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Kavin Bharti Mittal (pictured) is plan-
ning to revive his struggling technology
start-upmore than fouryears after itwas
valued at $1.4 billion by backers includ-
ing SoftbankGroup Corp.

Since attaining unicorn status in
2016,NewDelhi-basedHikehas suffered
astringof setbacks.The latestblowcame
last month when it shut down its signa-
ture messaging app — a platform that
had grabbed the attention of investors
such as Tencent Holdings and Foxconn
Technology Group, for taking on
WhatsApp in the localmarket.

That setback, however, doesn’tmean
theendof the road forHike, the 33-year-
old son of Bharti Airtel’s billionaire-
chairman Sunil Mittal said in an inter-
view last week. In a bid to rekindle
growth, he’s nowbettingonaFacebook-
likenewsocialnetworkingplatformthat
promises toweedout “creeps” and “fake
profiles” as well as a gaming app that
aims to tap risingdemand in theworld’s
second-most populous country.

“This is themost excited I’ve been in
18months,”Mittal said.Hikewill return

to investors to raise funds sometime this
year, he said, declining to elaborate.

Mittal’s attempt to salvage the start-
uphighlights the struggle facedbymany
Indian technology entrepreneurs who
are chasing amarket ofmore than a bil-
lion consumers with a smartphone user
base that’s projected to surpass 750mil-
lion this year,withonlineentertainment
to financial products and shopping.

In recent years,Mittal has seenmore
lows with Hike, as the glory of its early
years faded.Despitebecomingahit early
on thanks to its quirky stickers andapri-
vacy feature that let teenagershidechats
from parents, Hike’s messenger app
overtime failed to challengeWhatsApp’s

popularity. Another idea of Mittal — a
super-app similar to China’s WeChat —
also didn’t take off.

Hike saw revenue from operations
crash to$5,000 forFY19—the latest year
for which data is available — from
$81,000 inFY18, according to researcher
Tracxn Technologies.

After scaling up too fast andmaking
some top-levelhiringdecisions thatdid-
n’t work out well, Hike is now more
streamlined with just 155 employees.
Mittal is focused on bolstering revenue
throughHike’s two new platforms.

Vibe is aby-approval-only social net-
working website that, according to its
website, promises to connect userswith
“the funnestpeopleonline. Safely.”More
than 300,000 applications have come
since the sign-ups opened last month.

Rush isHike’snewbite-sizedgaming
platform launched in December and is
anonlineversionofgamingarcadeswith
coin-operated gamemachines typically
found inmalls and amusement parks.

“With Vibe and Rush, we have com-
pletedonebigpivot.Weare cuttingaway
the old stuff,”Mittal said.

“We’ll start thinking about what it
means to be profitable in 2022.”

Oncebitten,Mittal scionnot twice
shyof takingbattle to techgiantFB

WhatsApptogiveoption
toreviewpolicyupdates
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Following thebacklash it received
for theupdate to itsprivacypolicy
in early January, WhatsApp will
now let users take a better look at
the changes that have been pro-
posed, and reinforce that it does
not change personal communi-
cation between people.

“In the coming weeks, we’ll
display a banner in WhatsApp
providingmore information that
people can read at their own
pace. We’ve also
included more
information to try and
address concerns we’re
hearing. Eventually,
we’ll start reminding
people to review and
accept these updates
to keep using
WhatsApp,” the
messaging platform
said in a blog post.

The update was
worded in a way that
led users to believe
their information was
unsafe and not end-to-end
encrypted, causing an exodus
of users.WhatsAppextended the
deadline for the privacy policy
update toMay 15, from Feb 8.

WhatsApp has clarified that
the update only impacts the way
users interact with WhatsApp
business accounts.

“We also think it’s important
that people know how we can
provide WhatsApp for free,” the

company said in the post.
“Every day,millions of people

start a WhatsApp chat with a
business because it’s easier to do
so than placing a phone call or
exchanging emails. We charge
businesses to provide customer
service on WhatsApp — not
people. Some shopping features
involve Facebook so that busi-
nesses can manage their inven-
toryacross apps.Wedisplaymore
information directly in
WhatsApp so people can choose
if they want to engage with busi-
nesses, or not,” it added. The
Facebook-owned app is provid-
ing this deeper look at its pri-
vacy policy following some of
the feedback it got for the way

the update was communi-
cated to users.

WhatsApp said it
cannot read or listen
to personal conver-
sations as they’re
end-to-end
encrypted.
WhatsAppdoesnot
keep logs of who
everyone is mess-
aging and that
it does not share

contact listswithFacebook. "This
is our global approach to protect-
ing people’s most private
informationand that’snot chang-
ing,” the company said.

SinceJanuary,WhatsAppbuilt
a way to communicate these
pointsdirectly in theapp through
its Status feature, accessible to its
over two billion user base.
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Demand thanks to the rising trend of
e-learning and remoteworking gave a fillip to sales of
notebooksandlaptopsin2020.CY20endedthebiggest
year for notebooks with 7.9-million-unit shipments
during the year.

Notebook shipments grew 6 per cent in 2020, said
the International Data Corporation (IDC) Worldwide
Quarterly PersonalComputingDeviceTracker.

If one excludes the mega ELCOT deal, notebooks
witnessedanimpressive34.3percentYoYgrowththis
year, said IDC. Had the industrynot been challenged
by the component shortages, notebook shipments
could have been much higher during the year.
Contrary to this, desktop shipments saw a decline of
33.2 per cent in 2020 as companies reduced their
spending on fixed computing devices and preferred
mobile devices to manage their operations remotely.
This led to a 6.4 per cent decline for the overall PC
market in 2020.

The PCmarket included desktops, notebooks and
workstations. IDC stated that 2.9 million PCs were
shipped in 4Q20 (Oct-Dec), with notebooks growing
62.1percentYoYtocontributemorethanthree-fourths
of total shipments. The growth driver continues to be
thedemandfrome-learningandremoteworking, lead-
ing to a 74.1 per cent and 14.1 per cent annual growth
intheconsumerandenterprisesegments,respectively.
For Q4CY20, PC shipments grew by 27 per cent year-
on-year, saiddata from the IDC.

“The massive demand in the consumer segment
drivenbyonline learningledtheexceptionalperform-
ance of notebooks. Likewise, gaming notebook PCs
were one of the fastest-growing categories, further
proof of the growing importance of gaming in the
country,” said Bharath Shenoy, Market Analyst, PC
Devices, IDC India. Shenoy adds, “The market saw
demandacrossthepricebandsandconcludedthebig-
gest fourth-quarter shipments fornotebooks in India.
However, the severe supply challenges for entry-level
CPUsandpanels restrictedgrowth,as supply remains
much lower than thecurrentdemand in thecountry.”

E-learning, WFH power
up laptop sales, says IDC
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Employees of some top
Indian companies
were in for a pleasant

surprise when they received
a mail from their HR team
announcingahike in salaries
and bonuses.

Led by IT firms and start-
ups, HR managers say that
while somehaveoffered cash
and stock options, others are
in a wait-and-watch mode
andadd the trendwill pickup
in other sectors.

For example, IT giant
Cognizant — which had an
attrition rate of 19 per cent in
the December quarter — has
established a $30-million
employee retention fund in
order to bring down the high
attrition rate. This fund will
be used to hold back top per-
formers, especially the digi-
tally skilled employees,
according to media reports.

Similarly, HCL had
announced a one-time spe-
cial bonus of $90million ear-
lier this month to employees
around theworldas it crossed
the$10-billion revenuemark.

Other IT majors like TCS,
Infosys, and Wipro have also
rolled out salary hikes across
levels. Soon after the out-
break, these companies had
decided to freeze the wage
hike decision as a cautionary
move. However, the
improved performance has
nowprompted themto relook
at the decision.

While TCS announced its
decision to raise salary for all
its employees effective from
October 1, Infosys hiked
wages across board begin-
ning January. Wipro too
announced salary incre-
ments of up to 8 per cent for
80 per cent employees from
January. No wonder, other
companies are also opening
up their purse for their
employees.

“Weare committed topro-
vidingwealthcreationoppor-
tunities to all our employees.
This is the reason why we
have committed 5 per cent of
our equity ($50 million)
towards ESOPs,” said
BharatPe CEO of Ashneer
Grover.’

HRmanagers said since a
lot of IT firms did not give
hikes last year, employers are
now taking steps to incentiv-
ise people to retain employ-
ees. “Given themarket is hot,
the good talent sitting in
companies will have options
to look at. To retain that criti-
cal talent, firmsarealsobeing
proactive in taking care of

them,” said Anshul Lodha,
regional director at global
recruitment consultancy
Michael Page.

Data collated by rating
firm, Care for the December
quarter shows that some
industries like NBFCs, tex-
tiles, telecom-service pro-
vider, real estate construction
whereindespite thegrowth in
net sales, employee costs
have fallen. This could be as
part of the cost rationaliza-
tion measure undertaken by
some companies in that
respective industry.

In theninemonthsending
December 2020, FMCG com-
panies have given incentives
to trade, sales staff and
dealerswhowereat the front-
line during the pandemic
period, offering them insur-
ance, hospitalisation and
credit benefits. Employees
havenotbeenretrenchedand
internship letters tomanage-
ment traineeshavebeenhon-
ouredby topcompanies such
as Hindustan Unilever,
Dabur, Parle Products, ITC,
Britannia, Nestle and Godrej

Consumer. Companies such
as Asian Paints also
announced it was raising sal-
aries of its staff in the June
quarter and deposited Rs 40
crore in the accounts of part-
ner contractors and dealers
whowere not on its rolls.

Analysts say that despite
these measures to boost
employee and trade morale,
staff costs (around 3-4 per
cent) have not inflatedmuch
in the last three quarters. It
remains within the 3-7 per
cent zone, though margins
did take a hit for some com-
panies.

In the December quarter,
staff cost for Nestle, for
instance,wasupsharplyat 25
per cent YoY mainly due to
higher incentives in view of
Covid-19. The December
quarterwas further impacted
due to finalisation of long-
term compensation arrange-
ments for most factory
employees in linewith indus-
try practice. The result of this
was that operating margins
expanded just 27 bps YoY for
Nestle in the December
quarter expect these meas-
ures tocontinue inQ4,under-
taken by those companies
who've been laggards so far.

Other industry like auto
companies did not give any
extra incentives but a
Hyundai official said it
ensured that the salaries,
bonus and performance
incentives have always been
paid on time to its 5000
employees, even during
unprecedented business
scenarios.

India Inc opens up purse
for employee retention


