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We work with our clients across the mid-market helping them to enter
international markets for the first time or supporting them in delivering
more value from their existing overseas operations and driving growth into
new markets.
India’s emergence as a giant of the global economy continues. The
country’s economy is one of the fastest growing in the world and will
continue to rise in the global GDP league table, given its rapid growth and
favourable demographics. By 2050, the country’s economy is forecast to be
the second largest in the world (behind China), bigger even than the United
States1. In addition, the mid-market in India continues to enjoy rampant
growth compared to the UK’s, making this market segment very attractive to
UK businesses.
This publication is designed to support businesses in the UK looking to
expand into India with insights from experienced market experts. It draws
on knowledge amassed from almost 30 years of experience doing business
in India, from the perspective of specialists from Grant Thornton in the UK
and in India. It is a pocket guide to business strategies for success, business
basics for India, some dos and don’ts and many more useful insights that
can only be gained from first-hand experience.
Having the right professional advisers to support your business in achieving
its growth ambitions in India is vital – and we hope that the hard-won
advice and insight provided in this publication provide a taster of the vast
experience and specialist knowledge that our clients benefit from.
We look forward to hearing from you.
Anuj Chande
Head of South Asia Group, Grant Thornton UK
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‘These will be the most powerful economies in the world by 2050’, World Economic Forum, December 2017
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Doing business in India
In the 2018 ease of doing business rankings, India
recorded one of the biggest improvements of all
190 countries reflecting the impact of the reforms
introduced by the Bharatiya Janata Party government
led by Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi.
Total GDP, current prices,
purchasing power parity

Real GDP growth

INDIA

$11.47 trillion
UK

$3.13 trillion

INDIA

7.3%
UK

1.2%
Source: ‘World Economic Outlook’, International Monetary Fund
(IMF), April 2019

Source: ‘World Economic Outlook’, IMF, April 2019

Ease of doing business
(the easier it is to do business, the higher countries are ranked)

Overall
Starting a business

(considerations include procedures, time and costs)

Paying taxes

(considerations include total tax rates and number of payments per year)

Enforcing a contract

(considerations include time, cost of claim and quality of judiciary)
Source: ‘Doing Business 2019’, The World Bank, 2018
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What is the size of the
mid-market in India?

UK
USD 3.2 trillion

3.4% UK

INDIA
USD 0.8 trillion

9.4% INDIA

India’s mid-market continues
to enjoy rampant growth
compared to the UK’s.

Expected mid-market growth 2017–22

The mid-market
in India

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), research commissioned by Grant Thornton, 2017
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Mid-market expectation
of an increase in revenue
in next 12 months

Mid-market net
economic optimism

76%
INDIA

67%
9%

INDIA

51%
UK

Percentage of midmarket identifying red
tape as a constraint to
growth

66%

UK

INDIA

54%
UK

Source: ‘International Business Report’, Grant Thornton, 2018

A global hub for IT, India’s technology,
media and telecommunications sector
is becoming increasingly important for
mid-market revenues

38%
35%
2017
Source: EIU, research commissioned by Grant Thornton, 2017
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Projected
share by
2022

Business
strategies
for success
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General advice
Focus on relationships
Relationships are very important in India
and will be central to your success, but
forming strong ties will take time. Trust is
built up gradually with prospective partners.
Once trust is established, Indian partners
are renowned for being true to their word
and loyal, and will open doors in the closely
knit business world. However, due diligence
on partners is still highly recommended.
Be patient
Spend some time in understanding the
roles and responsibilities of people working
both in the private and public sectors,
including where they fit into the hierarchical
culture that exists in India. This can help
you navigate multiple layers of officialdom
and bureaucracy. You will need to factor
delays into your timings and costings.
Underestimating someone’s power could
be a serious slight, overestimating it could
waste a lot of your time – since they are
unlikely to correct you.

Merits of different entry
strategies
Target and adapt to the local market
While India may seem less foreign to us
because of Britain’s historic ties and the
fact that many people speak English, there
are some big differences in the population,
including their buying habits. One of our
advisers gives the example of how Indians
prefer to buy sample-sized toiletries given
the lower purchasing power in the country –
requiring fundamental changes in packaging.
India is also far from homogeneous. The British
government’s exporting guide notes that
“each state resembles a separate country,
often with its own language, cultural practices
and preferences”. Most companies will target
specific regions, if not cities, and localise their
products, pricing and promotion.

“When you’ve established mutual trust with your Indian
partner, you can shake hands and be confident that the
deal is done.”
Simon Littlewood, Head of Growth Services
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Online represents a growing opportunity
In 2017, there were one billion mobile phone
subscriptions in India, representing an
extraordinary penetration in a country
of 1.3 billion people. This connectivity is
supporting the growth in online sales, which
are forecast to hit 5% of total retail sales in
2019 (compared with 10% in Europe). At the
same time, online retail is benefiting from
growing levels of trust and the opening up
of more rural areas of India. Usefully for
British businesses looking at this channel,
Indians also make heavy use of Western
social media, including Facebook (241 million
users), LinkedIn (53 million) and Twitter (23
million). Unlike China, India lacks equivalent
local social media platforms.
Stress value and differentiation
India is a very price-sensitive market. Since
UK companies are unlikely to offer the
lowest prices, they need to stress value
and differentiation. They should also do
what they can to manage down costs
and cater to the desire to negotiate and
obtain discounts that is common to other
emerging economies. This means ensuring
tax efficiency and optimising business
models – including exploring the possibility
of sourcing products and services from the
Indian market or re-engineering products to
be cheaper.

Structures used by
international companies
There are various types of entities that UK
businesses can use to establish a presence
in India. A basic, unincorporated option
is a ‘liaison office’. This cannot earn any
income in India but is good for gathering
business contacts and market intelligence.
While a ‘branch office’ allows you to
engage in parent entity activities such as
exporting or importing goods and rendering
professional or consultancy services. With
both a liaison or branch office, you will need
permission from the Reserve Bank of India.
A UK company can alternatively set up a
subsidiary company in India in the form of
a private company subject to foreign direct
investment guidelines. See Grant Thornton’s
‘A guide to establishing presence in India’1
for more detail on the different options and
their merits. Always seek professional advice
to choose the structure that is best for your
business.
Make sure you access local intelligence
India is a country where you definitely need
local intelligence and participation. As with
other countries, it may be worth delaying
your decision on structure until you’ve
identified the local people or companies to
partner with and route to market. There is a
real need to ensure that your local partner is
on the same page as you for the longer term.

“The four Cs that connect India and the UK are cricket,
curry, commerce and the Commonwealth; and you can
add in cinema too.”
Chandru Iyer, Head of Business Development, South Asia Group
1

Visit www.grantthornton.in and search for the guide.
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Key business risks
Beware of bribery and corruption
In India, it’s not unusual to pay to get things
done. Unfortunately, such ‘facilitation
payments’ can stretch to those in positions
of real power in the public sector. While
government clampdowns – including
the withdrawal of all high-denomination
currency notes and stronger legislation and
enforcement targeting bribery – have helped
to reduce this, it is still present. Resisting it
should be your response. It is unlikely to stop
your progress, just slow it down.
Plan for a divorce from the outset
Even with the bonds of good relationships,
it is still advisable to have contracts in
place and to plan how both parties can go
their separate ways. As one of our advisers
wisely notes: “When things go wrong with
joint ventures, you generally find that
someone is holding better cards, and
often that is the local guys rather than the
international guys.”
Protecting women and children
Vulnerable groups need to be considered
when operating in India. Child labour can
still be a problem, and proper due diligence
and monitoring are needed in supply chains.
Also recognise that gender equality is still
work in progress, particularly in the rural
areas. Recently, there has been widespread
media attention around the issue of attacks
on women. Be sensitive and proactive about
this problem in your local operations.
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What you learn after a few
years of operating here
There is a real can-do attitude and sense
of optimism among the population. One
of our UK partners quotes a line from
The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel film series
that sums this up well: “In India we have
a saying: ‘Everything will be alright in
the end, so if it’s not alright, it is not yet
the end.’” This can be very challenging
for those who like to follow processes
and plans, and knowing what you can
change and what you cannot is key.

Have you thought about?
Using your links to Britain. The UK is
undoubtedly one of the most preferred
travel destinations among Indians. This
can be used by British companies for
employee engagement and retention.
One British business leader told us that
they let Indian colleagues bring their
family over with them on business trips
as an additional retention incentive.
Having Indian colleagues visit also
provides you with the opportunity to
immerse them in the company culture,
with all the benefits that this brings.

Business dos and don’ts
Do accept hospitality with gratitude – If you are offered food or drink by your
host, gratefully accept this even if you don’t really want it. Otherwise, you risk
causing offence. A common drink offered in India is masala chai. It may be worth
trying this in advance. It’s also worth noting that gift giving is more discretionary in
India than in other countries, and generally limited to small, corporate items.
Do use credentials and contacts – Indian businesspeople are generally well
networked, and you should leverage your partners to make new contacts. To
help secure meetings and make the right impressions, external credentials or
verifications are very useful, so mention any awards, achievements or inclusion in
prestigious listings (eg ‘who’s who’ or ‘top company’ lists).
Do take an interest in families – Indians can be very family oriented and
many businesses are family owned and operated. They like talking about their
families and may well invite you to their homes to meet them. Embrace this as an
opportunity to deepen and widen your relationships.
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Don’t rely on speedy resolution in courts – There is a desperate mismatch
between the number of courts and legal cases in India. This means that legal action
is notoriously slow. By contrast, arbitration in India is much more efficient and a
popular route for disputes.
Don’t worry too much about meeting schedules before trips – Indians don’t
like committing to meetings months in advance. You’ll be lucky to confirm slots two
weeks ahead. This can make business trips quite nerve-racking with a bare meeting
schedule! Don’t worry too much about this – if you make the necessary approaches
and persist, you will secure meetings.
Don’t be offended if people take calls during meetings – While this is frowned
upon in the UK, it is common for Indians to answer their phones while in meetings,
even important meetings. They will also remain in the room for the duration of the call.
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Tax basics
Tax is complex in India, due mainly to the
development of many taxes at a local level.
The introduction of goods and services
tax nationally and the removal of many
central, state and local levies has helped
enormously in simplifying matters. When it
comes to personal tax, rates range from 5%
to 30%. The corporate tax rate for a foreign
company is 40% – compared with 25% for
local companies. See ‘A guide to establishing
presence in India’2 for further details on tax.
Money matters
Make sure your client contracts detail the
terms of payment for goods and services.
Indian law does not regulate late payments,
and, as noted, going through the courts
will take a long time. If you are looking to
source loans locally, you should know that
lenders have become stricter about their
lending. In the past, Indian banks were guilty
of making loans based on who people were
and whether they had credit from other
institutions.

2

Visit www.grantthornton.in and search for the guide.

14 Country profiles: India

Law and intellectual property
The legal framework in India is based on
English common law, which is convenient
for British businesses. When it comes
to intellectual property, this must be
registered in India for proper protection.
Such registration can sometimes take
years, so make sure you do this well in
advance of any move into the market.
Trading relations
India took action many years ago to remove
some of the trade barriers that were in
place to protect local industry. Under
Prime Minister Modi, there has been further
opening up for foreign direct investments in
sectors such as defence, ecommerce and
pharmaceuticals.
Key business policies
Under Modi’s government, there has been
a real focus on economic growth, good
governance and reforms. As mentioned,
this has included overhauling taxes,
scrapping high-denomination banknotes
and lifting restrictions around foreign direct
investments. He has also overseen the
passage of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy
Code, which provides a consistent
framework for dealing with the failure of
companies and individuals.

Navigating
business in India
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British success stories
UK-based earthmoving and construction equipment
manufacturer JCB entered the Indian market through a joint
venture in 1979, and has become a dominant player in the
market. Now fully owned by the UK parent, JCB India has
five modern factories in India and employs 5,000 people
directly and another 6,000 through its network of dealers.
Much of JCB India’s success can be attributed to embracing
the local opportunities within India. It quickly recognised the
potential to manufacture products in the country, investing
in a factory near New Delhi (now the world’s largest factory
for backhoe loaders) and later in Pune and Jaipur. These all
operate on its One Global Quality principle and export to
85 countries around the world. To support its investment, it
actively focused on developing local skills – including among
women – and built up an indigenised supply chain of over
380 Indian providers. It has also recognised the specific
needs among in-country customers and launched Indiacentric products into the market. Finally, it has recognised
the wider social issues and specifically focused on helping
disadvantaged communities around its factories.
Where to go for home comforts
Indians’ love of British products extends to food and drink.
You won’t have to go far in the cities to find afternoon tea
with all the trimmings, or the pub staples of draft ale and
bangers and mash. Although don’t expect to find alcohol for
sale on any of the religious holidays in India.
How Grant Thornton has helped UK clients
Grant Thornton was engaged by a well-known restaurant
chain when it was looking for a new partner to ignite growth
in the Indian market. We were chosen ahead of others
because of the close relationship between Grant Thornton
in the UK and India, overseen by a dedicated South Asia
Group that helps Indian companies coming to the UK and
UK companies going to India. As its adviser, we helped it to
identify and then formalise a joint venture relationship with
a credible local partner. The joint venture has subsequently
rolled out a number of branded restaurants across the
country and revamped the brand.
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Recognisable UK
brands in India

32,000

British citizens are in
India (BBC)

24th

largest export market
for British goods and
services – £5.7 billion
(Office for National
Statistics, 2018)

Chandigarh

Dehradun

New Delhi

Noida

Gurgaon

What is the
geography of
the country like
for foreigners?
India is large and very difficult to travel around by
road. Traffic is generally congested in urban areas,
so leave plenty of time for traversing the large cities.
In New Delhi, the capital, congestion is particularly
bad, and it might be tempting to walk if it wasn’t
for the crush of pedestrians, often extreme weather
(hot in summer and wet in the monsoon season)
and extremely cheap taxi fares. Uber and the local
equivalent (Ola cabs) offer their services in most
cities via mobile app. Travelling in the country quickly
reveals a massive difference between rich and poor,
although the upmarket hotels and retail areas will try
to shield you from the worst of this.

Ahmedabad

Kolkata

Mumbai

Pune

Hyderabad
Chennai

Bengaluru

capital
megacity with Grant Thornton oﬃce

Kochi
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Grant Thornton oﬃce

Useful business contacts
and sources of information
Confederation of British Industry
www.cbi.org.uk/articles/india-advisory-group/
The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) set up the India Advisory
Group consisting of managing directors and chief executive officers of
CBI member companies operating in the country. The stated objective
of this group is to provide input into the emerging trade and investment
policy dialogue between the UK and India.

Confederation of Indian Industry
www.cii.in
The Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) is the country’s equivalent of
the CBI, with 9,000 direct members and a further 300,000 in national and
regional industry bodies. British companies operating in India (including
those with liaison offices) can become members or associate members of
CII, and it has a number of overseas offices, including in the UK.

British High Commission in India
www.gov.uk (search for British High Commission in India)
The British High Commission in India has outposts in all the major
cities with their own trade and investment advisers. Their often grand
buildings can be used for business meetings and events, and their
teams and contacts can help to springboard your progress.
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Other useful sources of
information
A great way to find out more about
operating in India is to talk to other
experienced British companies outside of
your immediate competitors. The value of
this is immense – both in learning what to
do and what not to do. Grant Thornton
Growth 365 international regularly brings
businesses together and can help you make
connections.

Sources of English-language
business news
Economic Times – an English language
newspaper published daily in India. It is
available online (www.economictimes.com)
and is India’s biggest business new portal.
It is an invaluable source for news on the
economy, investments and finance in
the country.
Mint – another important business news
publication, and is available online
(www.livemint.com). It covers a similar space
to the Economic Times but is more focused
on markets and investments.
Business Standard – the third key source
for information on the economy, markets and
companies. See www.business-standard.com.
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How we can
help you
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South Asia Group,
Grant Thornton UK
Our South Asia Group offers both the business expertise and cultural understanding to
add value for our clients. We provide support to businesses looking to export, invest or do
business with India. We also provide a full range of services for Indian businesses and real
estate investors looking to invest in the UK.
For more information please visit grantthornton.co.uk and search for South Asia Group.

Anuj Chande
Anuj is Head of South Asia Group and a corporate finance partner.
He has nearly 30 years’ experience working in the UK–India corridor
advising companies in the food and drink, media, hotels, technology
and property sectors. Since 2014, Anuj’s team has produced the ‘India
meets Britain Tracker’ report, which monitors investment from Indian
businesses in the UK. This publication has been recognised as a leading
report by commentators in the sector and government. Additionally, on
behalf of Grant Thornton International, he is global relationship partner
for two Indian key accounts. He is also Grant Thornton’s national media
spokesperson on Asian business matters. Anuj will work with you to
understand your specific requirements and introduce you to relevant
Grant Thornton specialists both in the UK and India.

Chandru Iyer
Chandru is Head of Business Development for the South Asia Group
at Grant Thornton UK. Chandru has 20 years’ international business
development experience. He has been instrumental in facilitating a
significant number of cross-border transactions and inward investment
projects between India and the UK across a wide range of sectors. Chandru
works closely with economic development agencies like the Department for
International Trade, London & Partners, CII, FICCI and NASSCOM.
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Growth 365
international
Growth 365 international is a tailored service that helps leaders of midmarket businesses at all stages in the business life cycle to create, protect
and transform value in global markets. We support clients to enter new
markets and drive value from existing overseas operations.
The service, which is supported by the Department for International Trade,
is delivered by advisers who are seasoned business leaders with a wealth of
relevant insight, international market knowledge and cross-sector experience.
We can support your business in:
• researching planning and executing entry into new markets
• qualifying markets and new sales channels for your products and
services
• creating a structured plan for international expansion and new market
entry
• accessing key skills and talent needed to grow and manage operations
overseas
• accessing government grants, export finance and other support
• connecting you to in-market specialist colleagues from across the Grant
Thornton global network
• accessing additional Grant Thornton services in tax, audit and advisory
• locating third-party support that will boost overseas growth, from inmarket marketing and branding expertise to logistics.
Find out more by visiting Growth 365 international.
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Simon Littlewood
Simon is Head of Growth Services and
Lead on Growth 365. He works with clients
enabling their business growth through
the reach, talents and facilities of Grant
Thornton’s extensive networks nationally
and internationally. For the last five years
Simon has led our work with the Department
for International Trade, and he has many
years’ experience supporting clients with their
international business ambitions.

Paul McGreevy
Paul has 30 years’ experience in international
retailing and fast-moving consumer goods
(FMCG). He has worked extensively across
brand, operations and R&D for multibillionpound organisations, and led Body Shop’s
successful international expansion, opening
around 700 shops across the world. His
experience spans FMCG, retail, omnichannel,
franchise, wholesale and manufacturing,
and he has led acquisitions, divestments and
change management initiatives. Paul is one of
Growth 365 international’s growth advisers,
helping our clients to grow their operations
around the world. He is also active as an
adviser to private equity funds and as a nonexecutive director.
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Grant Thornton in India
Grant Thornton in India is one of the largest assurance, tax and advisory
firms. We provide robust compliance services and growth navigation
solutions on complex business and financial matters through focused
practice groups. The firm has extensive experience across a range of
industries, market segments and geographical corridors. It is on a fast track
to becoming the best growth adviser to dynamic Indian businesses with
global ambitions.
For more information please visit grantthornton.in.

4,000+
people

100+
partners

15

offices across India

Our UK-based clients include
HSBC, Vedanta, Euromonitor International, Thorogood
Associates, GSK, Tesco, Unilever, Standard Chartered
Bank, BT India and Barclays.
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Our people

Siddhartha Nigam

Vikas Vasal

Siddhartha is part of the Strategic
Leadership Team of Grant Thornton in
India and leads the public sector, recovery
and reorganisation, and compliance and
outsourcing business units. He has extensive
experience in investment banking and
strategic consulting across India and the UK.
He has been involved in a number of crossborder transactions, and his geographic
experience spans North America, Africa,
Europe, Central and South East Asia.

Vikas is the tax national leader at Grant
Thornton in India. Vikas has over 20
years’ experience in advising clients on
tax and regulatory matters, including
entity structuring, corporate tax, crossborder taxation, mergers and acquisitions,
corporate restructuring and expatriate tax.
He has also worked in New York, USA where
he advised various American companies on
cross-border tax matters, and their entry,
investment and business strategy for their
operations in India.

Soumya Palchoudhuri
Soumya is an executive director in the
Clients and Markets team at Grant Thornton
in India. He has over 19 years’ experience
in marketing and business development
roles across the banking and consulting
industries.

Harleen Sachdeva
Harleen heads the marketing and
communications function at Grant
Thornton in India. She has over 14 years’
experience in marketing, internal and
external communications, budgeting and
forecasting, public and media relations,
digital communication and brand
management.
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Contact Us
If you would like to discuss your
international plans in India and find out
how we can support, please get in touch.
Anuj Chande
T +44 (0)20 7728 2133
E growth.365@uk.gt.com
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