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In India, we worship the source. We worship the sun for its energy, rivers for their
life-sustaining water, animals for their devotion and forbearance. At Future Ideas we seek to
understand the sources that help explain why ideas gain traction, why some ideas succeed
while others fail.
To understand this source-code, we delve in to the science of Memetics. The term “meme”
ﬁrst appeared in 1976 in Richard Dawkins's bestselling book 'The Selﬁsh Gene'. Just as genes
are copied biologically and transmitted from one body to another, similarly memes are units
of cultural transmission that cause ideas to catch on and propagate themselves, by jumping
from brain to brain across the world.
At Future Ideas' Memetics Institute we seek to understand how ideas, events, and trends
inﬂuence the way in which societies and cultures evolve. We study developments in real time,
analyze them through contextual and historical lenses, and hypothesize about how they will
inﬂuence our imaginations, aspirations and behaviours. We study new memes that are being
created in our vibrant modern world, and use these learnings to help businesses understand
and shape what's coming next. Mapping and tracking memes allows us to better inform new
initiatives across the worlds of technology, design, communication, and consumption.
For the coming year, we share ten ideas that have the potential to inﬂuence our lives in 2019
and beyond. We have looked at various events, trends, and societal shifts to compile the list
of memes in this document. Some may be provocative and have large immediate impact,
while others may play out over 2019 and beyond.
We hope you enjoy learning about how these memes have inﬂuenced us, and how they will
continue to shape our lives in the foreseeable future.
Team Future Ideas

“Right now I work in the admin team
at Tata but bodybuilding is my passion.
I use whatever money I earn to support
all my nutritional requirements like
protein shakes, eggs, supplements, etc.
I am also saving up now so I can open
my own gym and train people to become
bodybuilders. My brother will help me
take a loan for this business.”
– Divesh Singh, Male, 24 years, Bhandup

india 1.5

The simplest (and often most eﬀective) way to understand quality of life in India is across
three segments. India 1 - often referred to as the spending class - with aspirations and
consumption patterns similar to their counterparts in the US or UK - is the smallest of the
three. The vast majority consists of India 2 or the serving class composed of domestic helpers,
drivers, liftmen, oﬃce peons, farmers and many more who make life easier for India 1. Their
quality of life is comparable to that of counterparts in the Philippines and Indonesia. And then
there is India 3 who live subsistence lives, from hand-to-mouth. These tend to be daily wage
earners and those below the poverty line - leading diﬃcult lives, not unlike what you would
ﬁnd in Sub-Saharan Africa. This classiﬁcation has been used frequently by marketers, social
commentators and brand owners in recent times.
However, a new class is emerging, fuelled by aﬀordable technology in the form of
smartphones and cheap data plans. These children of today’s India 2 are part of the national
and even global discourse. They can see what their more aﬄuent peers are up to on digital
media – where they go, what they do, how they eat – and their aspirations are no less. We call
this generation ‘India 1.5’ – to describe the way they bridge their India-2 roots with their
India-1 aspirations. How they navigate this chasm will be a hugely consequential element in
India’s development story.
These youngsters tend to be much better educated than their parents, and more comfortable
speaking English. They are hungry for white collar jobs and determined to avoid the more
menial work that has deﬁned their parents. “Air conditioned oﬃce” is the proxy for white collar
work that comes up most often in conversations about their ambitions. These youngsters take
pro-active steps in the hope of moving up the ladder and living the life they have always
imagined. Access to aﬀordable fashion, grooming, and smartphone apps have given them a
way to hack into more aspirational lifestyles that might have once seemed out of reach – often
making it impossible to tell India-1 and India-2 youth apart based on their appearance.

We call this generation ‘India 1.5’ – to describe the way they bridge their
India-2 roots with their India-1 aspirations. How they navigate this chasm will
be a hugely consequential element in India’s development story.

As seen in South East Asia and China over the last 30 years, rapid economic growth goes a
long way in pulling the next generation out from the jaws of poverty and into a more
aspirational middle class lifestyle. However the harsh reality of India’s employment crisis is
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the spanner in the works that has the potential to wreck their dreams. While many
youngsters are willing to move to new cities in search of jobs, they often ﬁnd themselves out
of depth due to a mismatch of skills. Communication problems, English language proﬁciency,
and improper mannerisms are common constraints, especially amongst those who make the
move from the informal to the formal sector.
Despite these diﬃculties, many youngsters are ﬁnding ways to live out their ever expanding
aspirations. Migration and up-skilling are key pathways. Many are ready to leave their families
and native places, in search of better economic opportunities. Raju who moved to Mumbai
two years ago shares a room with ﬁve other boys all of whom work in the outer realms of
India’s digital economy – as delivery boys, warehouse workers, physical trainers, and drivers
at ride share companies. They each contribute a part of their salary towards running the
house, while the rest is sent back home. Being smartphone literate and having a driving
license often counts for more than any formal training or education. It is estimated there are
now more than a million people employed in just three professions – delivery men for
hyperlocal companies like Swiggy, Zomato or Dunzo, delivery men for ecommerce giants like
Amazon and Flipkart and drivers for ride sharing services like Ola and Uber. They earn
between Rs. 25,000 to Rs. 45,000 a month – depending on incentives and how long they can
work (often their days start at 7 a.m. and end after midnight, around 2 a.m).
This is the new India 1.5 - they may not earn as much as India 1, but they certainly have the
exposure, aspiration and drive to achieve a lifestyle closer to that of India 1. Collectively, they
now form a vast consumer group that is ripe for tapping – not just for their roles in supporting
the consumption of India 1, but for creating consumption opportunities in their own right, for
themselves and their families. Welcome the new India 1.5 into your consumer strategy.

“My parents have a big house to
themselves (10 mins away) but I prefer
living with my friends. I call it the
‘friends-like-family’ living. All three
of us connect emotionally, and we
accommodate each other’s lifestyle
choices…it is easier to live this way.
My folks are completely on board with
this arrangement, and they too get their
space this way.”
– Ishaan Gupta, Male, 26 years,
Mumbai

modern indian families

The family has long been revered as the principle axis around which Indian social life revolves.
However the journey of economic progress is causing shifts within the Indian family in
fundamental and disruptive ways. Both in terms of demographics and psychographics, the
winds of change are blowing through the homes of India’s 250 million odd households.
The stereotypical Indian family constructed around patrilineal lines with wider kinship
groupings is being challenged in our big cities and towns. The rambunctious joint family with
an ever-extending gaggle of relatives is a fast dwindling unit as city-ward migration has shaken
up the age-old household structure of Indian families. Not only are nuclear families the
dominant construct in India but 2011 census data shows that there is a whole range of
household types between nuclear and joint. Numerically most salient among these is what
are called `supplemented nuclear' households - that account for 16% of all households in
India. These are households where an unmarried relative (a younger brother, elderly aunt or
parent, and so on) stays with the family.

No longer is the family unit the only form of social support in our cities and
no longer do families operate along strict hierarchies of age and gender.

The predominance of nuclear and supplemented nuclear homes across India is also leading to
the development of new power centres in Indian households. Kids are the new decision
makers and early adopters when it comes to consumption in Indian homes today. Smaller
homes have also helped loosen the tight social conventions that governed life in the larger
joint families of a generation ago. Fewer taboos and easier relationships between
generations, as seen in the runaway success of the recently released Hindi ﬁlm Badhaai Ho
(centred around the unexpected pregnancy of a middle-aged couple and their desire for
acceptance from their adult sons) are reducing the age-old Indian pressures created by
multiple hierarchies.
Senior citizens are being encouraged to enjoy their sunset years to the hilt, and the power
dynamics celebrated in popular culture are shifting, from mother-in-law vs. daughter-in-law
spats to more supportive and collaborative relationships across the board. A smattering of
our GEC shows on television – from Patiala Babes (where daughters are the wind beneath
their mothers’ wings) to Diya aur Baati Hum (where her husband and in-laws support a
woman’s career as a police oﬃcer) suggest changing family dynamics. Of course the
individual is not yet more important than the family in most Indian households – but the
stories we tell ourselves are critical indicators of the future direction our society takes.
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Hashtags such as #friendslikefamily or #familylikefriends suggest the reciprocity that is
emerging within family units. Today children are responsible for keeping the family adept in
fast changing times, while the adults are always around to lean-in on. Stories of rebellion are
fewer as India discovers the comfort of friends within families and vice-versa.
As families open up to the idea of seeing life through the lens of their youngsters, as
relationships are deﬁned by greater reciprocity and respect, is it possible that we may see an
un-rebelling of youth and a redeﬁnition of old-age?
As is so often the case with India, we live in multiple eras at the same time. Already the early
signals of signiﬁcant social change are visible in our continent sized nation. In all a signiﬁcant
16 per cent (and growing) of the population, comprise new pairings such as same-sex
partners, single parents, blended families, broken extended families, as well as adoptive
parents—all forming connections that are no less strong than conventional bonds.
With India’s judiciary taking an active role in striking down archaic laws governing individual
sexual autonomy and social exclusion based on sexual preference, our urban society is likely
to continue moving in the direction of greater inclusion and growing acceptance of alternate
family arrangements.
As we live more and more untethered lives, moving to distant geographies to pursue career
opportunities, the traditional Indian household is being replaced by ‘modern Indian families’.
No longer is the family unit the only form of social support in our cities and no longer do
families operate along strict hierarchies of age and gender. Modern Indian families – modular
units that morph as groupings of men, women, elders and children pass through multiple
life-stages and oﬀer each other ﬁnancial and emotional support – are here to stay.

“Data from the successive rounds of
nationally representative youth surveys
conducted by the Lokniti research
programme at the Centre for the Study
of Developing Societies (CSDS) shows
that the attraction of a sarkari naukri
(government job) has not shown any
signs of declining over the past decade.
In fact, the share of youth who prefer a
government job has grown slightly to
65% in 2016.”
– Sanjay Kumar, Director, Center for the
Study of Developing Societies (CSDS)

return of the sarkari naukri

Week after week Google Trends (an online tool that summarizes pan-India Google search
results) reveals the massive and unrelenting interest that Indians have in a sarkari naukri.
Searches for government-job related exam dates, exam results, admit cards, and new openings
are among the top-most-searched topics every week across India.
Even, or perhaps especially, today when India’s economy has been plagued with ‘jobless
growth’, a sarkari naukri is associated with greater stability, high social status, and fewer risks.
Currently, a 10% increase in the Gross Domestic Product results a in less than 1% increase in
employment according to the State of Working India 2018 report. It is estimated that roughly
one million Indians enter the work force every month but only about ten thousand new jobs
are created. Additionally, due to outdated labour laws, Indian employers tend to rely on
informal employment deﬁned by temporary contract labour, preventing many young
employable citizens from securing permanent jobs, trapping them in a low wage context
without a steady stream of income.
In this context government jobs look like a better prospect than ever before. Employee perks
and pay packages have been revised based on recommendations by the 7th Pay Commission,
with the result that today entry level government employees can expect to be paid as much
as their peers in the private sector. Government exams while extremely competitive, oﬀer
stable prospects and long term job security.
Culturally the allure of the sarkari naukri as a magnet in the marriage market remains
undiminished. MBA’s and startups might make the most noise in select metros, but across the
vast majority of India, the sarkari babu is still the ‘big man’ (or bada aadmi) in town.

Even, or perhaps especially today when India’s economy has been plagued with
‘jobless growth’, a sarkari naukri is associated with greater stability, high social
status, and fewer risks.

The introduction of digital technology into the functioning of government oﬃces has helped
revamp the image of what was once seen as a sloppy and sluggish sarkari work environment.
You only have to compare the archaic, cobweb-laden, government departments of the past to
the digitally savvy Central Railways and State Police today to understand why upgraded
sarkari departments have retained their appeal among young Indians.

return of the sarkari naukri

Additionally the growing willingness of government departments to collaborate with the
private sector and experts from other ﬁelds, and the opening up of lateral entries into the IAS
has revived a number of public sector undertakings, making such sarkari naukris viable places
for learning and career growth.
However, the fact that at present government jobs are seen as the safer and preferred option
for employable Indians, points to the failure of our economy in both creating human capital
in our education system, and oﬀering formal employment. The quality of human capital being
produced by our abysmal schooling system is largely inadequate – of the 265 lakh children
who take the secondary board examinations every year, 105 lakh fail. We also have many
people who are technically competent, but do not have soft skills. Emotional intelligence and
managing human relationships matter as much as technical skills in a world where machine
learning and artiﬁcial intelligence are key components of the future.
Informal employment has been the norm for 90% of our labour force for most of independent
India’s history. Going forward a reduction in informal employment is the only way to enhance
productivity and wages. Until that happens the lure of the sarkari naukri will continue to be
powerful. The job security and social status they confer will remain hard to beat for the vast
majority of young Indians.

“If luxury used to be the way that
an object is executed, then I think that
luxury in the future will be owning your
own data. Sharing data selectively –
whether its personal, practical, funny
or poignant – will help give us back
the sense of specialness in a world that is
increasingly transparent.”
– Andreas Skjönberg, Happy Thinking
People, Berlin

stone age brands

If you’re not paying for it, you’re not the consumer - you are the product. This is the maxim of
our lives in the 21st century. Social media gave us ample opportunity to kill time, be
entertained on-the-go, broadcast our likes and dislikes, and voyeuristically snoop on the lives
of others. All this came ostensibly for free, but we paid for it by surrendering our data – data
on our habits, behaviors, prejudices, fears, weaknesses and much more. Soon it wasn’t just
technology companies that were keen on our data. Car manufacturers and insurers wanted to
get our driving and movement data. Retailers wanted to predict and inﬂuence how often we
buy, why we buy and what we buy. Pollsters wanted to understand interlinkages between our
online interests and political aﬃliations.

Tomorrow’s luxury brands will be those that promise to never use your data.
No prejudice, no knowledge, no guessing, no desire to know your past and no
smart-alec suggestions of what you should be buying next. A fresh, new,
unprejudiced experience every time you interact with the brand.

Wider availability of consumer data allows companies to often oﬀer products or services at
lower prices. Companies can acquire or poach customers at lower costs and potentially pass
on such beneﬁts to customers. The beneﬁts of big data analytics extend even further. From
predicting demand and enabling production in a far more eﬃcient manner to reducing
inventories and channelizing customers’ desires towards more favorable (and proﬁtable)
products and services – the list is long.
For customers, it is no longer a question of trading their data and privacy. More and better
analyzed data on consumers allow brands to manipulate behavior in ways that traditional
advertising ﬁrms could only dream of. Your past is an open book – loyalty and ﬁdelity, beauty
spots and old warts, splurges and credit card debts – everything is open for the brand owner
to judge and decide what you deserve.
While this will be the reality for a vast majority of brands and their consumers, there will
always be a way out. Pay the price and you can escape your digitally determined fate. As
humans, we want to be unpredictable, decide on the spur of the moment, be emotional and
unreasonable, and guard with caution what others may think of us. That’s the space for luxury
that will perhaps open up.
Tomorrow’s luxury brands will be those that promise to never use your data. No prejudice, no
knowledge, no desire to know your past and no smart-alec suggestions of what you should be
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buying next. A fresh, new, unprejudiced experience every time you interact with the brand.
Brands that oﬀer to forego prior knowledge of their customers, or resist selling such data to
other ecosystem players, will be the new luxury. Apple is already gearing up to become a
brand that valiantly protects user privacy and data. Search engine DuckDuckGo is built around
the promise of protecting searchers' privacy and avoiding the ﬁlter bubble of personalized
search results. It has 30 million monthly users and is rumored to become a paid service.
As we reach peak data, there will be brands that will rediscover good old ways of connecting
with the emotional, irrational, unpredictable human beings that we all are.
Backward innovation is already evident in multiple domains. In developed countries, cities
that were planned around wider roads and ﬂyovers, are now focusing on cycling lanes and
pedestrian walkways. Supermarkets are hosting farmers markets and ﬂea bazaars – the very
things they had taken away from communities. Flavorings, processed food, quick service
restaurants and food tech are giving way to traditional cooking, craft beer, heirloom
vegetables, organic staples and grass-fed meat. It will be the same with data-fed consumer
brands.
I bought a newspaper this morning. It’s really great. Tons of information. Portable. Browsing
friendly. No pop up ads or auto-start videos. No banner ads of diapers that I was searching last
night. And I got to read what none of my friends had read before! Printing newspapers will be
far more expensive than operating web portals. Especially if they carry no ads. Perhaps
newspapers will be the luxury of tomorrow.

“With smartphone users set to increase
by 176 million in the next five years and
90% of new users expected to be Indian
language users, penetration of
smartphones among Indian language
users will increase. Government has
mandated smartphones sold in India to
be Indian language enabled. This will
lead to increase in user-generated online
content (video, audio and text) in Indian
languages.”
– Indian Languages: Defining India’s
Internet, KPMG & Google Report

messaging apps

WhatsApp, the intuitive and simple interface through which billions of people around the
world exchange messages every day, has found particularly strong resonance in India.
Whether it is as a collective emotional pipeline through which we connect daily with our
friends and family, or as a channel for spreading fake news and propaganda, there is no
escaping the primacy of WhatsApp in the lives of Indians today.
A recent NY Times piece hailed WhatsApp’s ability to provide “an open, democratic forum
where Indians can share and codify their knowledge and skills, in new ways, and even proﬁt
from them.” While acknowledging the destructive potential of its misuse, the article
describes in detail the advantages that WhatsApp oﬀers by allowing historically less
empowered groups – from farmers to home-makers – the ability to access the market
economy armed with more information and support than ever before.
Perhaps what is even more intriguing going forward, is the possibility that, away from the
metros, WhatsApp may get overshadowed by the more vernacular ShareChat and the more
visual Instagram.
For a vast majority of Indians, messaging apps are their window to the outside world and a
private escape from the harsh reality they grapple with in our wildly unequal society. Local
language voice and video content is one panacea that allows them to access these public and
private worlds on their terms.

Perhaps what is even more intriguing going forward, is the possibility that, away
from the metros, WhatsApp may get overshadowed by the more vernacular
ShareChat and the more visual Instagram.

ShareChat, India’s vernacular solution to multimedia sharing, is rapidly gaining momentum.
Unlike most social networks in India, it supports 14 Indian languages and, pointedly, does not
support English. Structured much like Facebook, the app allows people to scroll through user
generated content so that they can ‘like’, comment and share. The app allows users to post
directly to WhatsApp, a move that has reportedly fuelled ShareChats popularity. In December
2018, the app recorded a user base of around 25 million Indians.
The free-fall in bandwidth costs (by over 93%) and lower cost of smartphones, is seeing rapid
growth in penetration of telecom among India-2 and India-3 consumers. They are most
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comfortable in their local languages and tend to be alienated by mainstream English
platforms. So a vernacular WhatsApp group or app like ShareChat is most likely to be where
they ﬁnd comfort and acceptance. As ShareChat’s co-founder Farid Ahsan puts it “We are
building a desi social network for the next billion smartphone users”. ShareChat’s user based
already extends to prominent Chief Ministers and political leaders from the BJP and Congress.
Meanwhile, as the next billion Indians continue to overcome literacy barriers by accessing the
internet through voice and video (by swiping and watching, as opposed to texting and typing),
an entirely visual app like Instagram is even more intuitive for them to use than WhatsApp.
India is already the second largest user base for Instagram in the world, led only by the US.
These messaging and sharing platforms will continue to serve as deeply personal networks for
millions of Indians into the foreseeable future. WhatsApp is said to be testing UPI-based
payments and has already partnered with MakeMyTrip, Netflix and BookMyShow in India,
while ShareChat is looking to go deeper into micro-markets, including the Northeast, and
oﬀer in-app purchases. Expect messaging and sharing apps to be integrated ever more
comprehensively into all aspects of our lives, accessed by more and more Indians across all
strata in the coming years.

“The rise of many wellness-focused
practices like yoga, clean eating, and
natural beauty all feed into a specific
consumer desire. It’s certainly about
physical health, but it’s also about
spirituality and the need for psychological
growth and emotional connection.”
– Nicola Brown, Columnist, Toronto Star

mind matters

Yuval Noah Harari, the thought leader who has captured popular imagination across the world
today, speaks persuasively about the fundamental shift in the modern human approach to
life. He says that over thousands of years humans have succeeded in gaining control of the
outside world – of animals, forests, and rivers – through technological advances. Having
accomplished this complete control of our external environment, our focus is now shifting
inward, to gain control of the world inside us.
In our over-zealousness to conquer the outer world, we have ignored and neglected our inner
world. Worldwide, but especially in India, an epidemic of suicides (India has the highest
suicide rate for people under-30 in the world), of people suﬀering from depression, of
growing lifestyle disease incidence, are all manifestations of the extent to which we have
miscalculated the impact of modern living on our mental health.
Not surprisingly our inner world has now come into sharper focus. Between 2015 and 2018,
India has witnessed an exponential increase in interest in mental health and wellness related
topics, visible not just in Google search trends, but also in popular culture.

Winning the battle for our minds today is a fine balance between finding
positive mental stimulation, gaining a sense of overall peace and well-being,
and blocking attempts to game our behaviour.

In a growing pushback against the stigmatization of mental health problems, youth icons such
as Deepika Padukone have spoken out about their battles with depression. The topic of
mental health has been addressed in popular culture through movies such as Dear Zindagi
(Hindi) and Kaasav (Marathi). Modern day gurus such as Sri Ravi Shankar and brands such
Aura (the mindfulness app), Omved (the natural therapy brand) and Forest Essentials have
gained traction through their messages of mental health and well-being. Social media too has
played an important role in ﬁghting the stigma. People are reaching out anonymously today,
oﬀering a sympathetic ear, or a shoulder to cry on – making us all more aware and less
judgemental in the process.
Pranic healing, yoga, chanting and meditation are all the rage in both India and the developed
world. Simple remedies, drawn from age old practices, are growing in popularity because they
help us tackle the issue of mental wellness more holistically.
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Meanwhile positive mental health is also a growing business. Consumers today are on a
constant lookout for exercise that stimulates the mind. A growing ‘brain spa’ industry
provides content that not only keeps consumers updated but also provokes them to think
deeper. Take TED talks for example – these engaging and informative lectures have a massive
online and oﬄine following. They push viewers to think in ways they otherwise might not
have, taking them on thought experiments they could not have previously imagined. Such
conferences, podcasts and documentaries are all increasingly popular for similar reasons –
they serve a growing need for meaningful mental stimulation, and consumers are lapping
it up.
Interest in engaging with matters of the mind has also grown from a professional standpoint.
Businesses and brands are attempting to leverage neuroscience and Artiﬁcial Intelligence to
understand customers better. Neuro-marketing rests on the assumption that information
can be gleaned directly from the brain, including information about our sub-conscious
thoughts and behaviour patterns, placing the human brain at the centre of the business
world’s eﬀorts today.
The journey inwards, to regain control of our inner world is well and truly underway.
Winning the battle for our minds today is a ﬁne balance between ﬁnding positive mental
stimulation, gaining a sense of overall peace and well-being, and blocking attempts to game
our behaviour.
The journey to attain mental wellness is not unidimensional – how we eat, sleep, drink,
exercise and relax, all have roles to play. Products and services that understand this need
and cater to it via all aspects of the experience they provide, will be rewarded in the years
to come.

“Work-life balance is a misguided
metaphor for grasping the relationship
between work and the rest of life; the
image of the scale forces you to think in
terms of trade-offs instead of the
possibilities for harmony. Life is actually
the intersection and interaction of the
four domains of work, home,
community, and the private self.”
– Sheryl Sandberg, COO, Facebook

the seamless life

In today’s age the idea of ‘work’ has shifted - from the physical, laborious, and task oriented
to the more cognitive and sentient. Today organisations that are seen to be among the best
places to work have deep levels of empathy. ‘Work’ is no longer a menial activity today.
Increasingly, especially for millennials, it is a source of meaning. They believe that if they love
what they do enough, then work won’t feel like ‘work’ and there will be no distinction
between work and life.
Most high performance, high growth organisations today strive to create this sense of
seamlessness. It is understood that if a sense of emotional and intellectual belonging is
created then the chances of success, for both employer and employee, are higher. In addition
technology is allowing us to ‘live’ in multiple spaces simultaneously. Technology is also making
us unlearn the habit of ending one task before moving on to another. This is changing how we
work and how we live, and blurring the line between ‘work’ and ‘life’ to the point where the
two are indistinguishable. Our homes are equipped with technology that allows us to work in
our pyjamas while our workplaces are equipped to help us take care of domestic life.

From both supply and demand perspectives, the end of what we today call
‘work-life balance’ is imminent. The expectation of being able to ‘balance’ our
lives will soon be redundant, as the connection between physical locations and
specific tasks or mind spaces is broken once and for all.

Take multinational shared-oﬃce-space provider WeWork for example. In the words of Devin
Vermulen, WeWork’s creative director - “We wanted to create a space with that same level of
comfort that you get out of your living room, a place where you can kick your feet up on the
sofa, and feel comfortable.” The company’s mission is to “create a world where people work
to make a life, not just a living.” Meanwhile the German conglomerate Siemens is led by the
mantra of the “seamless life”, where “consumers universally aspire towards a truly integrated
lifestyle with intelligent technology at its heart.” Home integration devices like Google Home
and Alexa are designed to pre-empt consumer needs before they are even felt. From the most
complex to the most simple, all pain points in our day-to-day lives are being addressed by
technology. The idea is that the time freed up from drudgery will make us more productive
multi-taskers, though it is equally likely that various forms of entertainment will occupy the
void created in our lives by technological eﬃciencies.
Freelancing or its new avatar – the gig economy – is now a parallel workforce and part of the
mainstream job market. PayPal records around 1.5 crore freelancers in India working for
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clients based across the globe, making India the second largest freelance market in the world
(after USA). 43% of these freelancers are millennials who are keen to live life on their own
terms, detached from any previously followed system or structures.
The proliferation of startups across urban India and the inﬂux of a new generation into the
workforce is leading to a re-negotiation of the idea of what work is, and how it is to be
conducted. While their parents might have viewed work as drudgery and labour, young
Indians today want to not just earn a living, but also ﬁnd mental stimulation and emotional
contentment at work. From fashion to the sciences, from music to commerce, today’s youth
seek validation beyond designations and hand-outs. The want their identity to be reﬂected in
their work.
Meanwhile as a recent NY Times article elaborates, the time spent by parents on activities like
reading to children, doing crafts, taking them to lessons, attending recitals and games, and
helping with homework has increased from about 1 hour 45 minutes a week in 1975 to nearly
ﬁve hours a week today. And parents worry it’s still not enough. Intensive, helicopter
parenting is the norm today and while fathers have increased their time spent with children,
mothers still spend signiﬁcantly more.
The new age white-collar worker transitions seamlessly between her various avatars
throughout the day - as a professional and a partner, a care giver and a project manager, a
friend and a family member. It is a formidable challenge, but one that is increasingly the new
‘normal’ - as changing technology and cultural expectations make endless multi-tasking and
intensive parenting all part of the daily routine.
From both supply and demand perspectives, the end of what we today call ‘work-life balance’
is imminent. The expectation of being able to ‘balance’ our lives will soon be redundant, as
the connection between physical locations and speciﬁc tasks or activities is broken once and
for all.

“The kitchen of Lord Jagannath (in
Puri) is considered as the largest and
biggest kitchen in the world. It consists
of 32 rooms and 250 earthen ovens.
Around 700 cooks called as Sauras
and 400 assistants serve here every day
to prepare the Lord’s food. The fire
of this kitchen is never put out and
is known as Vaishnava Agni...”
– J Mohapatra, Wellness in Indian
Festivals & Rituals

india's unfailing economies

Much time and energy is expended analyzing India’s organized, branded Food and FMCG
market – valued at Rs.4 lakh crores by some estimates. The pink papers and electronic media
obsess over the size of this prize, but we may be missing the wood for the trees.
By some estimates the total size of India’s Food and FMCG industry when we include all
consumption – across organized and unorganized, unbranded markets - is in excess of Rs. 25
lakh crores. Which means that the branded economy is less than one-sixth of the total
market!
We have much to learn from India’s many informal, and often fail-proof, micro-economies. By
way of illustration, a few pieces of anecdotal evidence: 1) The entire economy that exists
around temples and religious places feeds millions of Indians every single day; 2) The average
Indian household spends one ﬁfth of its accumulated lifetime wealth on wedding related
expenses; 3) Private tutorials for school children is a multi-billion dollar industry in India.
These large sub-economies – around weddings, exams and temples – enjoy high degrees of
consumer engagement, are regular parts of the calendar and tend to be highly
recession-proof. Food and FMCG brands in India have so far not leveraged the potential of
these massive sub-economies, to drive sales and growth.
A deeper dive might help illustrate the magnitude of the opportunity that is not being
seriously addressed by branded players today:
• The langar at the Golden Temple in Amritsar uses 12,000 kg of ﬂour a day and feeds
40,000 people every day for free. In the 7 months starting July 1st, 2017 the Golden Temple
paid Rs.2 crore as GST on the purchase of various food items needed for preparing
the langar.
• Durga Puja celebrations across India generate a business of Rs. 40,000 crore every year, of
which Rs. 50-60 crore are generated in the F&B sector alone. West Bengal alone hosts 25,000
pandals every year. Meanwhile Uttar Pradesh alone holds about 2,250 religious fairs a year.

These large sub-economies – around weddings, exams and temples – enjoy
high degrees of consumer engagement, are regular parts of the calendar and
tend to be highly recession-proof.

india's unfailing economies

• The average metro Indian wedding brings together several industries, including but not
limited to food-catering, event-management, travel, accommodation, gold, jewelry, fashion
and durable goods. Weddings in Indian metropolitan cities cost anywhere from Rs. 25 lakh to
Rs. 70 lakh on average. 400 million Indians will attain marriageable age in the next 15 years,
80% of whom are open to taking personal loans to fund their dream wedding.
• Sweet shops see a 10-15% increase in their sales on exam result declaration days. The
back-to-school season from April to June accounts for nearly half the annual sales for
categories as varied as children’s shoes, stationery and laptops or devices for children.
Snacking is the other recession-proof pan-Indian cultural obsession. Online food delivery
services see a 30-40% rise in traﬃc during the IPL season, with 60% of the orders coinciding
with match timings. The size of the online food-ordering market (Swiggy, Zomato etc.) is
already more than twice the size of all multi-national quick-service chains combined in India!
Thanks to these online food delivery apps, advertisements celebrating the freedom of Indian
women, who have been yoked to domesticity for millennia, are all the rage today. Can we
imagine a future where urban Indian kitchens are active only once a day or a few times per
week? Why manage a kitchen when you can receive fresh meals home-delivered every day at
a lower cost than what it takes to prepare the same dish from scratch? Might such a
kitchen-less future become a reality for young Indian professionals in Bangalore and
Gurugram?
India is not just a country of pluralistic societies but also of plural micro-economies. The
business opportunity available to organized players who are able to oﬀer value-propositions
that take share from these vast micro-economies is immense. A fresh imagination, an
empathetic understanding of consumer needs, and a disruptive mindset that re-thinks all
elements of the value-chain is the key. May the best companies win!

“One of the things I love most about the
digital space is its ability to create a new
path that is unrestrained by systematic
power and tradition. Just something to
think about as we witness firsthand how
rapidly this platform is changing and the
direction being taken.”
– Lilly Singh (aka ‘Superwoman’),
14 million YouTube subscribers

internet heroes

We live in the age of live-streaming content – facilitated by high speed internet, HD viewing
and the ever handy smartphone. User generated content that is real and relevant with a
strong functional and emotional connect is ﬁnding huge resonance across India and the
world. A slew of self-taught internet stars are making careers on YouTube and elsewhere
online, grabbing young India’s attention – a dramatically diﬀerent world of content and media
from the one that attracted eyeballs in the not-so-distant-past.
What started in the early 2000s as a cult phenomenon has now become contemporary pop
culture. There’s even a term for it in Mandarin – Wanghong, meaning ‘internet celebrity’. In
China wanghong attract the attention of the country’s Internet users, and inﬂuence the digital
economy by driving proﬁtable sales.
Successful internet personalities today are those who master the art of self-presentation on
digital media – for consumption by large audiences on their smartphones and devices. These
new stars tend to operate in niche spaces with a razor sharp focus on content delivery. What
sets them apart is their ostensible ‘ordinariness’ coupled with a unique and quirky take on
life. Candid humor, unﬁltered lines, and bare-it-all behavior make them more relateable and
‘real’, compared to their over-scripted, heavily manicured traditional-media counterparts.
YouTube started as a video-sharing platform but has now become one of the largest talent
incubators for content in the world. Becoming a YouTuber is today a career aspiration for
millions of young people. Popular YouTube personalities like Vidya Iyer (singer) and Shweta
Singh (poet) started their careers on the platform and have gathered huge fan followings since.

These new stars tend to operate in niche spaces with a razor sharp focus on
content delivery. What sets them apart is their ostensible ‘ordinariness’ coupled
with a unique and quirky take on life.

In fact, YouTube has helped many leapfrog into the mainstream entertainment industry,
without having to go through the traditional route of performing in theatre and small budget
shows. TVF’s Mallika Dua is one such example – the Delhi based content writer shot to fame
overnight for her hilarious portrayal of Sarojini Nagar shoppers back in 2016. Since then she
has appeared as a guest judge on The Great Indian Laughter Challenge and is due to star in
Midnight Misadventures alongside celebrated actors like Rajkumar Rao.

internet heroes

While YouTube channels like Being Indian and The Viral Fever (TVF), had large following a few
years ago, the market has since gone hyperlocal. Today Geeky Ranjit (gadget reviews),
Kabita’s Kitchen (cooking) and Funk You (pranks) have huge followings online. While Bhuvan
Bam and Nisha Madhulika have found wide appeal among Hindi speaking viewers on
YouTube, internet celebrities have emerged across the linguistic spectrum of India. Tamil
Selvan (Tamil Tech in Tamil), Jhanavi Dattesy (Mahathalli in Telugu), Kiran Dutta (The Bong Guy
in Bengali) are among the many regional internet stars.
And it isn’t just entertainers who are making it big. India’s real motivational speakers are not
necessarily the names splashed across our mainstream dailies. Check out the popular
leadership coach Dr. Ujjwal Patni on YouTube where he has over 2 million subscribers. Or the
motivational speaker Dr. Vivek Bindra who has over 5 million subscribers. Giving them a run
for their money is another motivational speaker, Him-eesh Madan (not a typo, he really
writes his name like that). Him-eesh has 4.5 million subscribers. But no one can beat, Sandeep
Maheshwari and his ten rules for success. He is about to touch 10 million followers. Each of
these speakers use Hindi or local languages in their online videos and presentations.
Armed with aﬀordable smartphones and low-cost, high-speed data, India is on its way to
becoming a digital-ﬁrst nation where English is not the ﬁrst or even second language for a
vast majority. Bharatiya Digital Party, a Marathi channel on YouTube has racked up more
than 28 million views with Hogwart Yanche Navin Marathi Vidyalay - Harry Potter set in a
Marathi context. OTT platforms like Alt Balaji and Voot are already streaming content in
major regional languages.
Regional content in a visually rich medium immediately breaks down barriers and is less
intimidating for ﬁrst-time users. They feel more welcome and comfortable in a new medium
because of familiar local contexts and recognizable archetypes. It’s worth noting that Chinese
video apps with regional content and sharing platforms like Tik Tok, Vigo and Kwai already
have millions of subscribers in India.
Today the longevity of stars and our expectations from them are totally diﬀerent from the
past. Once television and celluloid, created superstars who stood the test of time. Today
stardom is being democratized and served in bite-sized portions – as the medium of the
Internet allows each new sensation to shine - one day at a time, one click at a time.

“India has concentric rings of
communities. A person, individually,
belongs to not one community, but to
a series of communities which are
concentrically organized, from the
country, to the region, to the language
group, to sects, religious groups and
then caste groups. It is a very complex
system. A person has multiple identities,
multiple allegiances. A normal Indian
lives with a splintered self, and is quite
comfortable with it, because it is a
diversity they’re really used to, it has
been there for centuries.”
– Ashish Nandy, Sociologist

resilient india

Indian conservatives and liberals agree on only one thing - that the soul of India will be at
stake during the upcoming general elections in 2019. No matter that none of India’s political
parties ﬁt easy deﬁnitions of conservatism or liberalism. But they are sure of the need to ﬁght
bitterly for their idea of India.
That India’s predominantly Hindu culture has survived for more than four thousand years –
with or without their keen involvement and protection – escapes the reasoning of India’s
right-wingers. On the other hand, India has always been a plural and a syncretic society – with
or without the keen involvement and protection of her liberal brigade.
For the world’s longest, continuously surviving culture, survival is its deﬁning trait. Even as
diﬀerent parts of the world were repeatedly redeﬁned by the winds of change – from
Christianity to colonialism, from communism to capitalism – India took them all in her stride
and survived, if not thrived.
For a social or political force to defeat or conquer a nation or culture, it has to defeat a
singular idea that deﬁnes the nation or culture. But there has never been a single idea that
deﬁned our region and culture. There has always been, and there will always be, many India’s,
and many ideas of India.
For most of world history, across Europe and the Middle East, moral and political authority
were fused. The protection of these dual authorities was at the heart of protecting the
kingdom or nation. In India, moral and political authority – the Brahmin and the Kshatriya –
were always separate. The one with the moral authority never had political authority and vice
versa. In fact, there has never been a single King who has ruled the whole of India. Even the
British had to deal with (at last count) 584 kings and maharajas and share political and social
authority with them while ruling over India. And of course, India’s predominant religion,
Hinduism doesn’t have the concept of a pope, caliph or ayatollah.

The infinite heterogeneity and diversity of India ensures that no single idea
wins over the entire nation. Nor does a failure in one part of India portend
failure in another.

Sure, it has its pitfalls. It becomes diﬃcult – nay impossible – for any one person to decide and
execute what he feels is best for the country – no matter how tall or broad a leader he is.
It becomes diﬃcult for one single political party to impose a singular view of how society
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should be, on the whole nation. It becomes diﬃcult to eﬃciently, organize and implement
anything, anywhere in our chaotic, multi-layered subcontinent with multiple interest
groups constantly competing against one another. India has witnessed this impossibility
time and again.
India never had a revolution. Neither did it face civil unrest or war that engulfed the whole
nation. We never had the equivalent of a Meiji Restoration that transformed Japan into the
ﬁrst Asian power on the world stage. Neither did we have the equivalent of Mao’s Cultural
Revolution that resulted in the deaths of millions but moved China towards a single authority
and ideal. India isn’t a country meant for overnight transformation.
And yet, it changes. For if it hadn’t changed, it wouldn’t have been relevant on the global
stage for such a long period through world history. India changes, but at her own pace, on her
own terms.
To witness change, one can’t look at India top-down. Change happens in many India’s
simultaneously, ground-up. Change happens in its states, change happens in its towns,
change happens within communities and change happens within families. Change is localized
and often driven through local forces – one at a time and simultaneously.
The local in India is always far, far more important than the national. Whether it is politicians
or political parties, local brands or disorganized businesses, local information networks or
supply chains – these are the ones that deﬁne who succeeds and who fails. The inﬁnite
heterogeneity and diversity of India ensures that no single idea wins over the entire nation.
Nor does a failure in one part of India portend failure in another. This holds true for brands,
for businesses and for politics.
So in 2019, look out for local trends, inﬂuences, issues and leaders. The nation will survive.

