilience 
coupled with strong returns? 

This book, authored brilliantly by Aravind Chinchure, provides the 
answer. It shows a new organisational framework and a new leadership 
approach to deal with these challenges.

This is an eminently readable book, written in a story form. 
Furthermore, it is embellished with experiences and observations from 
the author. In a way, this is a view through a personal lens… learnings 
from one’s own book of  life. 

Although the narrative is in story form, it includes data and trends 
from research studies that substantiate his observations and deductions. 
In other words, there is a strong data centric validation, which strengthens 
the book.

The book narrates examples of  organisations that went through 
the cycles of  success and failure. General Electric, Microsoft, Amazon, 
Reliance - giants like these make their appearances throughout the larger 
part of  the book as cautionary tales and inspirational examples in the 
challenging background of  turbulences in the corporate world.

The book is divided into two overarching sections, that cover the two 
interdependent ideas that drive 21st century organisations. The first half  
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of  the book deals with the disruptions and shifts that impact businesses 
today, and the second half  provides direction for organisations and 
leaders to shape new thinking and build sustainable businesses.

The book highlights the emergence of  the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution and the advancements in AI and interconnected systems, and 
also the urgency of  adapting to new technologies quickly and effectively 
to remain successful. The emergence of  green consumers who want 
products and services that are built on sustainability principles, has led 
to another disruption. With the ever-growing importance of  tackling 
issues like climate change, this book provides a new perspective to utilise 
sustainability as a driver for innovation led growth.

Simultaneously, global shifts in economy, geopolitics, and demography 
are impacting businesses in diverse ways. Sustainability in the new 
digital economy requires companies to build platform ecosystems and 
develop new ways of  monetising their products. Globalization 4.0, with 
its complex politics and the fight for technological prowess, is constantly 
shifting how businesses need to build policies and practices to operate 
globally. 

To tackle the changing landscape of  the business world, businesses 
need to be agile. Today, the talent and technology of  startups challenges 
those of  established corporate giants. This means that all business must 
be able to quickly adapt, learn, and pivot the use of  their resources to 
build innovative solutions for the future. At the same time, profits can no 
longer stand as a measure of  long-term sustainability. 

Strategically, the vision and mission of  new age businesses must have 
purpose, perseverance and passion. Building organisations with purpose 
should motivate profits, drive innovation, and lead to sustainable growth.

The various fallouts of  the pandemic also bear testimony to this 
re-envisioning of  profits. Examples in the form of  bold game-changing 
leaders and inspiring institutions abound, to help us contextualise the 
concepts. 

Organisations are not without a compass. Organisational innovation 
in terms of  startup/entrepreneurial culture and the “un-bossed” 
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approach to leadership, where employees and leaders work together to 
bring forward ideas and develop innovative solutions, brings in much-
needed agility to adapt to the unpredictable changes of  the world, while 
an empathetic, compassionate, new age leader has the potential to guide 
the company through those very changes. 

The book also proposes a novel thought process for new age leaders 
to think beyond building platforms and systems. With the advancement 
of  technology, we have a deluge of  cyber-physical systems that are 
inter-connected and very closely woven together. These interconnected 
ecosystems, or “system-of-systems”, have crucial applications in solving 
the complex requirements and challenges in the world. Leaders need to 
inculcate system-of-systems thinking to meet rising customer expectations. 

Finally, it is crucial that organisations tap into the new talent pool 
and upskill existing talent to stay competitive. Talent and innovation, 
after all, will empower organisations to tackle the new world order. 

By deftly introducing the concepts of  the leadership skills of  the 21st 
century, the future of  innovation (from products to systems to system-of-
systems) that awaits us, and clarifying, through statistics, where we are as 
a whole on the talent scale, the book works as a North Star for building 
sustainable organisations.

If  you’re a leader at the helm of  a business, a future entrepreneur, an 
aspiring leader, or someone in the pursuit of  insight and knowledge, ‘The 
New Age Organisation’ will give you the framework you need to safely 
reach the shores of  a brand-new world.

This is a book whose timing is just right, as it deals with new strategies 
for the new age. The book is not just informative, but also insightful, and 
above all, inspirational. To me, it’s a must-read book.

Dr� R A Mashelkar, FRS

National Research Professor, 
Former Director General, Council of  Scientific & Industrial Research (CSIR) &
President, Indian National Science Academy, National Innovation Foundation, 

Global Research Alliance, and Institute of  Chemical Engineers (UK)
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Praise for the Book

“The world is changing faster than ever because of  innovations in technology, 
the need for sustainability, and new emerging geopolitics. Every organisation 
has two choices; either grudgingly accept change or embrace and lead the 
change. Dr. Chinchure makes a compelling case that embracing the change 
is an existential issue for organisations going forward. This requires a new 
organizational design and leadership mindset. I would recommend anyone who 
wants to lead in the 21st century to read The New Age Organisation, not only to gain 
insights and examples, but also to pick up actionable ideas on how to do it.”

Dr� ‘Desh’ Deshpande 
Entrepreneur, Investor & Philanthropist, Boston, USA

“Disruption is an everyday phenomenon in today’s business world, which 
forces organisations to upgrade their game to navigate through the changing 
tides. The New Age Organisation delves into a new world of  intelligent machines, 
climate change crisis, platforms-driven digital economy, changing preferences 
of  new millennials, and re-globalisation. I congratulate Dr. Aravind Chinchure 
for offering in his book a deeper understanding of  a new meta framework 
of  “system-of-systems” and the leadership required for creating sustainable 
organisations in a rapidly changing world. A must-read for young professionals 
and potential CEOs of  the future.”

Dr Vijay Kelkar 
Chairman, India Development Foundation, New Delhi, India

“The New Age Organization offers a playbook for organisations to build purpose-
driven entrepreneurial organisations with un-bossed, inclusive, empathetic 
leadership culture to create sustainable growth. The author’s first-hand narration 
and experiences help the reader to appreciate the challenges and opportunities 
of  the new-age business. A must-read for all who care about the future.”

Amar Deep S� Hari  
Co-founder and CEO, IPMC, Ghana & Canada
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“Dr. Aravind Chinchure provides a readable and handy compilation of 
critical issues for managers looking to enhance their role as leaders in the 
rapidly-changing, highly-disruptive global business environment. He provides 
vignettes of  leaders from across industries, who created innovative, empathetic, 
entrepreneurial and inclusive organisations, and built interconnected ecosystems, 
or “systems-of-systems” to develop sustainable competitive advantage. These 
organisations were challenged from time to time, but their leaders found what 
worked in their context, as might the readers of  The New Age Organisation as they 
reflect on the anecdotes and cases it provides.”

Dr Sushil Vachani 
Non-profit and EdTech Advisor, Boston, USA

“The New Age Organisation is a profound book built on exceptional experience from 
its author and his deep academic insights. The book is thoroughly grounded in 
observations from global trends, such as sustainability and demographic change 
and sets out to propose a much needed leadership framework to help achieve 
and maintain sustainable growth. I am sure this important book can inspire 
current and future leaders, thus help with the transition to more sustainable, 
equal and inclusive societies.”

Dr Frank Tietze  
Institute for Manufacturing, University of  Cambridge, UK

“The New Age Organisation is a very absorbing and insightful book. It set me 
thinking on so many aspects of  organisations and leadership that drives change.

Reading this book gave me an insight into four generations, from baby 
boomers to Gen X, Y, Z, and associated human, sociological and business 
leadership aspects that impacted the times. Skilfully navigating through these 
generations, Aravind weaved a very fresh, boundary-less appreciation of  
organisations that adopted emerging technologies and business models to ride 
through the waves of  change not just to stay afloat but to carve out blue oceans. 
The book dives into the changing leadership - from a top down approach to a 
purpose driven one, nurturing passion-driven leadership, where trust, empathy 
and emotional intelligence are key tenets.

This book, so captivating and current that I couldn’t put down once I began, 
is a storehouse of  compelling real-life case studies and deep insights on leading 
innovative companies, understanding their culture, leadership, and their ability 
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to adapt. The gamut of  segments covered, from manufacturing to farming, IT 
to infrastructure, hydrocarbons to healthcare, and the underlying unifier of  all 
– digital technologies and “system of  systems” makes this book a must-read for 
all - CXOs, entrepreneurs, young and old alike.”

A Naveen Kumar  
Vice President & Head - Corporate Centre · L&T Electrical & Automation, Mumbai, 

India

“Aravind, in this book, unfolds a breakthrough framework for growth in the 
new age: the age of  digital economy, nomadic Gen-Z and an aspiring Third 
World. This masterpiece aptly brings forth the need for changes in business 
models, societal obligations and leadership styles. A gifted storyteller, Aravind 
convincingly argues that the status quo is negative growth and continuous 
innovation is the only antidote to market disruption.”

Anand Joshi 
Former Vice President - Global Technology & Engineering Center, Whirlpool Corporation, 

Pune, India

“‘In the era we live in, constant innovation is the only measure against constant 
disruption’ - is the core theme of  this book. Through research, experiences and 
anecdotes, Dr Chinchure shares stories of  institutions (corporates and startups) 
and individuals, some of  whom failed and some of  whom succeeded. The lucid 
storytelling format makes it an engaging read. This is a book that must be read 
by the leadership in both, corporate houses as well as small and medium firms.”

Mr� Prashant Girbane 
Director General - Mahratta Chamber of  Commerce, Industries and Agriculture (MCCIA), 

Pune, India

“The New Age Organisation is perfect for today’s best and worst times, where 
global shifts in technology and sustainability affect every business. Aravind’s vast 
experience in various roles in global organisations brings a holistic perspective 
on how organisations and leaders need to adapt to the changing world. This 
book helps set the tone for tomorrow’s leaders and businesses with an actionable 
framework. A must read!”

Dr Tansen Chaudhari 
Chief  Operating Officer - Fluid Controls Private Limited, Mumbai, India
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When Businesses  
Become Moral Stories

My plans were made, my future was set.

After postdoctoral work at the Tata Institute of  Fundamental 
Research (TIFR), Mumbai, I was working in the Netherlands 
with the Kamerlingh Onnes Laboratory, Leiden Institute of  
Physics, the University of  Leiden. Here, I was developing 
superconducting materials for a device to measure extremely low 
cryogenic temperatures between 1 Kelvin and 1 milli Kelvin, for a 
research project funded by the European Union. With a fellowship 
from the Dutch Academy of  Sciences, I expanded my research 
to discover Giant Magnetoresistance (GMR) phenomena in  
newly-found materials which had potential for application in 
memory devices.

Once I finished my stint at Leiden, I was to go to Germany 
to join the prestigious Max-Planck Institute for Chemical Physics 
of  Solids in Dresden, where I had been offered a fellowship. I was 
being given the rare opportunity of  joining a group led by the 
renowned scientist, Prof. Frank Steglich.

The official formalities were complete. My apartment in 
Germany was ready. All I had to do was to relocate and start my 
new research in developing novel thermoelectric materials. I was 
on a dream journey to build my international research career in 
Low Temperature Condensed Matter Physics.

It was 2001 and it seemed that Europe was where I would be 
for the foreseeable future.
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Then, two weeks before I was set to relocate, I received a call 
from General Electric (GE) India Technology Centre (John F. 
Welch Technology Centre) in Whitefield, Bangalore. Would I be 
interested in a career with GE, they asked. An offer letter followed 
one week later.

Having had a clear path ahead of  me till a fortnight ago, I 
realised I still had room for doubt in my mind. GE was an iconic 
multinational company at the pinnacle of  its glory. A Fortune 500 
company whose many contributions in multiple avenues were only 
rivalled by its growing success. At its peak in 2000, it was worth 
$600 bn and was the most valuable company in the United States. 
Under the efficient leadership of  Jack Welch who took over as CEO 
in 1981, the youngest in the company’s history, GE was the market 
leader in any faction it was involved in – machinery, electronics, 
finance – standing tall among its contemporaries with an uncanny 
ability to forge ahead while they faced threats to their survival.

Great management, even greater strategies, GE’s steady success 
had practically no challengers.

What could possibly go wrong?

So, I changed my best-laid plans. I returned to India and joined 
GE, where I worked for three years on a billion-dollar global project 
to develop solid oxide fuel cell technology. I moved on after that, 
filled with many valuable insights that would propel my career to 
greater heights.

Now, around two decades later, I cannot help but wonder at the 
changes that have occurred in this once great company. Suddenly, 
dramatically, this corporate giant collapsed in a meltdown, wiping 
out billions in shareholder wealth. Its credit rating, which stood at 
triple A around 16 years ago, has fallen to BBB+ – a mighty fall, 
which indicates a very uncertain future. In 2020, the company’s 
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revenues dropped by 16% – from $95.2 billion in 2019 to  
$75.6 billion in 2020, due to the COVID-19 impact.

GE’s corporate decline had multiple causes – poor management 
decisions, bad investments, wrong strategies and, perhaps, a run of  
bad luck. When did the rot set in? How did it come about? In short: 

What went wrong?

GE is not alone in this almost Ozymandias-like downfall. 
Veteran companies across the world have fallen where they 
stood, most of  them never to reclaim their forgotten glory. Nokia 
immediately comes to mind. Sony is not too far behind either. True, 
there have been historic comebacks like those of  IBM or Apple, 
but they have been few and far between. Long-standing legacy has 
become a dying trait in the corporate world. A century ago, in the 
1920s, the average lifespan of  companies in the Standard & Poor’s 
500 list was 67 years. Today, it has reduced to 15.

It’s a steep fall.

That is not to say that organisations have not resurrected 
themselves once their downfall began. There have been recoveries, 
as pointed out, a change in scenario that went on to reverse the 
plunge. One of  these success stories is Microsoft, and I was able to 
watch its transition closely during my days at Intellevate. 

While at GE, I filed four patent applications as an inventor 
and a co-inventor. There was also a team within GE India who 
supported inventors, evaluated their inventions and drafted patents 
for them. I was deeply influenced by the work they did and was 
thus introduced to the world of  Intellectual Property (IP). I also 
realised the relevance of  IP and its immense potential in India.

While I was broadening my knowledge of  IP and studying 
its concepts and practice, I was introduced to the Founder of  
Intellevate, Leon Steinberg. Intellevate was a startup that offered IP 
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solutions to global corporations. The company grew multifold in 
just over a year and was acquired by CPA Global, a large European 
firm in 2006.

After three years with GE, I felt that it was time for me to 
explore further, and so, on January 3, 2005, I joined Intellevate, 
based in Noida near New Delhi, as part of  a founding team 
established to offer IP research services to global companies and 
law firms. At Intellevate, I was to provide patent research services 
to Microsoft. I have always been a great admirer of  Bill Gates, 
and my rather close, albeit indirect association, further fuelled my 
interest in Microsoft’s story.

It Fell Only to Rise

It was 2005 when I started working with Microsoft through 
Intellevate. This was a time when Steve Ballmer was leading the 
company as CEO, having taken over from Bill Gates in 2000. 
This was also a time when Microsoft was still king of  the jungle, 
dominating the market of  desktop computing, Windows still 
holding fast in the hearts of  its committed consumers. Software 
for smartphones and tablets was already in the making, far ahead 
of  its time. Microsoft’s Pocket PC Software was what companies 
like Samsung, HTC, Motorola, and HP were developing hardware 
for. Ballmer, however, never foresaw the threat that was hiding in 
the shadows, a dormant company striving to revive its lost glory – 
Apple.

Apple was then busy developing the device which would go 
on to revolutionise music – the iPod – a sign that they had already 
decided on diversifying. iPad and iPhone followed, and Microsoft 
suddenly found itself  trying hard to fend off  competition from 
an unprecedented rival to stay on top of  its chosen industry. Its 
efforts to adapt its software to the emerging hardware didn’t fare 
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too well. And then came the wildcard entry, Android, limiting the 
smartphone war to Apple and Google, with Microsoft being a lone 
spectator.

Windows Vista was another fiasco and still remains a byword 
for failed, unwanted versions. Even after doubling profits under 
Ballmer’s leadership, Microsoft struggled to catch up with Apple, 
Google and Samsung.

Stuck in its chosen field because of  its delay in adapting to 
emerging trends, Microsoft, under Ballmer, was far from challenging 
itself. The loss was evident, not so much in profits and revenues, 
but more in terms of  losing a foothold in the fast-paced tech world.

Satya Nadella, when he took over from Ballmer in 2014, 
changed gears and took a new route. His mission was to rebuild 
Microsoft to being the revered company it used to be in Bill 
Gates’s time. So far, he has been quite successful. Revenue has 
been steadily growing compared to the Ballmer decade, because 
Nadella’s strategies helped the company outperform itself.

Within a week of  his ascension to CEO, Nadella wrote off  the 
Nokia deal that Ballmer had undertaken and opened up Azure, its 
cloud computing service, to iOS app developers. Then, shaking 
hands with Amazon, came the Alexa-Cortana integration. Nadella 
also re-centred the business around subscription products, thus 
ensuring steady and recurring revenue.

A new leader with a leadership style of  equitable growth, trust 
and partnerships with competitors and the government, Nadella 
rerouted Microsoft in the one direction that mattered – up.

Microsoft, like GE, had suffered a plunge in its stock price. 
While the fortunes of  the former transformed with the change 
in strategies and leadership, unfortunately, the same can’t be said 
about the latter.
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Jeff  Immelt failed to sustain or duplicate the legacy of  the 
veteran, Welch. Almost all his investment decisions were bets gone 
bad. This is one person whose position as CEO was defined by the 
9/11 Twin Tower attacks in the US; 9/11 happened just four days 
after he took charge. In the wake of  the country’s rush towards 
heightened security, GE bought two explosive detection companies, 
a move that should have ensured its increasing diversification.

But, no.

In 2009, GE sold off  the majority interest in the companies, 
collectively known as GE Homeland Security, at a loss.

This was only the beginning.

With a barrage of  bad decisions, GE’s reputation and its place 
in the market plummeted. When in 2017, Immelt stepped down 
as CEO, and the year came to an end, the company was nowhere 
among the Top 5 most valued companies in the US, a rapid fall 
from the Number 1 position it held in 2001. Microsoft, on the 
other hand, at the beginning of  2021, was second in the list of  
the Top 5 most valued companies in the US, with a valuation of  
almost $2 trillion.

Still Waters Don’t Always Run Deep

Honeywell, the next destination in my corporate career, was able 
to hold the fort with no significant change in its net revenue for a 
decade after my joining.

I moved to Honeywell Technology Solutions in Bangalore in 
2006 after Intellevate was acquired by UK based, CPA Global. 
When I started working with Honeywell, its net revenue (in 2007) 
was $34.58 bn; in 2019, it was $36.94 bn. In 2020, revenues 
dropped to $32.6 bn due to the impact of  COVID-19. A minimal 
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change, which suggests that this company, which has been around 
for 130 years, is not growing as it should.

In an optimistic world, this would have been viewed as good 
news. But this isn’t an optimistic world; it’s a competitive one. So, 
I’m a little hesitant in calling this an achievement. Honeywell’s 
growth has been slow, especially when market disruption is always 
around the corner, and there is always a new startup ready to 
conquer the market.

Honeywell’s problems began early in the 21st century with the 
merger with AlliedSignal (1999), a strong player in the aircraft 
equipment industry, and the acquisition of  Pittway (2000), one of  
the world’s leading manufacturer-distributors of  security and fire 
systems. Instead of  displaying combined might, there was friction 
in the leadership and the company failed to integrate the disparate 
corporate cultures of  the three individual entities. By the mid-
2000s, Honeywell was staggering under the weight of  the failed 
mission.

Desperate times call for desperate measures. And Honeywell 
was desperate.

Then, in 2001, unfolded a sad tale of  two CEOs.

Jack Welch, the legendary CEO of  GE at the time, had always 
believed that Honeywell International, with its advanced aviation 
technology, was the ‘perfect business fit’ for GE, since GE was a 
leading airplane engine manufacturer. After learning that United 
Technologies Corp, a competitor, had already made plans to buy 
Honeywell, Jack Welch hijacked the deal, making a counter-offer 
to the coveted firm within just 45 minutes of  discovering the plan. 
Mike Bonsignore, the then CEO of  Honeywell, was also quite keen 
on going ahead with the acquisition.

A match made in heaven that just wasn’t meant to be.
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A lot happened in the background – laws of  land and business. 
The European Union, with Mario Monti as the Commissioner for 
Competition, killed the deal, fearing that the acquisition would 
turn GE into too ferocious a bull in the market, with an unfair 
advantage provided by the leading positions of  the two companies.

Jack Welch retired soon after and Bonsignore gave way to 
David Cote.

Cote’s inheritance of  loss was a company where mergers and 
acquisitions had hit a sour spot, where no new products were in the 
pipeline, and where the leadership had been disinvesting to boost 
profits. Cote is often credited as the CEO who pulled Honeywell 
out of  the quagmire. Under his efficient leadership, a lot of  these 
problems were fixed. The company addressed its environmental 
liabilities, invested in new products and services and expanded 
abroad. He also established a ‘One Honeywell’ culture, where the 
focus was on customer satisfaction and business acumen. Its share 
price more than doubled.

Then, the US economic recession hit in 2008 and it hit 
Honeywell hard. Out of  its many business areas, the only ones 
that were able to stay afloat were defence, aerospace, and energy 
efficiency. But the company managed to survive and, after the 
recession, Honeywell went about its acquisitions cautiously. And 
there was progress.

But, as the data reveals, net revenue for over a decade only 
shows a slight variation even though Honeywell has been very well 
priced with steady growth in the stock market. 

In the world of  business, slow growth is as bad as negative 
growth. Continuous innovation is the only antidote to market 
disruption.
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While Honeywell continues to grow slowly, another company 
I worked with, the last in my corporate career, continues to grow 
exponentially since its inception in the 1960s. No disruption – 
economic, technological or pandemic – seems big enough to 
challenge Reliance Industries.

The Right Moves at the Right Time

The 2008 US economic recession was a crucial factor contributing 
to the decline of  many multinational companies. What began in 
the financial sector spread to other sectors at an astonishing rate, 
and jumped borders to affect Europe and the industrial countries 
of  Asia. Nearly two million jobs were lost in the US in the final 
quarter of  the year, with companies laying off  employees when 
they sensed the wolf  at the door. According to the World Bank, no 
country, developing or developed, escaped the nightmare.

But, back home in India there was a lone success story being 
scripted.

In 2008, a couple of  years after Reliance entered the retail 
market, I joined the company, and experienced the growth of  this 
Indian behemoth, first-hand. I want to say that its spectacular 
success and unhindered growth are miraculous. But that would 
take away from every calculated risk they took that paid off, 
every managerial strategy that was thought through, and every 
investment they made that was worth it.

I have always been a firm believer that the story of  Reliance 
Industries makes for an impactful case study of  growth and success, 
a classic example of  diversification done right, and reading the 
market well. Reliance always stayed two steps ahead of  the game 
because it could effectively predict India’s needs and customer 
demands, and where there was a gap in requirement and supply.
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If  you put aside the numbers, and wilfully choose to forget the 
jargon, it’s a beautiful story. It’s the story of  how one man dreamt 
of  building the nation’s largest company and succeeded.

Since its inception in the 1960s as a polyester business named 
Reliance Textiles Industries Limited, Reliance has ventured into 
multiple avenues – and succeeded each time. Its biggest testimony 
to success was when its patriarch, the unrivalled Dhirubhai 
Ambani, made an initial public offering (IPO) in 1977 and the 
issue was oversubscribed seven times. Renamed as Reliance 
Industries Limited in 1985, the company experienced geographical 
expansion, a steady growth and increasing revenues until the 1990s, 
when it became the largest polyester producer in the world. Further 
diversification came in 2009 when Reliance began production of  
hydrocarbons. Reliance gas was long in existence by then and 
going strong.

Expansion on a massive scale came after. Reliance broke into 
the mobile phone industry with a big bang in 2002, immediately 
gaining momentum with the public, because it was playing in a 
field dominated by foreign brands that came at high prices. The 
same strategy of  affordability was duplicated a decade later with 
its revolutionary Jio, giving away subscriptions free for the first six 
months.

Already popular as a people’s champion, Reliance closed the 
gap even further with its entry into the retail sector, launching 
Reliance Fresh, Reliance Trends, Reliance Footprint and Reliance 
Digital. By 2013, with 1466 retail stores owned and operated by the 
company, it became the nation’s largest player in the retail business. 
After the recent acquisition of  Future Group in mid-2020, Reliance 
Retail is expected to operate over 13,500 stores across 7,000 towns 
with a retail area of  over 52.5 million square feet. Today, it is a 
second fastest growing retailer in the world. Its remarkable growth 
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was complemented by its petrochemical dominance. Reliance has 
always been a company of  many firsts and it somehow always 
connects with India’s massive middle class.

The company’s most enviable service in recent times is 
unarguably Jio, the realisation of  Mukesh Ambani’s vision of  
equipping India to participate in the Fourth Industrial Revolution. 
As the nation watched and the public waited, an entire infrastructure 
was created with 100,000 new cell towers, and 500,000 square feet 
of  cloud data centres. When it was finally launched in September 
2016, to make sure that the public had no apprehensions about 
data usage, Reliance gave the service for free for the first six months.

Jio gathered around 150 million customers in its first 15 months, 
placing 17th in Fast Company’s 50 Most Innovative Companies 
list in 2018. As on 28th February 2021, the subscriber base of  Jio 
reached 415 million, making it the number one telecommunication 
company in India by user base and revenues.

Three years after its launch, Jio integrated into a newly formed 
digital business, Jio Platforms. While other companies were 
struggling to survive the COVID crisis, Jio Platforms was focused 
on growth; it raised over $20 billion between April and July 2020 
from corporate ventures, private equity and sovereign wealth funds 
including Google, Facebook and Qualcomm.

The biggest highlight of  its success story is the fact that Reliance 
was the first Indian firm to achieve $200 billion market valuation in 
September 2020. It breaks into the list of  the Top 50 most valued 
firms in the world.

* * *
It has been 15 years since I left GE, and I have watched the rise and 
fall, the stagnation and transformation of  many business giants in 
that time – and I have been associated with a few of  them as well. 
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The ‘why’ of  it is quite intriguing if  we sift through the stories of 
multinational Goliaths who least predicted the sorry future they 
would inherit, and pinpoint individual factors that brought them 
down. The iconic return of  Microsoft, for example, to reclaim its 
place in the industry gives us valuable insights into what to do right. 
It has both the ‘why’ of  the problem and the ‘how’ of  the solution.

Further, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, on the heels of  a 
decade of  global recession, is changing the face of  businesses for 
the foreseeable future. The one spectacular consequence of  these 
events is the impermanence of  corporate success, forcing companies 
to keep reinventing themselves in order to avoid extinction.

***
This book identifies five fundamental forces driving the change and 
offers actionable practices on how organisations should respond to 
the changes, to sustain and achieve business growth.

The New Age is conveniently divided into four parts, each part 
dedicated to one specific problem/solution.

Part 1 discusses at length the two disruptive forces that are 
making a major impact on the business world – technology and 
sustainability. The former signals disruption on a scale the world 
has never before seen and the latter inspires innovation because it 
has become a necessity. Using interesting case studies and valuable 
insights, I aim to showcase how these factors are moulding the 
market like a lump of  clay.

Part 2 delves deep into the three global shifts impacting 
business around the world – economy, geopolitics and demography. 
These three forces have a profound and far-reaching impact on 
businesses. Once again, with personal anecdotes and fascinating 
case studies, I explain how these factors drive frequent disruptions 
in the business world.
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While the first and second sections deal with the global forces 
and disruptions and how they affect businesses, the third and fourth 
sections provide detailed tools and solutions on how to manage 
them and attain business success.

Part 3 discusses the changes required in running a new age 
organisation. What should be your organisation be like? What 
culture should you set? What should drive your business vision? 
This section gives you a new outlook on set norms and helps you 
navigate through the changing tides.

Part 4 is all about that one thing which is simply the most 
essential in the business world – leadership. New age leadership 
skills are drastically different from the skills required in the past 
and are much more attuned to the disruptions happening around 
you. These leadership practices have the power to shape a new 
way of  thinking and, of  course, influence you through the stories 
of  successful leaders.

The final section, The New Age, offers a new organisational 
framework, leadership approach and bold models in order to 
create the next generation of  talent to deal with rapid disruptions. 
Consider it a framework of  growth, the cheat code to business 
success, or the tools necessary to cope with in a new world full of  
changes.





Part One

Two Forces Shaping the World 
and Business
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Technology

All-pervading Transformational Force in  
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Artificial Intelligence will never be as good as the real thing. All the 
nuances of  feelings, emotions, and creative insights that a human 
being cultivates throughout his life and preserves for future use, 
cannot be replicated by a machine; no amount of  convoluted code 
can empower it to do so.

Or so I thought.

I was on the lookout for a freelancer who could create a logo 
for my new venture. I needed someone who would understand 
what my startup was about, capture the essence of  what it was, 
and express it through a concise, yet captivating image. In one 
word, creativity was the most important factor that I was looking 
for. Clearly a job for an artist of  sorts. So, when my son pinged me 
about a website called Logojoy that actually creates logos using AI, 
my surprise was as great as my distrust. Surely, no software could 
absorb my requirements and give me the level of  creativity that I 
was looking for. 

I was in for a pleasant shock.

Logojoy exceeded my expectations. In four simple steps, I 
was able to create a logo for my company. All it took was a little 
browsing through graphics and fonts, and like magic, Logojoy gave 
me a comprehensive list of  options I might like. In short, what 
would have taken a designer many days took the website only a few 
minutes. And the result? Impeccable.

I later learned that the company founded in 2016, (now 
rebranded as Looka) has expanded its product offering beyond just 
logo creation. Logojoy has served over five million people in 188 
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countries, generating over ten billion custom logos, which means, 
it is popular and successful.

Logojoy is a tiny drop in the ocean of  AI-powered technology 
that can read, assess and deliver intelligent solutions and services, 
saving man-hours and improving efficiency. Today, AI models are 
implemented everywhere, and state-of-the-art models are being 
built at an unimaginable pace. The latest in natural language 
processing, GPT-3 by OpenAI, can generate novel answers to any 
question or summarize large amounts of  customer feedback into 
useful insights.

Recent breakthroughs in biotechnology are driven by machine 
learning models that can perform complex tasks at remarkable 
speeds and at significantly lower costs. Upcoming research in 
multimodal learning, where models can utilise voice, vision, and 
other sensory data simultaneously, is leading to the development 
of  cutting-edge human-machine interfaces. And smarter machine 
learning models are being used in advertising, manufacturing, 
finance and other sectors to improve efficiency and to grow 
businesses rapidly.

Technology has swept across every sector, dramatically 
changing the global landscape and blurring the boundaries between 
industries. In recent times, one small device, the smartphone, 
redefined multiple aspects of  our domestic life – banking, shopping, 
even the way we work. AI and robotics are set to solve the bigger 
problems of  the world.

Technological Disruption: There Are No Boundaries

In the last two decades, technology has proven to be a sector-
agnostic, creatively disruptive, all-pervading force. It has left 
no industry untouched. Starting from the usual suspects like 
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automobiles to the relatively new disruptors like digital businesses, 
technological advancements have influenced companies to adapt 
to accommodate.

Tesla’s disruption of  the automobile industry has been sudden 
and successful. The company’s commitment to green energy while 
being heavily advanced in its technologies is a disruptive innovation 
in itself. Relentless innovation is part of  Tesla’s corporate culture 
- the waves created in the industry because of  its electric vehicles, 
is one example. Tesla’s advancement in the field of  renewable 
energy with its Tesla Powerwall batteries and its acquisition of  
SolarCity has disrupted the energy sector too. Its innovations come 
at commendable speed and the company has adopted disruption 
as a strategy rather than serendipity.

As of  April 2021, Tesla is the world’s most valuable car company 
with over a $700 billion valuation. It is also now worth more than 
many of  its rivals combined, such as Fiat Chrysler ($31 billion), 
Ford ($45 billion), Ferrari ($54 billion), General Motors ($81 
billion), BMW ($66 billion), Honda ($52 billion,) and Volkswagen 
($150 billion). In the first quarter of  2021, Tesla achieved a record 
net profit of  $438m, for the seventh consecutive quarter, enough to 
justify a higher valuation.

Tesla is not just an electric vehicle pioneer; it is also an 
AI and robotics company, leading the efforts in developing  
fleets of  self-driving cars using just eight cameras, machine learning, 
and a computerised brain in the car that reacts with superhuman 
speed. In the future, Tesla will be remembered as a technology 
giant, right alongside the likes of  Google, Facebook and Apple.

No one could have possibly imagined that a technology-led 
Silicon Valley company would end up being one of  the most valued 
car companies in the world in just 17 years of  its existence.
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Microsoft, on the other hand, continued to be a product-based 
company under the leadership of  Steven Ballmer. As Fortune 
rightly pointed out in July 2020, it had missed out on the five biggest 
technology trends – cloud, mobile telephony, mobile OS, search, 
and media. Satya Nadella’s redirection of  Microsoft was deliberate 
and conscious. He transformed Microsoft from a products-based 
company to a productivity and platform-based company.

Microsoft’s focus, under Nadella, became cloud and mobile, a 
quick transition from a company of  the present to a company of  
the future. Once Nadella took over as CEO, the uptick in revenues 
has also been remarkable. Now residing happily in the $2 trillion 
valuation zone, Microsoft is firmly back in the competition with its 
peers – Google, Amazon, Apple and Facebook.

Intel: Chip King, No More

In June 2020, in the midst of  a raging pandemic, Apple held their 
annual developer conference. A heavily rumoured announcement 
came in hot: Apple was moving away from Intel chips and 
transitioning to their own ARM-based processors for their entire 
Mac line-up. This marked the beginning of  the end of  a decade-
long relationship between Apple and Intel, the ‘chip king’ of 
Silicon Valley.

Intel’s downfall is a story about complacency and the lack of  
diversification in an extremely competitive market. The demand 
for silicon chips has never been higher – today’s phones, cars, 
homes, and computers all demand high performance, cost efficient 
chips on a massive scale. Intel failed to capitalize on the increasing 
diversity of  products that require chips, and now, is also failing to 
innovate in the PC chip market it is most well known for. Don’t get 
me wrong, Intel isn’t going anywhere. But Intel’s market dominance 
is at jeopardy unlike ever before.
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Intel, which is a play on the words ‘integrated’ and ‘electronics’, 
was a company founded by Gordon Moore and Robert Noyce. After 
a Japanese company commissioned Intel to build 12 specialised 
microchips for their new calculators, Intel realised that it was a 
complicated and costly affair to build such microchips. But Noyce 
did not shy away from letting his employees innovate. Federico 
Faggin came in, and a digital revolution began after the successful 
innovation of  a chip processor that eliminated the entire hassle of  
having huge machines. In 1971, Intel had released the 4004, the 
world’s first single-chip microprocessor.

By 1992, 83% of  the CPU market was owned by Intel. Intel-
powered IBM workstations dominated the computer market. In 
the coming years, Intel grew swiftly, with the Pentium series and 
the Core series under their belts. Intel continues to rule the desktop 
market and is the only big chip maker in the world that designs and 
manufactures its chips in-house.

You see, while Intel’s biggest competitors like AMD and Nvidia 
were collaborating with chip manufactures like TSMC to make 
production easier, faster, and cheaper, Intel took pride in doing 
both. For the longest time, this strategy worked for Intel. But, 
following successive delays in introducing new processes for chip 
manufacturing, the company could not keep up with the progress 
that their competitors had made.

While TSMC was building seven nanometre chips for Apple 
and Qualcomm, and AMD introduced faster chips that were 
more affordable, Intel struggled to implement its 10 nm process. 
Intel almost spent $13 billion in research but could not justify the 
amount, while its competitor AMD spent only $1.8 billion and 
produced better quality products.

Investors tried to insist on outsourcing the manufacturing of  
the chips, but in vain. Intel continued to believe that they would be 
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able to manufacture chips in-house. Worst of  all, most executive-
level employees were fired or had left the company, and the new 
decision-makers had little knowledge of  the complexities of  running 
Intel. From 2016 to 2020, the company only made incremental 
improvements to its desktop chips, and PC manufacturers began 
turning to AMD and Qualcomm for their chips.

Intel also gave up on the mobile market after spending almost 
$10 billion. The original Intel Atom chip was designed to be in 
mobile phones, but Intel’s executives were hesitant to compromise 
on their core business of  selling large PC chips at a high profit 
margin, to develop new chip manufacturing processes for small, 
low-cost, mobile chips for a low profit margin.

In the end, the company did not anticipate the widespread use 
of  smartphones and fell prey to Qualcomm’s market dominance 
and licencing terms with phone manufacturers.

Yes, Intel does continue to sell more PC chips than any other 
company, but having missed out on a massive mobile market and 
the demand for a wide variety of  chips for IoT and smart devices, 
Intel’s growth figures do not match its glorious past.

Apple’s decision to transition to Apple Silicon processors, 
Microsoft’s partnering with Qualcomm for new ARM chips for 
its Surface products, and Amazon introducing their own ARM 
processors for cheaper cloud computing, all mean that Intel is losing 
its strong grip on the chip market. At the same time, developers are 
eager to transition their work to ARM from Intel’s x86 architecture 
for increased performance and efficiency. In every way, it looks like 
Intel is failing, thanks to its complacency.

There is still hope for Intel, only if  it manages to deliver its 
promised 7nm chips by 2023 and implements new foundries for 
manufacturing it at scale. Intel desperately needs to rethink its 
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business model and expand into new markets to remain a player in 
the silicon game in Silicon Valley.

Nokia: Swift the Rise, Swift the Fall

This sums up the unfortunate tale of  Nokia, a company that got 
too comfortable and too complacent about adopting technology. 
Dominating the mobile phone market unopposed and unhindered 
for a decade, Nokia lead people by the hand into the mobile phone 
revolution (the logo immediately comes to mind). Now, Nokia has 
suddenly become a thing of  the past, its niche array of  devices 
reduced to antiques.

When the Finnish company that manufactured paper, electricity 
and rubber anticipated the popularity of  cell phones in the early 
90s, it took a gamble. It poured millions into its R&D and came up 
with the 1011, the first mass-produced mobile phone, making the 
company a pioneer in the field. The gamble paid off, as every Nokia 
phone that every one of  us has owned bears testimony. Nokia came 
to be known to the world outside Finland only as a mobile phone 
company – in fact, the biggest mobile phone company.

Then came the 5110 with covers that could be changed, a 
feature that bowled people over. In 1999, Nokia brought out the 
lightest handset, 8210. A number of  flip-phones and sliders and 
the popular N-series later, Nokia was still on top.

The end, when it came, came out of  nowhere. Legend has it 
that Apple and Android brought about this tragic fate. But, as the 
saying goes, Nokia was its own worst enemy. It focused only on its 
hardware, each new handset enhanced with new features. Even 
with the advent of  the iPhone, which runs on its own operating 
system, and Samsung smartphones that run on Android, Nokia 
focussed more on its hardware than on enhancing its software. 
Its phones were of  high quality; its software wasn’t. Symbian was 
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outdated, and by the time Nokia realised that the game had shifted 
from hardware to software, it was too late.

Reorganisations and leadership changes further influenced 
its downfall. With no way up, Nokia sold its handset business to 
Microsoft for $7.2 bn in 2013.

The brand did try to make a comeback in 2017. Finally 
deciding to adapt to the environment, Nokia came up with its 
own Android phone. The familiar ringtone played across TVs, 
announcing its comeback. Loyal consumers cheered, hoping for 
an Apple-like resurrection. But it was barely enough. Nokia has 
since then managed to capture only 3% of  the global smartphone 
market.

Nokia was not the only victim of  its own hubris. Dependent 
on its own OS like Nokia, Blackberry was the smartphone for the 
smart man, the businessman, to be precise. Made with an elite club 
in mind, Blackberry was an instant success for its features, as well as 
for its prestige factor. The Blackberry keyboard was iconic because 
there was no need to press a key four times to get one letter. It 
allowed busy executives on the go, to type with both hands. Maybe, 
unlike Nokia who missed the smartphone race, Blackberry didn’t 
want to get into it. Maybe it was concerned only with catering to 
its conservative club. Long story short, Blackberry too went the 
Nokia way.

Both Nokia and Blackberry failed to adapt to the technology 
around them and felt unthreatened by the rise of  Apple and 
Google. They are two classic examples of  the corporate hubris that 
brings multinational giants to their knees.

***
The business terrain has seen a seismic shift in the last one decade. 
Technology, which had only made inroads into human lives until 
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the end of  the 20th century, has massively altered every sphere 
of  life since the start of  the 21st century. This is reflected in the 
emergence of  digital businesses and the dominance of  technology 
companies in the stock market. It is also evident in the disruption 
it brings about in almost every industry, influencing the lifespan 
of  companies, both startups and the well-established. In a recent 
survey of  Fortune 500 CEOs, 63% were of  the opinion that the 
COVID-19 crisis would further accelerate this technological 
transformation because the relevance of  technology has truly and 
thoroughly been reinforced.

Constant innovation is the only measure against constant 
disruption. It has become a necessity to stay afloat or gain a 
competitive edge over rivals. As so well demonstrated, albeit 
tragically, by GE, Intel, Nokia and the like, complacency will cost 
a company its life.

There is a revolution happening in the field of  technology that 
has been gaining momentum in this decade. This revolution, akin 
to the previous Industrial Revolutions, will reroute the trajectory of  
many businesses, demanding them to adapt or perish.

Industrial Revolutions: The Rise of the Machines

Repaving the foundation of  economies, Industrial Revolutions 
propelled an exponential growth in human evolution and 
efficiency. Productivity increased 30-fold since the steam engine 
revolutionised the industrial arena in the late 18th century, laying 
the path for mechanisation and replacing an agrarian society with 
an industrial one. With the introduction of  the combustion engine 
and automobiles, transportation became accessible, and with the 
invention of  telephones, the world became a smaller place.

Fast-forward a century… In the 1960s, a machine rose that 
would surpass the potential of  any thus far invented. The invention 
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of  computers changed the blueprints of  the predicted future once 
and for all, and that which was considered impossible suddenly 
became possible. Man walked on the moon, and sophisticated 
weapons were designed. The new technology of  microprocessors 
and integrated chips opened hitherto closed doors in space 
exploration and biotechnology.

Now, standing on the shoulders of  this giant, another Industrial 
Revolution, the fourth one of  its kind, is well underway. If  the 
steam engine, electricity and information technology powered the 
first, second and third Industrial Revolutions respectively, Artificial 
Intelligence powers the fourth, blurring the boundary between the 
physical world and the virtual one, where the might of  man and 
machine combines to create a formidable force.

The Fourth Industrial Revolution (Industry 4.0) involves rapid, 
end-to-end digitisation of  all physical assets and their integration 
into digital ecosystems. Industry 4.0 can enable smart factories, 
connect the supply chain network and logistics capabilities and 
inform planning and inventory processes, along with a host of  
other capabilities, enabling organisations to know things they didn’t 
know before. The technologies that enable Industry 4.0 include 
smart sensors, automation devices, advanced robots, Internet of  
Things (IoT), cloud computing, location detection technologies, 
human-machine interfaces, augmented reality, 3D printing, 
artificial intelligence (AI), big data analytics, and mobile devices, 
among others.

The power of  Industry 4.0 lies in technological convergence. 
Technological convergence happens when new technologies are 
created that can perform similar tasks as their predecessors, but in 
better ways. While past technologies could perform only one task, 
their successors can carry out multiple ones. The best example, 
of  course, a smart phone compared to a telephone. While the 
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telephone was used to just make and receive calls, its much ‘smarter’ 
successor can do so much more.

Technological convergence is advancing at a very rapid rate, 
which has been one of  the major features of  Industry 4.0. Accessories 
like phones and television have become more interactive rather 
than just mediums that transmit signals. In other words, everything 
just got ‘smart’.

Companies across sectors ranging from transportation to 
healthcare now feel the need to collect actionable data from almost 
all their processes and products. This requires a connection between 
the Operational Technology (OT) and Information Technology 
(IT). OT is the domain of  asset automation and monitoring where 
data generation takes place. IT is the domain of  process automation 
where data consumption takes place.

Real-time decision-making is fundamental to business growth 
and success. IoT is the force behind providing both raw asset 
data and reliable real-time data analytics to enable intelligent 
business decisions. In short, what helps businesses transition from 
a rudimentary model to a data-driven model is an advanced 
intelligent technological infrastructure. If  businesses want to take 
their operations a notch above the rest, enabling the integration 
between OT and IT is mandatory.

What better way to testify to the criticality of  this need than 
with a success story of  OT-IT integration?

P2i, a UK-based company that makes nanotechnology coatings 
for electronic devices, found themselves facing the same problem 
as hundreds of  other companies. The worldwide pandemic, 
COVID-19, had put an end to their business operations for the 
foreseeable future. Or so it seemed.
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P2i was determined to ensure service continuity in its branches 
across the globe. So, the engineers at P2i turned to IT and OT 
technologies to keep the motors running. P2i connected its 
manufacturing equipment to the internet and made adjustments to 
them remotely. From their headquarters in Oxford, they inspected 
work taking place in their factories in China, on a level so detailed 
that it is difficult to believe that it was done through remote 
inspection.

In fact, the precision matched previous records when someone 
actually carried out the work on location.

As assets become more complex and their components become 
more minute, there will come a point when human hands and eyes 
become redundant to the instruments for their assembly. Which is 
what the success story of  P2i is all about.

A New Paradigm of Technology Convergence

The emergence of  another captivating technology trend has led 
us towards a greater and deeper understanding of  human biology. 
Biotechnology, a fascinating branch in itself, is on the verge of 
another transformation in the Fourth Industrial Revolution.

The exponential growth of  data as the ultimate resource has 
resulted in an abundance of  it, which gives us an ocean of  biological 
data such as genomics, microbiomes and so on. Analytical tools 
can work wonders on this data to give us meaningful information 
about human biological mechanisms.

If  a machine or an advanced computer can predict human 
intuition and actions, it can very well be autonomous and 
intelligent. This has been the favourite playground of  science 
fiction writers through the ages, but now scientists are hard at 
work to make this a scientific fact. Algorithms are being taught to 
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anticipate human actions by feeding it hours of  data. In future, 
this might help identify criminals from non-criminals, successfully 
disrupting the legal system as well. Intelligent, machine-like robots 
can now be designed to be deployed to work in extreme conditions 
and manoeuvre delicate procedures. Artificial Intelligence is going 
to accelerate exponentially for the simple reason that human 
intelligence will be accelerating it.

Factories will function autonomously with the creation of  
intelligent and self-aware machines. These machines will be able 
to accomplish specific tasks in the presence of  uncertainty and 
variability, and self-simulate to adapt to novel situations. They will 
also be capable of  self-diagnosis and repair. Artificial intelligence, 
combined with data analytics on the data from operational and 
biological systems, is galloping ahead at a terrific rate to build 
cognitive production and bio-intelligence systems.

A cognitive system is designed to operate in a way that mimics 
human behaviour, where machines perform a task in a way that 
is considered smart or intelligent. Building a cognitive system is 
fast becoming feasible as access to cloud data storage becomes 
affordable and the number of  smart sensors on machines is 
increasing exponentially. Additionally, in the coming months, low-
cost 5G wireless networks will be available globally.

Simultaneously, bio-intelligent systems are being developed that 
extend cognitive capabilities. Fraunhofer IML’s bio-intelligence 
systems research is focused on creating self-organising systems “… 
in which technology replicates and optimises itself...” Moving away 
from classical and traditional designs, this can help in creating a 
future industry where humans and machines truly work together, 
not with one dependent on the other, but in true partnership.
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Cognitive and bio-intelligent systems is an emerging field 
that holds huge potential because it unlocks the potential of  new 
man-machine capabilities. This will drive forward innovation, 
competition and profits, for businesses.

Startups: A New Force for Technological Disruption

Unrestrained access to technology has influenced the rise of 
startups across the globe. Startups have the twin advantage of 
technology and talent (because technology brings talent together). 
Venture investing is at an all-time high and crowdfunding is, well, a 
crowd favourite. Both sources of  capital are known to have peaked 
in the last couple of  years in Europe, the US and Asia.

With all these resources taken care of, the rate of  innovation 
has been growing exponentially by the year. And the number 
of  successful startups has been growing with it. These nascent 
companies pose a challenge to the incumbent ones, and to ignore 
these challengers will be a huge mistake.

With great access to technology comes great power: the power 
to ideate, innovate and create, reach out to like-minded souls, and 
solve the biggest global challenges of  the day. This is never more 
evident than when the innovations of  the unlikeliest of  people 
change the world, or save lives.

I believe that any innovation has ACE at the heart of  it. ACE 
is an acronym for aspiration, courage, and empathy, which form 
the driving force behind any innovation that profoundly impacts 
the world. A testimony to this is Dr. Jayant Khandare, whom I 
met in 2018. His simple wish? To save the lives of  those affected 
by cancer through early detection and personalized treatment. His 
work is stunning, his perseverance astonishing, and his innovations 
nothing short of  extraordinary.
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Jayant Khandare and his Life Saving Technology

Cancer has become one the most feared diseases in human history 
with cases rising worldwide claiming millions of  lives. Early 
detection is vital, not only for managing the treatment, but also 
to give patients a higher chance of  survival. Cancer is curable, in 
most cases, if  the tumour is not metastatic. It is the phenomenon 
of  metastasis, where cancer cells leave the primary tumour and 
migrate to other organs through the peripheral blood of  the body, 
that makes cancer impossible to treat. While there is no one drug 
to treat late metastasis, it is not easy to catch the phenomena early 
either. Tests like Positron Emission Tomography (PET) can detect 
secondary tumours only when they reach a certain size.

What if  we can catch metastasis in action by picking up circulating 
cancer cells in the blood? This is what Dr. Jayant Khandare dreamt 
of  when he was developing technology, accessible and affordable 
to cancer patients. It is seldom that Indian scientists venture into 
the development of  high-risk innovations due to their low success 
rate, longer incubation, and significant regulatory hurdles. Cancer 
care and treatment are beyond the reach of  most resource-poor 
people globally. Further, high-end innovations and technologies do 
not reach the needy due to exorbitant costs. Cancer treatment is 
known to financially devastate many families.

In the past few decades, liquid biopsy technologies in cancer 
have received remarkable attention in the domain of  analysing 
tumours using various biomarkers in human circulatory system. 
Clinically developing and validating such platforms can help detect 
and characterise tumours in a minimally invasive and repeatable 
manner.

The journey to find a solution for cancer care began in 2013 
when Jayant founded a new venture, Actorius Innovations and 
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Research, in Pune, along with Aravindan Vasudevan and Dr. 
Muralidhara Padiguru. Jayant had the highest level of  optimism 
for a very challenging, high-risk, innovation-based concept. The 
mission was to develop an alternative to the exorbitantly expensive 
technology used for detecting circulating tumour cells (CTCs) 
in cancer patients. He ventured into this area despite knowing 
that the chances for success were less that 1%, mostly due to an 
undefined clinical and regulatory pathway. Further, he needed to 
raise funds through angel investors and venture capitalists for such 
a high-risk innovation, with a longer time of  development and 
commercialisation.

It looked almost impossible.

Having worked in large research organisations in India, the 
USA and Germany, and knowing prudent reasons for the failures 
in drug discovery, Jayant knew what not to do more than what 
to do. For example, he always offered jobs to individuals referred 
by someone within his network. Instead of  looking with a critical 
eye for scientific and technical skills to match the job requirement, 
he always prioritised passion and how important the job was for 
that individual. He found that the contributions from such goal-
driven individuals were remarkable and immense with minimal 
expectations, compared to their counterparts working in large 
research organisations. He developed a research philosophy and 
built a motivated team of  researchers who had both, an intellectual 
and an emotional quotient.

Actorius was able to fulfil its mission of  introducing India’s first 
medical device in the form of  a highly ambitious and disruptive 
technology for detecting CTCs from a patient’s blood samples, 
using the liquid biopsy method. Actorius developed a proprietary 
technology for detection and enumeration of  CTCs in the peripheral 
blood, called the OncoDiscover Liquid Biopsy Technology. This 
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platform is designed for specific targeting, rapid isolation and high-
resolution imaging of  cancer cells. This test is being used in defined 
intervals, along with other clinical parameters, to assess the success 
of  the therapy given to a patient. Periodic monitoring of  CTCs 
can also help in detecting metastasis earlier, compared to routine 
imaging methods.

The team at Actorius figured out a way to detect CTCs by 
drawing a small amount of  blood… not an easy job, as only one 
cell in a billion cells in the blood can be a tumour cell, if  at all.

But the story is not over.

There were never enough funds to run an in-house commercial 
lab regulated under the Central Drugs Standard Control 
Organisation (CDSCO) rules for multiple clinical validations and 
performance. Jayant found stronger clinical support from Dr. 
Pankaj Chaturvedi, a leading Oncologist from Tata Memorial 
Hospital, to lead the clinical trials and performance outcomes 
on Indian phenotypes. Under the immense scrutiny of  CDSCO 
and a committee consisting of  oncologists from various hospitals/
institutes, Actorius validated the clinical performance of  
OncoDiscover.

This research and innovation took seven years, including 
multiple clinical trials and validations with thousands of  Indian 
cancer patients. Finally, the OncoDiscover CTC medical device 
was approved by CDSCO and Drug Controller General of  India 
(DCGI) in July 2019. OncoDiscover Liquid Biopsy Technology is 
the first indigenously developed technology to receive a licence for 
manufacture, sale and distribution in India.

When Actorius was ready to submit clinical data to regulatory 
authorities, there were no rules in India for such medical devices. 
There was also no predicate device manufactured in India with 
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indigenous validations in cancer detection. However, in 2017–
2018, the new Medical Device Act was passed, and new rules were 
introduced in India.

Truly and literally, a gamechanger!

Translation of  a scientific problem from ‘lab to clinic’ made 
Actorius one of  only two companies in the world to get such a 
regulatory approval in CTC detection and ISO 13485 quality 
management system in medical devices. Another company, 
Menarini Silicon Biosystems (earlier by Johnson and Johnson), has 
a method to detect tumour cells in the blood that is time-consuming 
and expensive. Today, Actorius can stand tall for providing the most 
rapid, efficient, and specific cancer detection CTC test, requiring 
the lowest blood volume (1.5 mL), and at a comparatively affordable 
cost of  Rs 15000 ($200) with results available in 3.5 hours. The 
current FDA-approved CTC test costs $1000 and may take up to 
ten days to produce results.

The test is now available and accessible in India. It is expected 
to revolutionise the early diagnosis and management of  lung, 
breast, colorectal, head and neck cancer in India. OncoDiscover 
has made its way to other countries, including Canada, Cyprus and 
Bangladesh while financial deals for out-licencing the technology 
are on the way, with USA, Europe, UAE, Thailand and other 
countries.

Jayant is a very determined, committed young scientist who 
decided to build a startup because he believed it would serve a 
higher purpose. He has a broad vision of  making this a global 
model to tackle some of  the world’s greatest health challenges. 
Perhaps Jayant will be an inspiration to all of  you, as he is to me, 
because he is currently working, with minimal resources, on finding 
solutions to global challenges in healthcare.
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Startups are a new growth engine and often they are a disruptive 
force against the well-established players. In fact, the speed with 
which startups disrupt businesses is nothing short of  dramatic. 
Startups by nature are tech companies, more often than not driven 
mainly by digital natives who grew up during the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, with technology at their fingertips, in every sense of  
the word.

It is this technological fluency that drives them towards success, 
and in the process, tackles a global challenge or two.

The Future is Now

We are soon stepping into a new world, which is, at the most, a 
decade or two away, which will bring fine-grained awareness into 
the machines themselves, creating hyperaware entities that won’t 
just respond to human commands but are perceptive and self-
directed. Thus, equipment used in a shipping port or a construction 
site will be able to detect impending mechanical breakdowns and 
prevent them. Factories will function without the supervision of 
humans. Advances in the creation of  self-aware machines have 
been phenomenal. With the rapid development of  machine 
learning and data analytics, this is no surprise, rather, its eagerly 
awaited.

When you look closely at the rapid pace of  digitisation in 
industry today, the exponential change that will make a paradigm 
shift in the way businesses are run doesn’t seem hyperbolic at all. 
With exponential technology at the helm, travel and communication 
will be faster and cheaper, alternative resources will be abundant, 
and knowledge will be infinite. This is not the story of  the future, 
or the near future. It is a story that is slowly being played out NOW.

The biggest competition for corporates comes not from their 
traditional competitors but from startups. Startups are disruptive 
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because they have the upper hand in that they have access to three 
fundamental factors of  success – technology, talent, and capital. 
Graduates are more likely to join a startup than a global corporate 
due to the promise of  creating technology that enables new ventures 
at a global scale, at speed.

For businesses, a constant reinvention of  themselves and a 
frequent rethinking of  their technological strategies is critical to 
survive and succeed in the face of  changes that are sure to be 
sweeping through.
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