
The startups keep their strategy
and other sensitive details very
confidential. As a result, all their
policies and practices are not
easily available in the public
domain. An in-depth inquiry of
the companies has been done
here so that the results are at
least valid for more than a single
organization. The study aims to
provide an in depth analysis of
promising startups from India,
thus enabling entrepreneurs,
budding entrepreneurs, manag-
ers to understand the character-
istics of organizations that help
them achieve a faster growth tra-
jectory. The study also aims to
encourage able individuals to
take the road less travelled and
create an organization similar to
the ones discussed in this paper.

  Introduction

The high performance organization
possesses clear and compelling directions
in the form of mission, vision, and strat-
egy which are embraced by the employ-
ees at all levels and that in turn positively
influence the outcome measures of the
company (Juechter et al., 1988). Hillgren
and Morse (1998) believe that “high per-
formance includes financial results, em-
ployee morale, and customer service &
satisfaction”, and high performing orga-
nizations are deceptively simple possess-
ing four characteristics namely, direction
(i. e., do people, including the executives
know what is important?), competence
(i. e., if the people know what to do, do
they have the capability?), opportunity (i.
e., has the top management provided the
resources and identified and removed
unnecessary barriers?), and motivation
(i. e., do people want to do what the or-
ganization asks?). The companies who
applied these four concepts were found
to record exceptional performance
changes in financial results, operating
results, employee morale, and customer
service (Hillgren & Morse, 1998). The
high performance organization leads to
organizational commitment, high job sat-
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isfaction and work motivation of the or-
ganizational members (Mowday et al.,
1979); and lower absenteeism and turn-
over (O’ Reily & Chatman, 1986). Verma
et al. (1999) say that high performance
organization generally creates an inter-
nal environment which supports customer
needs and expectations.

Education in India is a sunrise sec-
tor.

Education in India is a sunrise sec-
tor. With phenomenal growth rate and
tremendous future prospects, education
sector is attracting a lot of investment,
both public and private. A lot of Indian
private players have started investing in
this sunrise sector and there have been
few promising and high performing
startups that have been making a differ-
ence with their innovative products and
services. India is a growing economy and
size of private education sector has been
estimated approximately USD 40 billion
(Sharma, 2011). Almost half of the USD
40 billion market is school education
comprising kindergarten to class 12 and
the remaining consists of higher as well
as vocational education.

The education sector in India has tre-
mendous future; and as a result, India has
been witnessing plenty of private play-
ers into the sector. India has been wit-
nessing mushrooming of private owned
enterprises into the emerging businesses
in the field of education. However, it has
been a common observation as reported
in business newspapers and magazines
in India that the majority of these startups

just die in their first couple of years after
birth. There are a few of them who have
been shining and doing great businesses.

These glittering startups symbolize
high performing organizations (HPOs)
who should be studied for the benefits of
both the policy makers and those in gov-
ernment. The present study chose three
high performing startups of the educa-
tion sector in India and investigated into
the strategy, structure, culture and the
human resource policies in these organi-
zations which make them a role model
for others to emulate. The three startups
are the Elements Akademia, the Lakshya
Institute, and the Liqvid e-Learning Ser-
vices.

Objective of the Study:

The study has been undertaken with
the following objectives:

a. To identify the characteristics of high
performing startups in education sec-
tor in India.

b. To understand the business strategy,
organizational philosophy and HR
practices of high performing startups
which have helped them in achiev-
ing the phenomenal growth rate.

Elements Akademia

The basis of the process is that
“Learning can be made interesting”.

It is based in the national capital ter-
ritory of Delhi and has started its op-
erations in 2007. It believes that the cur-
rent university education system in In-
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dia has an inherent flaw in that it offers
the degrees but not the jobs. The Ele-
ments Akademia bridges that gap by
offering a high quality but affordable
vocational training, designed with the
help of its corporate partners who are
leading players in various service sec-
tors like Insurance, BPO/KPO, Retail,
Banking, etc. The Six month part-time
course offered by it is targeted at the
university passed out graduates level
prospective human resources for com-
panies in the service sector in Tier II
cities all across the length and breadth
of India.

The current university education
system in India has an inherent
flaw in that it offers the degrees
but not the jobs.

The Elements Akademia was concep-
tualized, funded, and run by a group of
alumni from one of the prestigious busi-
ness schools in India. The vision of this
startup is to annually make approximately
twenty thousand Indians to become em-
ployable. It is envisaged as an innova-
tive national chain of vocational schools
which aims at working towards making
the university graduates employable by
providing them training and education on
what the Elements Akademia call the ‘9
Employability Skills’. The company in-
vested months of its research hours with
top companies in the service sectors to
understand why not the graduates from
different Indian universities get selected
during the job interviews of companies
belonging to the service sector in India.
On the basis of the report of the diag-

nostic study, The Elements Akademia
worked with the service sector compa-
nies to design each module - which to-
gether became India’s first comprehen-
sive “employability training” course.

The Elements Akademia offers this
particular course through three channels:

1. Partnering with graduates and post
graduate business colleges to embed
their 240 hour curriculum. Their
trainers go to campuses and teach,
and offer a specific quality, improve-
ment and placement commitment.

2. Own retail centers - in more than a
dozen Tier II cities wherein a student
can walk in, register and, if selected,
study at their centers for 6 months
leading to final job placement in a
company belonging to the service
sector.

3. Tie-ups with the governments and
MFIs where they typically teach bot-
tom-of-pyramid candidates (X/XII
passed out) and help them get decent
jobs.

Strategy:The Elements Akademia is
guided by the following strategy:

1. Expansion in existing cities- at
present its revenue in most existing
centers is only 20% of the revenues
of the largest education enterprises
in that city; and it intends to bridge
this gap.

2. Geographic expansion- once it hit
rupees 15 million revenues in the key
cities where it operates currently, it
will expand to other Indian cities.
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3. Strategic alliances and long-term con-
tracts- it is in the final stages of dis-
cussions with various governmental
bodies/enterprises, MFIs, and the
likes.

HR Philosophy/ policies and prac-
tices: In a service sector company like
Elements Akademia, the employee energy
(who interact with customer day in and
day out) is not just desirable but essential.

Structure and Culture: This com-
pany has a flat structure where employ-
ees are empowered to innovate. With a
strong team headed by the Alumni of one
of the prestigious business schools in In-
dia, it has empowered employees and
given them freedom to decide and act by
devolving decision making authority and
giving autonomy to organizational mem-
bers to operate. The company believes
in a culture of transparency, openness
and trust by establishing a shared under-
standing, openly sharing information and
fostering informality.

Lakshya Institute

The Lakshya Institute was formed in
northern India with an aim to revolution-
ize the way “learning is perceived and
teaching is delivered”. The basis of the
process is that “Learning can be made
interesting”.

The basis of the process is that
“Learning can be made interesting”.

The goal of this institute is to oper-
ate and sustain a parallel training system
to schools, from K-12, using a unique in-

structional methodology, and to provide
students with more tangible education.
This institution was formed by engineer-
ing graduates who passed out from pres-
tigious national level engineering institu-
tion of India in 2005. These engineering
graduates had lucrative jobs but they had
yearned to do something of their own
which help inspire and empower people
in India. They saw education sector as a
medium or instrument having ammunition
to revolutionize the way a whole genera-
tion thinks and the attitudes they incul-
cate.

Teaching students for the national
level engineering competitive examina-
tion was a natural choice for the founders
of the Lakshya Institute. These founders
conducted some researches on service
providers and customers; and the re-
search data analysis made them confi-
dent of a sustained revenue flow in the
engineering examination ‘Test Prep Sec-
tor’. The founders of this institute pooled
their savings get the business rolling over
and it was a pleasant experience for
them. However, the second round of
money for their new venture came from
one of their previous employers who put
in Rupees Twenty Lakh (i. e., approxi-
mately USD 30,000).

The institute uses a twin focus strat-
egy of ‘best of the pedagogy’ and
‘teacher training to bring uniformity’. In
other words, the instruction is provided
using trained teachers’ skills & compe-
tency who needs to use institutionally
designed innovative digital content mod-
ule. The teaching content is conceptual-
ized in-house by the subject experts com-
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prising a team of more than a dozen
graduates from top rated engineering in-
stitutions in India.  These tactics are core
to the philosophy of this institute as its
main focus is to bring an organized ap-
proach to the education sector and simul-
taneously to keep innovating the way
teaching is delivered.

The Lakshya Institute operates
through its three core verticals. The first
vertical is designed to provide One-Two
Year Intensive Engineering as well as
Medical coaching/training to the aspirants
of the engineering and medical sectors.
Here, they provide coach/teach the aspir-
ants of engineering/medicine sector(s)
through regular classroom instruction, test
series, and also through distance corre-
spondence education medium. The sec-
ond vertical is named as iClass, where the
Lakshya Institute contracts with school(s)
to train their own students and the com-
mercial is charged keeping in mind the
paying pockets of the parents of the as-
pirants for getting into engineering/medi-
cal sector education. Lastly, the third of
its vertical is named JuniorWing, where
the 9th and 10th grade students are taught
through regular classroom teaching. The
management team of this institute wants
scale up the third vertical (i. e., Junior
Wing) as it has become more popular and
there is a tremendous response from its
customers.  Moreover, the institute also
focuses on students’ emotional needs and
has an Aacharya, a spiritual counselor and
a yoga teacher to deal with the stressful
aspects of preparation.

However, the Lakshya Institute is
currently is putting all its energy into its

first vertical and doing its level best to
provide coaching/training to the medical
and the engineering aspirants from the
ninth to the twelfth grades. The ground
reality is that the medical / the engineer-
ing entrance examinations in India are
extremely competitive and as a result, the
students often need to join hard-core test
preparation classes to help them qualify
for these examination(s). There is huge
craze for the engineering and the medical
education in India but the Test
PrepSegment for the engineering and the
medical programs is fragmented, crowded,
and unorganized. The Test Prepsystem is
heavily dependent on individual teacher(s)
who deliver lessons through the coaching
centers and their personality. The
Lakshya Institute faces competition
through two main segments: the organized
coaching classes and the unorganized lo-
cal tuition classes. Currently, there exist
a dozen big players in the organized sec-
tor, but the industry is generally self-em-
ployed. On the other hand, in the unorga-
nized sector, the competition is in the form
of local tutorial classes run by local tutors
who may often be schoolteachers them-
selves. However, the Government of In-
dia has recently introduced a law to ban
after-school tuition by schoolteachers
which the Lakshya Institute and others in
this sector may use as a boon for their
growth. At present, the institute has been
operating from about two dozen centers
across India.

Strategy: The Lakshya Institute prima-
rily believes in its unique pedagogy, trained
teacher, and high quality teaching content
developed internally by them through in-
house subject matter experts who are
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passed out of top rated engineering schools
in India. The institute has desire for all In-
dia expansion but it is against a franchise
model where external entity comes forward
and extends the brand. On the other hand,
it firmly believes in nurturing in-house en-
trepreneurs. The institute believes that if
its teachers are empowered and made part-
ner in the business, it will satisfy his entre-
preneurial instincts and breed loyalty in the
overall system which in turn will help ex-
pand the brand pan India.

HR Philosophy/Policies/Practices:
At the Lakshya Institute, the human capi-
tal does not talk business first, nor do they
discuss about profits but all they talk about
– ‘whether they, as a team, are enjoying
what they are doing?’ ‘Are they satisfied
with the kind of service that they are giv-
ing to the society?’ I ts philosophy is that
if they feel satisfied with what they are
doing, they believe that the business and
the returns will always be consequentially
good. In other words, the business for them
is a consequence of the love they have
for their work. They say that they all are
‘teachers by choice than by chance’.

Its philosophy is that if they feel
satisfied with what they are doing,
they believe that the business and
the returns will always be conse-
quentially good.

Organizational Structure and Cul-
ture: The hierarchical organizational life
in this organization does not exist but it
has in place a flat structure which coor-
dinates numerous activities towards
overall organizational goals. However,

this organization believes in creating
highly competitive environment which is
conducive for organizational growth.
Moreover, it believes that the organiza-
tion is bigger than any individual. It of-
fers a brand new arena for motivated
people to work and enjoy life by contrib-
uting towards being a part of a positive
change in the society. The Lakshya In-
stitute signifies a philosophy and a cul-
ture which are unique and spellbinding.
The cardinal thread of organizational
lives in this organization is in belief that
success is not a key to happiness but
happiness is a key to success.

Liqvid e-Learning Services

With Fortune 500 clients and top
training institutions across the world as
its partners, Liqvid e-Learning Services
is one of the fastest growing integrated
e-learning content solutions company
from India. It is specially known for its
learning content development work in
domains such as information technology,
telecom, publishing, and English language
training (ELT). The company is based in
the northern part of India and has gained
reputation over a period of time as an e-
learning company which matches global
benchmarks and delivers rapid e-learn-
ing through cost-effective solutions.

Strategy: The company believes in
scalability. In other words, it provides
professional, responsive and cost effec-
tive learning solutions by devising scal-
able resource strategies unique to the
client’s industry and also to the client’s
specific business needs. This company
is completely process driven which in-
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volves phased approach towards process
standardization, process optimization and
process re-engineering. Last, but not the
least, it believes in long-term partnership
with its clients.

HR Philosophy/Practices/Policies:
The Liqvid e-Learning Services is on a
constant quest for excellence. They have
employed a skilled workforce and have
equipped them with the best support sys-
tems to realize their ideas. Here, the ba-
sic qualifications of employees meet the
norms of the industry but keeps on de-
veloping its employees on the relevant job
related competencies.

Organizational  Structure &
Culture:It is not a tall hierarchical but
a kind of flat organizational structure.

It believes in competing through its em-
ployees and the human resources are its
core strength. The employees of the
Liqvid e-Learning Services are smart,
fun loving, talented, and experienced
individuals. To successfully achieve the
organizational goal(s), the job requires
commitment, energy, flexibility - and a
healthy dose of creativity from its em-
ployees. The overall work atmosphere
is dynamic, fast-paced, and thrives on
innovation and creativity. The company
has a diverse workforce who is wel-
comed for their ideas and they are
treated with respect.

Results & Discussion

Name of Organizational HR Philosophy/ Organizational Organizational
Company Strategy Practices Culture Structure

Elements • Expansion in • Employees as • To create a Flat

Akademia existing cities Evangelists. Culture

• Geographic transparency,

expansion openness and

• Strategic Allian- trust by establi-

ces and long term shing a shared

contracts understanding,

• Offering more openly sharing

courses/high information

priced courses andfostering

 informality.

Lakshya • Twin Focus • Nurturing • Success is not Flat

Institute Strategy:  Pedagogy in-house a key to happiness,

 and Training entrpere-neur;  but happiness is

• Business partnership • Teachers as  a key to success.

Model business • Providing platforms to

• Student Mentoring  partners motivated  people to work

• Use of Technology and enjoy life and contribute

It believes in competing through
its employees and the human re-
sources are its core strength.
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Organizational Strategy

Porter (1980) believes that a busi-
ness can maximize performance either
by striving to be the low cost producer
in an industry or by differentiating its
line of products or services from those
of other businesses. Generally it is be-
lieved by many organizational thinkers
and practitioners that the organizations
at some point are born (Tichy, 1980),
they grow and develop in the course of
their journey (Mintzberg, 1984), and die
or renew themselves in their journey for
the achievements of organizational goals
for which they were born (Kimberly &
Miles, 1980). In a study, it was found
that there exists relationship between
strategy and performance as the orga-
nizations move through the organiza-
tional life cycle. Furthermore, it was
observed that new high performing or-
ganizations generally prefer to go with
the first mover strategies if they are
satisf ied with their performances;
whereas, mature high performing orga-
nizations have got preference for a
unique strategy over one based on effi-
ciency (Lester et al., 2008).

The communality amongst the three
organizations under investigation is that
all of them believe in clarity and a com-
mon understanding of the organization’s
direction and behaviors in the market
place. Such an attitude of these three
organizations has resulted into a com-
monly held strategic mind-set among
team members, which is understood by
everybody. These three startups are
clear about their respective goals and also
the different ways to achieve them. They
have so far successfully aligned their
strategy, goals, and objectives with the
demands of the external environment.
Corporate renewal is always based on
customers’ need. Such a kind of organi-
zational characteristics symbolizes a high
performing organization (HPO).

Corporate renewal is always based
on customers’ need.

These startups have been able to
balance long-term focus and short-term
focus in order to safeguard the long-term
continuity of the business and at the same
time obtain short-term results which

• Focus on developing towards positive change

emotional quotients in the society.

of the students

Liqvid • Scalability • People are the • Welcoming all ideas of its Flat

e-Learning • Process Orientation core strength employees and treating

Services • Stability of the company them with respect.

• The work atmos- • Open culture with idea

phere being driven, innovative,

dynamic, fast- creative and dynamic

paced, and workforce
thrives on
innovation and
creativity.
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makes it possible for them to plan against
possible future. They have set clear,
ambitious, measurable and achievable
goals, which raise levels of aspiration and
thereby create a sense of stretch. They
have adopted the strategy that will set
them apart by developing many new op-
tions and alternatives to compensate for
dying strategies.

HR Philosophy/Practices

All the three startups, which possess
the characteristics of the HPOs, have a
strong focus on people who work for
them. These organizations believe that the
human resources are their biggest asset
and they compete through them in their
respective businesses. While the Elements
Akademia has a philosophy of employee
as evangelists, the Lakshya
Instituteconsiders its employees as busi-
ness partner and believes in nurturing en-
trepreneurs from within the organization,
and the Liqvid e-Learning Services has
focus on innovation and creativity where
all ideas from its employees are welcomed
and they are treated with respect.

Organizational Culture

Organization culture to a large extent
may determine whether the organization
succeeds or fail (Dyer, 1984). It is further
proved that organizational culture affects
employee productivity, job satisfaction and
commitment (Ouchi, 1981). Research on
Indian work culture indicates that high
power distance, collectivism and affective
reciprocity are major cultural values of In-
dian managers (Chhokar, 2000; Sinha,
1997). With respect to uncertainty avoid-

ance, Hofstede (1980) says Indian to be
high on uncertainty avoidance but a study
by Chhokar (2000) found Indian to be mod-
erate on uncertainty avoidance. It is fur-
ther stated that if any person with business
acumen is to start business in India, it is
important that he/she needs to understand
what makes this diverse nation together and
also the differences that exist with numer-
ous indigenous languages and the likes
(Fusilier & Durlabhji, 2001). Moreover, in
a study conducted by Deshpande & Farely
(1999), it was observed that the Japanese
firms are highly consensual but less entre-
preneurial than the Indian firms.

Organizational culture in any company
across the globe acts like a glue that keeps
organizational members together for ex-
cellence at workplace. To quote Peters
and Waterman (1982), the real power of
strong organizational culture is to provide
meaning to the company’s objectives
while allowing individuals the latitude to
be creative and innovative in the methods
they use to achieve those organizational
goals. In other words, the role of culture
to encourage desired behaviors from the
firm’s members may be more effective
and far-reaching than any formal regula-
tory systems the company could enact
(Dunnett, 2007). Singh (2009) in a study
found that the competence of organiza-
tional culture in India across industries
depends on the practice of beliefs and
value systems wherein relationships &
loyalty, vision of organizational goals, uni-
formity of rules, and importance for com-
passion and caring are emphasized. More-
over, Goncalo and Staw (2006) believe
that the perceived association between
organizational culture and productivity is
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so high that the organizations in the West
often adopt collectivist values with the
object of promoting productivity.

All these three startups under study
have been found to empower their people
and give them freedom to decide and act
by devolving decision making authority and
also giving autonomy to organizational mem-
bers to operate, within clearly established
boundaries and constraints of what is al-
lowed and what is not. These startups have
established for themselves clear, strong and
meaningful core values and made sure they
are shared widely within the company.
They have created a culture of transpar-
ency, openness and trust by establishing a
shared understanding, openly sharing infor-
mation and fostering informality.

Organizational Structur e

All the three cases believe in stimu-
lating cross-functional and cross-organi-
zational collaboration by making team-
work and collaboration top priorities of
the management. These three organiza-
tions foster teamwork by stressing the
importance of teams for the performance
of the organization; and by developing a
team feeling through the creation of team
commitment and establishing shared re-
sponsibility. The three organizations
which are considered as high perform-
ing organizations (HPOs) have deliber-
ately simplified and flattened the organi-
zation by reducing boundaries and barri-
ers between and around units. They have
made it a conscious choice that if they
have to become HPOs, they should get
rid of bureaucracy and organizational
complexity, if any, from the structural

fabrics. These organizations have fos-
tered organization-wide sharing of infor-
mation, knowledge and best practices by
creating the infrastructure and incentives
for them to flourish. Furthermore, these
three HPOs under investigation have
made it a habit of realigning their respec-
tive businesses with constantly changing
external operating environments by set-
ting up adaptable business model(s)
which is/are easily altered based on op-
portunities and changes in the external
environment and shifts in customer val-
ues, buyers’ needs and market conditions.

Conclusion

The startups which were studied in
this research investigation are thriving in
the booming education sector in India and
they individually possess characteristics
of high performing organizations
(HPOs). They were studied for the ex-
press purpose of understanding what
makes any startup a high performing or-
ganization. It was observed that a startup
can become a high performing organiza-
tion only when it has got right mix of strat-
egy, structure, culture, and human re-
source policies for energizing the whole
organization towards achievement of its
operational goals in its fiercely competi-
tive business environment. This study in
a small way has helped to create an un-
derstanding towards linkages between
organizational core attributes (i.e., strat-
egy, structure, culture, and human re-
source policies) and organizational per-
formance. The organizational character-
istics are the core attribute in the growth
of the organization and have to be clearly
spelt out in order to make the organiza-
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tion well equipped for the long term suc-
cess. What matters is the right manage-
rial practice, exploiting the right business
drivers to adapt to and shape the condi-
tions facing a business over time.

Limitations & Suggestions

The findings of the study have sig-
nificant implications in the form of man-
aging as well as leading any high per-
forming startup, especially in education
sector, in India. However, like any other
study in the field of behavioral and man-
agement science disciplines, the present
study also has some limitations as well.
This is a case study of three high per-
forming startups in the field of education
sector in India. As a result, the generali-
zations of the findings of the study in non-
educational sector in India can be made
with caution. Furthermore, this study
used ‘case study’ as its methodology to
diagnose for the drivers of successful
entrepreneurial ventures in education
sector in India. Hence, it is asserted that
further research in this area of knowl-
edge can be advanced if the future re-
searchers combine case study with other
forms of qualitative inquiry to throw ad-
ditional lights on to the lives of success-
ful startups in education sector in India.
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