Easy as PIE: Presenting in English. Presentations-1e

Background To Business in India 

India is a country about which it is very difficult to make sweeping generalisations

As a country, India covers a land area greater than that of Europe. Its inhabitants speak a bewildering array of languages (16 official languages as well as innumerable local dialects and patois) The people live in twenty-eight states and seven union territories. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that India is a country about which it is very difficult to make sweeping generalisations.

Yet, India presents a massive market opportunity for companies who wish to expand their markets internationally. With a population in excess of one billion - many millions of whom are reasonably affluent and possess large disposable incomes, the sub-continent is widely tipped as one of the twenty-first century's potential success stories. Those business organisations that wish to profit from India's rise, would do well to spend a little time studying the cultural norms which drive the thinking of the Indian people.

Although it is difficult to generalise about approach to business in India, there are certain factors which would seem to be almost universal in their applicability and which need to be borne in mind when working with Indian contacts. These issues include the fact that India is a country in which relationships are placed before business and thus the relationship phase of the business cycle could be considered to be the most important. 

In addition, the legacy of the caste system ensures that businesses are extremely hierarchically structured and that the boss is very definitely the boss.

These issues will be looked at in more detail later in this country briefing. 

Indian Business Structures 

People do not question either their position within the organisation or the validity of decisions taken

In many ways, business structures mirror Indian society. Both are extremely hierarchical in nature, where people have an allotted position which they do not attempt to overturn. 

Thus, companies tend to be run by one very strong individual (especially in the ubiquitous family companies) who will issue direct instructions down the chain of command. Everybody expects that these instructions will be given in a fairly authoritarian manner and that they will be followed unquestioningly by those further down the chain. People do not question either their position within the organisation or the validity of decisions taken - greater forces (karma and dharma) prescribe all of these.

Thus, when doing business in India it usually necessary to liaise as near to the top as possible. A great deal of time can be wasted dealing with middle management who may have very little impact on the final decision. If dealing in the middle, try to deal with those who have some influence over the real decision-maker.

Many MNC's try to introduce a flatter, more egalitarian structure to their Indian subsidiary in order to align it with other offices in the group. This may prove difficult in a country where hierarchy is unquestioningly accepted. It may not be impossible to take this approach but it is certain to require a great deal of explanation, retraining and patience. 

Indian Management Style 

As has already been stated, India is an enormously hierarchical society (arguably the most hierarchical in the world) and this, obviously, has an impact on management style. It is imperative that there is a boss and that the manager acts like a boss. The position of manager demands a certain amount of role-playing from the boss and a certain amount of deferential behaviour from his subordinates. The boss is definitely not expected to perform any seemingly 'menial' tasks such as making coffee for everybody or moving chairs in a meeting room! Anglo-Saxon concepts of egalitarianism where the boss is the primus inter pares are virtually incomprehensible in a society still dominated by the historical conventions of the caste system.

Therefore, the boss is expected to give explicit instructions which will be followed to the letter - even if everybody knows full well that the instruction is incorrect. Vague requests for action, with the expectation that staff will show the necessary level of initiative are likely to end in inaction, as staff will be left confused as to the wishes of the manager. Managing people in India requires a level of micro-management which many western business people feel extremely uncomfortable with but, which is likely to bring the best results. 

