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A few companies in India have grown at a pace telecom major Idea Cellular has. From No. 6 in 
2008, with a 9.6 per cent revenue market share, to the third-largest today, with a revenue market 
share of 17.5 per cent, Idea Cellular has been the country's fastest-growing mobile telecom op­
erator for the past 7 years. Idea today has a subscriber base of 157 mil l ion — next only to Airtel's 
226 mil l ion and Vodafone's 184 mil l ion — which also makes it the world's sixth-largest telecom 
operator. A key growth driver has of course been the massive number of subscriber additions 
in the past several years. Today, the company claims, nearly 30 per cent of the new subscriber 

additions are attracted to Idea. The operator has also been the biggest net gainer of subscribers 
through the mobile number portability (MNP) service introduced in 2011. At the end of October 

2014, Idea had net gained over 12.5 mil l ion subscribers through MNP, Vodafone over 10.4 mil l ion 
and Airtel over 0.5 mil l ion. Today, the figure for Idea crosses 13 mil l ion. The strategy Idea Cellular 

Managing Director Himanshu Kapania has followed to build his company's business has been 
rather contrarian. As Kapania puts it: "During the hyper competitive phase from 2009 to 2014 
when the number of operators increased from six to 16, instead of a head-on battle, Idea fo l ­

lowed a f lanking marketing war approach, over-invested in network, built brand, evolved Bharat's 
largest sales and service programme for the Indian rural hinterlands." Contrary to most analyst 

projections, Kapania believes there is st i l l enough juice left in the voice market. He says, "Anothei 
400 mil l ion new users wi l l enter the market over the next 4-5 years as the rura l penetration is 
only 41 per cent." That's where Idea continues to focus. That said, a big priority has also been 
expanding the company's 3G network. Kapania says, Idea intends to upgrade 70 per cent of its 
existing GSM sites to 3G sites...over the next 3 years. "India has only 6 per cent penetration of 
3G subscribers. Al l this is slated to change. Recently, the 3G smartphone prices have broken 
the Rs 5,000 price barrier and operators aggressively expanding their 3G footprint," he says. In 

an interview to Amit Ranjan Rai, Kapania speaks on his company's growth plans, issues 
facing the telecom sector and his approach to the recent spectrum auctions. 



You have seen Idea Ce l lu la r g row du r ing 

you r two s t in ts at the company. What is 

your v is ion f o r Idea Ce l lu la r? 

Since 2006, when the Aditya Bir la 

Group became the sole p romoter of 

Idea Cel lu lar L imi ted, the company has 

grown in stature f r o m a low presence, #6 

operator (FY '08 revenue marke t share 

— 9.6 per cent] to the ' fastest growing 

Indian te lecom operator ' for the last 

7 years w i th a revenue marke t share 

(RMS) of 17.5 per cent (Q3 FY '15) and a 

cus tomer marke t share of 18.2 per cent. 

Dur ing th is per iod, the company has 

acquired nearly 150 mi l l ion i nc remen ta l 

subscr ibers , establ ish ing Idea Cel lu la r 

as the wor ld ' s s ix th- largest te lecom 

operator w i th cur ren t consumer EoP 

base of more than 157 mi l l ion qual i ty 

subscr ibers , generat ing global scale 

daily vo lumes of over 2.2 bi l l ion voice 

minutes and over 600 mi l l ion megabytes 

of mobi le data. Over these format ive 8 

years, f r o m being a negative balance 

sheet value and loss -mak ing company 

in FY '07, the company, wi th aggressive 

capi tal investment , innovative sales and 

marke t ing p r o g r a m m e , and prudent 

f inancia l res t ruc tu r ing , has s t rengthened 

its balance sheet w i th a cur ren t valuat ion 

in excess of Rs 67,000 crore (enterpr ise 

value as on January 1 '15). Over the 

last four calendar years (CYs), Idea has 

delivered annua l growth rates (CAGR) 

of 19.8 per cent in revenues, 29.1 per 

cent in EBITDA and 36.5 per cent in PAT, 

doubl ing its revenues to Rs 30,180 crore 

in CY '14 (CY '10: Rs 14,670 crore), t r ip l ing 

its EBITDA to Rs 8,967 crore (CY '10: Rs. 

3,223 crore) and quadrup l ing its PAT to Rs 

2,976 crore (CY '10: Rs 857 crore). 

Having bui l t s t rong foundat ions, our 

vision for Idea is to be the 'most preferred 

brand ' of choice both on mobi l i ty voice 

and data space for the 1 bi l l ion Indians. 

In l ine w i th this vision, the company 

has stepped up its investment out lay on 

s p e c t r u m and capital equ ipment . Besides 

the hard f inancia l investments, our soft 

vision is bui l t on the three key pi l lars of: 

a) Pervasive " c u s t o m e r Centricity" — 

m e a s u r e d on Net P r o m o t e r Score 

(NPS). 

b) High "employee o r i en ta t i on " — a 

happy place to w o r k . 

c) " B e s t - i n - c l a s s , seamless execut ion" . 

We at Idea believe the company 

is runn ing a m a r a t h o n at the pace 

of a spr in t . Idea over the years has 

t r a n s f o r m e d i tself w i th ap lomb, 

sh redd ing its t im id i ty in favour of 

d reaming bold and big, thereby in fus ing 

energy and passion across a l l ou r t e a m 

m e m b e r s and assoc ia tes. 

What has been your approach to 

s p e c t r u m auct ions th is year and the 

reasons for the same? 

Since 2010, Idea Cel lu lar has part ic ipated 

in five s p e c t r u m auct ions commi t t i ng 

Rs 48,000 crore for 20 year l iberal ised 

spec t rum and has enhanced its overal l 

spec t rum quan tum — the key raw 

mater ia l for te lecom operators — f rom 

101.8 MHz (2010) to 270 MHz (2015). Up 

unt i l the 2015 auct ions, Idea focussed 

on acquir ing s p e c t r u m pr imar i ly for 

offer ing the latest h igh-speed mobi le data 

services on 3G and 4G p la t fo rms. But 

the recent March '15 auct ion was largely 

designed for the renewal of exist ing, 

in-use eff icient 900 MHz s p e c t r u m . Nine 

of Idea's service areas, where or ig ina l 

l icenses were acquired as early as year 

1995/1996, were due for extension af ter 

20 years and it was cr i t ica l for us to 

ensure cont inui ty of Idea GSM services 

for our 106 mi l l ion cus tomers (out of the 

overal l 155 mi l l ion plus subscr iber base). 

We are pleased to share that Idea has 

managed to renew/extend a l l its exist ing 

nine l icenses. Including 2012 and 2015 

spec t rum auct ions, Idea now has ensured 

highest renewal of 16 out of 22 l icenses 

among a l l exist ing te lecom operators, 

covering 77 per cent of its cur ren t 

subscr iber base and 78 per cent of its 

revenues. Of the remain ing l icenses, four 

are due for renewal in year 2021 and the 

last two as late as in year 2026. 

With the complet ion of th is auct ion, 

Idea has suff ic ient s p e c t r u m to provide 

pan India GSM services, 3G services in 13 

circles covering over 75 per cent of the 

existing consumer base and 4G services 

(when the ecosystem evolves) in 10 circles 

covering 57 per cent of our subscr ibers . 

What is your debt posi t ion l ike cu r ren t l y? 

Idea Cel lu lar is in the business of 

providing mobi le te lecom in f ras t ruc ture 

in over 350,000 towns and vi l lages on a 

pan India basis. With the cur ren t auct ions, 

Idea's gross asset block is s lated to 

cross Rs 90,000 crore as of f inancia l year 

2015-16. As on January 1 '15, Idea had 

the lowest net debt in the industry of Rs 

1 1,089 crore (standalone) w i th a Net Debt 

Annual ised EBITDA ratio of 1.12 in a 

sector reel ing under high leverage of over 

Rs 350,000 crore (post March '15 auct ion). 

Our net debt w i l l r ise to Rs 35,000-37,000 



crore by four th quar te r of f inancia l 

year 2015-16, but the ins ta lments for 

repayments are back-ended t i l l year 

2028. Also, the company's cash profit in 

calendar year 2014 was Rs 7,536 crore 

and is growing at a rate of 24 per cent 

(year-on-year growth CY 14 vs CY '13). 

For the March '15 auct ions, where the 

company has commi t ted over Rs 30,100 

crore, it w i l l be avail ing of the payment 

ins ta lment scheme of Government of 

India, and w i l l be mak ing over 25 per cent 

as upfront payment of nearly Rs. 7,700 

crore on Apr i l 9 2015. The balance w i l l 

be payable in 10 equal ins ta lments f r o m 

Apr i l 2018 onwards. 

Are you happy w i t h the a m o u n t of 3G 

a i rwaves put on sale th is year by the 

g o v e r n m e n t ? W i l l i t he lp fac i l i ta te the 

Dig i ta l India pro ject? 

Globally, there are nearly 2.3 bil l ion 

3G users out of the 7 bil l ion mobile 

users (based on GSMA report). With the 

evolution of the ecosystem and transi t ion 

of Indian consumers to a digi tal l ifestyle, 

it is inevitable that the demand for mobile 

data w i l l grow at ' t r iple digit rate' and 

explode over the next 5 years. To meet 

this burgeoning demand, the country 

needs a m i n i m u m 20-25 MHz dedicated 

cont iguous block of mobile data spec t rum 

per operator for 3G and 4G service. India, 

even after the March 2015 auct ion, has 

amongst the lowest f requency al locat ions 

wi th no pan India 3G operator. The sub 

1 GHz spec t rum, normal ly al located 

for commerc ia l mobi le services is 

being underut i l ised and inefficiently 

al located for other use, and needs to be 

re - fa rmed. There is an urgent need to 

make available dedicated mobi le data 

spec t rum in cont iguous blocks in lower 

globally standardised spec t rum bands at 

affordable prices to fuel compet i t ion and 

meet capacity needs. 

How do you see 3G adopt ion is happening 

in India? Is it f ina l ly p ick ing up? We s t i l l 

rank low in 3G adopt ion compared to 

ma jo r m a r k e t s the w o r l d over. What have 

been the l im i t i ng fac tors? 

The 3G 2100 MHz and 4G 2300 MHz 

s p e c t r u m was auc t ioned as ear ly as year 

2010 but the early c o n s u m e r adopt ion 

of 3G serv ices has been s low, and 4G 

serv ices have s t i l l not been launched . 

Accord ing to the latest TRAI release 

(September 2014), India has only 6 per 

Idea over the 
years has 

transformed itself 
with aplomb, 
shredding its 

timidity in favour 
of dreaming bold 
and big, thereby 
infusing energy 

and passion 
across all our 

team members 
and associates 

cent penet ra t ion of 3G subsc r ibe rs 

at 54.5 m i l l i on out of the 930 mi l l i on 

w i re less subsc r i be rs . 

Reasons for 2011 to 2014 s low o f f - take 

inc lude: 

i) Low availabil i ty of affordable 

smar tphones . 

ii) L imi ted 3G coverage as no pan India 

3G operator exists. 

iii) Lack of dedicated regional d igi ta l 

appl icat ions and content w i th Indian 

cu l tu ra l f lavour. 

A l l th is is s lated to change. Recently, the 

3G smar tphone pr ices have broken the Rs 

5,000 price bar r ie r and we expect device 

pr ices to fa l l fur ther, mak ing it affordable 

for Indian consumers to upgrade the 

st rong 900 mi l l ion GSM phones base. 

Secondly, the Indian te lecom operators 

are now aggressively expanding the i r 3G 

footpr int . 

As India is leapfrogging and bypassing 

the PC/laptop era to s m a r t p h o n e adopt ion 

directly, and most Indians are accessing 

internet services for the f i rst t ime , the 

popular developed wor ld appl icat ions 

l ike emai l , search, educat ion and 

developed w o r l d appl icat ions, and so 

on, f ind low appeal in the Indian mass 

marke t . Wi th the ar r iva l of social media 

and innovative messaging and chat 



appl icat ions, high user se l f -genera ted 

content l ike photos and f i lms , and 

evolut ion of mobi le video content both 

for en te r ta inmen t and in fo rmat ion , the 

demand of in ternet services is s lowly but 

def ini tely improv ing. This g rowth w i l l be 

fuel led f u r t h e r by ar r iva l of c a s h - f l u s h 

e - c o m m e r c e players who are p r imar i l y 

dr iv ing business on mobi le t h r o u g h the 

m - c o m m e r c e p la t fo rm. 

Lastly, wi th the RBI expected to issue 

payment banking l icenses and s t reaml ine 

digi tal payment, the adopt ion of mobi le 

banking and digi tal f inancia l services w i l l 

fuel growth of internet. 

What is your s t ra tegy t o w a r d s conver t ing 

your n e t w o r k s to 3G? What are the p lans 

for the next few years and the though t 

behind t h e m ? 

In order to cater to the ever-growing 

subscr iber base and prepare for the next 

phase of growth based on mobi le data 

services, Idea w i l l cont inue to expand its 

network coverage and upgrade its mobi le 

data handl ing capacity. In the f i rst three 

quar ters of the f inancia l year 2014-15, 

Idea integrated 5,153 addi t ional 2G si tes 

expanding the footpr int to 109,931 GSM 

BTS covering 7,422 census towns and 

3,54,000 ru ra l v i l lages. 

Dur ing the same per iod, the company 

also launched 6,363 3G sites — 1,210 

sites more than the n u m b e r of 2G sites 

— taking the overal l 3G Node B count to 

27,744. Idea intends to upgrade 70 per 

cent of its exist ing GSM sites to 3G si tes 

f rom the cur ren t level of 20-30 per cent in 

13 l icensed areas over the next 3 years. 

It is inevitable 
that the demand 
for mobile data 

wi l l grow at 'triple 
digit rate' and 

explode over the 
next 5 years. The 
country needs a 
min imum 20-25 
MHz dedicated 

contiguous block 
of mobile data 
spectrum per 

operator for 3G 
and 4G services 

Idea has acqui red 3G s p e c t r u m for 

13 service areas giving us capabi l i ty to 

of fer 3G serv ices to 75 per cent of our 

base. We are also evaluat ing the cor rec t 

t i m i n g for launch of 4G serv ices on LTE 

p l a t f o r m in 10 c i rc les where Idea has 

acqui red 4G s p e c t r u m . 

Idea posted a near ly 64 per cent j u m p 

in its December q u a r t e r prof i t at Rs 767 

c rore , he lped p r i m a r i l y by an increase 

in the subsc r ibe r base. Last f isca l , your 

subsc r ibe r base g rew by an impress ive 

11.7 per cent. In fact, you've been adding 

new users at a fas te r rate than r ivals 

— Bhar t i A i r t e l and Vodafone India. 

What has been your s t ra tegy to g row 

the subsc r ibe r base that has w o r k e d so 

w e l l ? How have you been able to a t t rac t 

and re ta in new subsc r ibe rs? 

Idea has mainta ined its leadership 

posit ion in t e r m of i nc rementa l 

subscr ibers and revenues. Today, nearly 

30 per cent of new subscr iber addit ions 

in India are at t racted to Idea. In calendar 

year 2014, Idea added 22 mi l l ion 

subscr ibers . Since the in t roduct ion of 

mobi le number portabi l i ty (MNP), Idea 

leads wi th net addit ions of over 13 mi l l ion 

subscr ibers . We believe that the reason 

for our success in subscr iber growth is 

driven by three st rong analyses: 

1) Contrary to most analyst project ions, 

Idea believes that there is s t i l l 

suf f ic ient juice for new subscr iber 

addit ion in the Indian marke t . Another 

400 mi l l ion new users w i l l enter the 

marke t over the next 4-5 years as 

the ru ra l penetrat ion is only 41 per 

cent (according to TRAI); even lower 

penetrat ion than in lesser developed 

Afr ican countr ies. 

2) Idea has pursued a cont rar ian strategy 

to build its business. Dur ing the 

hyper competi t ive phase f r o m 2009 to 

2014 when the n u m b e r of operators 

increased f r o m six to 16, instead of 

a head-on batt le, Idea fo l lowed a 

f lank ing marke t ing war approach, 

over- invested in network, built brand, 

evolved Bharat 's largest sales and 

service p r o g r a m m e for the Indian ru ra l 

h in ter lands. Today's resul ts are an 

outcome of th is big strategic move. 

3) Thirdly, Idea believes India is a vast 

country and cannot be t reated as a 

homogenous marke t . In its format ive 

years, the company focussed on the 

nor th -wes te rn cor r idor of India and 



as a resul t , Idea is No.1 and not No.3 

operator in the combined eight services 

areas extending f r o m Punjab, Haryana, 

Uttar Pradesh (West), Ut tarakhand, 

Madhya Pradesh, Chhat t isgarh, 

Gujarat, Maharash t ra , Goa, Kerala and 

Andhra Pradesh. 

I believe, w i th relent less pursui t of 

geographic segmenta t ion and special 

focus on cus tomer prof i l ing, Idea has 

been able to win the hear ts of the Indian 

masses — both Bharat and India. Idea is 

the most preferred brand in the s m a l l / 

mid-s ized towns and in the deep in ter iors 

of India, and we take pride in our posi t ion. 

I n F Y U , Idea C e l l u l a r w a s t h e f a s t e s t -

g r o w i n g Ind ian m o b i l e o p e r a t o r w i t h 

an i m p r e s s i v e 17.3 p e r cent a n n u a l 

g r o w t h in r e v e n u e s and 37.5 p e r cen t 

a n n u a l EBITDA g r o w t h . W h a t have 

been t h e d r i v e r s b e h i n d t h e r o b u s t 

g r o w t h ( o t h e r t h a n s u b s c r i b e r g r o w t h 

d i s c u s s e d above)? 

In spite of the massive subscr iber addit ion 

in the last A years, Idea remains focused 

on quali ty of c u s t o m e r and we have 

managed to improve Subscr iber Average 

Realisat ion Per User (ARPU) f rom Rs 

169 (Q3 FY '14) to Rs 179 (Q3 FY'14). The 

company has achieved high subscr iber 

addit ion and ARPU improvement th rough 

a balanced approach on voice and va lue-

added services (VAS). In the last year, the 

company improved its VAS cont r ibut ion 

to revenue f r o m 16.1 per cent to 23.1 per 

cent, among the highest for any te lecom 

operator, w i th mobi le data revenue 

growth ahead of 100 per cent. Most of ou r 

cus tomers cont inue to expand the i r usage 

on our network and today "m inu tes of 

usage" per user (MOU) is at a benchmark 

level of 388 minu tes per m o n t h . 

Over the last 5 years, the company has 

been target ing and successful ly meet ing a 

20/30 plan, that is, a 20 per cent revenue 

growth and 30 per cent EBITDA growth . 

In the last two calendar years, Idea has 

improved its EBITDA marg in f r o m 23.1 per 

cent to 29.7 per cent driven pr imar i ly by 

scale eff iciencies and cost opt imisat ion. 

How do you balance the de l ivery of 

qua l i ty serv ices w i t h a f fordable pr ice 

po in ts , as has been your s t ra tegy? How 

susta inab le is th is? 

To ensure high qual i ty services, Idea has 

been very consistent in the last 3 years 

w i th capi ta l investments of Rs 3,500 

crore per year. Dur ing the last 3 years, 

the company has expanded its ne twork 

presence f rom 275,000 vi l lages to 350,000 

vi l lages. The company has expanded its 

coverage by in tegrat ing 29,200 2G sites 

and 16,800 3G sites and s t rengthened its 

backbone by l ight ing 90,000 km of f ibre. In 

compar ison , the marke t has been volati le 

and hyper compet i t ive and consumer has 

enjoyed 4.5 per cent lower real ised rate 

on voice services. 

Idea pr ides its success on scale 

benef i ts, generat ing 2.2 bi l l ion m inu tes 

per day, posi t ioning us as the 6th largest 

operator in the wor ld and suppor t ing 

600 mi l l ion megabytes of data per day, 

placing us among the top 10 in the wor ld . 

In the past, the low affordable price 

was also helped by lower cost of raw 

mate r ia l s p e c t r u m , but w i th as t ronomica l 

s p e c t r u m costs, we may have to tweak 

the cur ren t approach in order to 

compensate for h igher auct ion demands 

and emerg ing inf lat ionary cost pressures. 

What is going to be your roadmap for 4G 
serv ices and n e t w o r k expansion in India? 

What fac tors w i l l guide your 4G s t ra tegy? 

We are at a cusp of a mobi le data 

revolut ion in the country as the exist ing 

900 mi l l ion subscr ibers upgrade thei r 

existing GSM phones to smar tphones. 

However, there is going to be no 

leapfrogging to 4G as the 3G services 

ecosystem is far more affordable than 

newer technology. 

While the future for mobile internet 

services is extremely bright, India has 

to invest heavily to educate the lower 

socio-economic consumers and bo t tom 

of the pyramid users, on the power of 

d igi ta l services. Demand generat ion, 

coverage expansion and affordabi l i ty are 

cr i t ica l for growth. Currently, 3G services 

are able to satisfy the exist ing needs but 

by 2020, as 4G services around the w o r l d 

become ubiqui tous, the 4G device and 

network equ ipment pr ices w i l l become 

affordable, Idea Cel lu lar w i l l launch its 4G 

services. The company has been caut ious 

to acquire 55 MHz of cont iguous 1800 

MHz spec t rum for 10 service areas for 

4G services but w i l l launch Idea's LTE 

services when the mass m a r k e t is ready 

and consumers spend top do l la rs to 

upgrade the i r phones to 4G LTE. 

You in tend to focus on improv ing voice 

and mob i le data rea l i sa t ion ra tes instead 

of increas ing head l ine ta r i f f s . What are 

the levers u n d e r you r in f luence that can 

m a k e th is happen? Are your c o m p e t i t o r s 



also th ink ing the same way? 

Idea's approach has always been 

balanced w i th the cus tomer del ight at its 

centre. Given low per capita income of 

Indian populat ion and the vastness of our 

country, Idea's macro consumer approach 

w i l l remain to offer high qual i ty services, 

even in deep inter ior ru ra l m a r k e t s at 

affordable pr ices. The company w i l l 

cont inue to pursue subscr iber acquis i t ion 

and vo lume- led strategy both on voice 

and data, but inevitably we may be forced 

to tweak our mobi le tar i f fs to counter the 

extra ordinary large costs ar is ing out of 

spec t rum, increased GST charges and 

other regulatory cost and tax pressures. 

A l m o s t everyone in the i n d u s t r y ag rees 

i t is t i m e f o r conso l i da t i on as t h e r e 

are too m a n y p layers and the r e t u r n s 

on the cap i ta l invested is low. W h a t ' s 

your v iew? Is Idea C e l l u l a r open 

fo r conso l ida t ion? Wha t ' s the l i ke ly 

pa t te rn in w h i c h you see conso l i da t i on 

happen ing in the near f u t u r e ? 

In 2008, DoT expanded the n u m b e r 

of te lecom opera tors f r o m six to 16. 

Though in 2012, w i th S u p r e m e Cour t 's 

in tervent ion, the n u m b e r of opera to rs 

fe l l , but s t i l l on an average there are 

8 to 10 opera tors in India across each 

service area. The a r g u m e n t for hyper 

compet i t ion in India is that it is g lobal ly 

#2 in t e r m s of subsc r ibe rs at 900 m i l l i o r 

but the count ry is a pygmy in t e r m s of 

gross revenues con t r ibu t ing jus t 2.5 per 

cent to g loba l revenues. 

Indian mobi le operator 's cost 

s t ruc tu res are s im i la r to the developed 

wor ld operators w i th spec t rum being 

sold at compet i t ive auct ion prices h igher 

than the g lobal f requency prices. To be 

able to balance this high cost s t ruc tu re 

and st i l l hope for the lowest voice and 

data tar i f fs , Indian mobi le operators have 

to operate at a much higher vo lume and 

generate scale. It is thus inevitable that 

Indian te lecom marke t w i l l consol idate. 

We believe consol idat ion w i l l occur as 

and when s p e c t r u m trading and shar ing 

policies are fo rmu la ted . Coupled wi th 

this, is the need for a pragmat ic and 

real ist ic mergers and acquisi t ion policy 

that a l lows the r isk- tak ing consolidator, 

profit potent ia l . 

Idea Ce l l u la r received the "Best r u r a l 

serv ice p rov ider " award . How do you 

d i f fe rent ia te f r o m compet i t ion in the 

r u r a l s e g m e n t ? What i s your r u r a l 

pene t ra t ion l ike and the s t ra tegy fo r 

the same? 

Idea recognised the low r u r a l 

pene t ra t ion of mobi le te lephony 

serv ices ear ly on and decided to go 

r u r a l f i rs t w h i c h has given i t an ear ly 

mover advantage. Since 2009, Idea has 

been the f r o n t - r u n n e r in es tab l ish ing a 

robust r u r a l ne twork , a m o n g the mos t 

extensive d is t r ibu t ion channe l and a 

mass m a r k e t brand to drive mobi le 

pene t ra t ion . In the last 5 years, we 

have expanded our reach to more than 

350,000 towns and v i l lages pan India 

o f fer ing an oppor tun i t y to over 1 b i l l ion 

Indians to choose Idea mobi le serv ices. 

Besides capi tal investment, Idea is 

proud of its ru ra l strategy. Firstly, we bui l t 

our brand and marke t ing p r o g r a m m e not 

as a counter to o ther existing operators 

but focussed our advert is ing spends 

to share the power of mobi le services 

w i th mass ru ra l populat ion on s t rength 

of award winn ing campaigns like the 

caste, populat ion, heal th, environment. . . 

advert is ing p r o g r a m m e s . Secondly, to get 

an extensive and deep spread in the ru ra l 

areas, Idea adopted a unique, f i r s t -o f - i t s -

kind direct d is t r ibut ion and sales mode l 

w i th a more g ranu la r approach of hir ing 

'sons of the soi l ' for enhancing service 

and d is t r ibut ion. We believe that Idea's 

ru ra l d is t r ibut ion network is one of the 

largest in the country — much bigger than 

any FMCG or ru ra l marke t ing company's. 

Today, a network of over 4,500 Idea direct 

sales staff, 50,000 d is t r ibutors and over 

1.5 mi l l ion retai lers, and 5,500 service 

centres covering 99 per cent of v i l lages 

Idea reaches out to our subscr ibers in the 

remote nook and corner of the country. 

W h a t i s y o u r c u s t o m e r serv ice 

ph i losophy and how success fu l have 

y o u r My Idea re ta i l ou t l e t s been? 

Idea's per fo rmance in mobile n u m b e r 

portabi l i ty (MNP) ever since its 

in t roduct ion in 2011 is a t rue tes tament 

of our cus tomer service. We have been 

able to register a net addit ion of 13 

mi l l ion subscr ibers since MNP service 

was launched. Our in terna l studies on 

cus tomer sat isfact ion indicate higher 

CSAT (customer satisfaction) and NPS 

scores for us compared to other Indian 

te lecom operators. 

Our approach has been very cus tomer 

centr ic. Wi th over 15,000 contact centre 

service agents, "Service+" special ised 

services and over 5,500 service centres 

going even into the h in ter land, suppor ted 

by massive IT investments, Idea has t r ied 

to del iver high quali ty affordable services 

at the cus tomer 's doorstep. 

However, we believe that our soft touch 



approach is mak ing a l l the dif ference. 

We have cont inual ly t r ied to bui ld a high 

degree of sensit ivity to cus tomer 's need 

wi th in the organisat ion. Training and 

development init iatives, use of cus tomer 

data analytics and other predictive IT 

tools, intense and periodic cus tomer 

feedback p rog rammes , and so on, 

have enabled us to build Idea' unique 

consumer -o r ien ted approach. 

'My Idea' retai l out lets, our par tnersh ip 

wi th f ranchise on revenue-shar ing mode l , 

have been the key to our post-paid 

strategy. While in our format ive years, 

Idea started slowly on post-paid front, we 

now have a base of over 6.5 mi l l ion post­

paid subscr ibers . We pride in our unique 

end- to -end sales, service, col lect ion 

and bil l ing par tnersh ip mode l to serve 

our post-paid cus tomers better. 'My 

Idea' stores typically operate in a s m a l l 

geography, w i th in 10-12 km and provide 

special service to Idea cus tomers . These 

stores have been i ns t rumen ta l in tak ing 

us a step closer to our cus tomers . 

Your brand c o m m u n i c a t i o n "The Power 

of an Idea" has played a s ign i f icant 

role in bu i ld ing a s t rong connect 

w i t h cus tomers . What has been your 

cu r ren t brand pos i t ion ing and b rand ing 

s t ra tegy? Has the re been a change in the 

brand ing s t ra tegy o r c o m m u n i c a t i o n w i t h 

changing t imes? 

In our brand posi t ioning, we chose not to 

d r u m beat t i red at t r ibutes like network, 

product features, promot ions or lowest 

tar i f fs . We may not have been the biggest 

but that did not stop us f r o m th ink ing 

like a champion . Our USP is our mindset . 

A brand that has focused on shi f t ing 

parad igms f rom feature d i f ferent iator 

to mak ing mobi le te lephony a catalyst 

to change lives. Simple ideas that have 

potent ia l to change our lives — we paint a 

picture of possibi l i t ies. 

In the in i t ia l phase f r o m 2008 to 2012, 

we focused on severa l re levant c u l t u r a l 

i ssues of the count ry . The "What an 

Idea Si r j i " c a m p a i g n n a r r a t e d severa l 

m e m o r a b l e s to r ies — caste w a r s , 

educa t i on , democracy , and popu la t i on 

— and d e m o n s t r a t e d how a s i m p l e 

te lephony idea can provide s o l u t i o n s to 

the c h a l l e n g e s faced by Indian soc ie ty in 

these con tex ts . Idea's f o r w a r d look ing 

c o m m u n i c a t i o n dep ic ted path b reak ing 

s o l u t i o n s w h i c h have b e c o m e a real i ty 

today. Our adver t i s ing echoes the very 

Idea believes 
that there is sti l l 

sufficient juice for 
new subscriber 
addition in the 
Indian market. 

Another 400 
mill ion new users 

wi l l enter the 
market over the 
next 4-5 years 

as the rural 
penetration is 

only 41 per cent 

h u m a n , f un f i l led and 'can do' sp i r i t 

of Idea. 

We have t r ied to cont inue our category 

bui ld ing and d e m a n d generat ion focus 

in mobi le data business. With the 

recent adver t is ing campa igns "No ULiu 

Banao ing" and "IIN — Idea Internet 

N e t w o r k " , the company p romotes the 

message of how the excit ing new wor ld 

of in ternet serv ices and use of mobi le 

data can t r a n s f o r m the lives of Indians. 

For us, cha l lenges of the m a r k e t beget 

oppor tun i ty for an idea and unravel our 

creative ju ices. I believe t rends of mobi le 

and socia l , of fer i m m e n s e oppor tun i ty 

to in tegrate our brand content across 

mu l t ip le sc reens . An e lement of 

serendip i ty is bui l t in by design in 

our campa igns . 

In the new 2015 avatar, Idea is more 

approachable and engaging, empathet ic 

to consumers , inspi rat ional , smar t , wit ty 

but t rus twor thy and analysis focused. 

From the 13 o the r p layers in the marke t , 

who do you see as a p layer w i t h big 

potent ia l? What are they get t ing r ight? 

Telecom is erroneously categor ised 

as ei ther the technology sector or the 

services sector, the consumer sector, the 

in f ras t ruc ture sector and somet imes even 

the commodi ty sector... i t is none of these 

and yet a l l of these. It is the u l t imate 

management sector. You go headlong 



against some of India's and wor ld 's 

biggest and most ferocious compet i tors in 

very trying condit ions. Every management 

discipl ine is stress tested day in and day 

out. It is an unforgiving sector and the 

room for e r ror is sma l l . 

Idea wi th ant i - f ragi le propert ies has 

not only survived in this marke t against 

much f inancial ly s t ronger and globally 

successfu l mobi le companies, but 

has thr ived in the te lecom chaos, and 

volati l i ty of Indian regulat ions and pol i t ical 

dynamics. We cont inuously b e n c h m a r k 

ourselves against best in the industry but 

are never in awe of the i r achievement . 

Compet i t ion w i l l remain intense and Idea 

would play the game in its t rue spir i t . 

What are some of the i n f r a s t r u c t u r e 

cha l lenges the indus t ry faces and wha t 

has i t done to overcome t h e m ? 

While te lecom is an indust ry in the 

in f ras t ruc tu re sector, by law, it has never 

been t reated as one. Te lecom, a long 

wi th power and w a t e r is the only sec tor 

present in every nook and c o r n e r of the 

count ry and needs suppor t not only f r o m 

the regu la to r and min is t ry but a lso f r o m 

Cent ra l , s tate and local g o v e r n m e n t s . 

For India to become a s u p e r p o w e r and 

g row at doub le-d ig i t ra tes, i t is my belief 

that the i n fo rma t ion , c o m m u n i c a t i o n s 

and techno logy [ICT] sec to r has to lead 

the g rowth . 

Telecom is the backbone wh ich 

w i l l lead the country and that is only 

possible if the te lecom in f ras t ruc ture 

is bui l t and mainta ined at a pace 

faster than the demand. There is lot of 

unf in ished agenda in the mobi le sector 

as companies cont inue to expand in 

h in ter lands, bui ld mobi le capacity for 

data and meet cus tomer demands on 

f ibre to Home. Seamless and speedy 

RoW (right of way) approvals f r o m local 

author i t ies, un in ter rup ted supply of 

power and provision of towers are the key 

areas wh ich the government can provide 

suppor t in. 

You have w i t n e s s e d the t e l e c o m 

i n d u s t r y change d r a m a t i c a l l y over 

the yea rs — f r o m the t i m e s of the 

t w o - p l a y e r f ixed l icense r e g i m e to 

o t h e r i n d u s t r y l a n d m a r k s such as 

the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f m o b i l e n u m b e r 

por tab i l i t y . W h a t are the next big 

changes expec ted in the i n d u s t r y ? 

Idea is not a company driven by mant ras 

provided by the CEO. In Idea, the decision 

and act ion points s t retch f r o m senior to 

jun io r t eam m e m b e r s , across funct ions 

and across geographies. The manager ia l 

ecosystem harnesses the energy. That 

is the reason, normally, I am re luctant to 

speculate on t rends. But, my est imate 

is that the industry is poised to be 

the harb inger of growth of the Indian 

economy, the key faci l i ta tor to help India 

achieve its double d ig i t -g rowth d ream. 

I expect: 

1) Mob i l i t y m a r k e t w i l l evolve f r o m 

pure voice to a ba lance of voice and 

mob i le da ta . 

2) Over the next decade, bank ing 

services w i l l evolve f r o m H N I / 

corpora te s e g m e n t focussed to 

bank ing for the ' u n b a n k e d ' - mobi le 

bank ing , d ig i ta l payments , etc. w i l l 

become an in tegra l part . 

3) F r o m h u m a n - l e d ana logue serv ices , 

m a c h i n e to m a c h i n e (M2M) serv ices , 

i nc lud ing evo lu t ion o f s m a r t h o m e , 

s m a r t ci ty and connec ted cars w i l l 

t r a n s f o r m Indian l i festy le to a 

h ighe r order. 

4) Life saving and cr i t ica l appl icat ions on 

heal th /educat ion/governance w i l l be 

driven on mobi le p la t fo rms. 

5) Internet of Things (loT) w i l l become a 

reality and thr ive. 

A Wor ld Bank study indicates tha t 

for every 0.9 per cent improvemen t in 

t e l e c o m , a nat ion 's GDP improves by 2 

per cent. For a l l of th is to fruct i fy, the 

Government of India w i l l have to mee t 

the s p e c t r u m d e m a n d (both in t e r m s of 

q u a n t u m and af fordabi l i ty) , and a rel iable 

and predic table tax s t r u c t u r e that does 

not hur t the consumer . The mobi le 

ne twork provides c r i t i ca l connect iv i ty 

across the length and breadth of the 

country, and in t i m e s of emergency, has 

proven to be a l i fe l ine for the average 

c i t izen. Today, as we enter the next 20 

years of the evolut ion of the industry, 

the benef i t that i t b r ings to the average 

m a n on the st reet is a given, and policy 

now needs to be an enab le r to a l low the 

count ry to take its r i gh t fu l place in the 

ICT w o r l d . 


