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Global airline chiefs gathering in Sydney this
week are mapping out the future of an industry
that transports a big chunk of the world’s
population. Good luck finding a woman 
among them.

It’s hard to describe the International Air
Transport Association as anything other than a
boys’ club, at least at the highest echelon. The
board of governors of the aviation industry group,
which represents 290 airlines and 82 per cent of
global air traffic, yesterday posed for a photo on
the eve of its meeting: There was one woman
among 26 airline bosses — Christine Ourmières-
Widener, CEO of Flybe Group, a small regional
carrier in the UK.

The scarcity of women leaders in aviation,
which trails other industries, reverberated at the
gathering. Ourmières-Widener, the solo woman
in the photo, in an interview said IATA can help
push the industry to start solving the problem.
“Maybe we need to be more creative,” she said,
suggesting that “if it’s a priority” the group could
help promote mentoring, coaching and setting
objectives that would lead to a larger pool of
women. This discussion comes as airlines face
political, economic and workforce hurdles. Trade

spats are clouding the outlook for global
commerce, rising fuel prices are eating into profits
and a shortage of pilots and technicians threatens
to limit opportunities for growth. Some airlines
are moving fast to improve workplace diversity.
Qantas Airways’s senior management is 40 per
cent female, including the heads of the
international and frequent-flier loyalty
businesses, said CEO Alan Joyce. He said in an
interview that such diversity is a “competitive
advantage.” 
The industry’s lack of diversity runs deep,
according to Goh Choon Phong, chairman of
IATA’s board of governors. “It’s not just IATA, I
think it’s all of us,” he said at a media conference.

KARAN CHOUDHURY
New Delhi, 4 June 

I
n the jargon filled world of retail giants,
where weekly brainstorming sessions are
held to fine-tune their ‘retail philosophy’
and terms like client stickability, repeat traf-

fic and omni-channel, which is having an online
as well as offline base to sell products, are regu-
larly thrown around, Kishore Biyani, the out-
spoken group CEO of Future Group, likes to keep
things simple. 

His logic is straightforward. “It does not mat-
ter whether one is selling online or offline, cus-
tomers should keep on coming,” he told Business
Standard. While his company has been rapidly
on-boarding technology to make the retail expe-
rience more interactive and intuitive by bringing
in expertise straight from the Bay Area, Biyani
strongly believes that offline retail is here to stay
and sooner the online players realise it the better.  

“You know it is very elementary but tech com-
panies do not realise this. Man is a social animal,
period, they cannot be confined to homes, they
want to go out, touch and feel products, get that
wholesome shopping experience, sitting at home

in front of the screen, one will never get that.
This is why brick and mortar shops will never go
out of fashion,” he said. 

Biyani is, however, calling dibs on the omni-
channel strategy as well. “I am not an offline play-
er as people perceive, we are the biggest proponent
of the O2O (online- to-offline) strategy. We have so
many marketing campaigns online from which
we get offline customers. Customer only wants
quality, convenience and price,” Biyani said. 

Online ecommerce biggies as well as global
retail giants elbowing each other for the top spot in
India, have understood this logic — some sooner
than others — and are working on being
omnipresent in the virtual as well as the real world.
From spending $16 billion to acquire India’s largest
ecommerce company, plans to buy a stake in the
country’s largest retailer to opening brick and mor-
tar stores to be closer to customers, players are
trying every possible permutation and combina-
tion to see what helps them get numbers. 

In the last three years, online marketplace
giants such as Amazon India, Flipkart, Paytm Mall
are all working on their O2O strategy. Surprisingly,
it is Paytm Mall, the smallest of the three players,
that seems to have a leg up over others.

The company in an effort to differentiate itself
from others has always been bullish on its O2O
strategy. Paytm Mall has over the last one year
created a healthy mix of offline and online sell-
ers on its platform. Of its 75,000 sellers, the com-
pany has 30,000 to 35,000 sellers who have brick
and mortar stores, and plans to triple this num-
ber by the end of this year.

According to Paytm Mall, having such sellers on
the platform reduces the time taken to deliver serv-
ices, which would come in handy when the com-

pany plans to expand its grocery play. This year, the
company would bring in more offline sellers and
shopkeepers on the platform, and bolster its back-
end logistics. It hopes these measures would help
increase the number of repeat customers coming
to Paytm Mall.

“Deeper shopkeeper and seller penetration in all
pin-codes, return customers, stronger logistics net-
work are a few of the things we are working on. The
idea is to double down on the plan that we had in
terms of the online-to-offline strategy. We have an
aggressive expansion plan for this year. As far as the
seller base is concerned, we plan to increase it from
75,000 to 300,000 by the end of this year,” Paytm
Mall Chief Operating Officer Amit Sinha said.

But it is Amazon India which analysts and
industry watchers believe would go for a massive
offline push this year. Globally, the company has
been steadily increasing its brick and mortar foot-
print. Last year, Amazon bought Whole Foods for
$13.7 billion, which made it the owner of close to 500
stores worldwide. The Jeff Bezos led company is
also experimenting with Amazon Go, a grocery
store without cashiers or a checkout line, in Seattle
and after fixing some issues plans to open more
stores in the US and eventually take it global.

While Amazon India claims that it is concen-
trating on its online platform and bringing 100 mil-
lion users to its platform, experts believe that the
company is actively looking at an offline ally.

Last year in September, Amazon, bought five
per cent equity in Shoppers Stop for ~1.79 billion.
According to sources in the know, the global
ecommerce biggie has already started prelimi-
nary discussions with a host of Indian supermar-
ket, hypermarket and retail companies to buy a
stake in the firms. Sources said that the company
plans to initially take a minor 10 per cent to 15 per
cent stake in the firm and would later scale up the
investments.

This year witnessed India’s biggest stake sale
ever when Walmart bought a 77 per cent stake in
Flipkart, in an attempt to enter the Indian market
and sell directly to customers. According to
sources close to the company, Walmart wants to
make Flipkart its gateway for omni-channel
growth in India. Although it is still a little far from
its dream of doing multi-brand in retail, owing to
government restrictions on foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) in multi-brand retail,  analysts believe
that with the government looking for FDI, it might
be allowed in the near future. 

“With Flipkart, it will create that online platform
for its omni-channel approach. Whenever it final-
ly opens its B2C stores, Flipkart would be its biggest
ally,” said a senior executive of a major retail firm.

In an investor call, Walmart’s Doug McMillon,
president and chief executive officer, made it clear
that Flipkart, which has done well over the last few
quarters, would help it learn about the ecosystem.
“We want to get the learnings from Flipkart and
take it to other parts of the world,” he said.

There aren’t many
female executives.
Airline industry
has even fewer

Companies are going from online to offline and the other way round to see what helps them get customers

A whiff of O2O in the retail world

It’s hard to describe the International Air Transport
Association as anything other than a boys’ club

PAYTM MALL has
40,000 offline
touch points 

AMAZON INDIA owns
a 5 per cent stake
in Shoppers Stop

Ties up with mobile
phone brands to
open experience
centres in
showrooms

Forges partnerships
with mom and
pop stores for
quick delivery of
groceries via
Amazon Now

FUTURE GROUP opens
a data centre in the
US to develop apps
for seamless online/
offline shopping

A MIX OF BRICK AND CLICK
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