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affirmative action plan and show ‘good faith’ efforts in
achieving them. The OFCCP can even debar companies
from future government contracts if a violation occurs.

Chandrabhan Prasad, Delhi-based Dalit researcher, would
like a replication of the US response in India and is critical
of Indian politicians who insist on rigid quotas when vol-
untary ‘goals’ as in the US have worked well. He also ad-
vocates the business case for affirmative action. “Over 25
million Dalits, who today constitute the urban middle and
lower middle class, are a huge mass
of consumers,” he explains. “Their
monthly spend on goods and services
could run into phenomenal amounts,
if computed.”

Affirmative Action

There is a degree of merit in this argu-
ment as many US corporations had very early on recog-
nised that their workforce ought to reflect the diversity of
their consumers. It made eminent business sense too.

PepsiCo, which first broke the colour barrier in American
business, has benefited hugely over the years. “US compa-
nies supported affirmative action not out of altruism, but
out of their own perceived self-interest. Diversity makes
companies more competitive, not less,” says Omvedt.

Is PepsiCo in India reflecting its hoary US tradition? “In
India, we are just about reaching a state of equilibrium af-
ter the initial period of evolution,” explains Pavan Bhatia,
Vice-President, Human Resources, PepsiCo. He is, however,
conscious of the weight of histery and has, in the last two
years, set into motion a series of initiatives on diversity
and inclusion. On deing an audit he was aghast that he
didn't have a single employee with disability. The record
on women was equally poor. “Inclusion, as a corporate
culture, is a challenge in India,” Bhatia says.

Over the last two years, PepsiCo has reached 150 PWDs.
A job mapping has been undertaken. Over 20 shift engi-

neers have been trained in sign language, as the company
prepares for a ramp-up. PepsiCo’s work with women has
taken it to urban slums and villages. Social taboos made
it difficult to employ women. The company had to con-
sequently escort Panchayat members to bottling plants to
convince them on the facilitating environment in place for
women. Today, it has 300 women on its workers’ rolls. It is
also handholding a battery of women entrepreneurs at its
seaweed project in Tamil Nadu. As for women in manage-
rial positions at PepsiCo, it is about 10%.

Miles To Go

PepsiCo in India, however, has a long way to go to catch
up with Indian companies like ICICI Bank, Infosys and
Cognizant Technologies, who have over 30% of women
on their rolls. Many have robust processes in place. In-
fosys flaunts an ‘equal opportunity team’ responsible for
diversity initiatives. The ITC-WelcomGroup hotel chain
has published a disability primer for Indian industry, based
on its experiences. At Bharti Airtel, all things being equal
between a male and female candidate, the company now
opts for the latter.

Companies that have embarked on vibrant inclusion pro-
grammes now realise that it brings about tangible benefits,
When PepsiCo stationed women on the inspection stand
at its Aurangabad plant in Maharashtra, the rate of defects
dropped by 50%! ;

Of the 100-odd employees at the Bangalore-based Vind-
hya elnfomedia, 90% are differently-abled. Pavithra YS, its
Managing Director, insists it is not an NGO but an exem-

supplier diversity.

same road

plary for-profit company that delivers quality data-entry
and data-conversion services to enterprises in India and
abroad. “The fact that many of our clients are signing long-
term contracts with us—earlier we did mostly one-off proj-
ects—reflect their faith in our capabilities,” she says.
Efforts to bridge the gender gap and embrace PWDs have
begun, what hasn't really moved is the need to embrace
Dalits and the other underprivileged; Dalit activist Prasad,
in his meetings with industry associations, has been sug-
gesting ‘supplier diversity, for starters, and handholding
the small existing bunch of Dalit entrepreneurs. There
aren't any? This is just what US corporations said initially.
But when they proactively started looking for them, they
were found. In 2003, General Motors purchased goods
and services worth $7.2 billion from minority suppliers.
In 2006, PepsiCo’s record was $1 billion of supplies from
women and minority-owned businesses. “That will be
phase II of our journey in India. It has tremendous poten-
tial,” says Bhatia of PepsiCo 4™
With inputs from Nandita Datta
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