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Bengaluru: Amid raging debates
on whether India’s consumer Inter-
net firms should ditch websites in
favour of mobile apps, the coun-
try’s largest ecommerce company,
Flipkart, has found a ‘middle path’.

Flipkart, which had killed its mo-
bile website in favour of a standa-
lone application, has re-launched a
mobile version of its website,
which gives users an experience
close to its mobile app. “The web ap-
plication we are launching today
will give you a native experience

without having to download the
app,” said Piyush Ranjan, CTO and
head of engineering at Flipkart.

While there are more mobile-only
users (70 million) than those on the
desktop (60 million), nearly 55 mil-
lion continue to be on both these
platforms. With the new interface
that brings the best of web and app
experience, Flipkart is aiming to
woo more users. The company has
50 million registered users.

The new interface, which the com-
pany claims to be the first such of-
fering globally, combines the snap-
py mobile app experience with the
ease of surfing standalone web-

sites. The homepage looks more
“Google-like” with a search engine
at the centre. Users who log into
Flipkart.com using a mobile phone
and the latest Chrome and Opera
browsers will see the new Flipkart

give the exact experience as an app
in the mobile web. We took a list of
things to Chrome and said can you
support this behaviour. They went
and modified Chrome and we
launched a new mobile website on
top of it,” said Ranjan, a former
Google executive.

While native mobile apps give a
better user experience, they also
have limitations. For instance, the
app needs to be updated constantly
and many users drop out in the
process. Apps also take up more
space on a device and in countries
like India, users tend to uninstall
apps that take up space.

web application. In a first, Flip-
kart’s engineers worked closely
with engineers at Google, to en-
hance the ability of Google’s
Chrome browser to make websites
as powerful as mobile applications.

Due to constraints, mobile web-
sites are usually a toned down ver-
sion of a company’s standalone mo-
bile application (also called native
app) or desktop version. But with
the changes proposed by Flipkart
engineers and rolled out in the lat-
est version of Google Chrome, the
new mobile web experience can be
as powerful as the app.

“We started by saying how can we

Flipkart Sheds Web Intolerance, Takes Middle Path
The online marketplace has launched a mobile version of its website and hopes to woo more users with it 

PIYUSH RANJAN
CTO, Flipkart

The web application will
give you a native experi-
ence without having to
download the app

Krithika.Krishnamurthy
@timesgroup.com

Bengaluru: Munjal Shah was as
angry as he was scared — maybe
more angry than scared. An unusu-
al mixture of emotions for someone
who’d just sold his company to Goo-
gle for more than $100 million the
previous day.

In the middle of pounding his way
through a 10 km race in San Fran-
cisco, Shah developed severe chest
pains and had to be rushed to the
emergency room. 

“I was like — Oh my god, all my life
I’ve been wanting to get to this mile-
stone of success and now I’m going
to die? This sucks,” he recalls tell-
ing himself in the ER. That was in
2010. It was a scare that would plant
the germ of yet another startup
idea in Shah’s mind. Now 41, he

runs HealthIQ, which aims to be-
come a new-age insurance compa-
ny, encouraging users to become
fit by working on their conscience. 

Relatively unknown among Indi-
an-American entrepreneurs,
Shah has had more than his fair
share of wins in the startup eco-
system. Top of the list are two exits
— one to Google and the second to a
company that was eventually ac-
quired by Alibaba. In an age
when funding is a glori-
fied milestone,
Shah stands out
for having sur-
vived through
the dotcom bub-
ble of 2000 and
the financial
meltdown of
2008. Rob
Hayes, one of
the first in-
vestors in Ub-
er, calls Shah
a “consum-
mate entre-
preneur”.

everyone, including the press, be-
came enamoured with Riya, Shah
remained laser-focused on num-
bers. His constant refrain was this:
Are customers using the product? 

When the numbers said other-
wise, he shifted focus to ecommerce
sites instead of individual custom-
ers. “Everybody pivots when they
have six months of cash flow. I piv-
oted when we had three years of
cash flow,” Shah said.

He was ultra-conservative in his
strategy. He consistently hired few-
er people than needed, raised less
money than required and spent fru-
gally, despite having sound reve-
nues. By 2008, things were looking
good for Like.com, the price com-
parison website set up by Riya.

“Ultimately, running a company is
like a chess game, where you have to
plan ahead for all problems. Munjal
is phenomenal at that,” said Vineet
Buch, a cofounder of Like.com and
now a director of product manage-
ment at Google.

journey began in 1999 with Andale,
a software tool for sellers on online
marketplaces. Shah entered soft-
ware-as-a-service before the con-
cept went mainstream. He raised
about $50 million that year. A year
later came the dotcom bust. 

“It was truly a great experience,
but it almost crushed me,” said
Shah. He was forced to sack 180 peo-
ple, reducing staffing to skeletal
levels to remain afloat. “At 26, you
are not ready to run a company, you
are certainly not ready to figure out
how to do layoffs, you don’t under-
stand how to do it nicely.”

But he soldiered on, and four years
later, the company broke even.

He then began the process of sell-
ing the firm, finding a buyer in Ven-
dio, which eventually got sold to
Alibaba.

After six months of brainstorm-
ing with AngelList cofounder Na-
val Ravikant during long walks in
the Bay Area, he hit upon the idea of
Riya, an image-recognition tool
that automatically recognised pic-
tures and tagged friends. Even as

“The current generation of entre-
preneurs has not seen even a single

economic downturn. He’s build-
ing a company that lasts

through multiple business cy-
cles,” said Hayes, who has
known Shah for a decade
and backed two of his com-
panies. At a time when the
lifespan of the average
startup is notoriously
short, Shah’s journey of-
fers important lessons on
what to do when funds
dry up, mass layoffs en-
sue and how to treat
customers.

His entrepreneurial

Payal.Ganguly@timesgroup.com

Hyderabad: During the big sale
days, online shoppers usually have
enough to discuss about the fluctu-
ating prices of products on leading
marketplaces. 

“After I bought the product, the
price increased the next day by one
third or more,” one user recently
wrote on a public forum.

Dynamic pricing plays a key role
in driving sales at online market-
places. A bunch of startups provid-
ing analytics services helps these
marketplaces and online sellers
update their prices by constantly
tracking demand and supply in the
market, as they try to stay on top of
the game to sell large volumes.

“The guidance provided depends
on who the target customers are
and what is the objective of the
company — to grow the topline at
any cost or to balance the bottom
line,” said Mihir Kittur, chief in-
formation officer at Ugam, a man-
aged analytics provider which
works with retailers and market-
places, including eBay in the US.

The change in prices during the
sale days could be attributed to var-
ious factors.

“It could be when the top seller
with the lowest price runs out of
stock,” said Gaurav Dahake, foun-
der and CEO at price discovery
platform BuyHatke. “Reduced
prices by sellers are incentivised
by marketplaces. Also, very high
pricing is done by marketplaces ei-
ther when they are out of stock for
a certain product or the catalogue
is not complete.”

Offering competitive prices and
maintaining good metrics help on-
line sellers capture the ‘buy-box’ or
the prominent display on top of the
category page. “We have seen sell-
ers, who do an average .̀ 5-10 crore
worth of business on peak sale
days employing 5 to 10 staff for up-
dating the prices on the market-
place,” said Kittur.

“We help sellers on the platform

dynamically change their prices
every half an hour to one hour for
specific products to gain the buy-
box,” said Kartik Iyer, business
head and vice president at Seller-
worX, which recently launched a
service called PriceworX.

The product works best for cate-
gories which have multiple sellers
such as electronics, accessories,
home appliances and branded ap-

parel and footwear, he said. “We
have also been approached by elec-
tronics brands to use the platform
to monitor the online prices and
ensure parity between online and
offline prices.”

In order to hedge their risks and
revise the sweet spot for custom-
ers, marketplaces themselves rely
on third-party data providers to
compete with each other. The pric-
ing for electronics is usually based
on reports by market research
agencies which provide an all In-
dia picture with the price-band.
However, it is a tough call in non-
branded segments such as fashion
and apparel.

London-based retail technology
company EDITED, founded in 2009,
works with apparel retailers and
brands such as Calvin Klein, Saks
Fifth Avenue and Gap to provide
stocking and pricing data. In India,
Flipkart’s fashion category, and
fashion retailers Yepme and Myn-
tra use the platform to spot global
trends in the category and pricing
products competitively.

Anand Jadhav, president and co-
founder of Yepme, said his compa-
ny uses the data it gets from EDIT-
ED to commercially assess what
styles and items are working.

“The data we get on products
across many brands and retailers
is very rich and helps us reduce our
margin of error on the product
side,” Jadhav said.

“We provide the data and the ana-
lytics platform, which customers
can monitor on their dashboards to
track what’s happening in the mar-
ket,” said Geoff Watts, cofounder
and CEO of EDITED.

Dynamic Pricing is the only
Constant for Ecomm Cos

Over the last few weeks, there has
been lot of debate about a bubble
in Indian ecommerce. The last 18
months have seen an unpreceden-
ted amount of funding for Indian
startups. Not only has the num-
ber of investments gone up, but
the average ticket size also has in-
creased significantly.

There are about a dozen compa-
nies that have raised more than
$100 million (.̀ 650 crore) this year.
The unprecedented amount of
funding pouring into the coun-
try’s startup ecosystem has done
some great things for us (for one,
being an entrepreneur is no long-
er taboo in the marriage market).
At the same time, it also sparked
off the trend of running a busi-
ness on negative gross margins (a
practice that is primarily driven
by way of perennial discounting).

Without getting into the debate
to prove or disprove the existence
of a bubble, I was curious to un-
derstand what it would take to
sustain these discounting fire-
works till Diwali 2016.

According to various industry
sources, the total burn rate across

the top 10 ecommerce players ap-
pears to be ~$9 million per day.
(Note that this number is not offi-
cially reported and is completely
based on secondary sources.)

If we were to assume a year-on-
year growth of 150%, by next Di-
wali, the top 10 companies would
need about $22 million per day to
sustain business with the current
unit economics. That means com-
panies will burn about $6 billion
to sustain the current trend until
next Diwali.

There are hardly any investors
out there who can support that
pace of cash burn. But let’s as-
sume for now that there are inves-
tors who are willing to put in an
additional $6 billion. 

Let’s look at what needs to hap-
pen for these ecommerce compa-
nies to get the $6 billion in cash
they need. Historically, in India,
every dollar of investment in this
sector has created $4 of enter-
prise value. 

Hence to raise $6 billion, we
would need to see $24 billion of en-
terprise value being created in
the top 10 ecommerce companies.
The current enterprise value of
these companies stands at about
$35 billion, so their market cap
needs to increase by about 70% to
about $60 billion.

As of now, everyone is expecting
something dramatic that will en-
able reducing the burn rate. Here
are a few possible scenarios. One
of these players suddenly cranks
up the innovation engine full-
throttle and out-innovates every-
one else in their sector. This may
potentially define the winners.

A global company may buy its
Indian comparable and create a
monopolistic situation.

Multiple domestic companies

may merge together and give the
global player a solid fight.

A few domestic players disap-
pear as they run out of money.

It is hard to predict which scena-
rio will, in fact, play out, but it
does look like gathering enough
dry powder to buy “fireworks”
next year will be a tough job.

The author is a managing
director at venture capital

firm SAIF Partners and 
blogs at alokg.com. Views ex-

pressed by him are personal

Ecommerce’s
Last Cracker of a
Discount Diwali?

By Invite What it would take to sustain
discounting fireworks

WHAT THEY HOPE FOR

Everyone is expecting
something dramatic
that will enable reduc-
ing the burn rate

ALOK GOEL

WHEN TO PIVOT

Everybody pivots when they
have six months of cash flow. I
pivoted when we had three years
of cash flow
MUNJAL SHAH

He Survived Dotcom, Health Scare, Lives to Tell a Success Tale

Log in to ettech.com for full story 
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THE PRICE TO PAY A bunch of startups providing analytics services helps etailers and merchants

update their prices by constantly tracking demand and supply in the market
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SEOUL Hyundai Motor is set to unveil

its first self-driven vehicle in Decem-

ber, a report said. Hyundai plans to roll

out the latest version of its “Genesis”

luxury sedan equipped with the so-

called highway driving assist (HDA)

system. The HDA system is designed to

keep a car within the lane, maintain a

safe distance from the car ahead and

provide a navigation-connected sys-

tem that gives warnings of maximum

and minimum speeds on highway sec-

tions, Yonhap News Agency reported.

It is designed to enhance the driver's

ability to cope with diverse situations

that could happen on highways. — IANS

Hyundai to Unveil Self-driven Car in Dec

Caught in Web
Homepage of Flipkart’s new 
web application looks more 
‘Google-like’ with a search 
engine at the centre

50 million Registered 
users on Flipkart

60 million  ...who 
shop on desktops

55 million
Users on both these platforms

70 million People 
who shop on mobile

For comprehensive and  
insightful stories about all  
things startups and technolo-
gy, log on to www.ettech.com

Xiaomi is all set to un-
veil its next fitness de-
vice. The Mi Band Pulse 
is all set to be launched 
on November 11 in Chi-
na and will now come 
with a heart-rate sen-
sor, which was lacking 
in the previous ver-
sion. The device re-
mains the same in all 
other aspects including 
its design.

With a new app, Aus-
tralia’s Garvan Institute 
of Medical Research 
and the Vodafone 
Foundation want to 
create a “supercom-
puter” that will use 
free power from your 
smartphone to help 
speed up cancer re-
search. All you need to 
do is download the 
free Android app called 
DreamLab. Put your 
phone on charge as 
you hit the sack. 
Choose the type of 
cancer research you 
want to support. Now 
nominate how much 
mobile network or wifi 
data you would like to 
donate, Mashable.com 
reported. The free 
processing power will 
help scientists at the 
Institute process can-
cer data about 3,000 
times faster than they 
are currently able to.
— IANS 

Xiaomi’s Mi 
Band Pulse 
Launched

Idle Phone 
can Help 
Cure Cancer

6 billion
The number of views on 
Snapchat every day, up 
from 2 billion in May

Quick Byte ANIRBAN BORA

Gesture recognition helps 
computing devices to un-
derstand human body 
language. Using gesture 
recognition, human-ma-
chine interactions can be 
interpreted naturally 
without the help of any 
mechanical device.

Gesture 
Recognition

Jargon Buster

Start-ups r re-
sponsible for 
2/3 rd of d jobs in 
USA. Same will be-
come true 4 India. In-
dian start-ups will be-
come  d biggest job 
creators.

Steve Gutzler
@SteveGutzler 
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Priced out of the Market
Dynamic pricing
Plays a key role in driving 
sales at online marketplaces

Offering competitive prices and maintaining 
good metrics help online sellers capture the 
prominent display on top of the category page

Marketplaces rely 
on third-party data 
providers…  

To hedge their risks and 
revise the sweet spot 
for customers

To compete with 
each other

Reduced prices by 
sellers are incentiv-
ised by marketplaces. 
Also, very high pric-

ing is by market-
places either 
when they are 

out of stock for a 
certain product 
or catalogue is 

not complete

GAURAV DAHAKE,
Founder & CEO, BuyHatke

Newbie
Since startups are new 

businesses with new 

business models, no 

one knows anything 

about these businesses. It’s OK if you 

don’t know, but be ready to find out.

No cofounder
Startups are stress-

ful. Most people go 

through life with 

partners. So why go through a star-

tup by yourself?

Too Young
The average age of startup founders 

is 27. Being young isn’t always about 

biological age but maturity. Would you 

feel comfortable directing employees 

older than you? What if your investor 

or cofounder disa-

grees with you? Kids 

would agree or rebel. 

An adult would ask 

why.

Why to Not Not Start a Startup  
If you’re stuck on the same dead-
end job for years, and always sad 
on a Sunday afternoon because 
you have to go to office the next 
day, the time may seem ripe to 
launch a startup. BI India looks at 
considerations before you jump 
onto the startup bandwagon. 
Examine your feelings objectively, 
and decide what’s best for you.

Too Inexperienced
To gain experience is to 

work for someone 

else. However, that’s 

not what you need 

in a startup. That 

means the best way 

to gain experience in startups is to 

start one.

Not determined enough
In startups there are no rules 

as such. The determination to 

make up the rules and make 

them work can get you far.

Not smart 
enough
If you are smart enough 

to worry that you are not 

smart enough, you prob-

ably are.

? No room
Some say there are 

too many startups. 

That’s like saying that too 

many people are trying to 

solve world’s problems.

Family support
Most startups do not 

generate revenue 

for the first while. 

Revenue-free life-

style may not be possible for people 

with families to support.

Independently wealthy
Although few people 

have the problem 

of being so rich that 

it would discourage them 

from starting a startup, 

some are. For those people 

it’s still more exciting to work with 

people who may not be so rich.

Afraid to commit
Startup will take away your 

freedom. So if you value it 

more than anything, don’t 

do a startup.

No idea
Many startups change their 

idea midway. If you start 

with an OK idea, and then 

turn it into a good one, you’ll 

be like most startups.

Need for structure
Some people say that they 

prefer a job because it 

gives them struc-

ture. It’s a nice euphemism. But really it 

means that they need someone else to 

tell them what to do. If that is you, don’t 

start a startup.

Fear of uncertainty
There is not much 

uncertainty in startups 

— most of them fail. But 

a few don’t. So prepare for the worst, 

and hope for the best.

Blind to alternative
If you’ve ever had a job you 

know how damaging those are

Parents want a doctor
Parents protect you 

from risks, which also pro-

tects you from rewards

A job is the default
Getting a job is a 

tradition that is only 100 

years old. Before that the 

default was farming
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