
Rubanomics: Understanding
the Economics and Business
Models of the
New Rural-Urbans (Rubans)
Madan Padaki
Executive Chairman, Head Held High

Karthik Nagendra
Founder & Director- ThoughtStarters

Prof Govinda Sharma
Associate Professor - Strategy & Business Ethics
SDMIMD

Introduction

The doomsayers were wrong – the world did not end on 

December 21, 2012. However, it is true that the world as 

we knew it has ended – for reasons that have nothing to 

do with a date. It does have much to do with the 

emergence of a new economic order which is bringing a 

dramatic shift to the way business and governance will 

be run in the coming decades. 

The new business paradigm has not merely resulted in 

another turn of the business cycle, but a restructuring of 

the economic order with the balance shifting to the 

emerging and breakthrough economies. This has been 

just one side of the story that most businesses and 

governments across the globe have been cognizant to. 

However there is an equally bigger shift taking place in 

these emerging economies like India which needs 

immediate attention and focus and that is the 

emergence of the “Rural- Urbans (Rubans)”

A recent Credit Suisse Report on “The Great Indian 

Equalization”  has brought some interesting insights to 

the forefront:

1. Rural mix of GDP dependent on agriculture is now 

only 27% as compared to 50% a decade ago; and 

jobs are switching rapidly from agriculture to 

manufacturing and services

2. Growth in metros slower than urban growth and 

poorest districts growing the fastest

3. Contrary to general beliefs, there has been a sharp 

increase in rural infrastructure (electricity & roads)

4. “Urban” consumption items growing faster with 

more and more Ruban population shopping online 

for electronics and lifestyle items

5. Additionally 53% of Fast Moving Consumer Goods 

(FMCG) Sales comes from Rural India  

This clearly highlights that the new economic order 

demands an inclusive growth environment to be created 

in each country. Hence addressing bottom of the 

pyramid in the rural masses becomes an imperative for 

businesses & governments. However, the clichéd 

perceptions and myths regarding the rural markets are 

being broken today with the emergence of Rubans – 

Rural youth with urban levels of access to information, 

hungry talent looking for opportunities and global 

aspirations. They are morphing rapidly from the 
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traditional definitions of rural, desirous of unshackling 

themselves from old societal dynamics, with aspirations 

sans boundaries, believing in and looking for 

opportunities for growth. This implies that addressing 

the needs of Rubans requires not just changing the rules 

of the game but changing the game itself. Hence the new 

term “Rubanomics”- a construct to understand the 

economics and the business models of the “Rural-

Urbans “

Genesis of the Rubanomics Theory

We have been witness to many powerful theories 

stressing the need for creating an inclusive environment 

for success of any nation. Few powerful concepts have 

been:

a. Fortune at the bottom of the pyramid concept by 

Late Dr C K Prahlad where he highlighted that the 

fortune is at the bottom of the pyramid which in 

economics is the largest, but poorest socio-

economic group. In global terms, this is the 4 

billion people who live on less than US$2.50 per 

day .

b. PURA Concept by our erstwhile President Dr 

Abdul Kalam where he proposes that urban 

infrastructure and services be provided in rural 

hubs to create economic opportunities outside of 

cities- physical connectivity by providing roads 

e l e c t r o n i c  c o n n e c t i v i t y  b y  p r o v i d i n g  

communication network and knowledge 

connectivity by establishing professional and 

Technical institutions will have to be done in an 

integrated way so that economic connectivity will 

emanate .

c. Rubanization concept by Prof Tray from National 

University of Singapore where he presents his 

belief that the continued consideration of the rural 

and the urban as two distinct realms is 

unsustainable in terms of social justice, cultural 

justice and environmental justice . 

The genesis of Rubanomics encompasses these  three 

powerful concepts.
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At Head Held High, we define Rubanomics as “The 

structure of unleashing the power of talent, 

entrepreneurial spirit and aspirations and information/ 

technology to drive economic growth in the new rural.” 

It gives direction to mesh rural and urban opportunities 

by engaging the power of talent and technology, to drive 

the engine of economic growth. 

Rubanomics and India

With over 70% of India's population is in rural India it is 

imperative that businesses and governments clearly 

understand Rubanomics and its impact on the global 

economies at large. With “Bharat” shining, “India” will 

shine! - For India's Economy to be strong Rural India 

needs to grow - Our villages need to grow in tandem with 

cities and standard of life has to improve there for 

inclusive growth to happen. India will grow only when 

rural India marches hand in hand with cities in the 

coming decades. This will be a silent revolution that will 

happen, but will happen faster if it is focused upon 

taking the entire country on its back of progress, it can 

enable compounded growths and also insulate economy 

from global meltdown as the rural populations have 

been untouched by credit cards and mortgages as 

known in the West which have been the root cause of the 

global meltdown. The slowdown experienced by India 

across sectors like manufacturing, retail, financial 

services etc is an urban phenomenon and such impacts 

can be offset by clear focus on rural markets that offer 

tremendous potential from a purchasing power 

perspective. Let us look at some interesting numbers :

a. 12.2% of the world's consumers live in India. Rural 

households form 72% of the total households.

b. Total income in rural India (about 43% of total 

national income) increased from around US$220 

billion in 2004-2005 to around US$425 billion by 

2010-2011, a CAGR of 12%.

c. The purchasing power of rural India is more than 

half for fast moving consumer goods [US$17 

billion].The durables and automobile sectors 

contribute US$2.5 billion each, and agri-inputs 

(including tractors) about US$1 billion. 

d. Some 42 million rural households [use] banking 

services against 27 million urban households.

e. 60% of India's annual consumption of gold and 

gold jewellery is from rural and semi-urban areas.

All this and more clearly present a strong case for 

businesses and governments to focus on understanding 

the economics and business models to target these new 

rural-urbans.  And the beauty of this concept is such 

that it can be replicated to ruban markets across the 

globe. Head Held High has taken the onus to be the 

torch bearer for Rubanomics. 

The Rubanomics Framework

To make this concept work, we propose the 3A 

Framework that focuses on creating programs and 

platforms that bring together all the key stakeholders in 

the ecosystem to drive growth and transform rural 

markets, thereby creating fortune for those at the 

bottom of the pyramid in rural markets.

Awareness:  

The clear focus here would be to bridge the gaps in 

education, opportunities as well as perceptions. Few 

issues that are encountered in these markets include:

a. Last-mile service delivery issues faced by large and 

small firms – as they believe that they do not have 

access to talent in the villages. 

b. Talent in the villages does not meet with 

opportunities, as there are no “formal” interfaces 

for them to network and explore opportunities. 

c. Penetration of services – Agri, Financial, Health, 
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Consumer and Education are very low. 

d.  Several ideas on rural innovation do not see the 

light of the day, as there is no commercialization 

layer with a network of entrepreneurs

Initiatives like the Ruban Entrepreneurship Forum 

(REF) helps build awareness among the key 

stakeholders by:

a. Providing a pathways for large businesses to reach 

rural talent

b. Empowering talent in the villages to deliver 

services – in an entrepreneurial model

c. Enabling local job creation by engaging rural 

entrepreneurs

The pilot project in Gadag has already tasted success:

a. Entrepreneurial thinking sessions conducted for 

all our trainees; 12 trainees went through the full 

program

b. 3 Entrepreneurs in Residence identified; business 

mentoring started

c. 4 companies (Video Volunteers, Barefoot Power, 

etc.) partnered with to work on quasi-

entrepreneur models with our trainees

d. REF Gadag Secretariat being established with 2 

people

e. Partnership with Hatch, an incubator initiated

Access:

The urban markets face a serious lack of skilled 

manpower that hinders the growth of knowledge and 

services industries whereas the rural areas are faced 

with the lack of skills to the abundant manpower which 

hinders the growth of the rural economy. Training 

Platforms custom made for Rubans like RubanShakti 

from Head Held High will transform unskilled rural 

youth into talent workers in record times, ready to be 

deployed into the services sector. The program impacts 

that entire spectrum of skills in the rural economy (right 

from school students to post graduates)– driving 

growth of the village economy.

The initiative has already created some success stories:

a. 800 village youth trained – in Koppal, Gadag and 

Hindupur. 100% jobs created in the batches at 

Gadag & Hindupur –with a retention rate of 60%

b. 100 youth currently in training in Gadag & 

Hindupur
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Acceptability:

Providing skills and networking opportunities do not 

suffice if it doesn't ultimately percolate to job creation. 

Traditionally rural population have found jobs in the 

manufacturing and construction sectors alone. 

However, they can be a boon to the booming BPO 

Services sector too. According to NSDC, by 2022 3.8 

million additional jobs will be created in the BPO sector 

in India (Exports & Domestic). Rising costs, higher 

attrition and war for talent are the challenges for the 

BPO growth story and Rural BPOs are touted to offer 

advantages to counter this. However they have not been 

a success so far due to perception of “risks” over riding 

cost benefits they have to offer. Platforms like Head 

Held High's RubanSource that offers the Rural BPO 

owners with lead generation, Clients and Account 

Management consulting services,  process, Quality 

Standards and Technology to deliver projects, access to 

talent Pool and  Reliable Infrastructure  can put these 

rural BPOs on par with the urban BPOs delivering same 

quality of output at a much higher cost arbitrage. 

At HHH we have seen that these are infact not just 
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centers of excellence but islands of excellence! A case in 

point is the services being offered to Genpact through a  

rural BPO in Kanakagiri, manned by school drop-outs 

since Jan 2011. The BPO has managed to achieve 100% 

success rates in delivering quality output consistently as 

per the client's performance dashboards. 

Vision and Way Forward

“One step for man- a giant leap for mankind” is the belief 

with which HHH is moving forward to ensure there is 

rural empowerment resulting in an inclusive growth 

environment that:

a. Enables a strong synergy to be developed between 

the corporate sector, the Central government, 

R&D establishments and non-governmental 

organizations

b. Brings all stakeholders together and foster their 

(government, business, students) approach to this 

populace.

c. Interacts with rural community to propagate and 

foster their movement towards what the business 

has to offer 

Information and 
Analysis of the

Rural BPO Markets

Quality Ratings of 
Rural BPO and 
provide access,

contracting support

Consulting for
setting up captive

units in Rural areas
and in managing

operations

Organize
conferences,

seminars, buyer-
seller connects

rBPO entrepreneur 
training and enbling to

get started

Market building activities
and lead generation

Provide consulting on
quality processes,

technology platforms and
operations

Access to talent
exchanges that can be 
deployed on demand

RubanSource
Partner
Network

Rural BPO
Platform

Rural BPOsBuyer
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We strongly believe that Rubanomics can pave way to 

addressing the global economic uncertainties and 

imbalances in the future. The economic imbalance that 

has become a norm now can be addressed with a focused 

approach on targeting the “new rural -urbans”, which 

will result in higher employment generation, more 

consumption, more spending power, lesser deficits, 

more money in the system thereby making the 

economies stronger & sustainable thereby resulting in 

“making the world a better place for you, for me and the 

entire human race”
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