MANISH SABHARWAL

“I am an apprentice programme

on steroids”

Manish Sabharwal navigates the global economy

and bureaucratic hassles with equal ease. The result
is India’s largest private staffing company, which was
started by him just five years ago

By SHaOmA NARAYAN

bankfully, humans, unlike math-
ematical formulae, are compli
cated, The whale i not eogual (o
the suamn of the dividual pans, Bus if
o were o deseribe the various parts
of Manish Sabharwal in lve pheases or
fess, one wouthd list the following: serial
cotreprencur, devoated father and
sponisd, vorackous reader I.irnl:,.' dehater
amd passionate equesirian. The last §s
particularly obvious as we sit at the
Pole Lownge at Agram Horse Riding
Centee. located in the middle of a
sprawling urmw campus in Bangalore,
sabharwal has just fimished an houe's
rivie and wants m Iresh lime soda (he is a
teetofallery, Manes fiv overhead; we are
mear the airport, Uousoally for Baoga-
lare, the horizon s far away— beyvond
il army golf course, the polo grosnd,
v amibitary fagny sl hageh- eises an the
dlistancy

Born in kashmir and schooled at
Mayo, Ajmer, Sabbarwal started his
first business while doing an MBA at
Wharton School, Pennsyivania, He got
his professars to evaloate his business
plan and a venture capitabist o fund it
Irdia Life, an HE business process out-
somrcieng [BPOY tirm, was bormn just as
he praduated, He then moved back o
India to deliver the baby,

Five vears later, he sold his company
to Hewint Associates and meved 1o Sin-
gapore 1o be part of the bigger group.
“But [ dicin’t like working for a big com-
pany,” he says. *1 guess king of a small
kingdam is still a king?™ So, he moved
10 Bangalore in 2004 1o start Team-
Lease, a temporary staffing company
that now has G200 employees in 475
cities across India,

Temping made sense 0 Sabharwal
for many reasons: There was no organ-
ized player doing it The MNCs werne
loath 10 enter the field becowse |t
required untangling India’s regulatory
regime. Buat Sabhoarwal had experience
it HR [rom the sting in his previpus
firm, India Life, and could, therefars,
use the same skills and resourees in his
new venture, “Most importantly, wemp-
ing represented the entreprencurial
triad we had identified lor our pext ven-
ture: fun, prafitable and good far
India,” he says,

Since the field is relatively new in
Isselia, | assumed Sabharwal would have
gotten the short end of the siick, that
companics would try 0 bargain down
his prices s0 that they could test-drive
his emplovees, "Quite the opposine.”
says Sabharwal. Most companies pay a
premium for temporary workers, given
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We have hired
somebody every
12 minutes for
the last four
years, weekends
and nights
included

the “labour law cholesterol™. They, after
all, pet ta check owt il an employee s
sultable withouwt getting caught in
labour unions and the pressures of
making someone permanent. “My pub-
lic-policy spiel is thm 1 am an appren-
tice programme on steroids,” he savs, "l
say, don’t view me a5 a job shop. View
me as a training cenire,”

Many ol their emplovees are first-
time job seckers. They also represent
women who want 10 work flexible
hours. They have a team of 500 recruit-
ers who uee various methods (o rack
doun emplovees. Every candidate who
comes in 1o their offices for an inter-
view has to write down four other pros
pects and their cellphone mnnbers. In
spite of this, TeambLease has 5,000 o
£,000 open positions that need o be
flled. “In India today, unemployability
is a bigger problem than unemploy-
ment,” savs Sabharwal.

A passionate Indophile, he engages
with the syvstem on many levels. He
writes columns for Business publica-
tions, meniors budding entrepréncurs
and serves on the steering comnmiiles
o emplovment for the Planning Com-
mission’s next five-yvear plan.

*TeamLease and this commiitee
have given me a healthy respect for the
million negotations of democracy,” he
says, “The genius of India s (0 one ot
the extreme positionsg, while leaving
wiggle room for the satvagraha argu-

ment—I"m doing good, therefore leave
me alope,”

Sabharwal has lile vse for the pas-
sive equal-opporunity approach thal
the conununisis espouse, something
that gets bim o arguments cveny ime
he visits Delhi. A couple of weeks ago, a
Left parliamentarian wld him in a TV
debate that no jolr is beter than a tem-
potary jab. While he rolls his eves at
such sentiments, be acknowledpes that
his oppartunity lics in India’s ineffl-
cient markets. Firms like TeamLease
Mewd Indian know-how and Western
ecducation, They are able to navigate
the global economy and the guagmire
of Indian bureaucracy with similar, il
nod equal, case, something that an
MNC would find difficuls.

Best of all, they operate from a rupee-
cost base, I other words, they olfer the
best of both worlds, “As Woody Allen
said, the advamtage of being bisexual is
vou double your chances of finding &
date!” Sabbarwal says. "What is hap-
pening in India is not once in a decade
or ance in a milleanium, but once in
the lifetime of 2 country.”

Such unbridled and sometimes irea-
tional optimism is the hallmark of
entre¢prencurs, of course. Bul weren't
there any stambling hlocks, any lows?
Afwer all, il starting your own firm is
pasy, everyone would quit their jobs,
right? And TeamLease wouldn't have
any staff to staff. Instead, iv (s India’s

largest private employer after a merne
four years of existence. "We have hired
soamebody every [2 minutes for the last
four years, weekends and nights
mcluded,” he says,

Not surprisingly, the lows have to do
with regulation, and the inability 10 get
regulatory reform in spite of his weekly
and monthly pilgrimages w Delhi. The
other challenge is how 1w handle such
cxplosive growth, "I guess you always
need a few lessons in handling scabe,”
he says.

There are many kinds of companies.
Some zig ond zag through the inial
stages hefore finding their identioy and
place in the world. (thers incubate for
a while before growing gradually and
painfully with much infusion lrom VCs
and friends alike. And some, like Ath-
ena who sprung fully formed from the
head of Zews, hit the ground running.
Teamlease vecers towards the Athena
made] and, perhaps as a result, Sabhar-
wal has to handle her teenage traumas
right away.

Entreprencurship seems (o run in his
family, His wile, Kavita Gupta Sabhar-
waal, has founded Neev, a preschool and
community centre with several
branches across Bangalore, They have
two children, Dhruv, who is five, and
Noor, who is two, Both incidentally are
taking riding lessons,

Write to lowngeg@livemingcom
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