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When the Covid-19 pandemic
forced India to ban international
flights in March last year, Byju

Raveendran, founder and CEO of one of
India’smostcelebratedstartups,Byju’s,was
in New York. He was there because his
father was undergoing a critical surgery.
The surgery went well but the travel ban
meant that it was almost four months
before Raveendran and his family could
return to India.

Forthe40-year-old,managinghisbusi-
ness remotely fromtheUSunderlinedthe
opportunities for his 10-year-old ed-tech
firm, theworld’s largest, from the extend-
ed closure of educational institutions as a
resultofthepandemic.Still, thetaskahead
of Byju’s was enormous given that it was
used by hundreds and thousands of stu-
dents every day. The lockdown and other
pandemic-related restrictionsmeant that
traffictothesiteincreasedexponentiallyin
a short time and the company had to
ensure ithadtheinfrastructuretosupport
tounexpected expansion.

Raveendran made some critical deci-
sions at this time. First, the edtech firm
committed to offer its app free during the
lockdown and for some time beyond.
Second, it decided to get into live-tutoring
with the launch of “Byju’s Classes”, the
intentionsbeingtoofferthebenefitsofper-
sonalised after-school tuition classes by
someof thecountry’sbest teachers.

It was also during this time that Byju’s
announceditsmoststrategicinorganicbet
by deciding to acquireWhiteHatJr, a plat-
formthatprovidesonlinecodingclassesto
schoolchildren.Theunicornfirmcommit-
tedaround$300million for thispurchase,
a calculatedbet given thepandemic-relat-
edchaos tobusinessesall round.

It speaks volumes for its reputation
that the company also closed a funding
round fromMary Meeker’s Bond Capital
for an undisclosed amount, which cata-

pulted Byju’s into the “Deccacon” club—
the term for start-ups that are valued at
over $10 billion.

“Itwascertainlyaperiodofhecticactiv-
ities, and whether from hospital or hotel
room, I participated in all those
through video conferencing
andcalls,”Raveendranrecalls.

Themassiveshift todigi-
tal operations, including
remoteworking,hebelieves,
isgoingtostayforquitesome
time, creating newer chal-
lenges and opportunities for
everyone. “I am very com-
fortable doing everything
remotely,” says the pro-
moter who started out
offeringface-to-facecoach-
ing classes before making
Byju’s digital. “In fact, for
me, this is amore produc-
tive chain because people
on the other side are also
willing to negotiate online
as well. We have closed
acquisitions like this and
we have closed invest-
mentslikethis.So,itisvery,
veryefficient,”he says.

The past eightmonths
and more have certainly
beenextremelyproductive
for the Bengaluru-based
company.ByRaveendran’s
own reckoning, the firm
might have taken several
years to achieve the kind
ofgrowthitachievedinthe
initialtwomonthsafterthe
nationwide lockdownwas
imposed in late March.
“Wearefortunatetobeina
sector that has positive relevance during
this time.What would have taken us, say,
anotherfiveyearstoachieve,thepandemic
has enabled us to skip by a few years,”
hepoints out.

Byju’s is today valued over $12 billion

(after the $200million investment by pri-
vate equityplayersBlackRockandTRowe
Price last November). Since March, it has
added over 25million new students on its
platform.Theappalso claims tohaveover
70million registeredstudentsand4.5mil-
lion annual paid subscribers, according to
the latestquotedfigures. Intermsof finan-
cials, the company is learnt to have hit an
annual revenue run rate of ~6,000 crore
($802million),asubstantialrisefrom~2,800
croreitreportedinFY20(therunraterefers
to a company’s financial performance
based on using current financial informa-
tion as a predictor of future performance).

“Byju’s is the role model for all young
entrepreneursonhowtobuild thecompa-
ny and Raveendran has done so without
wasting investors’ capital,” says T V
MohandasPai,venturecapitalistandchair-
manofManipalGlobalEducationandfor-
mer senior Infosys executive. “An extraor-
dinary person and one of the greatest

entrepreneursofnewIndiawithadeep
understanding of the business, he
hasbuilt abusiness that can scale
up tremendously. He under-
standsthenuancesofraisingcap-
ital, and he has been extremely
successfulpositioninghisventure
as theworld’s largest edtechcom-
pany,”headds.

As the worldmoves to a new
normal, Raveendran clearly
knows that the learning space
is going to be a blended one
with a mix of physical and
online learning.Thepandem-
ic has converted parents who
used tobelieve that theonline
platformcanbebetterutilised
for entertainment and games
than learning, and that sub-
jects such as math can be
learnt best in a physical envi-
ronment. Raveendran has
already spotted some under-
penetrated opportunities
aheadofhimtofocusandcap-
italise on — learning hobbies
using online platforms, for
instance,andpreparationsfor
competitive examinations
(also knownas test prep).

“These are still early days
in terms of using technology
for making an intervention in
theeducationspace.Soweare
nowhere close to saturation
and you will see a lot more
companies coming up, which

willhelp thesectorgrow,”hesays.As faras
Byju’sisconcerned,saysRaveendran,while
“we weremore or less focused on helping
students to learn better at home, now we
willexpandthatofferingtohelpthemlearn
betteroutside school.”

Learning from
the pandemic
ByjuRaveendranleveragedthelockdownand
relatedrestrictionstostrengthenandexpandhis
edtechcompanyintothe‘Deccacon’club
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British economist Friedrich August von
Hayek once said: “I do not think it is an
exaggerationtosayhistory is largelyahis-
toryof inflation.”So,anystudyoninflation
andthattoobyoneofthedeputygovernors
of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and a
MonetaryPolicyCommittee (MPC)mem-
ber is bound to make people sit up and
takenotice.Andespeciallyata timewhen
thereisanimpendingreviewthemonetary
policyframeworkandthetargetband.The
RBI paper avers that trend inflation has
fallenandthemonetarypolicytarget infla-
tion level is consistent with the trend. It
suggests that the inflation target band of
4%+/-2%mustbemaintainedinthemedi-
umterm, settingoffdebates in
thepolicy andmedia circles.

It isoftensurmisedthat low
and stable inflation with well-
anchored expectations is
important for attaining higher
sustainable growth. However,
the entire discourse on the
appropriatenessoftheinflation
targeting framework misses the most
importantpoint—thesignallingpowerof
theunderlyingbenchmarkInflationindex,
the quality and its composition.
Importantly, this also implies thatanydis-
cussionaround theappropriatenessof the
inflation target has limited utility if the
benchmark inflation Index is not quite
appropriate.Afterall,anypolicyframework
and its working are only as good as the
underlying data on which they are based.

There are three major issues with the
ConsumerPriceIndex(CPI)data.First, the
representativeness of the underlying con-
sumption basket is questionable. The
weightsfortheCPIbasketweresetadecade
ago, with the base year being 2011-12. Per
capita incomes have more than doubled
since then and household consumption
patterns have changed significantly. This
change is likely to have been away from
food to non-food items implying that the

weightageoffood,whichisthemostvolatile
sub-group inCPI,wouldhavecomedown.
Thisisexactlywhathadhappenedbetween
1999-00 and 2011-12; as per the Consum-
ption Expenditure Surveys, the share of
householdspendingonfooditemsdropped
by 10.8pp and 9.6pp in rural and urban
India, respectively,during thisperiod.

Second,theweightsof itemswithinthe
sub-groups also have likely changed. For
instance, within the food sub-group the
consumption pattern is likely to have
moved away from cereals (which is about
25percentoffoodbyweight)towardspuls-
es, fruitsandprocessedfood,giventheris-
ing per capita incomes.Moreover, several
items such as VCRs, DVD players, cam-
eras, radios, tape recorders, 2-in-1s, CDs,

DVDs, audio/video cassettes,
etc have also become redun-
dant and would need to be
dropped and new items are
likely tobe added.

Finally, the data sources for
price collection also need to be
expanded to include digital
channelsgiventheshifttowards

digital forms of shopping and away from
brick-and-mortar stores. Currently, prices
are collected from 1,181 village markets
across all districts and 1,114markets across
310towns inthecountry—tobefair, these
numbers are quite large and seem repre-
sentative. However, there should be some
thoughts on the sampling side at the first
level—especiallyduetothepandemicand
howpeople’s preference for shopping pos-
sibly is changing and these behavioural
changes may be sticky. Capturing online
pricepointswouldbeimportanttoaugment
theCPIdata.

Also,thebaseyearforotherCPIindices,
ie theCPI-IWetc, shouldbemade congru-
entwiththenationalHeadlineCPItoenable
more informed policy decision making
fromall institutions.

Themootpointhere is that thecurrent
CPImaynotbeaccuratelyrepresentingthe
actual inflation levels seen in the econo-

my.Thisisaparticularlydangerouspropo-
sitionformonetarypolicyguidedbyaflex-
ibleinflationtargetingframeworkwherein
evena25bpora50bpmisrepresentationof
the inflation trajectory, even if temporary,
couldleadtoasubstantialdifferenceinhis-
torical aswell as futurepolicyoutcomes.

The computation of consumer prices
mustmove away from the current system
that is quite static,withweights and items
in theconsumptionbasketbeing relooked
atonceinadecade,toamoredynamicsys-
tem. This can be done in multiple ways.
Forinstance, intheUK,thebasketofgoods
and services comprising the CPI and their
associatedexpenditureweightsareupdat-
edonannualbasis.Thishelpsavoidmany
potential biases such as development of
new goods and services, redundancy or
even substitution towards cheaper goods.
This would also ensure that the price
indicesreflectchangesinconsumerspend-
ingpatterns.Thealternativeisameasureof
Personal ConsumptionExpenditures, like
inUS,whichusesexpendituredatainstead
of choosing a fixed basket to allow for
changing weights, substitution effect and
wouldeventakecareof theproblemof the
inability of consuming some goods and
services during a brief period as was seen
during the pandemic. Interestingly, even
in theUS,where the FederalOpenMarket
Committee (FOMC) uses the Personal
ConsumptionExpenditures(PCE), theCPI
is re-based and the weights are adjusted
onceevery twoyears.

TheRBImust push the government to
put the periodical rebasing of the CPI into
the inflation targeting agreement. This
wouldbekey tomeasureunderlying infla-
tion accurately, ensure policy credibility
and avoiding unintentional policy mis-
takes.Thus,whiletheRBIpaperquipsthat
“if itain’tbroke,don’t fix it”,webelieve the
underlyingCPIindexdefinitelyneedsfixing
first and that tooonanurgentbasis.

TheauthorisChiefeconomist,M&MGroup
(WithinputsfromRahulAgrawal,economist,M&M)

Fixtheunderlyingfirst– it isbroken

TheRBImustpush
thegovernmentto
puttheperiodical
rebasingof the
CPI intothe
inflationtargeting
agreement
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Byju’s in
numbers
Valuation:Over
$12billion

Fundraisedsofar:$2.3
billionover18rounds

RevenueinFY20:
~2.800crore

Revenuerun-ratefor
FY21:~6,000crore

Numberofregistered
users:70million

Numberofannualpaid
users:4.5million

Primefocusarea:pre-K
toClass12;age4-17

Majorproducts:
Learningapp,after
school livetuitions,
test-prep

INDIAACCOUNTEDFOR70%OF
GLOBALINTERNETSHUTDOWNCOST
Theeconomiccostofinternet
shutdownforIndiacouldbehigher
thanthe$2.8billionestimatedby
UK-baseddigitalprivacyand
securityresearchgroupTop10VPN.

Indiatoppedthelistof21
countriesthatrestrictedinternet
accesstocitizensin2020,
accordingtoTop10VPN’sannual
report,TheGlobalCostofInternet
Shutdowns.Therewereover75big
incidenceofinternetshutdown
inIndialastyear.

InKashmir,internetrestrictions
wereliftedaftersevenmonths,but
userswereabletoaccessonlythe
low-speed2Gconnections,the
reportfound.Themajorityofshort
blackoutsinIndiaaffectinggroups
ofvillagesorindividualcitiesand
districtswerenotincludedinthe
report,whichfocusedonlarger,
region-wideshutdowns.Thetrue
economiccostis,therefore,likelyto
beevenhigherthan$2.8billionfor
India,accordingtothereport.

Whiletheeconomiccostof
internetshutdownsgloballywas
$4.01billion,downby50percent
from2019,forIndiaitalmost
doubledfrom$1.3millionthe
yearbefore.

Restrictions in India
> Internetblackouts:1,655hours >Bandwidththrottling:7,272hours

Source: Top10VPN
Compiled by SSaammrreeeenn AAhhmmaadd

>93majorshutdownstook
placein21countries in2020
>27,165hours:Totalduration
ofmajordisruptionsaround
theworld,up49% from
previousyear
> Internetblackouts:
10,693hours

> Internetthrottling:
10,920hours
>Socialmediashutdowns:
5,552hours
>268millionpeople
affectedbymajor
disruptionsin2020,up3%
year-on-year

>29%ofalldisruptions
associatedwithrestrictions
onfreedomofassembly
> 15%disruptionsassociated
withelectioninterference
> 12%disruptionsassociated
withinfringementson
freedomofthepress

TOP 5 COUNTRIES THAT WITNESSED
MAXIMUM IMPACT ON ECONOMY

Total cost Duration of Internet users
Country in $ mn shutdown* affected (mn)

India 2,800 8,927 10.3

Belarus 336 218 7.9

Yemen 237 912 7.9

Myanmar 190 8,808 0.2

Azerbaijan 123 1,128 8.0
*Hours
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01.01.1991 ஆ( ேதC7ல  அவர= 
�&U8 இற+தைத  பCF 
ெச`ய�ேகா6 காலதாமதமாக  ம� 
ெச`=�ளா..இC8,எவL�ேக�( 
ஆ&ேசபைன இLXW: 15 
CனIC[��� CLIதc 
ேகா&டா&!ய., ஆ..ேக.ேப&ைட   
வ&டா&!`.,   ஆ..ேக.ேப&ைட    
வLவா` ஆ`வாள. ஆ_ேயா6ட( 
எ�I= �.வமாக சம.W�க 
ேவGUய=.தவT( ப&சIC8 
ம�தாரL��  இறXY  சா:T 
வழdக நடவU�ைக எb�கXபb(.

ஏ�மைல.
                    வLவா` ஆ`வாள.
                     ஆ..ேக.ேப&ைட. 

ேம�ைம�� வDவாE 
ேகாFடாF2ய% '(ம�ற* 

சJக*, (DKதL
CLவ��. மாவ&ட(,   ஆ..
ேக.ேப&ைட வ&ட(,  
Bள�கணா(�U _ராம(, 
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C.5.க. ஆ&! மலர ஒI=ைழ�க 
ேவGb(. £ சயமாக அGணா 
C.5.க. ஆ&! மலL( எ:றா..  

இ+£க¤ !78 கழக அைமXY 
ெசயலாள.க� வாலாஜாபாI பா. 
கேணச:, ைமC�CLநாF�கர>, 
அைனI=லக எ(.¥.ஆ. ம:ற 
£.வா_ கா�� ப:¦.ெச8வ(, 
மா£ல டா:!8� தைலவ. ��கைட 
ஆ..U.ேசக., மாவ&ட கழக 
அைவIதைலவ. �Gணவா�க( ஆ..
_L§ணg.IC, மாவ&ட அ(மா 
ேபரைவ ெசயலாள. ேக.�.எ2.
ேசாம>+தர(, ெபாLளாள. �.வ�e 
நாயக(, பாசைற ெசயலாள. B.ஆ..
மcவGண:, கா��Yர( நகர 
கழக ெசயலாள. எ:.W.2டா�:, 
ெப6ய கா��Yர( நகர ¡&bறF 
வd_ தைலவ. B.பாலா¥, அGணா 
C.5.க. £.வா_ ேகா8& ரB, 
கா�� நகர மாணவரc ெசயலாள. 
எ2.ெஜயரா¨, சdகIC: £.வாக 
இய��ந. _._6தரG, =ைணI 
தைலவ. எ(.Bஜயா, £.வாக �� 
உTXWன.க� வரதராஜ:, சதா!வ(, 
பால:, காமா&!, பா.IதசாரC 
உ�பட பல. கல+= ெகாGடன..  
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