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he Indian economy is 
growing at a rapid pace. 
Its third quarter GDP 
growth rose to 7.4 percent 
from the 7 percent in the 
previous year, outper-
forming analysts’ estimates 
and pulling slightly ahead 
of China. According to 
Goldman Sachs, the country 
is expected to remain 
the fastest growing large 
economy in the coming 
fiscal year, expanding at 7.9 
percent by FY2017.

The Indian security market 
is expected to grow with 
this, as end users realize the 
importance of proactive 
safety measures and 

increase spending. Research 
firm Gartner expects the 
local security spending, in 
hardware, software, and 
services, to have grown 8.3 
percent from roughly US$1 
billion in 2014 to $1.1 billion 
in 2015. This is estimated to 
reach $1.2 billion in 2016. 

These numbers speak 
for themselves. Across the 
industry, there is little doubt 
on India’s potential and its 
increasing importance as 
China begins to slow down. 
And yet, to a lot of interna-
tional manufacturers and 
distributors the country 
remains an intimidating task. 
They know the opportunity 
in India and that it’s the right 
time to enter, but are clueless 
on how to go about it. 

CULTURAL 
DIFFERENCES THAT 
POSE CHALLENGES

The first and most 
prominent challenge that 
any company entering the 

Indian market faces is the 
stark difference in culture, 
which has a significant 
influence on the way business 
is conducted. To make matters 
worse, different parts of the 
country differ in culture, 
language, and even some 
government regulations.

 Pawan Desai, CEO of 
Mitkat Advisory Services, 
pointed out the first step to 
entering the Indian market is 
to understand these cultural 
differences, and accept 
them as a reality.  “India is 
not a single, uniform market. 
The way we do business in 
New Delhi may not work in 
Mumbai, or Chennai,” Desai 
said, adding that companies 
that don’t understand this 
won’t be able to do well in 
India. In his experience, many 
large companies have stiff 
procedures that may have 
worked well for them in 
other markets.  They try to 
implement the same in India 
and this tends to fail.

The Indian 
market is 
notoriously 
difficult for 
foreign firms, 
especially 
at the entry 
stage. But 
beneath its 
chaotic 
appearance, 
there is a 
method to the 
madness. We 
take a look at 
how global 
security 
companies 
can figure 
out this 
method and 
penetrate one 
of the fastest 
growing 
markets in the 
world. 

BY Prasanth Aby Thomas
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" With the world's second 
largest population and 
the most number of young 
people, India is expected 
to remain the fastest 
growing large economy in 
the coming fiscal year. " 
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“Some companies open offices in India, 
and everything is referred back to the 
country they are headquartered in,” Desai 
continued. The people at the headquarters 
may not understand the existing ground 
realities, and are often unable to appreciate 
the complexity of Indian markets. They 
may feel things are not progressing as fast 
or as well they would like. To succeed, it 
would be prudent for them to understand 
and accept that the way business is done 
in India may be vastly different from 
developed countries or other emerging 
markets. 

Companies that have already entered 
the market agree. Rizhkant Zha, Director 
of System Sales Division at Panasonic 
India, indicated that adapting to the local 
conditions was a priority for the company.

“Localization has always been core to 
Panasonic’s growth strategy in India, and 
we factored in the long-term benefit of 
establishing our company blueprint in the 
country while entering the market,” Zha 
said. 

Such a long-term perspective is 
extremely important for companies 
attempting to enter India. It wouldn’t be 
realistic to expect results in six months or 
even two years, as this is just not enough 
to achieve the intended outcome.

DEALING WITH A 
PRICE-SENSITIVE MARKET

That the Indian market is extremely 
price sensitive is well known. Although 
analysts expect it to change in the long 
run, this aspect remains a part of the way 
businesses work in India. 

Price-sensitivity has often restricted large 
manufacturers to the premium segment, 
which is only a small portion of the market. 

The real opportunity lies outside these 
high-end customers, but to tap into them 
companies have to realize how the concept 
of price-sensitivity works. 

Desai, who has worked with several 
foreign companies attempting to enter the 
Indian market, used the metaphor of an 
ice-cream seller to explain Indian consumer 
behavior.  

“An example of the way the foreign 
companies try to market a product is ‘I’ll sell 
you a plain vanilla flavor ice cream for $100, 
with toppings at $125, and toppings and 
packaging at $150,’” Desai said. “In India, it 
is different. Here you have to market the 
product at $150 first, and then offer without 
packaging at $125 and without toppings at 
$100. This is the fundamental mismatch that 
I think most of the foreign companies have 
with India.” 

Desai added that a lot of companies 
have already realized this and changed 
their approach accordingly. Following this 
method, the value of the product remains 
the same, but the marketing strategy is 
adapted to give importance to consumer 
habits. 

Prasad Patil, Director at MIPL, added 
another point to the concept of adaptation. 
According to him, it is necessary that 
companies understand the social element in 
the opportunity that India presents. 

“India has great many challenges on the 
security front — women’s security, disaster 
response, and crime data mapping being 
a few,” Patil said. “International companies 
must find a way to devise solutions to these 
local risks (by drawing upon their expertise 
and experience) so that the solutions 
which are thereby generated find popular 
resonance.” 

" Price-sensitivity has often 
restricted large manufacturers 

to the premium segment, which 
is only a small portion of the 

market."
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Finding the Right 
Skilled Labor

The availability of skilled 
labor is a common concern 
for companies entering 
any new market. According 
to Prasad Patil, Director 
of MIPL, skilled labor is a 
challenge for the security 
industry in India, not just 
for technical positions, but 
also at managerial levels.  

“Companies willing to 
tap into the Indian security 
market must also keep a 
certain budget aside for 
training their manpower,” 
Patil said. But a lot 
depends on the expecta-
tions from the company. 
According to Pawan Desai, 
CEO of Mitkat Advisory 
Services, European and 
US companies often 
look for people with 
strong communication 
skills. Coupled with a 
common misconception 
that everyone in India 
can speak English, this 
can lead to frustrations in 
finding the right people. 

“English is not their first 
language, and communi-
cating in English may 
not be their strength,” 
Desai said. “But that 
doesn’t mean that they 
are not good at their 
work.” In other words, 
the company should 
refrain from stressing on 
the importance of direct 
communication skills 
at the lower level. Hire 
a few people who can 
communicate with the 
lower-level staff. 

�Pawan Desai, CEO, Mitkat 
Advisory Services

�Sudhindra Holla, Country 
Manager, Axis Communications

�Suresh Menon, MD, 
Schweitzer Systemtek India
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THE NEED TO HAVE A LOCAL 
PARTNER 

Finding a local partner, or a person 
familiar with the local market to head 
the operations, is vital to surviving in 
India, according to Suresh Menon, MD 
of Schweitzer Systemtek India. Evidences 
of this can be seen in companies that 
are already here, all of which either have 
partnerships with local companies, or have 
a native company head. 

“We must have local strategic partners 
and be successful together, which seems 
more important when handling overseas 
markets like India,” said Robbin Shen, Sales 
Manager at Dahua Technology. 

But while choosing people to represent 
the company in the country, Desai advises 
caution. In his opinion, foreign companies 
should not start out with filling the top 
position first. They should start at the 
second or third level. This way, if they end 
up with a person not suitable for them, 
they can appoint another above him. On 
the other hand, if the second-in-command 
proves to be good enough, the company 
can promote him to the top. 

But even when going in with a clear 
plan, dealing with the local distribution 
market could be a challenge for foreign 
manufacturers. With its sheer fragmented 
nature, finding the right distributors could 
take time and effort. 

UNDERSTANDING THE LOCAL 
DISTRIBUTION MARKET 

According to industry players, despite 
the growth potential, the Indian security 
market is currently not witnessing a flurry 
of new distributors looking to enter the 

market. Dahua’s Shen said many international 
or IT-based distributors are yet to make their 
mark in the country. 

“India is a country with multiple cultures, 
a large population, and seeing rapid 
development,” Shen said. “Actually it’s tough 
to give a common standard description of 
the distribution market, as it mainly depends 
on the different states. However, generally 
speaking, the current market is dominated 
by very few large, conventional surveillance 
distributors and fragmented multiple, small 
local distributors.”

Companies like Axis Communications, 
who remain strong in the Indian market, had 
started out with partners they were already 
familiar with at the international level. 

“From a market perspective, we tried to go 
with our global systems integrators and local 
loyal systems integrators, to address the right 
opportunities,” said Sudhindra Holla, Country 
Manager for Axis Communications. “We 
didn’t want to lead with partners who didn’t 
have the required skillsets, which could have 
resulted in unhappy customers.” 

In Desai’s view, most large foreign 
manufacturers tend to limit themselves to 
the well-known distribution names and 
stay away from smaller players. This restricts 
the company’s ability to take maximum 
advantage of the market. His advice is to 
not enter the country with an exclusive 
distributor. Unlike other small markets, the 
Indian market’s size limits the reach a single 
distributor can have. 

“Test the market, both in terms of size, the 
location, and the appetite of the distributor,” 
Desai said. “Take few distributors, test the 
market, see what’s working well for you, and 
then proceed with that.” 

�Ranjit Nambiar, Director, 
India and SAARC, HID Global

�Prasad Patil, Director, MIPL �Robbin Shen, Sales 
Manager, Dahua Technology

�Rizhkant Zha, Director, System 
Sales Division, Panasonic India
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Make in 
India, Make it 
Affordable

The Indian market 
is well-known to be 
price sensitive. This 
necessitates the foreign 
manufacturers to keep 
the products as affordable 
as possible. Incidentally, 
the Indian government’s 
“Make in India” scheme, to 
encourage manufacturing 
within the country, will help 
foreign companies achieve 
just that. 

Low labor costs, low 
costs of setting up 
manufacturing plants, 
and access to the world’s 
largest population of young 
people are some of the 
advantages often cited 
to making in India. But 
perhaps the most signif-
icant incentive would be 
avoiding taxes. 

“One of the goals of 
‘Make in India’ is to try 
and get the costs down 
by tapping the large 
technical resource base, 
and drive import duties 
and related costs down, 
which are substantially 
high at this point,” Ranjit 
Nambiar, Director for 
India and SAARC at HID 
Global, said. “If you add 
up such costs for security 
products, it comes to about 
30 percent. Once you 
bring these costs down, 
the products are more 
affordable and market is 
easier to penetrate.”

From a marketing 
perspective, manufac-
turing in India will also 
help companies align 
themselves to the national 
sentiment to boost the 
local economy. It will also 
help companies take 
advantage of the various 
government incentives for 
local production.
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Others stress the importance of 
maintaining close relationships with their 
partners to reach the end customers. 
Elaborating on his company’s initial 
days in India, Ranjit Nambiar, Director for 
India and SAARC at HID Global, said that 
systems integrators (SI) played a key part 
in influencing the decisions of the end 
users. 

“What we did was clearly establish 
ourselves as a strong product and 
solution advisor with the SI and via 
them we were able to reach the end 
customers, in a very effective manner,” 
Nambiar said. The company also actively 
conducted seminars and workshops that 
helped to strengthen its position in the 
market. 

PLANS FOR SMARTER AND 
SAFER CITIES ON TRACK

Over the past two years, much has 
been said about the Indian government’s 
plans to build 100 smart cities by 2020, 
develop its weak infrastructure, and boost 
its manufacturing sector. Although early 
on there was much skepticism on how 

the country 
would go 

about implementing such projects, 
several developments have already 
taken place to indicate the market will 
live up to its expectations. 

“I’m seeing a lot of new government 
projects coming in and a lot of new 
tenders,” Axis’ Holla said. “We’re bidding 
for them, we are winning some, losing 
some.”

A key project Axis had undertaken in 
2015 was for a religious festival, called 
the Kumbh Mela, held in the western 
Indian city of Nashik. Held four times 
over the course of every 12 years, 
the festival sees millions of people 
gathering. 

Although the event had seen 
some security solutions in place 
in the previous years, this year the 
government made sure the pilgrims 
were given maximum protection. After 
the festival, the local authorities even 
decided to extend the solution to a 
city-wide surveillance project. Such 
actions from the authorities’ side give 
an indication of the changing market 
situation in India. 

But it’s not just the proactive nature 
of the current Indian government 
that’s at work. Over the years, India has 
seen an increase in terrorism-related 
security issues, and this has prompted 
more investment in domestic security. 

“With the rising vigilance around 
terrorist attacks in India since 2008, the 
Indian government has allotted huge 
budgets for the installation of electronic 
security equipment,” Zha said. “This has 
led to massive year-on-year growth of the 
B2G [business to government] industry, 
with the government and PSUs [public 
sector undertakings] accounting as the 
largest purchasers of electronic security in 
terms of volume demand.” 

INDIA: A CHALLENGING 
OPPORTUNITY 

The quick growth-pace that India is 
projected to maintain in the coming years 
alone can ensure the opportunities in this 
market. That it’s the world’s second most 
populated country and has the largest 
population of young people makes it 
all-the-more attractive.  

But such an attractive opportunity 
also poses unattractive hurdles. India is 
a developing market, and development 
doesn’t happen overnight. 

For foreign companies, persevering 
through the initial snags with a long-term 
view would definitely be rewarding. With 
the right approach, India can well become 
the best catalyst for growth. 

The "Make in India" program is aimed to bring  
manufacturing to India, thereby helping to 
reduce costs. 

Despite the initial doubts, the Indian govern-
ment's plans to build 100 smart cities by 2020 
are still on track. 
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