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This paper examines how HR is-
sues are being addressed by the
three major telecom companies in
India, i.e., Airtel, Vodafone &
BSNL. The important challenges
being faced by this industry are:
shortage of skilled talent; man-
aging employee turnover and
employee engagement; dealing
with lay-offs; and creating gen-
der balance. In terms of the pre-
paredness to deal with people-is-
sues, HR departments of the com-
panies are coming up with provi-
sions to deal with these problems
effectively. The private compa-
nies are found better prepared to
deal with people-related chal-
lenges than the public sector com-
pany. The study comes out with
some recommendations for deal-
ing with industry-specific HR
challenges effectively.
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Introduction

Today, India is the second-largest
telecommunications market in the world
with a subscriber base of 1.05 billion. It
has registered a strong growth during the
last decade and a half with India’s tele-
density increasing from 17.9 in 2007 to
92.59in 2017. According to data provided
by the Telecom Regulatory Authority of
India (TRAI) for 2017, India has the 3rd
highest number of internet users in the
world. The country accounts for the
fourth largest app economy in the world.
International Data Corporation (IDC)
predicts that in the coming years, India
is likely to overtake US as the second-
largest smartphone market globally and
it will maintain a high growth rate over
the next few years as more and more
Indians are switching to smartphones and
upgrading to 4G connections.Indians
have become the biggest followers of
Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter and
specifically on mobile, outside of the US.
Indian enterprises and SMEs are adopt-
ing cloud-based services to increase the
quality and reach of their offerings. E-
tailers have become the first large busi-
ness segment in India to exploit consumer
analytics (PWC, 2015). As the Indian
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telecom sector is growing rapidly it will
contribute to India’s gross domestic prod-

uct (GDP) substantially. Today the tele-
communications industry is a key enabler
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of productivity and is a significant con-
tributor to the expansion of economic
activities within India. The liberal and
reformist policies of the Government of
India along with strong consumer demand
have been instrumental for the rapid
growth in the Indian telecom sector. A
fair and proactive regulatory framework
as well as easy market access to telecom
equipment ensured availability of telecom
services to the consumers at affordable
prices. Another reason that has made the
sector one of the fastest growing and a
top five employment opportunity genera-
tors in the country is the deregulation of
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) norms.
According to Nasit (2011) the Indian
telecom sector has witnessed an expo-
nential growth, after liberalization, which
has helped the country for its economic
development. It has also emerged as one
of the major contributors to economic
growth, as there exists a positive corre-
lation between the penetration of mobile
services and internet on the growth of

GDP of a country (Baruah & Baruah,
2014). An estimation by World Bank re-
veals that in the developing countries, an
increase in mobile and broadband pen-
etration increases the per capita GDP by
0.81and 1.38 percent respectively (Joshi,
2014).

‘ The Indian telecom sector has wit-
nessed an exponential growth, af-

ter liberalization, which has helped

the country for its economic devel-
opment.

In recent times, India has witnessed
significant transformation in the telecom
industry. In the last decade the telecom
sector has experienced a major transfor-
mation in terms of its market structure,
technological content and growth (Shabh,
2008) through joint efforts of the Gov-
ernment and private players (Tarab,
2012).This is an interesting sector in In-
dia to study, due to unprecedented tech-
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nological breakthrough and high level of
competition in the area, and the volatile
nature of the industry. Currently, the
telecom market is highly fragmented with
only a few private players having stiff
competition among themselves for mar-
ket share, leading to a stiff price war
among them to lure larger number of
customers.

People in the Telecom Sector

The unprecedented growth of busi-
ness in the sector has placed a special
focus on human resources. It is often
argued that proactive HR measures are
critical for organizations to achieve their
objectives. Research indicates that hu-
man resource plays a crucial role in ser-
vice companies (Schneider & Bowen,
1993) and to gain competitive advantage,
service organizations are laying greater
emphasis on human resource manage-
ment practices for enhanced corporate
performance (Som,2008). In the VUCA
(Volatile Uncertain Complex and Am-
biguous) world, the telecom industry has
been considerably affected because of
unimaginable competition, sweeping
revolutions in technology, growing con-
sumer needs, and the evolving regulatory
environment. In this backdrop, people-
issues become quite important in the
telecom industry.

Ernst & Young’s (2014) Global Tele-
communications Centre has highlighted
some of the risks associated with the
telecommunication industry as: failure to
recognize new roles in the evolving en-
vironment; dearth of performance mea-
surement to drive execution; failure to

comprehend customer values, and fail-
ure to embrace new routes to innovation.
With the changing context, it is quite evi-
dent that Indian telecom industry is fac-
ing similar challenges in the HR domain,
i.e., finding and creating a large number
of sound technical workforce and impart-
ing technical know-how to employees.
The increasing job complexities have also
a direct impact on the people-issues, and
subsequently, impacting the existing HR
practices.

Present Research

Telecom industry has been selected
here because of the importance of this
sector to the overall growth of Indian
economy and also because of the chang-
ing business scenario this industry is fac-
ing at this moment. In this research, an
attempt is made to identify important
people-related issues of the telecom in-
dustry in India and how these HR issues
are being addressed by the selected
telecom organizations. The study also
seeks to identify the gaps, if any, between
the HR practices being followed and the
evolving people-issues in the telecom or-
ganizations. The analysis would help to
put forth recommendations to improve the
HR practices. Keeping the above in view
this work is undertaken with the follow-
ing objectives:

e To identify and understand people-
related challenges in the telecom in-
dustry.

e To study the HR preparedness and
practices being followed by some of
the leading telecom companies to ad-
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dress these issues and highlight the
gaps, if any.

e To come up with recommendations
to address the challenges effectively.

Methodology

Three leading organizations in the
telecom sector in India have been taken
up for this study. These are Bharati
Airtel, Vodafone-India and BSNL, the
leading players in this field having the
majority market share. They represented
both private (Airtel, Vodafone) and pub-
lic sector (BSNL). The case study
method has been used for the study,
which is based on secondary sources, i.e.,
the literature produced by the select com-
panies, journals, articles, newspapers,
websites and books. Data-driven ap-
proach was followed to study the objec-
tive and the practices being followed by
the organizations using a ‘research ques-
tion-driven’ approach.

Shortage of Skilled Talent

Being the fastest growing sector in
India, the telecom industry is expected
to generate a large no of direct and indi-
rect jobs over the next five years. Ac-
cording to the Job Outlook Survey2016-
17employment opportunities are ex-
pected to be created because of a com-
bination of government’s efforts to in-
crease penetration in rural areas and the
rapid increase in Smartphone sales and
rising internet usage. The IT and telecom
sectors may, thus, hire the biggest num-
bers of employees in the coming years.
But with this opportunity comes the chal-
lenge of skill-shortage to fulfill the de-

mands of the industry (Business
Standard,2017).Increased usage of
Smartphone, roll-out of 4G technology,
escalation in data storage capacity, in-
troduction of digital wallets and constant
increase in demand for technology are
likely to lead to growing skill-gap in the
telecom industry.

‘ Indian telecom firms are strug-
gling to scale resources to meet
the new challenges like technology
shifts, where automation and arti-

ficial intelligence take over routine
jobs.

Indian telecom firms are struggling
to scale resources to meet the new chal-
lenges like technology shifts, where au-
tomation and artificial intelligence take
over routine jobs. A study carried out by
Emeritus Institute of Management (2017)
in India amongst the 350 c-suite level
executives of IT/ITeS, manufacturing and
Banking, Financial Services and
Insurance (BFSI) sector, identified that
nearly 85 percent of the IT services firms
consider “mismatch between skills re-
quired and the skills that are available in
the market” as the second most critical
problem. This has been supported by
another research carried out globally by
the Ernst & Young in 2017. The report
suggests that over half of all companies
surveyed (53%), know that to achieve
their stated objectives, they need to hire
or acquire specific skilled talent. But
there is a shortage in the market in this
field. This bigger challenge of skilled
employee shortage in the near future,
leads to sub-challenges of hiring of right
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talent and their skill-development through
effective training.

High-attrition & Low Engagement

Another important people-issue is the
high attrition and low engagement.
Speedy growth of the telecom industry
has encouraged the government to allow
more players in the field. The players’
attempt to acquire larger market share
has led to an intense price war leading to
declining revenues per user and affected
the balance sheets of most players. Post
the entry of Reliance Jio and due to the
impact of demonetization, the telecom
industry at present is going through ma-
jor HR hurdles. It is estimated that the
attrition across levels will be high but it
will not be easy to find jobs within the
sector. This is because all telecom firms
are facing cost-cutting pressures and only
if there is a need that cannot be inter-
nally fulfilled, they will go for hiring from
outside. The telecom players may not be
able continually poach from other sec-
tors like the FMCG which had previously
lost its manpower to them.

Krishnan (2012) points out that in
India the higher number of market play-
ers has led to increased migration of in-
tellectual capital between organizations.
Thus, managing employee turnover has
become a major challenge and organiza-
tions are focusing more on the methods
and techniques to increase employee
engagement and reduce attrition.
Krishnan and Sethuramasubbiah (2012)
have tried to draw a relation between
low-engagement of the employees in the
telecom sector and the high-attrition it

faces. They argue that the high competi-
tion in the industry has led to a stiff price
war responsible for dwindling revenues
per user and data usage. In a competi-
tive environment, where employees cir-
culate among organizations, taking away
the intellectual capital with them, the role
of any organization in engaging and re-
taining employees becomes paramount.
Ramachandran (2015), Director, HR,
Vodafone-India agrees that it has “be-
come incumbent for telecom operators
today to be sharper in the way talent with
the right skill sets are retained, rewarded
and recognized, given the hyper competi-
tive nature of the Indian telecom indus-
try”.

Lay-offs

Because of the highly competitive
price-war started by Reliance Jio
Infocomm in the telecom market in 2016,
hiring in India’s telecom industry slumped
by up to 40 percent because there was a
no recruitment, to save cash. Operators
and recruiters of various companies hold
that in 2017, they will be cautious while
taking decision to recruit to tide over se-
vere financial stress (Sengupta &
Banerjee, 2016). According to Centre for
Monitoring Indian Economy (2017) about
1.5 million jobs were lost in January-April
2017, which means fewer avenues for
employment in India in this sector in the
days to come.

A recent front-page news in Eco-
nomic Times by Lakshmikanth (2017)
mentioned that in the last one year
telecom sector lost around 75,000 em-
ployees, one fourth of its workforce. In
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the face of aggressive operators, tower
firms and vendors are struggling to con-
solidate their hold in order to remain afloat
in the market. Many players are shrink-
ing their operations, shutting down shops,
and shedding workers to run their busi-
ness. According to some estimates, about
ayear ago there were three lakh employ-
ees in telecom sector and in the last 12
months, 25 percent have lost their jobs
(Ramachandran, 2017).At least 25-30
percent of those asked to quit were from
the middle and senior levels having niche
skills. As mergers are taking place and
manpower is getting slashed, about 2.25
lakh employees left in the sector have
started facing turbulence in this sector.
Employees with niche skills are also find-
ing it harder to adapt to other industries.
With price wars likely to deepen further,
the top line is going to face the axe and
those retained are confronted with very
low or no incentives.

Gender Diversity & Low Women
Participation

One major challenge in this sector is
the low representation of women em-
ployees, who bring diverse skill-sets to
the workplace like higher emotional quo-
tient, active listening, innovative ways of
problem resolution, conflict management
etc. Hence, for this industry to work at
its best, the involvement of women is
highly desirable. According to the ‘Gen-
der Diversity Benchmark for Asia 2014
study’, the telecom sector in India has
an average of between 8 and 15 percent
of women work force, far less than the
26.6 percent overall female participation
rate in the country (Menezes, 2014).

‘ The telecom sector in India has an
average of between 8 and 15 per-
cent of women work force, far less
than the 26.6 percent overall fe-
male participation rate in the coun-

try.

There are many reasons why women
do not prefer this sector, but the major
one is the nature of job itself. It re-
quires travelling to far-flung remote
areas, which are not always safe for
women. Apart from difficulties in-
volved in the operations and mainte-
nance divisions, there is also internal
pressure of building informal relation-
ships with dealers and channel partners
(Menezes, 2014), as this is a primarily
sales-driven sector. Hence, women do
not prefer such jobs even if it involves
an attraction to work in one of the most
buoyant industries in India. Another
reason why women do not join this sec-
tor is that there is less likelihood of
them being considered for critical glo-
bal positions. While the nature of job
of the telecom industry cannot be
changed, there is a need to create a
conducive ecosystem where women
employees may feel encouraged to join
and thrive. There is a need for creat-
ing gender balance in the telecom
workforce, by having more policies con-
ducive to women at the workplace.

Bharti Airtel

For studying the HR practices three
leading organizations namely Bharti
Airtel, Vodafone and BSNL have been
selected.
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Formed in 1995, Bharti Airtel (popu-
larly known as Airtel) is headquartered
in New Delhi and operates in 17 coun-
tries. Asurvey by Business World in 2013
found it as the most respected in the field.
Airtel continues to lead the market with
29.80 percent market share(ET Telecom,
23 October 2017).1t has 14459 perma-
nent, 17043 sub-contracted, 1377 women
and 59 disabled employees.It focuses on
creating a high-performance ecosystem
and attributes its success to people who
“consistently deliver in a world, where
easy growth has become passe.” It is a
multi-national, multi-ethnic and multi-busi-
ness-line company with a multi-cultural
global work-force. It is dealing with the
challenges in the following manner.

‘ It focuses on creating a high-per-
formance ecosystem and attributes
its success to people who “consis-

tently deliver in a world, where
easy growth has become passe.”

Skill shortage: Airtel maintains that
through training, it can deal with this chal-
lenge. It provides more than 60 hours of
training per employee and during the year
2014-2015, it organized over 190 unique
training interventions, including 140 com-
petency-based trainings and 45 functional
and leadership-based trainings. Addition-
ally, this issue was addressed through job-
postings, as published on its online portal.

High-attrition &Low-engagement:
The following four tenets are being fol-
lowed to define the company’s people-
centric approach. As per its claims, it
came out with programs like (i) ““I know

what to do” (to increase the ‘know-how’
of the jobs); (ii) “I have a future here”
(providing long-term career path and
growth prospects); (iii) “I feel energized
and connected” (relating to employee
motivation and engagement); and (iv) “I
am confident of delivering” (overall
psychological health an employee expe-
riences). All this aims at building loyalty
and cultivating a feeling of emotional
connect with the company to give an
employee confidence to deliver results.

The company also claims to take care
of the employees’ health and safety, as-
suming that it would make them more
committed, engaged and productive. It
emphasizes on safety: workplace safety,
women safety, health, road safety and
emergency management and has aligned
its safety-systems to international stan-
dards (Occupational Health & Safety
Standard— OSHAS 18001). It rolled out
a “Workplace Safety Policy Statement’
atits circle levels, asking the circle man-
agement to form a safety committee with
details of the roles and responsibilities of
the employees to provide and maintain a
healthy and safe working condition.

Lay-offs: After a restructuring ex-
ercise, Airtel has made hundreds of jobs
redundant and worked with an ‘ecosys-
tem of partners to identify suitable place-
ment opportunities’ (Economic Times,
2012)for laid-off employees using the
services of specialist transition counsel-
ing organizations to help them define their
new careers.

Gender Diversity: Keeping gender
equality/diversity in view, Airtel takes
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many steps to inspire women’s trust in
the organization. In compliance with the
law on prevention of sexual harassment,
Airtel has set up internal complaints com-
mittees consisting of a presiding officer
(a senior level woman employee), a
member with legal expertise and experi-
ence in social work dealing with such
matters, a member from an NGO having
relevant experience, and a member from
the Ombudsperson’s office. So far, six
cases of sexual harassment have been
dealt with and the guilt has been proven
in three cases and the concerned employ-
ees have been punished. Women’s safety
remains an area of concern at Airtel and
it organizes regular interactive, inspira-
tional and motivational sessions, attended
by its women employees. These sessions
address women'’s issues/concerns which
discourage them from joining sales-driven
organizations.

Vodafone

Vodafone India Ltd is an Indian sub-
sidiary of the UK-based Vodafone Group
plc, the world’s second-largest mobile
phone company. Its operational head of-
fice is in Mumbai. In terms of its sub-
scriber base, it is the second largest
telecom company in India after Airtel,
with a subscriber base of 141, 519,840
(21.54percentof the total 657,158,013
Indian subscribers).

The total average workforce of
Vodafone worldwide was 105,970, as on
March 31, 2015.Women comprise 20
percent of the workforce and the com-
pany hopes to increase the number to at
least 30 percent. From just one female

zonal manager in 2013, the company in-
creased the number to 17 in 2015.

Vodafone’s tagline, ‘Power to You’
reflects its philosophy that ‘the company
is at its best when its people are at their
best’. Accordingly, Vodafone-India has
many practices and processes to invest
in its people and turn them into loyal and
productive employees. The company has
evolved sound HR practices to deal with
the following common challenges enu-
merated above.

‘ ‘Power to You’ reflects its philoso-
phy that ‘the company is at its best \
when its people are at their best’.

Skill-Shortage: Vodafone-India in-
vests on training and claims that it fol-
lows the right recruitment strategy to deal
with the challenge of shortage of skilled
talent. It provides easy access to learn-
ing to its employees and follows the
70:20:10 principle that is 70 % on the job
learning, 20 % on coaching, and 10 %
classroom trainings. It has a structured
plan for its new recruits. New senior
leaders follow a 90-day monitored plan
to learn essential technical skills and pro-
grams, meet the right people and get
practical market experience. There is
also a coaching for leadership-impact
program which provides leadership-skills
training to line-managers. Sufficient care
is taken to develop cross-functional ca-
pabilities to enhance individual perfor-
mance and productivity.

It has various programs to take care
of the employees’ higher studies needs.
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It has an e-learning program, comprising
customized modules, with access to
‘Harvard Manage Mentor’, a tie up with
Harvard University. The employees can
also access Quench Online library. An-
other initiative, Vodafone Scholars pro-
vides employees with assistance for man-
agement programs, through accredited
institutes/universities, for business-related
course work.

The company has developed a talent
review process to identify high-potential
employees and invest in their leadership
development. The management under-
takes regular succession planning discus-
sions. Some initiatives taken for leader-
ship development are: (i) a 12-month pro-
gram ‘Senior Leadership Acceleration
Series’, focusing on individual assessment
and development; and (ii) ‘Leading in the
Vodafone way’ program to internalize the
values and vision of Vodafone-India.

To improve the recruitment practices
to help bring down skill-shortage,
Vodafone has an active online portal
(http://lwww.vodafone.in/careers/) for
job-postings and opportunities within the
company for attracting right talent for
right type of business-related needs. It
also has a “Discover Campus Initiative”
program to identify, retain, and develop
high quality talent from good Indian edu-
cational institutes. Apart from recruit-
ment, it grooms its junior managers for
leadership roles through a rigorous pro-
gram of cross-functional exposure
through job-rotations. After one year of
posting in important and strategic roles,
their careers are tracked closely for 3.5
years. Across Vodafone Group, some of

the *Discover Trainees’ were given the
opportunity to participate in ‘Columbus’,
the 2-year International Assignment Pro-
gram.

High-attrition & Low-engagement:
The above-mentioned training and coach-
ing programs are also effective tools for
employee engagement and retention.
Some of the other HR practices designed
for this purpose at Vodafone focus on
compensation, work-life balance, work-
place safety, road safety and well-con-
ceived rewards program.

Vodafone has a market-competitive
compensation plan catering to employee
needs and aspirations. It conducts annual
surveys to get feedbacks from the em-
ployees about ‘fairness’ of the compen-
sation given to them. This ‘Demystifying
the Black box’ initiative is aimed at en-
suring transparency in the reward sys-
tem. An on-line e-module titled “Power
to You”, has been designed for about
2500 people-managers to facilitate their
understanding of ‘why they get paid and
what they get paid’. Vodafone also takes
inputs from its employees regarding their
coaching and development needs
throughout the year.

For better Work-Life balance
Vodafone provides extended maternity
leaves for 16 weeks instead of the stan-
dard 12 weeks. Male members can avail
a paternity leave of one week from the
day of birth of the baby. Once the new
mother is back on job, she is eligible for
flexi-hours for up to six months from the
day of delivery, and entitled to work for
only six hours a day.
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To ensure safety while commuting
for women employees working late
hours, Vodafone provides home drop-fa-
cility and reimbursement for conveyance.
It has come up with ‘Absolute Rules’ for
its employees to follow the best safety-
practices in five risk-areas: road safety,
electricity, working at height, working
with underground cables and working
with contractors.

It has a fairly robust system of appre-
ciation and recognition of high perform-
ers. Its employees are awarded titles at
three levels: SSTars, Super SSTars, and
Mega SSTars, for adhering to the
company’s core values: SSTars — Speed,
Simplicity& Trust. Apart from this, there
is a quarterly recognition program for best
zone in each region called ‘Region Stars’.
To promote competition among circles, it
has a ‘Circle Combat’ initiative. The front-
ranking sales employees among best per-
formers nominated by each circle are rec-
ognized as Vodafone’s “Strike force’, and
consistent high performers are recognized
as ‘Global Heroes’.

Lay-offs: Idea-Vodafone merger is
likely to lead to ‘the mother of all lay-
offs’, and take out 10,000 jobs in the
telecom sector (Human Resources, In-
dia, 28 March 2017). However, accord-
ing to Vodafone Group CEO, Vittorio
Colao (Business Today online, 13 April
2017) there was ‘no job threat’ to em-
ployees after the merger. He admitted
that there was no HR policy at Vodafone
to deal with lay-offs.

Gender diversity: Currently
Vodafone India has 18 percent women

employees, which is the highest in the sec-
tor in India. It is making a conscious ef-
fort to ensure gender diversity in its work-
place and has undertaken multiple initia-
tives to strengthen diversity, inclusion and
women empowerment. Measures like in-
creasing women hiring rates consistently
and placing women in high positions indi-
cate the processes and the culture within
the company encouraging women to take
up strategic positions. Currently, 17 of the
95 zones of Vodafone-India are headed
by women. There are around 21 women
employees at the DGM, GM, Head, AVP
levels. Under Vodafone’s flagship cam-
pus hiring program, ‘Discover’, in 2017,
50percent of women trainees were hired,
compared to 39.5percent in 2016.The com-
pany has taken several steps for making
the atmosphere conducive to women em-
ployees. Besides extended maternity
leaves, flexi-timings, home-drop facility,
etc. it has ‘Angel Stores’, staffed only by
women, at security, pantry, customer ser-
vice, as well as management levels.
Launched in 2013, with 15 stores across
13 states, at present there are 34 stores in
21 circles.

Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited
(BSNL)

An Indian state-owned Telecom
company, BSNL was established on Sep-
tember 15, 2000. It took over from the
erstwhile Central Government Depart-
ments of Telecom Services (DTS) and
Telecom Operations (DTO), with effect
from October 1, 2000. Headquartered
in Delhi, BSNL is India’s oldest commu-
nication service provider. As of June,
2015 it had a customer base of 93.29 mil-
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lion. With the largest market share of
more than 60 percent in fixed-telephony,
it is the largest provider of broadband
services, and sixth largest mobile
telephony provider in India.

BSNL reported a net loss of INR
823.4 million during 2014-15
(dnaindia.com, November 2015) and in-
curred a total loss of INR 702 million in
2013-14. The gap is widening on account
of asset depreciation calculated as per
the Companies Act, 2013.However, if
calculated under the previous Companies
Act, the net loss would have come down
to Rs 5,370 crore, which is a turnaround
showing a low debt-equity ratio.

In light of the above, it will be inter-
esting to look at the HR challenges and
practices of the company which currently
has a large reservoir of highly-skilled and
experienced workforce of about 3,57,000
personnel.

Skill-shortage: Much like Vodafone,
BSNL focuses on training and recruit-
ment to address the issue of talent short-
age. It posts job vacancies on its sole
official website, which takes care of vari-
ous skill requirements of the company.
This is a very active portal with continual
notifications regarding recruitment drives.

BSNL also tries to address the short-
age of skilled talent through skill-build-
ing/development efforts, which is taken
very seriously in the company. Across
the country, BSNL has state-of-the-art
telecom training centers, well-equipped
with telecom technology training and
teaching aids, i.e., modern audio-visual

aids, libraries, hostels, lecture rooms etc
where employees are trained for tech-
nology upgradation, modernization and
computerization to meet technology-re-
lated challenges.

The apex training centers of BSNL
“Advanced Level Telecom Training Cen-
tre (ALTTC) at Ghaziabad, and Bharat
Ratna Bheemrao Telecom Training Cen-
tre at Jabalpur” are comparable to any
world-class telecom training centre else-
where. Moreover, 43 zonal training cen-
ters and a National Academy of Telecom
Finance and Management have been run-
ning for several years now. In these cen-
ters, diverse curriculum is run for impart-
ing technology-based training, training for
attitudinal change, basic educational and
skill development programs etc.

The annual report of the company
(2015) states that “As part of the Skill
Development Program of the Government
of India, in addition to already existing pro-
grams, various new programs and
schemes have been launched like National
Skill Development Training under which
7674 students were allotted to BSNL.
Under the skill-development initiatives
taken under the New Telecom Policy
2012, 17 premier telecom training centers
of BSNL have been registered so far,
spearheaded by National Telecommunica-
tions Institute for Policy Research, Inno-
vation and Training (NITPRIT), Depart-
ment of Telecom (DoT).

High Attrition, Low Engagement&
Gender Diversity: There is no specific
information available on the practices be-
ing followed to deal with these challenges.
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Discussion

The Indian telecom industry is evolv-
ing at breakneck speed and struggling to
keep pace with customer demands and
sweeping changes in technology. It is
making the overall business environment
in this sector extremely competitive and
volatile. Since the entry of Reliance Jio
in September 2017, the telecom sector is
reeling under INR 500,000 crore of debt
and facing a sharp fall in revenue, profit-
ability and free cash flows. Major play-
ers like Vodafone-India and Idea Cellu-
lar are on track for a merger, while Bharti
Airtel has announced its intention to pick
up the wireless business of Tata
Teleservices. Reliance Communications
has decided to withdraw most of its wire-
less business by December 2017, while
Aircel is believed to be concentrating on
a few niche circles and winding up busi-
ness in others. The challenges faced by
the companies in this sector have a di-
rect impact on their human resource ac-
tivities. The objectives of the present
study are to identify and understand the
people-issues being encountered by the
telecom industry and to also to analyze
the HR practices being followed by some
of the leading telecom companies to ad-
dress the evolving challenges in this sec-
tor. Keeping the increasing complexity

‘ The common people-challenges
the telecom sector of India is fac-
ing today are: shortage of skilled

talent; high attrition and low en-
gagement; poor gender diversity

and low participation of female
workforce; and managing layoff.

of the fast-changing business environ-
ment in view, the common people-chal-
lenges the telecom sector of India is fac-
ing today are: shortage of skilled talent;
high attrition and low engagement; poor
gender diversity and low participation of
female workforce; and managing layoff.

It was found that most companies in
this sector regarded shortage of skilled
talent as an important challenge. Technol-
ogy continues to fundamentally reshape
the telecom world, and companies need
people who are on a continuous learning
mode as regards newer ideas and skills.
With increased automation, this industry
will continue to see a rise in high-skilled
jobs and it is likely to face a dearth of suf-
ficiently skilled manpower in the near fu-
ture. To create the desired workforce in
advance through recruitment and selec-
tion or by training is a daunting challenge.
In terms of dealing with this challenge, all
the three major players i.e. Bharti Airtel,
Vodafone and BSNL seem to be quite
well-prepared. The robust training pro-
cesses followed at Airtel is focusing on
competency-based, functional and leader-
ship training. To deal with this particular
challenge, Vodafone is executing various
training programs continuously at differ-
ent hierarchical levels; focusing on E-
learning and on recruitment. Similarly,
BSNL has robust processes for in-house
technical trainings; skill-development ini-
tiatives and job postings on its online por-
tal. Though the leading telecom players
are showing high preparedness to deal
with the challenge of skill-shortage, it will
be interesting to see if the current prac-
tices have the capability to deal with this
challenge fully.
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Managing employee turnover has
been identified as another major chal-
lenge for the Telecom industry in India.
Insufficient payment, work pressure and
external pressure contribute to high em-
ployee turnover rates in this sector. The
increased number of market players has
led to large-scale migration of intellec-
tual capital between organizations. This
can lead to low engagement, and moti-
vation and low job satisfaction and it
bodes trouble for the industry as a whole.
Research suggests that high employee
turnover arrests the productivity, thereby
impacting growth and lower turnover is
positively correlated with productivity
(Glance, Hogg & Huberman, 1997).
Employee engagement in telecom indus-
try is a complex challenge and it cannot
be guaranteed with a uni-dimensional
approach of focusing on a single HRM
practice. It seems telecom companies in
India are realizing the importance of re-
taining their employees and engaging
them at work and are trying to take ap-
propriate measures to deal with this chal-
lenge. Airtel tries to address this issue
by developing an ecosystem which fo-
cuses highly on performance. It has come
up with various other practices like de-
veloping long-term career path; improv-
ing the confidence of the employees on
the job; and focusing on health and safety
of employees for better employee-en-
gagement programs. Vodafone is trying
to check employee-attrition by providing
its employees fair and competitive com-
pensation. For better employee-engage-
ment, it is implementing reward and rec-
ognition programs; focusing on good
work-life balance; and also on the safety
of women. But surprisingly, there is no

such information about BSNL even iden-
tifying it as a challenge and aiming to deal
with such an important human resource
issue.

Another important HR issue for the
industry is ‘lay-offs’. The telecom sec-
tor has witnessed a 10-15 percent drop
in hiring at senior management level and
has noticed 25-33 percent drop in the
overall workforce (Lakshmikanth, 2017).
This is a clear indication that employees
are operating in an uncertain environment
and are unsure about their job. In this
context, managing human resource is the
biggest challenge. It is going to affect
various HR practices like staffing, man-
power planning, training & development,
attrition and employee engagement.
However, none of the companies taken
up for this study has shared any critical
information with regard to their strate-
gies to deal with the lay-offs. This goes
with the practice in India of leaving em-
ployees in the lurch during lay-offs. How-
ever, Airtel has started addressing this
issue to some extent by expressing its
willingness to work with specialist tran-
sition counseling organizations for laid-
off employees.

Gender-balance remains a critical
issue in this sector. It is observed that
private players like Airtel and Vodafone
are more willing to evolve policies con-
ducive to women at the workplace than
BSNL, which has no literature to sug-
gest that it is concerned about the issue.
Among the three companies taken up for
study, Vodafone-India is seen to be con-
sistently increasing the number of its
women employees, while other two com-
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panies still need to do a lot to ensure gen-
der diversity. Vodafone has around 18
percent of women employees. In 2015,
through the ‘Discover” initiative it hired
58 percent of recruits as women. It has
been placing women at senior level posi-
tions too. Airtel has come up with a few
gender sensitive policies like focusing on
women’s safety and prevention of sexual
harassment of women at the workplace.
In case of BSNL, however, there is no
mention of any practices in this regard.
It is understood that being a public-sec-
tor company, it is obliged to provide the
necessary facilities to its women employ-
ees, which are mandatory.

It was found that all the organizations
are trying to deal with attrition by creat-
ing and implementing conducive HR poli-
cies for their employees, giving them ca-
reer growth opportunities, conducting
employee satisfaction surveys, trying to
make appraisal, promotion and compen-
sation just and fair. Hiring has also been
emphasized in all the three organizations
to overcome skills-shortage and all the
industries pay special attention to it with
dedicated hiring policies. All of them have
their online portals to advertise the com-
panies as dream employers, highlighting
their work culture and to attract potential
employees in their own separate ways.

Recommendations

Based on the above findings, the
present study has the following recom-
mendations to improve the performance
of the telecom companies in India oper-
ating in a highly fluid and dynamic techno-
social environment.

As required skills are changing rap-
idly, telecom companies are looking in-
side their organizations for solutions,
choosing to develop and train their own
people. To meet the talent-shortage ef-
fectively the companies under study are
required to spend sufficient effort in the
area of skill-development and creation of
a talent-pool for their future need. For
this purpose, proper manpower planning
needs to be done and necessary steps
should be taken to hire employees hav-
ing the right talent. The gap between the
expected future talent and the existing
talent within the company must be filled
by taking appropriate steps in the right
direction, that is, by providing timely
training to the current employees across
different hierarchical levels or through
timely hiring of talent from outside. The
companies may also start collaborating
with various academic institutions to build
ready talent for future recruitment.

Attrition issues can be handled to a
great extent by creating the right oppor-
tunity for the young professionals. To
deal with the challenge of high attrition
of employees, the telecom companies
need to hire the right employees. HR
department needs to be absolutely sure
that the candidate they are hiring is “fit’
not only for the job, but for the company
culture as well. As this sector is going
through a phase of transition character-
ized by uncertainty and complexity, com-
panies should opt for people having the
tolerance for ambiguity. Itis also impera-
tive to devise innovative practices to re-
tain the key talent having high potential
or in critical roles especially when orga-
nizations look forward to capturing ag-
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gressive market share. Telecom compa-
nies may think of disproportionately re-
warding the high performers and retain-
ing them and helping them to grow with
the organization.

Employee engagement is a complex
phenomenon. At this juncture, employee
engagement has become an essential
thing for the telecom sector, especially
to deal with the volatile environment.
Showing a genuine interest in employees
and investing time in understanding their
needs and aspirations will help the com-
panies to send the message that their
contribution is valued. To improve em-
ployee-engagement, the telecom compa-
nies are required to provide attention to
many human resource practices such as
induction, appropriate role allocation, ca-
reer development, fair and robust ap-
praisal mechanism, competitive compen-
sation and benefits, proper work-life bal-
ance etc. These companies need to high-
light fostering right organizational culture
and HR climate and learn from each
other’s practices to address this impor-
tant issue.

Another ongoing challenge is the un-
precedented lay-offs because of the un-
certain environment. Letting people go
is an emotional event — not just for those
being laid off but for those who remain.
Those who leave need help with the tran-
sition to new employment. The employ-
ees who survive the layoffs also need
reassurance about their future and a clear
understanding of the strategic goals be-
hind the cuts. The companies need to have
a proper policy regarding lay-offs to
make the whole process transparent for

the satisfaction of everyone concerned.
It is not only the HR managers, but also
the line managers who need to have the
skills to handle the lay-offs carefully. In
this kind of business scenario, the telecom
companies must collaborate with special-
ist organizations dealing with such tran-
sitional issues to provide outplacement
service to their employees. It takes a
combination of mature, progressive, em-
ployee-friendly measures and a passion-
ate, brave and empathetic HR leader to
convert a traumatic layoff decision into
adignified separation.

Poor gender diversity and low par-
ticipation of female workforce is another
challenge of the telecom sector which
can be handled systematically. Somehow,
telecom sector has not been very suc-
cessful in this regard. Indian telecom
companies should create an employer
branding which helps in attracting more
women candidates by having better
women friendly policies and allowing
women to move to leadership positions
and minimize the existing gender-gap in
this industry.

Conclusion

In the virtual world by having 700
million internet users of the 4.7 billion
global users by 2025, India is likely to
emerge as a leading player, as per a
Microsoft report. Internet economy is
expected to touch INR 10 trillion (US$
155 billion) by 2018, contributing around
5 percent to the country’s GDP. In fact,
with a huge customer base, this sector
has a great dependence on a well-moti-
vated and highly-skilled flexible work
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force. So, it becomes necessary for the
telecom companies to know the people-
issues and how to manage these issues
effectively so as to get efficient and or-
derly service. HR has a chance to prove
its value-creation role, only if it under-
stands people-issues better. As found in
this study, the common people-issues in
the telecom sector are talent shortage,
attrition, employee engagement, lay-offs.
The unique problems associated more
with the telecom sectors is the issue of
gender-equality, which needs to be ad-
dressed urgently. The telecom companies
ought to come up with more women-
friendly policies to attract women talent.
It will not only help them in bridging the
talent-gap, but also give the confidence
to women employees to join the sector.

‘ The private players are better pre-
pared to deal with the people re-
lated challenges than the public
sector.

In terms of the preparedness to deal
with the people-issues, one can conclude
that in most of the cases, the HR depart-
ments of the selected companies are
aware of the people-related challenges
and they are coming up with provisions
to deal with these problems successfully.
If we make a comparison among the
three companies, one would conclude that
the private players are better prepared
to deal with the people related challenges
than the public sector. The private play-
ers are coming up with most innovative
practices to deal with the people-related
challenges. But, in the case of the public
telecom company, clearer understanding

of the business ecosystem and fair prac-
tices to deal with evolving challenges is
the need of the hour.

When people-issues are addressed
effectively, it improves the performance
of the organizations. Hence, for in-
creased contributions from the employ-
ees, particularly to ensure their commit-
ment and devotion, human resource man-
agers should be managing the people-is-
sues proactively. They need to review
and reshape human resources in collabo-
ration with the operational managers.
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