
Masterclass #1: How TaxiForSure built a
successful marketplace by combining
data with intuition
In this inaugural part of a new series sponsored by Accel, Raghunandan was joined by
Anand Daniel of Accel, which was a steadfast backer of TaxiForSure, in talking about
their startup journey together in a conversation with Pankaj Mishra.

Pankaj Mishra: Hi, my name is Pankaj Mishra. I'm the co-founder of FactorDaily and a
journalist tracking start-ups, having spent over two-and-a-half decades in the
profession.

I will be hosting a series of conversations with startup founders, builders, operators,
and investment partners in the coming weeks and months about the next generation of
Indian marketplaces or the online bazaars.

This is a special series being brought to you by the Indian unit of Accel Partners, which
has backed some of the most significant marketplaces that have come up in India
including food delivery platform Swiggy, e-commerce company Flipkart, TaxiForSure,
which offered ride-hailing services, and Urban Company, a provider of home cleaning,
appliance repair, beauty treatment and handymen services to customers at their
doorstep.

Over the next few weeks, you will be sitting down with me and listening to some deep
conversations about how to build a marketplace.

We are going to be discussing the top mistakes that people make and why, and what is
going to be the future of marketplaces in India, or as we call it New Age Bazaars. Keep
tuning into these conversations.

I'm thrilled to be joined by two amazing people who complete this marketplace
journey in many ways: Raghunandan G, the co-founder of TaxiForSure and the original
iron man of the Indian startup world, and Anand Daniel, a partner at Accel who has



been part of many marketplace startups in terms of identifying the business
opportunity, sitting in those war rooms and helping founders navigate the market and
funding them, which are all so important early in the journey.

Daniel: I don't think Raghu will agree, but yeah.

Mishra: Oh so he was a bad student! (All laugh)

I'm so thrilled to be talking to you both because unlocking the lessons of this journey is
more fruitful if we have both the actors together. Talking to Raghu and you separately
will entail fact-checking and all that.

Raghunandan: So in that case I need to give you the investor story, not the real story.
(Ha, ha)

Lessons from the beginning: Research alone doesn’t
help.

Mishra: We can start with your first pitch deck. Raghu, I will start with you. One of the
questions I always wanted to ask you is if you were to do this all over again, what are
the things you will change and what are the things you will keep and why? And you
can forget that Anand is sitting around here.

Raghunandan: It’s interesting and it's a great question to start off with. The easier thing
to talk about are the things that I would want to keep. Probably, during the course of
the discussion, we would be touching on that.

But given my background, I used to be a consultant before I started TaxiForSure, so
everything was based on research. We did a lot of consumer surveys and things like
that. We spoke to a lot of friends too before we embarked on this journey. We also
spoke to customers because it was a marketplace and because we were the
customers, it was a bit easier. The other set of people we spoke to were the drivers,
the taxi operators who owned fleets and things like that. Everything stood on a very,
very strong foundation of research.



Over a period of time things became a little messy. The strength of the research was
the one which we banged on for us to really push through; otherwise building a
start-up is a roller-coaster ride and you need to really get into the fundamentals and
because we had those fundamentals absolutely clear, it was a lot easier for us really,
when everybody around us was losing their minds, it was a lot easier for us to do this.
So I think that that's one.

Building the team

The second thing is we built a great team. That was super-important and without that
we thought that we wouldn't have even gotten very far.

The other thing that we always believed in was when it comes to consumer startups,
everybody thinks that the consumer is the king. But when it comes to marketplaces, at
least in the marketplaces that we ran, the market was supply-constrained. So the
drivers would be the kingmakers. Because of this, the way we probably went about
building the company was that we wanted to ensure that our team is happy.

Happy employees are the ones who interact with the drivers. Happy employees ensure
the happiness of the drivers. If the drivers are happy, they will ensure that the
customers are happy. If the customers are happy, investors like Anand will be
super-happy and so if the investors are happy, we are happy and thus, the employees
are happy. That’s how the circle worked. So those are the things that really worked out.

Access to capital and the taxi domain

Things that probably we would do differently would be, I think, first and foremost, was
while building the team, while building TaxiForSure, we didn't have access to capital.
And that was a time when not many people were ready to work in a startup because of
which the way we went about building the team was completely bottom-up.

We were two founders (Aprameya Radhakrishna was the other) and everyone else was
into execution. So most of the thinking, most of the strategy fell on our shoulders. That
wasn't the problem when we moved from, let's say Seed Stage to Series A. After Series



A, when we had to really start scaling, when we wanted to go from Bangalore to Delhi
and to Chennai and things like that, we didn't have any mid-management to go and
set up things out there. We didn't really have people. So we started getting people
from the taxi industry and that didn't really work because those people had preset
norms about how the taxi industry works.

So the way we thought about doing this was first of all, this marketplace was a very,
very new concept. Not many people understand this marketplace. Another thing is the
taxi domain itself is different. Getting people to introduce both marketplaces and the
taxi domain was a challenge, so we thought let's at least get people from the taxi
domain so that we introduce marketplaces for them. That’s how we thought it would
work.

But once those people came on board because they thought that they were so
instinctual with the norms in the taxi industry, they refused to think beyond that, which
slowed us down significantly. So over a period of time, we ensured that we'd never get
people from the industry. We got people from adjacent industries and stuff like that so
we were disrupting the industry. We learnt that it's very difficult to disrupt an industry
by getting people from that industry and they will bring you down to their level of
what are the norms of that industry and that was a problem.

A pyramid structure: better to build laterally and
move laterally

Over a period of time, I realized that ideally we should have gotten some senior folks,
some mid folks, and then the execution guys. If you look at the structure as a pyramid,
instead of going from base to top, it is better to build it laterally and move laterally.
That’s probably a better way to do this.

Then the biggest thing about startups is there are no right decisions. You have a lot of
context when certain decisions are made. Obviously when you look back, you always
feel that those are not the right decisions to make. Everybody knows this, but when
you have people who have been through the journey, who understand the context in
which those decisions were made and you have those people across the different levels
in the organisation, so whenever you start on-boarding newer people, they will also get
accustomed to the context. Otherwise, what used to happen is that as founders, we



had context, the junior guys had context but the people we brought in later, they didn’t
have context.

The cultural challenge and need for an outside-in
perspective

Everything seemed to be suboptimal and culturally also it was a bit of a challenge
because the bottom-most guys had direct access to us. Then we had to figure out a
way because we get those people, we don't give them the freedom, we don't give
them the authority. It gets compromised. So there are a lot of challenges there. Given a
choice, probably I would start building it laterally, than bottom-up.

While building a startup we are so company-focused that we are chasing certain
targets and stuff like that, you lose track of what is happening outside. When you got
the idea, the market was in one place and when you're executing on the idea year
after year, the market is evolving. The market is no longer static. If you don't have that
outside-in perspective, it becomes extremely challenging because you are trying to
solve the problems that you researched for when you started, but the market itself has
moved to a different place. If that's the case, how do you do that? So having that
outside-in perspective is extremely important and that perspective has to come from
the founders because anybody else having that outside perspective will not have the
chive within the organisation to really get there.

Those are some of the things that I would possibly do differently.

Mishra: It's fascinating, Raghu, because you would expect founders to bring in this
outside-in perspective. But you know, very candidly shared.

Anand, I will move to you now. I can only imagine you sitting inside a war room,
looking at the dashboard, if there was one, Raghu?

Daniel: They were very metrics-driven. They had an app which I opened everyday.

Lesson from a pregnant ride-hailer



Raghunandan: This is a very interesting story that you need to hear. When we started,
we were so naive as founders, we thought that as soon as the website goes live, the
phone will start ringing. It didn't ring. June 11 is when it started with 1 ride per day,
July was 3 rides per day. August was 5 rides per day. September was 8 rides per day.
October was 10 rides per day and like the thing is not moving only. When I was looking
somewhere in November, we saw that in October, we did 10 rides per day, so that was
300 rides. One customer had taken 50 rides. So when I was looking at the data, I
realized that somebody had taken 50 rides out of the 300. I was wondering who would
do this? Then I called the driver to check and he told me the customer was pregnant.
Then something hit us. Pregnant customers ride even for seven or eight months, on
repeat and the pregnant women probably go to do yoga classes and aerobic classes
with other pregnant women also and there is a chance for a huge referral also. In a B2C
startup, repeats and referrals hold the key. So then we got this, the next day we were
in front of all the maternity hospitals distributing pamphlets.

Mishra: Wow!

Raghunandan: Once we figured out that looking at the data really helps, we moved
from 10 rides per day to directly 65 rides per day in November. From single digit to all
of a sudden 65 rides per day. And that too probably convinced them that looking at
data helped. And once we figured that bit out, we started training all new joinees in
SQL, a programming language, mandatorily. Irrespective of the department, even the
customer support guys had to go through SQL training and that has given us
significant dividends over a period of time.

Mishra: Anand, Great insights there but can you touch upon, through your lens, sitting
in those war rooms and looking at things that worked and the ones that did not work. It
would be great to look at all of this through your lens, if you can handpick a couple of
them.

What worked, what didn’t: investor’s perspective

Daniel: Maybe a couple of things he talked about. Just the founders being really
grounded on what the customer wanted and they were focusing on not just the
consumer, there's also the supply side, which we should talk about. They really focused
on that. And then building a team steadily, building a team that was cohesive and the
culture was good. TaxiForSure and Raghu and the team got that right. So that was very



important. Raghu and team were very metrics-driven as we talked about. They're the
first company which gave us, the investors, an app with the daily data.

Mishra: Wow!

Daniel: And I used to be DAU, Daily Active User, like refreshing it regularly and if it was
down even for a day, asking what’s happening. They were very data-driven and moved
very fast too. Like the example that he talked about. Finding what the target audience
is, and then I'm sure we'll talk about it more, just really nailing the product – market-fit
-- early on was very important and then they got that right.

First, starting with a testbed at JP Nagar (in Bangalore) and then scaling that and
hopefully we'll touch upon that. All these were some of the things that they really did
well.

Mishra: Anything that they did not do well?

Daniel: No, I wouldn't say ‘they’ did not do well. I would say that from the outside-in
perspective that we talked about, the board has a job of bringing that in also and
telling them, the markets have changed and how can we help? We focused a lot on
PMF (product-market fit), scaling it across a few cities in a very capital-efficient way, but
then the market was all about market share; especially in the marketplace, the one with
a leading market share has a disproportionate advantage.

So you could solve everything, do it capital-efficiently, but not be the market leader.
That was one big learning. At least for me, this was the first marketplace I started
working with around 2012. So then, we were catching up. But then in the marketplace,
when there's one more competitor -- a new one came up in Uber at that time with a
tremendous amount of capital; capital has a big advantage in a marketplace.

So these were some of the learnings that we went through in that first journey; in
hindsight, all these are learnings that we've applied to other companies and Raghu has
backed like 50 plus companies, as an angel -- I'm sure he shares (the lessons) openly
with founders. These were some of the learnings for me at least.

Mishra: That's really fascinating and, you know, I'm grateful to both of you for being so
candid about it. The outside-in perspective -- and it is so fascinating when you look
around at startups being built today and how much of this generation's learning has
passed on.



There's a great launch pad for us and we are sitting in the launch pad. To kind of go to
the next phase of what I call peeling it layer by layer and looking at building a
marketplace is through a very foundational set of learnings. Anand and Raghu, it would
be great to start this with you, when you were about to launch, you were looking at a
so-called testbed or test market for your product or service. I'm really curious and in
fact, I don't know how you did it, but what was it like for you when you were building
TaxiForSure? How, and why did you zero in on a particular testbed? Can you give me
the back story? And then with you, Anand, we can look at some of the essential
building blocks for that.

And, just to finish my round of questioning, link it all back to the proverbial
product-market fit. Give me the backstory. You are a great storyteller!

Using a consultant’s mindset

Raghunandan: Thanks for that! As I told you earlier, I started as a consultant. So when
we got this idea of TaxiForSure, we were paid really well, so quitting the job was not an
option. So what we did was, we did an online survey and sent it to most of our friends
asking them about the problem, we never talked about the solution. Do you find it
difficult to find a cab when you really need one and how about peak hours and things
like that?

Everybody said that yes, yes! It's so difficult to find a cab and things like that. Then we
thought that this is cue towards all the B-school grads who are consultants, hotshot
bankers and such people and so that's not really a big market. So then what we did
was, we went to the airport because that's where the taxis were most used. We spoke
to the people getting in and getting out of the airport and while we were at the airport,
we spoke to the drivers, also asking them how it all worked. Even then most of the
customers said that they also find it difficult to really do that. Then we thought that it
might be skewed towards frequent fliers.

So we didn't know what to do. Then we thought that by this time we had a good
questionnaire of around 15 questions, 10 objective type and 5 where people had to
think and answer. So we hired a bunch of college kids in Bombay, Delhi, Hyderabad,
Bangalore who administered a survey. We got around 2,848 responses and 95% of
them said that they have the same problem.



Then we thought that we had something interesting. Then some 30 people out of
those who had taken the time to think through those five questions, we met them in
person and showed them how it is. There we could see the sparkle in their eyes.

Mishra: You sat across the table with them?

Raghunandan: Yes, we had their contact information and things like that, so we spoke
to them and then we heard things like ‘this is amazing, this is the need of the hour, how
soon can you launch this?’ Then we understood that we are onto something. That's
how we started and that's when we quit our jobs and started looking at building all
this!

And when we put in our papers, it was very, very interesting. I think that is something
that probably even the audience would appreciate. We had a lot of our batch-mates,
my colleagues, extremely smart people, obviously. No one believed that this would
work.

Mishra: Smart people, not thinking that it will work!

Feedback and test market

Raghunandan: The thing about smart people is that they will not say that this is not
gonna work. No, they'll give you a very good reason why it would not really work. And I
would get pissed off thinking, ‘why do you wanna criticize everything?’ But their
questions would have some meat, would have some substance. Then we would go
back to the market and ask around, then we would get some conviction that whatever
they're saying, this will not happen in the market.

We went back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. Those are the times I used to
be pissed off with my friends who used to do this, but over a period of time, I realized
that the kind of questions that my friends asked, my investors never asked because the
strength of the idea was so powerful. The people that I was so pissed off with, I was so
grateful to them because they actually pushed me, pushed my thought process
through. So whoever has got such kind of critical friends, keep them close! Otherwise
nobody's gonna push you the way those kinds of friends would push you. Then it gets
only better. If you start ignoring those things, then it would not get better. I'm
extremely grateful for those friends. That's how we did it.



So we were in Delhi and then we moved back to Bangalore, not because Bangalore
was a startup capital during 2010-2011 but just because we are from Bangalore, so
parents would take care of all the boarding, lodging, food, fuel for the cars and stuff
like that. It was a lot easier. So we started in JP Nagar. The testbed we chose was that
and we started looking at that. We thought that once we built up the website, things
would start working and (for) the initial set of people, we started leveraging our friends,
our family members. So wherever my engineering batch-mates, B-school batchmates
used to work, we used to create a blurb for them, so that they can post it on their
intranet. Wherever we used to work earlier, we asked the admin people to start doing
that there, and the admin guys knew the other admin guys so we started asking those
people to do that. That’s how we started generating some kind of an internal thing
around that. During that time we figured out Google AdWords, then Facebook Ads
and stuff like that.

Focus on customers, drivers, fleet operators

We didn't know how to go about doing it. And that was also a time where we were
focusing on customers, customers, customers. Also, we were engaging with drivers. We
got a bunch of drivers on board and we worked on the other part of the marketplace,
the supply side. So we went to JustDial and got a bunch of guys. We went around the
city, figured out which other taxi operators were there, and we wanted to do it through
the taxi operators and there also, there was a reason for that. Instead of working with
the taxi drivers directly, it's better to work with the operators because the operators,
without technology, can't scale beyond 20-25 cars. With our technology, they could
start looking at 200 cars, 300 cars and the thing about the operators is they invest in
those cars and they get drivers from their village or from their community, so the driver
behaviour can be controlled. That’s the reason we wanted the operators and whatever
we say the operators understand because they want to grow, they have the hunger,
they know how to translate that to the drivers. Which are the drivers they want to shout
at, which are the drivers that they want to manage and which are the drivers they would
really work together with?.

That's the reason we started working with the taxi operators and over a period of time,
the taxi operators, all these taxi operators, taxi drivers thought that we are just trying to
test the market and once we get a hang of the market, we will start owning cars of our
own, just like Meru, EasyCabs and the like. And after 4-6 months of us doing this, they



figured out that we don't understand how to run the business and we don't have any
intention of buying cars and doing this. Then they came to our office and told us how
to run the business now.

One, we had to put branding on the cars.

Mishra: It wasn't there?

Importance of branding

Raghunandan: Initially when we started, the first 5-6 months, that wasn’t there because
we didn't know whether we would be able to give enough business for them and they
would agree to put up TaxiForSure branding. Over a period of time, the taxi drivers
only figured out that if we grow, they will also grow because they will get customers
wherever they are. Once that started happening that's how we started getting more
and more customers. People started seeing us on all those things and the taxi drivers
probably would tell the customer also, don't call me directly, call me through
TaxiForSure.

So we had a good (telephone) number then -- 60601010. This was a time when mobile
penetration, app penetration in India was so low. The idea was to do this on the app
but since the penetration was so low, we couldn't really do that. So, instead of asking
the customer to change the behaviour from calling for a cab to an app-based booking,
we thought let's not focus on changing the behaviour. If the customers are comfortable
with calling for a cab, let's use the same form factor, but give them the convenience
and the benefit of aggregating supply because the drivers were responding to us, we
could drive behavior.

The drivers will be in uniform, the cars will be clean, they will help the customer with
the luggage, etc. That's how we started.

Daniel: So may be also talk about first JP Nagar, then you expanded to a few other
locations.

Mishra: Anand is right, can you talk a little bit more about the location of this testbed?
Why and, and how did it happen?



Raghunandan: Initially we thought that the JP Nagar area is an area where a lot of IT
folks reside. It is a good demand generation hub and usually during that time, the
supply used to come wherever the demand was because the pricing was so high that it
made economic sense for those people ... it is a South Indian community and the
people's expectations were limited w.r.t. (with respect to) what they want from a
particular cab... Taxis are a hyper-local business so you need to start generating the
demand somewhere. That's where we figured out that these guys have the money to
pay for taxis and they need to travel and it's easy to really do that in a hyper-local way.
So, no sessions, so no parking boards and park the cars in and around the same area
wherever the office is so that there's more visibility so that we start getting some initial
traction around this. That's how we started looking at it.

Daniel: And then where did we go? Did we go across?

Raghunandan: So we did the whole of Banglore because the taxis picked the
customers from JP Nagar and they went to Electronic City.

Mishra: Very important point. Now that you have a testbed, and you're doing all this,
how do you scale this? What are some of the building blocks when it comes to scaling
this in different locations?

Raghunandan: Very early on we figured out that this is a vector, not a scaler.

Daniel: Translate that please.

Marrying demand and supply in a hyper-local market

Raghunandan: ...If you really look at the other marketplaces and how the hyper-local
marketplaces are so different, the demand is dynamic. It can originate any time in the
day. And the demand is distributed across the city and usually (for) most of the
e-commerce businesses, the supply is static. They have a single warehouse and they
control the distribution. There, the entire thing is (about) marrying the dynamic
distributor demand with the static supply.

In the taxi business or hyper-local businesses, the demand is dynamic and distributed.
It can originate anywhere, at any time; the supply is also dynamic and distributed.



Supply is distributed across the sphere, and wherever the cabs were half an hour
before, they're not at the same location half an hour later.

The entire business is about marrying dynamic, distributed demand with dynamic
distributed supply and that's an NP (nondeterministic polynomial) hard problem and in
those cases you can only optimize. There is no solution. So it's an NP hard problem and
that is what got us a lot more excited.

Demand originated in the JP Nagar-BTM area but once the customer is picked up, the
cabs are going to Electronic City or to Whitefield. Once we figured that the cabs were
landing up there, then you start doing more marketing there, in those places, to get
the cabs back.

So it's not as though we started in JP Nagar and then went up to the whole of
Bangalore. No! We started in JP Nagar, then went to Electronic City, then went to
Whitefield, and via Whitefield we came to Koramangala and Indiranagar. That's how we
started doing it because we couldn't really do mass marketing. We didn't have the
money.They didn't give us more money (Ha, ha, ha)

We never thought that we should start doing it, probably we didn't want to really go
all out and reach everywhere. We just wanted to be in control of what we are doing.
Wherever the demand comes, wherever the supply ends up, get the supply out. The
entire objective was to get the supply out.

Wherever the supply lands up, you take them out. So supply goes to XYZ Railway
Station, figure out what to do with it at XYZ Railway Station, then Bangalore airport.
Over a period of time when we started this, the biggest mistake that we made was to
treat ourselves as customers. Because we used to use taxis, the idea originated
because we were customers. Instead of going and doing a focussed group discussion
with the customer, we would start thinking that we are the customers, and we feel that
we need this, etc., but the moment we started understanding the supply side, we
ceased to be the customer because no customer understands the supply side.

Mishra: It's such a fascinating point that you are making right now.



Cease thinking like a consumer, dealing with the
competition

Raghunandan: You don't know what is happening behind the scenes. Why is a driver
rejecting a booking? Why does a driver call and ask what is your destination? The
moment you start understanding this you know then why and what the driver would do
next. It took us six months to realize that we are no longer customers because we are
compromised, because we understand the supply side and that was the time we
figured that if we understand the supply side, we need to add the destination address.

At that time Uber was not asking for a destination neither was Ola. We were the only
ones who were asking for a destination because we understood that the drivers would
reject a booking if they didn't want to go to the destination. We understood that we
should let the driver know and decide whether they want to accept a booking or not
and once they accept it, then the probability of them honouring the booking becomes
significantly higher. You want to accept it. We were the first guys to do it.

We understood the supply really, really well. Over a period of time we realized that we
were focusing on the wrong thing, the focus was on being the consumer but realized
that supply is what we need to really, really be extremely strong at and hold onto the
supply and the customers will come because customers had all the three apps. In any
marketplace, customers will have all the three apps. And as far as the customer is
concerned, we wanted to focus on that ours should be the first app that the customer
would open and that the other two apps should not be there on the customer's phone.
But we realized that it will be there, but we should be the first step.

And we will be the first step only when we are able to give them the cab the earliest.
We can give the cab the earliest only when we have access to good supply and those
good supply chains should be at the right places. So, how do you do that? That
happened when we started focussing more and more on the supply side and demand
will follow where the supply is.

Mishra: This is so deep, Raghu, and we will discuss the deeper competition in a hyper-
competitive environment and how you operate in it later. But, Anand, just to bring you
in here, a few things stand out, they jump at me. One is the frugality in building a very
solid business, culture and some of the candid learnings, and then applying them to
the business, this goes to your testing and all that.



But it would be good to learn from you how does this all translate into a
product-market fit? A lot of variables I see here. With someone like you, who would've
seen PMFs happen and not happen and there is so much hustle, sometimes
unwarranted. Can you just do a little sense making for us?

Solving the consumer’s problem

Daniel: Raghu mentioned a few points. You start out in a testbed so that you can bond
over the problem; for them it was JP Nagar and say that now I have to generate in a
marketplace, supply and demand and then supply will go, where demand is. They
generated the demand, but then you need to get quality supply. In India, you can get
supply, but quality supply, as in people reliably showing up, etc. that has to be worked
at. They did that with that JP Nagar experiment. But then through that, they learned
both the supply and the demand behaviour. Demand is going to various places. So
they used data to do a heat map of where all the demand is going and then figure out
how the supply is already there, let's say it's in Whitefield, it's gone from JP Nagar to
Whitefield, so can we generate new demand there so that the cab doesn't sit there the
whole day.

So finding that first testbed and defining it well, and making sure both supply and
demand are happy and understanding what are the problems. As most of us are
consumers, we can easily understand the consumer problem, which is what Raghu
talked about and for that they're one of the few guys who did a lot of customer surveys
and talking to consumers. That's also important, but then equally important, like the
net promoter score (NPS) of the consumer and that of the supply. Are they happy?
That's another thing the team focused on quite a bit. How do you keep them happy?
That's why instead of forcing them with a booking, telling them that they want to go
only to say Whitefield, maybe the last ride in a day, they want to come back closer to
where their home is, all this in 2012-13 itself, they had solved it. Getting that product
market fit, going back to your original question, is not just demand growing or not just
any one parameter. It's making sure that the system is balanced where supply and
demand are both happy transacting through that marketplace and it is also a scalable
model across various micro geographies in a hyperlocal business and then across
cities.



So once you make it work in a Bangalore, doesn't necessarily mean it'll work in a
Hyderabad or a Delhi. We had to go solve each of them, so that's the step-by-step
approach and with TaxiForSure I got the front row seats to observe all the things.

Mishra: From the front row seats to the only seats!

Conquering the problem of low mobile phone, app
penetration

Raghunandan: In hindsight, there is another interesting thing which was very good but
when we were doing that, it didn’t happen. For anybody looking at the marketplace, I
think this is a very, very, interesting thing. We and Ola were not the only ones and
there were several others. It is interesting to see why we could survive while others
couldn't. We started in 2010-2011, where the mobile and app penetration in India was
extremely low.

You had two places. You had the customers and you had the drivers and nobody had
mobile phones yet. There were a few companies which completely took the app route.
We will not do calls because I'm disrupting the industry, we will do only apps. So they
started getting the customers.

When we were pitching to investors, we also thought that mobile and app penetration
in India will happen in the next one year. Then the investors said, no, it'll happen in five
years. That was fine but the fact was that both thought that it was gonna happen. So,
let’s go with that. There were some guys who took the approach that they would only
do apps, on the customer as well as the driver’s side. We will teach the drivers how to
use the apps and all of that. But the thing is, it took three years. It happened in April,
2014 which was the tipping point for us because of which those guys who took the
app-only route, did not survey that long. So they died and there were other guys who
took the approach that customers are used to doing, we will do calls. Drivers are also
used to making calls, we will do calls(Anand mentioned the company's name -
FastTrack). I deliberately did not take names here.

When that app and mobile penetration happened, they were not able to manage the
scale. We and Ola decided that we will not change the customer’s form factor. They are



used to doing phone bookings, let them make phone bookings. We'll get the app
ready, but we will not force them.

But on the driver's side, we'll ensure that every booking that comes would be on the
app. For the initial 500 drivers, we only bought the phones and gave them the phones.
After 500, we asked the car drivers to buy the phones themselves. So we trained them
on how to use the mobile phone, how to use that app, so they knew. Irrespective of
whether the booking came through the app, the website or the call centre, i.e.
irrespective of channel through which the demand came, they would only get a single
view of the pickup and destination. They didn't know whether it came to the call centre
or through the website or through the app because of which, when that revolution
happened, when the customer started adopting the app, we didn't have to do much
and the drivers just knew that the booking was coming. They didn't really see any
change in the way it was happening.

Which way is the market evolving: A football lesson

There is this good analogy for this. A good football player plays where the ball is but a
great football player plays where the ball is going to be. Same is with the marketplace.
Wherever you may start, you need to have an outlook towards how the market is
going to evolve in the future. You could be aggressive, you could be conservative but
you need to be ready because it's very difficult to predict when the market will turn
and it is certain that it is going to turn, but, you can't start getting ready then because
somebody will always be already ready to take the market and go. That's what
happened. We were ready when the market turned and we took the market and went.

Some guys were good guys, they couldn't survive that long. Some guys were good at
doing whatever business they were doing but they also couldn't survive. They were
much, much larger than us, but we were ready. When the market turned, we just took
off completely and everybody was left way behind.

Mishra: So Anand, and Raghu both, because I have both the builder and the backer in
the same room, a follow-on question on product-market fit and data as well is, are
there, like, biomarkers? How do you know you have the PMF? Or how do you know if
you have the wrong PMF or how do you know if you have the PMF to scale. Anand,
because I find people asking this question even today, after over a decade. That is the
first question.



The second thing I would love to learn from both of you is we are talking a lot about
data. There are times when data can blind you, or is it I'm just thinking out of the back,
is it true? I want to understand how to look at data in a way that it doesn't blind you
and what is its role in product-market fit and building on it early? Iron man
(Raghunandan) goes first !

Raghunandan: On the data question, wherever you need to have a healthy mix and
that typically happens when you have a good team where some of them are so glued
to the data they just can't see anything apart from data and some people don't want to
look at the data, who are more intuitive. That's when something special happens when
data-oriented guys meet those creative folks. You need to have that healthy mix.

Mishra: That sounds like a holy grail to me.

Raghunandan: Oh, It happens. You really need to have that combination. Whenever
people are building their companies, they don't look at clones of themselves. They
start looking for skill sets. Being creative, being intuitive, having that sixth sense, that is
also a skill that people have to look at when they start onboarding (employees).

‘The cycle should go where you take it’

Once people get something, then they go to the customer and see whether they want
it or not. And whatever data you have is the data that you have gathered currently but
you don't know what is out there yet and if you get married to the data too early, too
soon, it’s like I keep giving this analogy within the company also, when you start
driving a cycle, initially when you just pick it up and you are trying to balance, you go
where the cycle is going but you know that that is not the right way to do it. The cycle
should go where you take it and not the other way round.

That's why, during the initial stages, if you marry the data early, then you'll end up
going where the data is taking you. Rather you should use the data to take you
wherever you want to go. So, the data will make you aware and open your eyes, ears,
etc. but after that, you still have the final deciding call.

And if you are intuitive about something but you don't have data, take it to the
customers. It’s effectively a conglomeration of multiple things that would help. But



remember that the gut is important. Intuition is important, but you need to leverage
the data also.

Daniel: Just to add to that, I think from the early days, Raghu and team had a very
good MIS (Management Information System). Having that in place from early days, and
I think we were also working closely, and figuring it out, and we evolved that over time,
what all do you measure on a regular basis, daily, weekly, monthly so that you know
where things are headed. They were able to predict things like supply will go up,
demand will go up, all of this over the time, like weekend spikes, weekend it'll go up,
and then it'll drop, all these things you can predict a lot more if you're data-driven.

In the early days to find your product-market fit, I think that's an important side. The
other aspect is to really understand the cost of customer acquisition, CAC, which is a
basic thing, which many startups start thinking about much later than what's the
lifetime value, all these basic things. You want to get a sense of it. The flip side is not
optimizing it too early. So if you're a seed or a Series A stage company, you don't
want to over index on any one of these things, and you should also have this outside
global perspective, where do we fit in the market, where is the market going?

Taking it global

Let's say you want to be the king of Bangalore and do the best and you are not in
India, then you might not have the impact at India level. Most startups want to become
the biggest in India and then if you look at Uber, they want to dominate the globe.

So my question is why can’t Indian startups go and do that? At that time, I remember
having discussions with TaxiForSure saying that there were Southeast Asian companies
like Grab, which were started probably at the same time or slightly after us, there were
questions around, do we wanna go do that as TaxiForSure?

At that time, we didn't think so but in this day and age there's no reason why an Indian
founder can't solve, not only in India, but take it globally. Like Airbnb planting flags
across the globe kind of a strategy, but for all that you need, going back to PMF, you
need to really nail that within the context of whatever your testbed is and the
parameters of that and saying, we will this scale across India then maybe even across,
and then how do I do it most efficiently?



Uber had that strategy of launching in a city with a few people and trying to scale it.
When we heard that, we said, how will that work? It is a case study actually, but then
somehow they made it work. Picking up the best practices, and these are all
marketplaces we are talking about, that we know of and learning that, and then
applying it right to our own product-market fit and then not over-indexing on any one
thing too early on.

Serendipity strikes

Last point is going back to the market share and having a good, network effect-driven
business, like a marketplace, you want to be one of the dominant players. When we
invested, there were 10 plus taxi marketplaces. We had met everyone. I remember my
house, I used to rent a place and the landlord said ‘come over to this college.’

I went to meet him because he was a very nice gentleman, so I wanted to spend time
with him. And then he said, there is this taxi company I want you to meet. I said, I have
met every taxi company, what am I gonna learn new? But he said come on. So I said
OK, if they can come here, I'm happy to meet them. But in the first 10-15 minutes, we
could see Raghu and Appu, both of them had come in at that time, were different.
They had thought through almost every question. Then we realized that this is special.
They were called Serendipity InfoLabs back then.

It was serendipity for me that I met them. Thank God for that and that meeting led to
it. But going back as a founder, knowing the ins and outs of a marketplace, the supply
and demand, how are you going to have a strategy and be flexible, Raghu talked a lot
about that. All that comes into that PMF and then scaling that across eventually.

Raghunandan: To add to that, our PMF is not what we did eventually, because it's
Bangalore and the airport is way outside and Banagloreans used to use taxis only to go
to the airport because autos were not allowed. Everywhere else, one can go in an auto
because the weather is good. So we started off with that airport for a period of time,
we realized that there are more requests coming for within the city, point A to point B.
So we changed completely because we understood that this is a bigger market and a
product market.



Scaling the business

Everything made sense for us to focus on the airport because of the large ticket size,
autos were not allowed. That is your market and everybody needs it. Most of the early
morning flights, people are taking a cab at 4:00 AM in the morning. People used to
book two or three cabs because they didn't know which one would show up.

So that was the real problem that we were trying to solve. That’s the reason it was all
about airport transfers. But when we started seeing the bookings that used to come,
we just changed it to point A to point B, within the city. That's how we did it and
product-market fit, once we figured that out, can we scale that?

We scaled Bangalore really well. The next question was that for a city like Bangalore,
where the supply was completely fragmented, aggregating makes a huge difference
and for a city like Bangalore, which is more tech-savvy, the kind of marketing channel
that we used to adopt would make sense, but would it really make sense in a city like
Delhi, which isn’t about online-savvy customers. Would it make sense?

Then the next city that we had to do was Delhi because there, aggregation makes a
difference. If you're pitching on aggregation, what about a city where the supply a is
complete monopoly? That's where the Chennai thing came in. So we started in
Bangalore, then we went to Delhi because the customers are not tech savvy. Our
customer acquisition channels may not necessarily work there. How will we make it
work there? And the supply, single supply, monopoly city, like Chennai, the
convenience will be so good that monopoly or no monopoly, the customers will find
their way to us.

Tapping English-language skills

In those markets, we figured out something. So in Bangalore we used Google Ads,
Facebook ads but in Delhi we used to do apartment activation, office activation; the
supplies were fragmented, and we got the demand. In Chennai, it was so simple.
Customers wanted English-speaking drivers. It took us a while to really figure it out.
That's where the orientation of the data really helped. So on a Sunday, the person
leading the Chennai call centre, he was looking at the data and during those times with
the first five digits of the phone number, you can figure out which state circle the
customers belonged to.



So the team leader pointed out that 90% of our customer base doesn't belong to Tamil
Nadu and in Chennai we were doing the same ads that we were doing in Bangalore
and Delhi. So we thought, why is it so that the customer base is mostly not from Tamil
Nadu? Then we called up a few customers to ask and then they said that if we book
from TaxiForSure, we get English-speaking drivers.

We realized that this is a great position. Then what we did was we stopped marketing
in Chennai, stopped all radio ads, hoardings, everything we stopped in Chennai. We
started doing it on all the buses, all the trains, on the flights that used to go to
Chennai. Once we did that, the CAC came down from Rs 250/- to Rs 22/-.

Mishra: Wow!!

Raghunandan: Because we were spending so much money on Tamil-speaking
customers, while the real customer base was the people visiting Chennai who wanted
English-speaking drivers. That's how we went about it. The convenience was so
important because all other cities in India fell either towards Bangalore or towards
Delhi or towards Chennai.

Once we cracked these three markets, we knew that we could take the whole of India.

Mishra: I have a final PMF question before we let the ghost of PMF go away. It's got a
lot to do with the so-called buying a PMF or, you know, kind of discovering or finding it
in an organic way. So quick insights. When you are starting up a new marketplace,
there are some very gracious investors you will find there is more money chasing good
ideas, actually (this sentence is disjointed). So there is a temptation to kind of buy the
PMF, prove product- market fit, and hey, then you are there. Then you go to series A,
B, C D and you then are a unicorn before you know it. Can both of you comment
quickly on this from your learnings as to the dos and don’ts.

Economics 101

Raghunandan: I feel the startups which are probably doing that now have probably
taken a leaf out of our business. Initially, when we went about doing this, we kept the
cost of the ride the same, same as what the rate was before we started. Let’s say it was
Rs 15 per kilometer, we didn't change that. Over a period of time we realized that this



is Economics 101. You drop the price, demand increases significantly and when you're
doing a hyper-local business, if the demand increases, the supply will start getting the
business in close proximity, they won't have to travel 10 kilometers empty to get a
customer. Now try explaining this Economics 101 to a driver. They will not believe it.
That's where buying the PMF really comes in.

This we did much later, after three years of our existence. If you explain this to the
driver, the driver will not agree. He will say that every ride I need to get this much. If
you explain to them that you don't worry about the per-ride price, you will take home
the more money, say if you are on the road for 200 kilometers, 14 hours a day,
currently you have customers only for 80 kilometers, by doing this, we'll get customers
for 170 kilometers. You'll make much more money than what you're making now; the
cost of riding the 200 kilometers is the same but you will have customers for 170
kilometers just by dropping a little.

But they don't want to know. They just want a particular price. So for the customer,
we'll keep it at, let's say Rs 10 per kilometer, for you we’ll keep it at Rs 15 per kilometer.
Then you see. It’s not that 80 kilometers will change to 170 kilometers overnight. It’ll
take 1-2 months.

We pegged everybody and told them that this is what you're getting today since the
last few months. After we start doing that, let's compare it because we had the app
and we could tell them the way to look at that. Once we did that, obviously we
dropped the price, the demand went through the roof and the driver started getting
more and more business, then over a period of time we started letting go of the
incentives and the market had completely changed.

The customers were happy because it was Rs 10 per kilometer. The drivers were
making much more money than what they were making for the same cost. The total
take-home is what mattered over a period of time, but it's just that they couldn't really
foresee that when we initiated that in order to change the market behaviour, we
needed to start investing in it.

It was not an expense, but it was an investment to change the behaviour of the supply,
not the customer, because customer behaviour is the same. You drop to Rs 5/-
kilometer, more customers will come. You increase it to Rs 25/- per kilometer, that
demand will go down. We knew how the customer behaviour fluctuates with respect
to that. It was supply behaviour, which we wanted to change. That's how the
marketplace comes together.



Mishra: This is such a foundational point. Anand?

Daniel: Maybe just to add to that, you need to understand the steady state where the
economics is gonna land. Like what will the customer pay and what does the supply
want? And at a particular utilization, in the case of taxis, how many rides could they
do. You can apply that in every industry, how much money do they make today? Can
you increase the suppliers’ revenue? Can you decrease the demand cost by being a
more efficient marketplace. At the end of the day, as simple as that. But how do you
get there in the most cost-efficient way? And if you're subsidizing either side too much
and for too long a period, it's tough. So you have to do that in short spurts because
we'll do that burst, the demand will go up and then when you take away that subsidy,
it'll drop, but the baseline might not be the same. From 10, it can go up to 100 and
then drop down to 80.

Like that you have to keep growing both supply and demand in a very thoughtful way.
That's one of the things these guys pioneered early on and is important to have versus
subsidizing completely without knowing where your economics is going or for too
long. Then when you remove the subsidy, the business won't work.

Mishra: This is such an important point.

Raghunandan: The interesting thing about marketplaces is the supply usually is
perishable and re-usable. If the cab is idle for the whole day, it is gone. It's perished.
The inventory is perished, but the same supply can be re-used multiple times in a day.
Very, very different from the e-commerce kind of marketplaces these hyperlocal
marketplaces are. Once you figure that out, then you think of ‘how do I re-use my
reusable inventory?’ And I don't think the drivers think that way, that they're perishable
because they don't know the opportunity cost. Nobody thinks of opportunity cost.
People who run the marketplaces think about the opportunity cost. It's a re-usable
inventory (please check if the word ‘not’ is missing). It's perishable. If I don't use you
today, all the revenue that would've come for that it would've gone. So that's how we
need to make it work.

Hyper-competitive vs. competitive market

Mishra: The key takeaway from this is you can't run a marathon on steroids. That brings
me to my next question. We are talking of hyper-competitiveness. Everything is going



well. You're doing testbeds and product-market fit. Great founding team. Everything is
going fine. And then suddenly, uh, there are a bunch of rivals who enter, or some of
them are already there, hyper-competitive. They would try to win at any cost. They
would do anything to break you. They would do anything to buy your customers,
suppliers and all of that and then I'm sitting with Raghu and Anand, in the war room,
scratching your heads, wondering what to do. This is a very classic scene for any
startup or any enterprise.

Can we now go look at the TaxiForSure journey and, Anand through your lens also,
what does it mean to operate in a very hyper-competitive market? Cut-throat
competition. A good way to characterize would be, what did it mean for you Raghu
when you were building out TaxiForSure and Anand of course, you can feel free to
jump in.

Raghunandan: Sure. Before we get onto the hyper-competitive market, one has to
really understand the role that the competition plays. Not all competition is
hyper-competitive and having competition actually is a very good thing. Not a bad
thing at all. If you don't have competition, there must be something wrong with the
market.

You can't be the only one who has seen an opportunity in the market that nobody else
has seen and having competition also helps because most of us are disrupting the
space and if you want to disrupt the space then you are changing somebody's
behaviour, either on the demand side or the supply side, and that costs a lot of
resources.

And should you be the only one to invest those resources to change the behaviour
and somebody else can come and take away the market. Having competition is
super-important. And even when it comes to regulators. If you go alone, no regulators
would want to talk to you. If you go as an industry body with multiple competitors,
then the regulator wants to listen to you and understand what you're doing and how
to regulate you. There are a lot of advantages of competition.

Now coming to the second half of your question. There is competition, which is direct
competition, but most of the things where, when people are thinking about
marketplaces, they look at the larger guy. Some big guy in the market.

What if Google gets into this market? What if Microsoft gets into the market, what if
Amazon gets into the market, Flipkart gets into the market?. Let's say that the umbrella



player has five different things and one of the five is the space that you are in.
Assuming that they're spending 20% of their mind space on each vertical, what you
want us to really figure out is that 100% of your time, is it better than 20% of their
time. You're not competing 100% versus a 100%. If that’s the competition, then you
have lost the game. You just have to focus on whether your 100 percent is better than
their 20%. Start thinking on those lines because they have to give their bandwidth to
four other things also, not just this. Then you have a play.

Taking on Uber

Now coming back to TaxiForSure. It's a super, hyper-competitive market. It was very,
very good when Uber entered the market because they started spending a lot of
money, on referrals, etc. Whenever they spent marketing dollars, our business would
grow primarily because the people started getting to know that there are these taxi
aggregators, hailing startups because Uber will do this, but Uber didn't have that kind
of supply to get into the entire market. The demand started coming up significantly.
So, initially it was great. Then Uber started getting into the market and probably they
had a better product but obviously they had amazing capital. It's just that they didn't
really understand the nuances of operating in India.

That's the reason why Flipkart is able to compete with Amazon whereas in the rest of
the places, Amazon has taken over. Uber still continues to struggle in India because
running operations in India is a lot, lot more different from running operations
anywhere else and probably the local players are the ones who understand this a bit
better. That's how we were able to keep pur place in the market.

For example, Uber didn't want to do cash. India used to be a cash economy at that
time but they didn't want to, because nowhere else they wanted to do cash and they
didn't want customer support. And we were like, we should not have customer support
only for the customers but also for the drivers. It's a marketplace because the
customer’s experience is controlled by the driver and let's say the driver drops the
customer to a location where the GPS is not working and is not able to end a trip. If he
is unable to end a trip and he can’t see the money coming in, he is not going to let go
of the customer. You need to have that. Those are certain nuances that Uber was not
able to do because the major decision-making used to happen in SF (San Fransisco),
not in India.



So, people who used to run Uber in India, they could figure this out, but for them to
really go and get things done in SF was a huge challenge. For us, as soon as we
experienced a challenge, we can immediately take a decision. Overnight we used to
change things so we were extremely agile that way. That's how we were able to take
on Uber because of our better understanding, better operations, faster
decision-making and our agility.

The Ola story, incentivizing drivers, supply-demand
dynamics

Now next comes the Ola story. Ola was also a big player, they raised a large amount of
capital. So before SoftBank got into the picture, they were incentivizing drivers and
other such things and we realized that there is no need to do that because you can get
the supply through a different channel altogether. Very early in our life, when we
started, what we figured out was and this was some interesting learning, we always felt
that, if there is an opportunity for you to earn more money, doing the same thing, for
the same number of hours, will you take it or not? It's an obvious Yes! but what we saw
was that before we started our taxi drivers used to make Rs 2000/- in a day and they
used to be on the road for 14 hours a day. After we started, within the first four hours
of the day, they would make Rs. 2,000, they would log off and go home and we were
like what is wrong with these guys? Why don’t they continue driving for 14 hours and
instead of Rs 2,000, take Rs 10,000 home.

Then we realized that taxi (driving) is not really a chosen profession. People are forced
to become taxi drivers, families have bought the cars and given it to them so they want
to give them some money but they don't want to do this as a profession. Our biggest
challenge was how do you create that hunger in the people who don't really have that
hunger. That's how we started looking at it.

So we started arranging education loans for people who were married and had kids.
They could then get their kids out of government schools and put them into private
schools. They got tuitions so then those guys were hooked to it because we know the
amount of business that they're doing, we were giving that business. Then it came
down to the bachelor drivers. Now, this is a hazardous industry, so nobody gives any
health insurance for them. We gave them health insurance, and most of these people
come from troubled families. We gave health insurance for their parents also and the
premium would come through us because all the customers used to pay us, we would



deduct the premium and pass it on because we had a larger base with the insurance
providers and the education loan providers, we would negotiate and we got better
premiums. Now those people will enjoy all those things only if they are part of the
platform. We didn't have to use financial incentives, or short-term incentives to do that.

And we always knew that this was a supply-constrained market; whoever owns the
supply, they would do this. So when the hyper-competition came into the picture, like if
you look at Uber across the world, Uber believed in eliminating competition rather than
buying competition and we always knew that the way they went about their playbook
was ‘incentivize the drivers significantly in the short term, take the supply out of the
competition and the demand will never go there if they don’t have supply.’

So we had to hold onto the supply and because we had done things like this, there was
no reason for the supply to go and under our model also, we partnered with the
operators. Ola and Uber never partnered with the operators, they partnered with the
drivers directly and the partners controlled them. How the experience was, what the
behavior was and such parameters. Whatever happened with Uber wouldn't have
happened if they partnered with operators because the operators knew how to
manage these drivers. They know the language that the drivers would understand.

So that way, we had a significant amount of loyalty with our supply because of which,
when those people were trying to incentivize the drivers none of them could because
they were locked up through all this. So they won't really go however much money
they threw; because of it, people didn't have a choice but to acquire us and then both
of them got onto the table to acquire us and eventually we went into that.

The point that I'm trying to make here is that when you’re in a hyper-competitive
market, we need to figure out what defines that marketplace. Is it a supply-constrained
market or is it a demand-constrained market and then how do you hold onto that?
Where you getting eliminated is extremely difficult because in a hyper-competitive
market, the biggest resource that people actually use is money.

Is there a way for you to safeguard your market, whatever is the constraint that you're
looking at in the marketplace? How can you safeguard yourself? And you can't do it
when the market gets there. You should be sowing the seeds of that very, very early in
your life so that when the market becomes hyper-competitive, you start reaping those
benefits. Once the market becomes hyper competitive, then you can't sow the seeds.
It's a bit too late then. You have to start investing in some of these fundamentals at a
very, very early stage.



Mishra: Anand, before I come to you, just a quick follow-up, Raghu. People also talk
about losing sleep over competition and the pace at which innovation happens, for
example, to differentiate yourself from rivals, the pace at which that innovation goes
through the roof just because it is hyper-competitive. Companies put the best brains
behind their most important initiatives. There's a war for talent as well that gets
underrated many times, but it is there. And you would know it from your experience.
How do you characterize hyper-competition through this lens and what are dos and
don'ts on a survivor's checklist, if I may, because you're talking about Uber, one of the
fiercest rivals any company could have at that time when you were there, head-on.

Raghunandan: The way we went about building TaxiForSure was more like a family
because, the context was already set, always. We never hid any information from our
teammates because I could operate in the way; I would look at the competition and I
would operate in the way I would operate, because I had a lot more visibility in the
context of what we were doing. Sharing the context with the team was extremely
important for us so that everybody was invested in this. And when it comes to
competition, they should never feel that, at least the core group, they should never feel
that it's an opportunity for me to shift, move to those locations. They used to hate
competition and they used to hate it so much that once our M&A happened, most of
the people quit. I remember those days. You don't really see that happening when
somebody acquires a company. All the people in the company quitting doesn't really
happen but the reason it happened was because people really believed that it’s not
the company's competition, it is their competition. Those are their competitors. That
was a cultural value that we had because of which people wouldn't go.

And as I told you I used to get a lot of pushback from within the team as well because
we had made data completely open; even the call centre guys would do SQL queries
and read the data, so whoever is interviewing with the competition would have access
to all our data and they would take it and go because competition wanted the data
and the competition that we had were not really the epitome of how to do business
and the team will keep telling them they would take the data and go and I would say
that it doesn't matter because customers don't have loyalty.

So, 80% of the customer base would be common and drivers also probably would be
common. So what are they getting that they could change the market. It's okay. We
might lose a lot by holding onto data, not sharing data with the people. The gains of
sharing the data with our people is much higher than what we lose to competition.



That's what it is and because we grew extremely fast. we as founders, we moved away
from the ground reality very, very soon. We were pan-India, we were around 54 cities
when we got acquired.

We always believed that the team which is there on the ground, they have a better
sense of what is happening in the market and that's what it is. And the few of the
things that we did very early, we used to see that taxi drivers will sit with other taxi
drivers and tell them everything the company's doing because they have no loyalty to
the company, they have a loyalty to that network. We used to beg them and all but it
did not really matter to them. And it was a big issue. And then we thought ‘how do you
solve this.’ Then we thought that instead of using this as a challenge, why don't we use
it as an opportunity?

What we started doing was that around 8:00 - 8:30 PM when the peak hours are done
and the taxi drivers are together having tea or naashta, we would send an SMS to the
driver saying let’s say, Driver Ramesh with his phone number in brackets, did Rs
65,000/- business last week and the driver is like, how could you do Rs 65,000 when I
could do only Rs 32,000/- and because there is a phone number, then somebody will
call him to check. Now you look at Ramesh. Nobody has called him ever in his life for
any gyaan. Now somebody is calling him asking for gyaan and he tells them that I was
told to be here at this time and then there at that time and such things, and then he
says that if you want be a TaxiForSure driver, you need to call on this number.

So the thing that was the big challenge, we started tackling it this way, so we started
onboarding so many drivers and once the drivers were onboard, whatever that I was
saying about the supply, we started doing that because we always felt that the people
at the ground knew stuff. They understand stuff. So we need to get their voices heard.
It's not that you make this strategy in the corporate boardrooms. It's very, very difficult
to really get there. We just need to get these nuances. Now some of the insights that
I'm talking about are the ones that work for us. There are a thousand others that didn't
work, but we won't have figured out these if we had not invested time in those
thousands.

Mishra: Pick your favorite from one from the ones that did not work.

Raghunandan: Oh, multiple things. We figured out somewhere that if the customer
does five rides with us, they'll always be loyal. We want five rides and then they'll
always be loyal. If there are two customers and there's only one cab, one is on his 50th



ride and the other is on the 2nd ride, so we thought that 50th ride guy will be loyal. So
instead of sending the cab to the 50th ride guy, we used to send it to the second ride
guy, so the 50th ride guy is pissed off completely.

Stuff like this used to happen. So a lot of those cases things didn't really work out for
us, but some of the things that worked, worked phenomenally well, and that's where
the loyalty really came in. So most of the employees didn't leave. Both Uber and Ola
were after our supply guys, but nobody in the supply team left. Our supply guys didn’t
go because for supply the perception of the company is the people who are
managing them. It's not the founders. If the supply guy leaves, then the supply pipe
might follow the supply guy.

It was because we had built an institution of that kind that it was very easy for us to do
that. And we always knew that Ola wouldn't be able to do this for a very long time.
That's the reason we were okay. We knew that, they're starting to do this, probably we
know that their cash position is so much that 20 days-25 days, it would run. But that’s
when SoftBank came in and put in that money and that's where the outside-in
perspective comes into the picture also. The thing that I talked about because we were
so focused on scaling Bangalore, replicating in Delhi, Chennai, Hyderabad,
Ahemadabad, Mumbai, Pune, and all those places and we are profitable in Bangalore,
Delhi and Chennai, so we are after that particular path and we were growing really well
or managing the supplier really well, so we were so engrossed in whatever that was
happening within the team, within the company and whatever the targets that we used
to set, and we would beat all those targets.

Things were going really well. But the market had changed. Alibaba did their IPO,
SoftBank made a lot of cash. They wanted to really figure out which is the next big
company in the next largest market, which is India. And I think Ola was probably one of
the first B2C investments that SoftBank did in India.

That's a learning. So then we realized that they can continue for a much longer time.
Then we went back to the drawing board and we were competing there also but what
triggered for us was that Uber Delhi incident (in which a woman passenger was raped
by a Uber driver), not SoftBank getting into Ola.

That is where things changed for us. Otherwise, if that hadn’t happened, I think we
would still be beating each other up. Making a mess of the entire market, but we would
still be competing.



Mishra: And now I'll come to Anand, but just to characterize what you say, such
beautiful insights from Raghu about building something valuable. We had always heard
great things about the culture at TaxiForSure, and what you talked about in terms of
democratizing data, because a lot of time you feel like you hold it and, then that
creates value, but this is also the trust that you put in people who work with you. That's
beautiful.

Raghunandan: The key to add here is that you have to build all this ahead of time
because you don't know when the war is gonna start and in most marketplaces, it
might look like everything's going well for you and then some new competitor might
come in from somewhere. I think the internal culture, building the team, strong team,
and then the supplier lock-in what we talked about and a thing that many marketplace
miss is the consumer lock-in; it's very tough, but can you build some loyalty, not just
loyalty for the sake of saying it, but (by offering) programs (for consumers), if you look
at other geographies and other industries where that has been solved.

Thinking through all these during peace time although there's no peace time, but at
least I would say light competition, is very essential so that you have a stable team
that's able to take on the competition head-on both in terms of supply and demand.
And there's some level of, as long as you provide good service to both supply
anddemand environment and have a high NPS (net promoter score), they'll stick
around. So for that, can you enable both? That's one learning.

Then the other is to continuously innovate. You touched upon that. Can you come up
with new offerings? Anything that's more exciting? So you need to continuously try
different things. So that's another thing and then most important is having a global
view. Where is the world going? Otherwise, who would've thought of some company
going public somewhere else in the world would lead to the butterfly effect? But it's
important to see where the ball is gonna be put in the market sense and having a good
sense on is this the time to double down on profitable growth or is it the time to get
market share? How do you trade those off? Where is the industry headed? That's where
hopefully your board members for a founder can be helpful thinking through the past
learnings and all that. Those are some of the things

Mishra: It makes a lot of sense. I have one kicker question to wrap up this conversation.
It's a little bit of a science fiction kind of question and I want to ask it because a lot of
time is spent these days on the future of transport itself, both public and private
transport.



And I know we are talking of marketplaces as a generic terms, but you built TaxiForSure
and Anand, you saw an opportunity in backing TaxiForSure. If a futuristic business of
mobility gets built, what could it potentially be? I'm talking about space ships. I'm
talking about everything you can imagine, but yeah. Why don't you take a wild shot at
it.

Raghunandan: Teleportation.

Mishra: I love you, Iron Man.

Raghunandan: If that happens, then all the other problems are solved. Just teleport
people.

Daniel: I'll go with that and I'll travel a lot!!

Mishra: Thank you. It was so fulfilling to have this conversation.


