
Over a 1,000 enterepreneurs have knocked on the doors of angel networks. Only 47 have got funded. 
Still, angel networks offer great hope to wannabe entrepreneurs, writes Shelley Singh

HARD SELL FOR A FEW MILLION AKD Infosystems, a telecom engineering services firm at a Saturday elevator pitch, trying to convince angels their plan is worth betting on 

Angel Networks

ON A SEARINGLY HOT SATURDAY,
Aseem Batla and his colleagues
wend their way through the
chaotic south Delhi traffic to
attend what could be the most
important meeting of their

careers. They have been given all of 45 minutes
to convince a group of angel investors that their
start-up company, AKD Infosystems, deserves
$1 million in funding. 

Inside the meeting room, six men attired in ca-
sual clothes sit relaxedly. Each one of them is a
wealthy entrepreneur looking to invest a small
part of their fortune in promising start-ups and
they are all part of the four-year-old Indian
Angels Network (IAN), India’s largest grouping of
angel investors. Another IAN colleague joins
them on conference phone. AKD has made it past
the initial screening and in three-quarters of an
hour Mr Batla must convince them that he can
transform the start-up into a company that will
grow large and make money for the investors. 

Mr Batla, a telecom professional and the man-
aging director of AKD Infosystems, begins his
sales pitch with a slide presentation. The telecom
market, he says, is booming in rural and semi-ur-
ban India, and AKD, with its cost-effective
engineering services, is just the sort of company
that gear-makers would like to partner with. 

No sooner does Mr Batla commence than he
is faced with a volley of questions. “Why,” one
IAN member asks, “does an experienced
telecom industry professional want money?” Mr
Batla replies that his money got stuck in the
Dubai real estate crash. 

“AKD speculated on Dubai’s real estate
expansion, so how are they sure they will
make money on India’s telecom expansion?”
asks another. 

“We have the expertise and our focus is on
high-margin telecom services,’’ Mr Batla says. 

A third individual comments that AKD’s busi-
ness model looks brittle and wants to see proof
that it has assured orders. A flurry of questions
on financials, strategy and the business model
has the AKD team on the edge when their 45
minutes runs out. They are ushered out and told
a decision will be made in a few weeks. 

Over the course of the day, the IAN members
scrutinise presentations by two other
entrepreneurs. While this is on in Delhi, similar
scenes repeat themselves at IAN offices in
Bangalore, Mumbai and Pune, where angel
investors scour ideas that have the potential to
become big business ventures. 

In the United States, the hotbed of
entrepreneurship, there are about 350,000 busi-
ness angels who invest around $30 billion a year
in some 60,000 ventures, or about $0.5 million
per venture, according to the US National
Venture Capital Association. 

In India, angel investing is just catching on.
There are lots of rich people who can be angels,
but most don’t see angel investing as an asset
class. They know shares, mutual funds, real
estate and fixed deposits, but are not willing to
risk their money on a company with a 30-page
business plan that has not made a single rupee in
sales but could be worth millions in a few years. 

“We are an entrepreneurial society but unable
to scale up ideas as there is no mentoring. IAN
fills this gap,” says Raman Roy, a co-founder of
IAN and CMD of Quatrro BPO. 

Six first-generation entrepreneurs,
including Mr Roy, Saurabh Srivastava,
Mohit Goyal and Alok Mittal were inspired

by angel networks such as those that exist in Sil-
icon Valley and decided to form their own in
India. Mr Srivastava and Mr Goyal had worked
together, having started and sold two
companies, Xansa and Scicom. Mr Roy, often
called the father of India’s business process
outsourcing industry, set up Spectramind,
which was acquired by Wipro. Mr Mittal’s
online jobs portal was bought by Monster. Just
like in Silicon Valley, the angels in India, to begin
with, were mainly from technology and
business services backgrounds. 

Often, a start-up needs much more than what
the three Fs — family, friends and fools — can
offer. Entrepreneurs seek mentoring as well but
can’t hire expensive consultants for that. Yet,

start-ups form the foundation of future
enterprise. Without them, the enterprise
creation pyramid that comprises incubation,
start-up, early-stage, growth, maturity and later
M&A or public listing will not be built. 

“This is what we want to create; a pool of good
start-ups that can become big businesses of
tomorrow. We are at the bottom of the
investment pyramid,” says Mr Srivastava. 

There are other angel networks in India like
Seed Funds, Mumbai Angels (see box) and Accel
Partners. But none as big as IAN, which has an
all-India presence. In that sense IAN is unique.
Even in other countries like the United States or
UK, angel groups like Band of Angels, California
Group or Pi Group are city-based ones. 

IAN, which has 121 members, has the
capacity to invest over $200 million a year.
And that is growing every month with the
addition of new members. 

Part of the reason for the scant interest in
angel investing in India was the absence of a
large market even a decade ago. Today, India is
among the top five global markets for mobile
phones, internet, two-wheelers and
entertainment. 

The change is also visible in IAN’s own transi-
tion from a club to an institution. In 2006,
when it was formed, members didn’t have an
office and worked from home or business
centres in hotels. Now, it has a secretariat in
Delhi with Padmaja Ruparel, a former Xansa
head of corporate strategy and
communications, as president. The network is
adding one or two members a month. 

Now, with over 100 people looking for
good ideas, there’s a more formal structure
to how IAN works. A word-of-mouth idea
coming through a member now goes by the
tag ̀ IAN member sponsor’. More often,
though, the starting point for an
entrepreneur looking for funding is the IAN
website. Ms Ruparel and her team have a
first look at the emails that usually come
with the subject line ̀ my business plan’ or a
more direct ̀ request for investment’. 

The initial idea, when it is from an
experienced hand, is about 20-22 slides. A
rookie usually sends in 5-6 slides or a two-
three page word document. 

“I got an idea recently that was all of 205
pages. But that’s an exception,” says Ms Ru-
parel. There are a number of me-too ideas,
like those on software testing or setting up a
spa. There are also offbeat ones, like
developing clever software to help people
select their dental implants or a new kind of
packaged food that relies on solar cooking
— put it out in the sun and it’s ready to eat!
About half of them are on areas like
hospitality, healthcare, biotech and retail.
People seeking funds come not only from
large metropolitan cities but also places like
Jalandhar, Bidar, Bhopal and Nagpur. 

W hatever be the idea, the IAN
secretariat diligently looks at
them and tries to find answers to

a spectrum of common-sense questions:
Has the budding entrepreneur done a com-
petitive analysis? What is the current finan-
cial position? Why is the money required
now? If the idea is beyond the expertise of
the secretariat, they tap domain expertise
among the members. 

About 160-180 out of the 2,000 ideas
that IAN gets every year make it past the
initial evaluation. The secretariat asks
entrepreneurs for more details and it
could be a few weeks before
entrepreneurs are invited for the 45-
minute pitch with IAN members. 

Once IAN is convinced about an idea, the
secretariat sends a mail to all members who
might be interested in investing and be part
of the sub-group. Over 60% of the
shortlisted ideas make it to the sub-group
stage. The sub-group, comprising 3-6 IAN
members, nominates a lead who will also
sit on the company’s board if IAN finally in-
vests in it. Scrutiny and due diligence by the
sub-group reveals much more about the
idea, its potential and the team. Many ideas

don’t make the cut for a range of reasons — the
sub-group may not be convinced about the
capability of the team or sometimes critical
financial information may be concealed. 

“One person had unexplained debt sitting in
his account. Angels are putting money on ideas
which are on paper; hence the scrutiny is really
deep,” says Ms Ruparel. 

Ideas are given the expert treatment. For
example, if it is in the automobiles or
manufacturing sector, Sunil Munjal, MD of the
Hero Group and an IAN member, or any other
auto expert can evaluate it. If it is in telecom,
there is plenty of expertise within IAN or they
could even request industry experts who may
not be IAN members to give their assessments. 

“That’s the advantage of the IAN web — we
can reach out to the best minds,” says Mr Srivas-
tava, adding that “in the end, about 80% is due
diligence and 20% is gut feel.” 

Sanshadow Consultants, a provider of
intellectual property consultancy
services, is one of the 22 companies to

have survived IAN’s test of investibility. About
half-a-dozen angels pooled together around Rs
50 lakh for the venture. 

“We had to modify our business model 365
times before we got funding. It was finally a
40-page business plan and took about six
months to get funded, after the sub-group was
formed,” says MD & CEO Shaleen Raizada.
The company has grown ten-fold in revenues
in the three years since it was funded and its
clients include IIT Kanpur, Videocon and

electrical goods maker Havells. 
Others that have received investment from

IAN include Kwench, a library solutions
provider, online food ordering site Hungryzone,
e-learning company authorGen and data
protection firm Druvaa. IAN members who par-
ticipated in the first round of Druvaa exited,
making five times the amount they invested. A
partial exit has been made from authorGen, and
MadHouse, another IAN-funded start-up,
acquired by Seventymm. 

However, not everyone, even with a sound
business plan, gets funded. Amit Agarwala, CEO
of Amdale Software Technologies, a telecom
products company, approached IAN for mentor-
ing and money and got neither. 

He says IAN was looking for too much
certainty. 

“They want to fund only services businesses,
where they see instant returns, not a product
company like ours. They are looking for get-
rich-quick kind of business plans; mine isn’t.” 

Amdale’s revenues are now about $1 million
and it is growing 10-fold a year and now banks
on friends and family for support. 

But IAN says such criticism is groundless.
Sanjeev Aggarwal, MD, Helion Ventures, who is
an IAN member, says, “Product companies
struggle with market size projections” while Mr
Mittal argues that IAN is “not a development
fund or a grant organisation”. 

This year, IAN is setting its sights higher: it
aims to fund at least a dozen deals. Mr Batla of
AKD has been called for another meeting and he
is hoping that his company is among them.
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A lot can
happen
over dinner

WHAT THE INDIAN ANGEL
NETWORK DOES ACROSS THE
COUNTRY, MUMBAI ANGELS
DOES IN ONE CITY. AND IT’S GOT
QUICKER RESULTS... ALL
OVER A MEAL 

M
UMBAI ANGELS, FORMED IN
2006, began with 10 investors, one
investee company and no
employees. It is now an active early-

stage investor with a full-fledged office for
initial screening of ideas. 

The screening committee sees about 150
plans a month, and shortlists the best 20 af-
ter assessing the business idea, the team’s
record, references, the experience of the
promoter, market potential and viability of
the business. The top four ideas get to do an
‘elevator pitch’ over a dinner attended by
Mumbai Angels. 

This event happens once in 45 days on
what Mumbai Angels call a ‘Super Saturday’
and is attended by 90% of the angels. Here,
they get to closely scrutinise four of the best
ideas and meet entrepreneurs face-to-face,
before they finally decide whether or not to
invest. Once the idea is accepted there is
further due diligence and within the next 30
days, a shareholder agreement is signed,
with a Mumbai Angel member on the
company’s board. 

Sasha Mirchandani, a co-founder of
Mumbai Angels, has been an angel investor
since 1999. He is also senior investment
director at Blue Run Ventures and before
that was head of corporate affairs at Mirc
Electronics, the owners of the Onida brand.
In 2006 he co-founded Mumbai Angels
with Prashant Choksey because he “did not
have the bandwidth and time to scale up
angel investing” on his own. Mr Choksey is
CEO of Choksey Constructions, a real
estate company. 

Unlike IAN, where investments are made
usually by individuals, Mumbai Angels are
open to institutions also investing. Also,
while IAN members should be able to write a
cheque of Rs 25 lakh a year, there is no such
requirement among Mumbai Angels. 

Also unlike IAN, which largely comprises
first generation entrepreneurs, Mumbai
Angels has consultants, lawyers, bankers and
even second-generation entrepreneurs like
Mr Mirchandani among its 100 members. 

So far, the Mumbai Angels have funded 25
companies with investments ranging
between Rs 30 lakh and Rs 2 crore. Some of
them include mobile advertising company
inMobi, mobile video streaming provider
Apalya Technologies, personalised merchan-
diser Myntra, supply chain management
firm Reverse Logistics and Screampoint, a
developer of 5D spatial information manage-
ment systems. 

It has exited from Reverse Logistics,
Apalya, Myntra and InMobi. Qualcomm and
IDG Ventures invested in Apalya. InMobi
attracted venture funding from Kleiner
Perkins and Sherpalo, while Reverse
Logistics attracted funding from Reliance
Venture, Sherpalo and Kleiner, Perkins, Cau-
field & Byers. 

MUMBAI ANGELS

DILBERT byS Adams

We are running a
nursery, all seeds

won’t sprout. Our job is to
be good farmers
SAURABH SRIVASTAVA
CO-FOUNDER, IAN

It’s an investment
call we make. We

are not a development fund
or a grant organisation
ALOK MITTAL
MD, CANAAN PARTNERS

Quality of ideas has
improved. There’s a

bigger ambition to build the
next Bharti or Infosys
SANJEEV AGGARWAL
MD, HELION VENTURESA

It’s the highest risk
asset class. We

spread small money in
many deals, some will 
pay off
SASHA MIRCHANDANI
CO-FOUNDER, MUMBAI ANGELS
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