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Starting
     trouble
Indian entrepreneurship forums are today
            confined to showcases, contests and
networking. It’s time they think bigger, and turn
            entrepreneurship into a way of life

Negligible Results
These forums share three things. One, they seek to foster entre-
preneurship by building communities. Two, they are all inspired 
by concepts that originated in the US or Western Europe. Three, 
most of them fail to address some of the real issues faced by young 
entrepreneurs, particularly those on the threshold of entrepre-
neurship. “It is all very feel-good. But in the end, they offer very 
little that a young entrepreneur can actually use,” says 31-year-old 
Saurabh Gupta, Founder and CEO of Mumbai-based Phonethics 
Mobile Media, a two-year-old startup that creates short original 
video content for mobile phones. 

“If you are a startup seeking exposure, such forums probably 
help. But the overall benefits are not very tangible,” adds 25-year-
old Vineeta Singh, Co-founder of Quetzal, a Mumbai-based star-

tup that povides human resource solutions. Singh, an 
IIM Ahmedabad alumnus, started Quetzal with three 
others in 2007. Like Gupta, her interaction with startup 
promotion events has been near negligible.

The problem seems to be that in spite of the promise of 
exposure to venture capitalists, potential customers, do-
main specialists, successful entrepreneurs and academia, 
most of these forums do not actually address the more 
pertinent problems that young entrepreneurs face. Says 
Phonethics’ Gupta: “Young entrepreneurs, more than 
anything, need exposure to seasoned people who will 
teach them some tricks. For instance, while you can get 
a lawyer to structure your stock options, only a seasoned 
entrepreneur can teach you how to prioritise, who to 
give ESOPs to at what stage of the company.” 

Issues such as financial management and market-
ing tricks are some of the critical things that often trip 
young entrepreneurs and which are not addressed. In 
the case of students, often the biggest support they need 
before turning entrepreneurs is “real world experience”, 
as Laura Parkin, NEN’s Executive Director, puts it. “We 
encourage people to go out and work in an area they 
are interested in. Some of them work for other startups, 
but there are not enough around to absorb all,” she says. 

One of the ways that this lacuna could be addressed is to 
get students and entrepreneurs exposed to big business 
through constructive interaction. “Smaller groups and 
workshop formats, where entrepreneurs can interact with 
professionals or investors more closely, probably work 
better, says 25-year-old Abhishek Biswal, Co-founder 
and Director, TRI Technosolutions, an IIT Bombay-
incubated startup in education robotics and embed-
ded syetms.” Unfortunately, not much of this happens 

at most of these forums. 

Few Join Hands  
One big reason is that none of them, except for The Indus Entre-
preneurs (TiE) and NEN to some extent, collaborate with each 
other. Despite all the ‘support’, the young entrepreneur’s life in 
India, to borrow from Thomas Hobbes, remains “solitary, poor, 
nasty, brutish and short”. An alarmingly high number of fledgling 
entrepreneurs and students give up even before they start, as the 
much-needed ecosystem—which, in developed markets, is fostered 
by the collaboration of industry with academia—still doesn’t exist 
to the extent that it should. Hence, entrepreneurship, specifically 
the variety embraced by fresh graduates and students, remains 
peripheral to big business and the mainstream economy.

Snigdha Sengupta

PROMOTING ENTREPRE- 
neurship is good business these 
days. Pull together a few like-mind-
ed people, formulate a vision state-
ment, throw in a business plan con-
test or a startup showcase, invite a 
few venture capitalists and big in-
dustry executives, announce an an-
nual or bi-annual conference, and 
you’re in business. Of course, not to 
forget, invite young entrepreneurs 
to participate in the jamboree.

If anything has epitomised the resurgence of 
entrepreneurship in India in the past two to four 
years, it is the mushrooming of formal and infor-
mal forums that seek to encourage young people to 
take to entrepreneurship as a career. We’ve picked 
out just a few that are top of mind at present.

There’s Proto, run by a Chennai-based team, 
which positions itself as the country’s first startup 
showcase platform. Giving them competition is 
the HeadStart Foundation, driven largely out of 
Bangalore. In Mumbai, the Wadhwani Founda-
tion’s National Entrepreneur Network (NEN) is 
just closing off its ‘Hottest Startups’ contest, which 
will attempt to select the country’s five hottest 

startups via a public voting exercise. 
Then, there are a bunch of business plan contests 

run by premier business schools like the Indian 
School of Business, Hyderabad, and the I ndian 
Institute of Technology, Bombay. Alongside are 
business plan contests run by venture capital firms 
such as Canaan Partners and Draper Fisher Jur-
vetson. And finally, there are the more informal 
BarCamps, OpenCoffee Clubs and Mobile Mon-
day meets that have sprung up in almost every 
Indian city in the past couple of years. These are 
slightly different from the rest because they are 
pure networking forums that desist from a for-
mal structure.

Young entrepreneurs often trip 
on ‘real world’ issues such as 
financial management and 
marketing. And forums, today, 
don’t address these well
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ON A New pAth: (from left) Abhishek Biswal of TRI 
Technosolutions; Jatin Jindal of HelloIntern; Saurabh 
Gupta of Phonethics Mobile Media; Vineeta Singh of 
Quetzal; Abhishek Sharma of HelloIntern
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